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Introduction: My Mouth Has Been Given to Me That I May Speak

Paula Guran

______

Any corpse with well-preserved flesh is considered a mummy. Mummification may be deliberate or accidental. Extreme cold, dryness, and lack of oxygen are all natural conditions that may result in mummification. Intentional exposure to chemicals—embalming—as practiced by the ancient Egyptians produced the “bandaged” mummy that is now iconic.

Human mummies, anthropogenic or spontaneous, have been found on every continent except Antarctica—and naturally mummified seals have been found even there. Some of the best-preserved mummies come from European bogs.

 

There are a handful of fictional non-Egyptian mummy tales, but the vast preponderance of pop cultural mummies in all media are based on the Egyptian model.

The Egyptians were not preoccupied with death; they loved life and wanted it to continue forever. For those with means to afford the expensive and complex process of mummification, it was a way of ensuring one survived in the afterlife.

The journey to the next life was fraught with danger. Spells, amulets, rituals, and funerary figurines were provided to assist the deceased to make his or her way to Osiris, god of the netherworld and the first mummy. There, the deceased would face the judgment of the Weighing of the Heart. The heart of the dead was placed on a scale balanced against the feather of Maat—the fundamental order of the universe, justice, and truth personified as a goddess. If the scales balanced, immortality was achieved; if not, Ammit—a monster part lion, hippopotamus, and crocodile—devoured the heart and one’s chance for eternal life ended.

The Egyptian concept of spirit or soul was complicated (and not fully understood today). Very basically, the body was preserved to continue providing a host for the soul.

Mummification occurred in Egypt as far back as prehistoric times, but the earliest mummies were probably an accidental result of Egypt’s hot dry climate. Around 2600 BCE, Egyptians began to intentionally mummify the dead. The process varied over the ages, but remained complex and expensive. Royalty and the elite were mummified, the average and poor had to rely on incantations and spells to reach the afterlife.

Sometimes pets were mummified, as were, for religious reasons, several kinds of animals.

 

Mummies have acquired meaning and symbolism quite separate from their value as a source of historic knowledge and tangible connection with the past. They are part of an obsession with the civilization once centered on the Nile River. This passion began with the ancient Greeks and, through the ages, continued in Western culture. Egyptomania has manifested in many ways: the fine arts, architecture, design, the beliefs of occultists, philosophy, politics, religion, science (both sensible and pseudo-), and society. It has played—for better or worse—a part in discourse of race and, according to some, even the national identity of the USA.

 

Two major waves of Egyptomania have washed over the West in the last two centuries or so. The first followed Napoleon Bonaparte’s attempt to conquer Egypt (1798–1801). Along with some thirty-four thousand soldiers, the invader’s ships carried more than five hundred civilians—biologists, mineralogists, linguists, mathematicians, chemists, botanists, zoologists, surveyors, economists, artists, poets, and other scholars. The campaign was a military disaster, but became a cultural triumph. The scholars produced the encyclopedic Description de l’Égypte, published from 1809 to 1827, and conveyed the glories of Egypt to the European public.

The French also brought back treasures from Egypt, but some of the antiquities gathered to study in Alexandria were forfeited to the British when the French occupation of Egypt was ended in 1801.

A hunger for objects, monuments, and more, developed. Unfortunately, during the nineteenth century many of the techniques employed to find pieces of Egypt’s past were destructive and sometimes felonious. Nevertheless, they added greatly to the world’s knowledge. Mummies were included among the many artifacts shipped back to museums.

In the 1840s, steamships made travel to Egypt feasible. Wealthy tourists brought mummies back as souvenirs and public and private “mummy unwrapping parties” became fashionable.

For those of lesser means, advances in printing technology resulted in larger and cheaper editions of travelogues, memoirs, and other literature concerning Egypt. Newspapers and periodicals covered the discoveries of Egyptologists. Europeans and Americans were enthralled with the idea of Egypt and fascinated by its mummies. The tantalizing thought of a mummy brought back to life began appearing, not surprisingly, in fiction.

During the nineteenth and early twentieth century, four main themes began fermenting in mummy fiction: reanimation, reincarnation, a love that lasts beyond death, and a mummy’s curse that brought vengeance from the past.

As far as we know, the idea of a reanimated mummy would have never occurred to the ancient Egyptians. Mummies were still people of a sort. How can one bring life to the already living?

Mummies, their coffins, and masks are lifelike and seem to have the potential for reanimation. At the same time, these preserved remains defy what Westerners see as a natural cycle—“ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” That which is not “normal,” including mummies, can easily slip into the realm of the supernatural where the dead may walk and talk again. Reanimation of the dead can also be a result of “weird science,” which prompts a cultural connection to the idea that humankind can not scientifically tinker with the unknown without facing dire consequence.

As handy a plot device as it is, the idea of reincarnation would also have been abhorrent to the Egyptians. The entire intent of mummification—and the belief system supporting it—was to preserve an individual’s single life to enjoy eternity in the afterlife. Magical “backups”—in case offerings of food ceased or the body was destroyed—were provided by carved and painted representations on tomb walls and in sculptures that could provide a place of safety for the soul.

Despite all the magic (heka) that was commonplace to ancient Egyptians, they never connected curses with mummies. Perhaps the concept resulted from a combination of Western cultural taboos against disturbing the dead and an early Arabic (Egypt became part of the Arab world in 639 CE) belief: if one entered an Egyptian tomb and voiced the proper magical words, its treasure—made otherwise invisible by the magic of the ancients—would then be revealed.

As for eternal love, the Egyptians did expect their loved ones to be with them in the afterlife. They also assumed they would have sex there. Since divorce and remarriage were easy and fairly common, one can suppose “love that never dies” would be an individual choice, if it existed at all.

 

By the turn of the century the new medium of film took the mummy as a theme. At least three dozen films featuring mummies were made in the silent era. Fiction influenced film; film influenced fiction.

 

Howard Carter’s discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922 and subsequent exploration and careful conservation of its contents—which took ten years—inspired a new wave of interest in ancient Egypt. The Western world was, once again, enthralled with Egyptomania. Many Egyptian-themed novels were churned out during the 1920s and 1930s. Exotic, mysterious ancient Egypt also became a staple of the pulp magazines that flourished in the USA during the 1920s and 1940s, so mummies occasionally showed up there, too. Like all pulp fiction, a few of the tales remain of interest, but most are best forgotten.

Film became the main manufacturer of mummy mythos for the masses. If horrific visions of the vengeful walking dead, pharaonic curses, and murdering mummies invade the public’s nightmares, then the images probably came from the screen—and the Universal films of the 1930s and 1940s and their take-offs (including the Hammer Films of the 1950s and 1960s) are primary sources.

Although far from the first or last mummy movie, the classic 1932 Universal Pictures movie, The Mummy, directed by Karl Freund and starring Boris Karloff, is the most influential.

The Mummy’s themes of romance, reanimation, and reincarnation are central to the twentieth-century image of the mummy. A doomed dark romance linking the present to the past can easily be seen as a metaphor for cultural fascination with ancient Egypt itself.

Karloff, in Jack P. Pierce’s outstanding make-up, portrays a mummy only briefly—if effectively—early in the film. Although Karloff’s short appearance as a wrapped mummy became an iconic “monster” as a result of the film, he’s not really horrific. The mummy does not intentionally harm anyone; only in human form does the character kill. And, although it doesn’t excuse his crimes, the revived human-appearing mummy is motivated by a profound love for which he has suffered a torturous death and centuries of unfathomable stasis.

The movie was successful enough that Universal exploited it during the 1940s with a series of plodding, unimaginative sequels that had nothing to do with Karloff’s nuanced performance or much with the original mummy. They instead focused on Kharis, a mummy-creature resembling dirty laundry that shambled about with a stiff-legged gait trailing bandages. Kharis is always brought down by humans (and eventually revived). He is a creature serving human evil that “good” humans can defeat.

During the 1950s, stories featuring mummies became scarcer and often light-hearted rather than horrific. Movie mummies re-entered the horror realm in 1959 when Hammer Films managed to hit just about every theme/cliché in their remake of The Mummy.

 

The literary mummy remained alive in a few short stories and novels. One outstanding novel of the horror/thriller genre remains Cities of the Dead (1988) by Michael Paine, a chilling, well-researched, atmospheric novel written in the voice of Howard Carter. Supposedly excerpted from diaries written by Carter long before his famous discovery, the plot involves mummies, but not the walking dead.

By far the bestselling of all mummy fiction is Anne Rice’s 1989 The Mummy, or Ramses the Damned. Rice returns to the theme of immortal love and lust with a heavy hand that makes this novel more of a steamy romance than a horror story.

Although mummies were seldom the theme, they do turn up in some mystery/thriller novels. Elizabeth Peters, a pen name of the late Barbara Mertz (a PhD in Egyptology), invented turn-of-the-century heroine Amelia Peabody, who is based very loosely on Amelia Ann Blanford Edwards, a real Victorian Egyptologist. Most of the nineteen novels only deal tangentially with mummies. Lynda S. Robinson (who holds a doctoral degree in anthropology with a specialty in archaeology) set a series of mysteries in Eighteenth Dynasty Egypt. In the first of the series, Murder in the Place of Anubis (1994) her “detective,” Lord Meren, investigates a murder committed in a mummification workshop.

From the literary mainstream, an unusual novel The Egyptologist (2004) by Arthur Phillips involves a murder-suicide related to mummies, but no revived mummies.

There are numerous books for children and young adults—both fiction and non-fiction—with a mummy theme.

 

The movie mummy genre was somewhat revived with Universal’s 1999 “reimagining” of their mummy with The Mummy, a big-screen blockbuster. It was followed by The Mummy Returns (2001), and The Mummy: Tomb of the Dragon Emperor (2008)—the last set in China where the mummy of an emperor cursed by a witch centuries before is unearthed—all directed by Stephen Sommers.

Universal announced a reboot of the series in 2012. At the time of writing this, the most recent announced release date is 27 March 2017.

 

Although some of the stories in The Mammoth Book of the Mummy use earlier tropes, it’s often with a modern twist. We offer three brand-new stories. Five tales employ non-Egyptian mummies: one Mesopotamian, two Northern European bog mummies, two American. Admittedly, the mummies may not all turn out to be mummies, exactly, but I think you’ll agree the stories fit the theme very well. I hope you find these tales are a breath of fresh air in a subgenre that, too often, is as stifling as a sealed sarcophagus—if written in at all.

The history of anthologies (in English, at least) focusing on fiction related to mummies is a short one. In fact, there had never been a trade anthology of all-new, original stories from multiple authors on the theme until 2013 when The Book of the Dead, edited by Jared Shurin (Jurassic London), was published. It presented twenty new tales of the mummy. This volume owes a great deal to Jurassic London: four of our stories are reprinted from The Book of the Dead; they also published the novella The Good Shabti.

[Even in the realm of extremely limited editions, the only attempt at collecting original mummy stories was Spirits Unwrapped, edited and published by Daniel Braum, in 2005. Really a softcover chapbook (with no ISBN) of thirty-two pages limited to 250 copies, it included four original stories.]

Otherwise we have had—

The Mummy Walks Among Us, edited by Vic Ghidalia (1971, Xerox Education Publications), a compilation of pulp reprints, was—as far as I have discovered—probably the first mummy-themed anthology in the USA. A scant 151 pages, it contained five short stories that first appeared in issues of Weird Tales from 1930 to 1946; Théophile Gautier’s The Mummy’s Foot, first published in French in 1840 (as Le pied de momie) and in English in 1871; and a story by August Derleth that first appeared in Strange Stories, April 1939. It was probably intended for what we now consider the young adult market.

Mummy! A Chrestomathy of Cryptology, edited by Bill Pronzini (Arbor House, 1980), appears to be the first hardcover mummy anthology. Nominated for a 1981 World Fantasy Award as Best Anthology/Collection, Mummy! contains seven reprinted short stories and five originals. The new stories were all based in non-Egyptian cultures, so I will note them individually: Talmage Powell discovers Mayan mummies in “Charlie,” and mummies are found in Scotland in “The Weekend Magus” by Edward D. Hoch. “The Princess” by Joe R. Lansdale centers on a Danish bog mummy. Ardath Mayhar’s “The Eagle-Claw Rattle” concerns an American Indian mummy. Mysterious (possible) mummies are chanced upon in a New England town in “The Other Room” by Charles L. Grant. The science fictional “Revelation in Seven Stages” by Barry N. Malzberg presents future aliens using Egyptian mummies on Earth long after humanity has ceased to exist.

The tales in The Mummy: Stories of the Living Corpse, edited by Peter Haining (Severn House, 1988), were all reprints published previous to 1940 except for two from the eighties. Mummy Stories, edited by Martin H. Greenberg (Ballantine, 1990) included five original stories—none memorable and two of which don’t actually involve a mummy at all—as well as nine reprints.

Into the Mummy’s Tomb edited by John Richard Stephens (Berkley Books, 2001) was another rehash of dated reprints.

Although mummies were not its theme, I’ll note Pharaoh Fantastic, edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Brittiany A. Koren (DAW, 2002) since two of its thirteen original stories were mummy-related. The same with the The Mammoth Book of Egyptian Whodunnits (2002) edited by Mike Ashley. Its theme is apparent from the title, but since five of its eighteen original Egyptological mysteries include mummies, as does the single reprint—“The Locked Tomb Mystery” by Elizabeth Peters, which first appeared in the 1989 anthology Sisters in Crime—it, too, deserves a mention.

In 2004, Return from the Dead: A Collection of Classic Mummy Stories (Wordsworth Editions), edited by David Stuart Davies, again reprinted older stories as did Chad Arment in Out of the Sand: Mummies, Pyramids, and Egyptology in Classic Science Fiction and Fantasy (Coachwhip Publications, 2008). The latter is a print-on-demand publication.

Jurassic London published a companion volume to the aforementioned The Book of the Dead. Unearthed, co-edited by Jared Shurin and John J. Johnston, compiled eleven classic stories—one virtually unknown—for an excellent compilation of (essentially, if not exactly) nineteenth-century (1840–1906) short fiction. Both books were published in partnership with the Egypt Exploration Society and have introductions by John J. Johnston, Vice-Chair of the Egypt Exploration Society, that are the epitome of what I wish this introduction was.

Although there may be some anthologies among the many mummy-related fiction titles published for children and young adults in the last three decades, I haven’t found them. Similarly, in the relatively new area of digital publication, The Mummy Megapack: 20 Modern and Classic Tales (Wildside Press, 2011), appears to be the single e-book-only anthology widely available. Despite its title, it consists of only three modern stories (two of which are by Nina Kiriki Hoffman) and seventeen public domain stories published before 1913.

 

Some final notes . . .

 

•   A great deal of the above would, in a scholarly article, be footnoted. I’m not being scholarly.

•   For instance, there should a footnote explaining the title of this introduction. It is part of Spell 22 in the Book of the Dead concerned with the Opening of the Mouth ritual. The ritual was needed so the deceased could breathe, speak, eat, and drink in the afterlife.

•   I’ve retained the spelling of ancient Egyptian words and names as each author wrote them. Preferred spellings have changed over the years; stories set in an earlier era may well be employing what was “proper” then. English transliterations of hieroglyphs are dicey business to begin with, so we shall leave well enough alone.

•   Similarly, any historical inaccuracies the authors may have used—intentionally or inadvertently—have been left. After all, this is fiction. Any mistakes made by me are unintentional, but I have no excuse.

•   I use the term “steampunk” in a couple of story introductions. It occurs to me that there may be readers unaware of its meaning. In general, it is science fiction and fantasy that incorporates technology and aesthetic designs inspired by nineteenth-century industrial steam-powered machinery.

•   Any historic Egyptian dates in my short story introductions come from Ancient Egyptian Chronology, edited by Erik Hornung, Rolf Krauss, and David A. Warburton (Brill, 2006).

 

Ankh, wedja, seneb!
(Life, prosperity, health!)

Paula Guran


When seeking stories for this anthology, I recalled “Private Grave 9” as one of the finest “mummy” stories I had ever read. A couple of other people mentioned it as their “favorite mummy story,” too. When I reread Ka ren Joy Fowler’s story, I realized Tu-api is not exactly mummified—but, even excluding the subtext of Howard Carter’s famous discovery, this hauntingly powerful story is more than “close enough” to include here.

Private Grave 9

Karen Joy Fowler

______

Every week Ferhid takes our trash out and buries it. Last week’s included chicken bones, orange peels, a tin that cherries had come in and another for peas, an empty silver-bromide bottle, my used razorblade, a Bakelite comb someone sat on and broke, and several early drafts of Mallick’s letter to Lord Wallis about our progress. Meanwhile, at G4 and G5, two bone hairpins and seven clay shards were unearthed, one of which was painted with some sort of dog, or so Davis says, though I’d have guessed lion. There’s more to be found in other sectors, but all of it too recent—anything Roman or later is still trash to us. G4 and G5 are along the deep cut, and we’re finding our oldest stuff there.

I’d spent the morning in the darkroom, ostensibly to work but really because I was tired of the constant gabble of the expedition house. When I grew up, it was just my mother and me. I had the whole third floor to myself, and she wasn’t allowed to come up unless I asked her. I’ve got no gripe against anyone here. It’s just a question of what you’re used to.

The photographs I was printing were all of infant skeletons. There’s an entire level of these, laid out identically on their sides with their legs pulled into their stomachs. Davis had cleared each tiny skull and ribcage with his breath because they were so delicate, and it took a week because there were so many. That seemed very intimate to me, and I wondered if he’d felt any attachment to one more than another. I thought it would probably be rude to ask. My pictures were of all different babies, but all my pictures looked the same.

At lunch, I shared some philosophical thoughts—all about how much sadder finding a single child would have been and how odd that was, you feeling less with each addition.

Mallick, our director, said when I’d put in a few more seasons I’d find I didn’t think of them as dead people at all, but as the bead necklace or the copper bowl or whatever else might be found with the body. Mallick’s eyes are all rimmed in red like a basset hound’s. This gives him a tragic demeanor, when he’s really quite cheerful. The whole time he was speaking, Miss Jackson, his secretary, was seated just past him with her head down, attending to her food. Miss Jackson lost her husband in the trenches and her son to the flu after.

Remembering that, and remembering how each of her losses was merely one among so many they might as well have been stars in the sky, made me wish I’d kept my thoughts to myself. Women take death harder than we men. Or that’s been my experience.

“No signs of illness or malformation.” Davis has a face round as a moon and that pale skin that takes color easily; he’s always either blanching or blushing. I watched him clean his fork on his napkin with the same surgical precision, the same careful attention, he brought to every task. Sunlight flashed off the square lenses of his spectacles whenever he looked up at me. Flash, flash, flash. “Best guess?” he said. “Infanticide.”

Ferhid had carved us a cold lamb for lunch and had the mail lying under our forks. Ferhid has the profile of a film star, but a mouth full of rotted teeth. His mouth is a painful thing to see, and I wish he didn’t smile so often.

We each had a letter or two, which was fair and friendly, though most of them mentioned Howard Carter’s dig, which was not. Mine, of course, was from my mother, pretending not to miss me as unpersuasively as she possibly could. I missed the war as her sole support, but since that ended it’s been more of a burden. Last month I wrote to her that a man must have a vocation and if nothing comes to him, then he must go looking. Today she responded by wondering if it was necessary to travel half a globe and forty-five hundred years away. She said that Mesopotamia must be about as far from Michigan as it’s possible to get. How wonderful, she said, to be so unattached that you can pick up and go anywhere and never mind the people you’ve left behind. And then she promised me that she wasn’t complaining.

Patwin read bits of The Times aloud while we had our coffee. Apparently reporters are still camped at the Tut-ankh-Amen tomb, cataloguing gold masks and lapis-lazuli scarabs and ebony effigies as fast as Carter can haul them out. These Times accounts have Lord Wallis and everyone else in a spin, as if we’re playing some sort of tennis match against Carter and losing badly. Our potsherds, never mind how old they are, have become an embarrassing return on Wallis’ investment, though they were good enough before. Our skeletons are too numerous to be tasteful. I’m betting Wallis won’t be whimsical about paintings of dogs, nor will anyone else at his club.

As he read, Patwin’s tone conveyed his disapproval. He has the darting eyes of an anarchist (and a beard like Freud’s), but he’s actually a stolid Marxist. So he’ll tell you slavery was a necessary historical phase, but it’s clear that shards of good clay working-class pots suit him better than golden bowls put by for the afterlife.

“We had a lovely morning in PG 9,” Mallick said stoutly. PG stands for private grave, and PG 9 is the largest tomb we’ve found so far, four chambers in all, and never plundered—naturally, that’s the part that has us most excited. A woman is laid out in the second of these chambers—a priestess or a queen in a coffin of clay. There’s a necklace of gold leaves and a gold ring. Several of the colored beads she once wore in her hair have fallen into her skull. The skeletons of seven other women, presumably her servants, are kneeling in the third and fourth chambers, along with two groomsmen, two oxen, and a musician with what I imagine, when Davis reconstructs it, will be a lyre. Once upon a time Wallis would have been entirely content with this. A royal tomb. A sleeping priestess. But that was before Carter began to swim in golden sarcophagi.

 

Another American, a girl from Rapid City, has come to visit us in the mud-brick expedition house. Her name is Emily Whitfield, and she’s a cousin of Mallick’s wife or a second cousin or some such thing, some relative Mallick found impossible to send away. She’s twenty-nine, just a couple years shy of me, flapper haircut, eyes of a washed-out blue, but a good figure. Already there’d been some teasing. “High time you met the right girl,” Mallick had said, but the minute I’d seen Miss Whitfield I’d known she wasn’t that. I’ve never believed in love at first sight, but I’ve had a fair amount of experience with the opposite.

Patwin had claimed to dread Miss Whitfield’s visit, in spite of the obvious appeal of a new face. “She’ll need to be taken everywhere, and someone will always be hurting her feelings,” Patwin had predicted, fingers scratching through his beard. Patwin prided himself on knowing women, although when that would have happened I really couldn’t say. “She’ll find it all very dirty and our facilities insupportable. She’ll never have stood before.” And then Patwin had a coughing fit; it was such a rude thing to have said in Miss Jackson’s presence.

But Miss Whitfield was proving entirely game. Davis took her to see the baby skeletons, and he said she made no comment, lit an unmoved cigarette. Apparently she’s an authoress and quite successful, according to Mallick who’d learned it from his wife. Four books so far, books in which people are killed in clever and unusual ways, murderers unmasked by people even cleverer. She was about to set a book at a dig such as ours; it’s why she’d come. Mallick told me to take her along and show her the new tomb, so she was there when I took my picture. I’d been pointing out an arresting detail or two—the way the workmen chant as they haul the rubble out of the chamber, the rags they tie around their heads, their seeping eyes—but she didn’t seem interested.

We brought the smell of sweat and flesh with us into the tomb. Most people would have instinctively lowered their voices. Not Miss Whitfield. “I thought it would be grander,” she said when we were inside the second chamber. Patwin had rigged an electrical installation so there was plenty of light for our work here. “I didn’t picture mud.” She lifted a hand to her hair, and when she lowered it again there was a streak of dust running from the hairline down her temple. It gave her a friendlier, franker look, but like Mallick’s sad eyes, this proved deceiving. What she really wanted to know was whether there were tensions in the expedition house. “You all live in each other’s pockets. It must drive you crazy sometimes. There must be little, annoying habits that send you right around the bend.”

“Actually things go very smoothly,” I told her. “Sorry to disappoint.” I was taking my first photographs of the bones in the coffin, adjusting the lighting, dragging a stool about and standing on it to get the best angle. Miss Whitfield was beneath my elbow. Davis was in a corner of the chamber on his knees, pouring hot wax and pressing a cloth down on it. When the wax dried, he would lift out bits of shell and stone without disturbing their placement.

Miss Whitfield finally softened her voice. She was so close I could smell the cigarette smoke in her hair. “But if you did murder someone,” she whispered, “would it more likely be Mr Patwin or Mr Davis?” She might have been asking this at the exact moment I took my first picture.

With her free hand, she reached into the coffin, straight into my second shot, ruining it. I watched through the rangefinder as she rolled the skull slightly away. I was too surprised to stop her. “Please don’t touch!” Davis called in alarm from his corner, and she removed her hand.

“I heard Tut-ankh-Amen’s head was bashed in at the back with a blunt instrument,” she explained. Her smoke-filled disappointment wafted through the tomb. I came off my stool, tried to set the skull back the way it had been, but I couldn’t be sure I’d done it right. I’d need to check my first photograph for that.

That night Patwin complained that I was blocking his light while he tried to read. I told him it was interesting that he thought the light belonged to him. I said, that’s an interesting point of view for a Marxist to take, and I saw Miss Whitfield pull out her notebook to write the whole thing down.

 

Next day, a cylindrical seal was found on the bier, and Davis deciphered a name from it, Tu-api, along with a designation for a highborn woman. A princess, not a priestess, then. We also found a golden amulet, carved in the shape of a goat standing on its hind legs. There’d been a second goat, a matching partner, but that one was crushed beyond mending. Pictures of all the ornaments had to be finished in a rush and sent off to Lord Wallis. The goat is really lovely, and my photograph showed it well; no one will have to apologize for that find.

Even better were the stones and shells that Davis had impressed. Mallick believed they’d once been two sides of a wooden box, which had disintegrated, leaving only the pattern.

One side had shown scenes from ordinary life. There was a banquet with guests and musicians, farmers with wood on their backs, oxen and sheep. The second side was all armies, prisoners of war, chariots, men with weapons. Before and After, Miss Jackson called it, but Mallick called it Peace and War to clarify that it represented two parts of a cycle, and not a sequence, that peace would follow war as well as precede it. The unknown artist must have been remarkable, as the people were so detailed, right down to the sorry look on the prisoners’ faces.

Patwin criticized me for taking more pictures of Tu-api than of the kneeling girls or the groomsmen or the poor musician. He said that I must fight the bourgeois impulse to care more about the princess than about the slave. It would be even harder, he conceded, now that the princess had a name. But Tu-api, he guessed, had the good fortune to die of natural causes. Unlike the others in her tomb.

“Does he always lecture at you like that?” Miss Whitfield asked. “How irritating that must be!”

 

Because I was busy developing prints of golden goats and verdigris bowls, because we’d already sent Lord Wallis plenty of photographs of skeletons, I left my pictures of Tu-api untouched for a couple of days. It was late at night when I finally put them through the wash and hung them up, and I didn’t look closely until the following morning. In my first shot, Tu-api had a face. This wasn’t part of the picture exactly, but a cloudy, ghostly spot with imploring eyes superimposed over the skull. It made my skin crawl up the back of my neck, and I took it out to the dig to show the others. It was a hot day and the air so dry it stung to breathe. I found Mallick, Davis, and Miss Jackson all together in the third chamber around the pit where the oxen had been found.

They were not as unnerved as I was. A human face is an easy thing to find, Davis pointed out, in the paint on a ceiling, the grain in a wooden board. “I once saw the face of God in the clouds,” Miss Jackson agreed. “I know how that sounds, but it was as sharp and perfect as a Michelangelo. Sober and very beautiful. Thin Chinese sort of beard. I got down on my knees and watched until it melted and blew away.”

This sudden display of fancy from solid, cylindrical Miss Jackson obviously embarrassed Mallick. He got scholarly in response, with his dry voice and those red-rimmed eyes. “I’ve heard of bodies preserved right down to the facial expression,” he said. “In the Arctic ice, for example. Or at very high altitudes. I’ve always imagined those discoveries to be rather grim.”

“Buried in the bogs,” Patwin said. He’d arrived with Miss Whitfield while Mallick was speaking. He held out his hand for my photograph and looked it over silently. He handed it to Miss Whitfield. “I knew a man who’d met a man who’d found a thousand-year-old woman while digging for peat. He said you can’t look into a thousand-year-old face and not find yourself just a little bit in love. You can’t look into a thousand-year-old face and think, I bet you were an annoying old nag.”

“You’ve just put your thumb here on the print,” Miss Whitfield suggested to me. As if I were six years old and playing with my father’s Brownie.

I imagined myself with my hands around her throat. It came on me all of a sudden and shocked me more than the face had. I took my im aginary hands off her and gave her an imaginary and forgiving handshake instead.

In fact, I was angry with them all for refusing to believe the photograph even as they looked at it. Her face was indistinct, I grant you that. But you could see how beautiful she was. You could see the longing in those eyes. The fear. You could see she hadn’t wanted to die alone, had surrounded herself with other people, but it hadn’t helped her. I thought we all knew something about that, but maybe it was only me.

 

On payday there were forgeries to be exposed. A number of intriguing little carvings had begun to show up, all found by the same pair of brothers. The recent ones were simply too intriguing. Mallick made a show of dismissing the culprits as a lesson to the rest. It was all very good-natured. Even the brothers laughed at their exposure, left with a cheerful round of goodbyes. It was, no doubt, a great disappointment to Miss Whitfield, who had been looking forward to the confrontation ever since Mallick showed us the tiny forged bear.

None of the workmen would be back until their money ran out, which meant that we would start again in two days’ time with a whole new crew. Yusef, who’d found the golden goat, had been paid its weight in gold and wouldn’t be back for weeks. This was a shame as he was one of our most skilled workers and a natural diplomat as well. Diplomats were always needed on our mixed crew of Armenians, Arabs, and Kurds.

The site was quiet with everyone gone. I missed the rhythmic chanting, the scraping of stone on stone, the pleasure of dim and distant laughter.

Davis and I used the day off to drive Miss Whitfield to the holy shrine of the Yezedis. Davis said that the Yezedis worship Lucifer and represent him with the symbol of the peacock. We bounced along the road, the dust so thick I had to stop every fifteen minutes and wipe down the car windows. The last few miles can only be done on foot, but by this time you’ve risen into the pure air and walking is a pleasure. The shrine is breathtakingly white and intricate as a wedding cake. Streams pour through descending basins in the cool courtyard and acolytes tiptoe in to bring you tea. Clearly their Lucifer is not the same as our Lucifer.

Still, we’d done our best to work Miss Whitfield up with stories of Satan worshippers so that the tranquil, restorative scene would be a nasty surprise. I figured I was getting to know what Miss Whitfield wanted. I whispered to her that the priest, whom we did not see, was said to be kept drugged so that his aunt could rule in his name; I didn’t want the trip to be a complete disappointment.

Davis sat holding his small, black cup of tea in two hands and smiling sweetly. The steam from the tea clouded his spectacles. I was across from him, growing sleepy from the sun and the sound of water. Miss Whitfield had knelt by the lowest of the fountain pools. She broke the surface with her hand, so her submerged fingers seemed larger than the dry hand to which they were attached. “Tell me,” Davis said to Miss Whitfield. “When you come to a place like this, even at a place like this, do you find yourself imagining a murder?”

And I thought how easy it would be to push Miss Whitfield’s head under and hold it. It wasn’t even a complete thought, just a flicker, really, ephemeral as the steam from Davis’ tea, no emotional content, no actual desire. I put it instantly out of my mind, which was easy enough since it had hardly been there to begin with.

“Would you think I was a ghoul if I said yes?” Miss Whitfield’s black hair shivered in the slight breeze. She smoothed it back with her wet fingers, dipped her hand and wet her hair again.

“I’d think you the complete professional,” Davis said politely. “But it’s a ghoulish profession.”

“So’s yours,” she answered.

And then to me, “So’s yours,” even though I hadn’t said a thing.

On our way back we stopped in town to buy bread and chocolate to add to our supper of mutton and goat cheese and wine. Davis had gotten too much sun during our outing; he was as pink as if he’d been boiled. When he came to the table he sat on a chair that wasn’t solidly beneath him and fell on to the stone floor with a loud cry of alarm. I’d never seen Patwin enjoy anything so much. He could hardly chew he was laughing so hard.

Miss Whitfield was too tired to eat. Ferhid took her untouched plate back to the kitchen, where he dropped knives and slammed pot lids to communicate his disapproval until Mallick went out to mollify him.

When I was sure no one was watching, I slipped away and took three more pictures of Tu-api, moving the light between each shot. If I stared long enough through the rangefinder into the coffin, I could conjure her face just the way my photograph had recorded it, floating over her skull. If I looked directly, then the face disappeared.

When I developed the new pictures, there was no face. I took another print off my original exposure, and her face didn’t show up there, either. Perhaps this should have persuaded me that the image wasn’t to be trusted, was a fault of the paper and therefore unreal. But I was even more persuaded in the event, which was proving so singular and so intimate. Tu-api had shown her face only once and only to me.

 

“I have a bone to pick with you.” Patwin caught me as I came out of the bathroom. “You’re always riding me about my politics.”

Patwin didn’t use American idioms, so I figured he was merely repeating what some native speaker had said to him, and I figured I knew who that would be. I was outraged by the collusion, but also by the sentiment.

“You must be joking,” I said. “The way you lecture me . . .”

“Live and let live is all I’m saying.” And he brushed by without another word.

I passed Davis on the way to my bedroom. “That really hurt when I fell,” he said. “I may have cracked a bone.”

“I didn’t laugh as hard as Patwin did,” I told him.

 

Miss Whitfield asked us all what it was about a dig that we liked. We were sitting in the courtyard of the expedition house and only Mallick was missing, trapped in town by a heavy rain that had turned the roads to mud. The air was washed and wonderful, and the sky an ocean of cool, gray clouds. Davis and Miss Jackson were playing a game on a stone board more than four thousand years old. Four thousand years ago they would have played with colored pebbles, but they were making do with buttons. Seven such boards had been found in Tu-api’s tomb, and the rules were inscribed in cuneiform though not in our dig, but back in Egypt at Carter’s. This same game had been played as far away as India. Ferhid was a demon at it.

“Not the fleas,” Patwin said. He was scratching at his ankles.

“Not the dust.” That was Miss Jackson.

“Not the way the workmen smell,” I said.

“Not the way you smell,” Patwin added, all loyalty to the working class. But then, placatingly, “Not the way I smell.”

“I like a routine,” Davis told her. “I actually enjoy picky, painstaking work. And, of course, we’re all fond of a puzzle. We all like to put things together, guess what they mean.”

“I like that it’s backwards.” Miss Jackson won a free turn and then a second. All six of her buttons were on the board now. “You dig down from the surface and you move backwards in time as you go. Have you never wanted, desperately wanted, to go backwards in time?”

Miss Whitfield paused for a thoughtful moment. “Of course. A person might want to erase a mistake,” she suggested. “Or some stupid thing said without thinking.”

“I like the monotony.” Patwin had his eyes closed and his face turned up to the cool sky. “Day after day after day with nothing but your own thoughts. You begin to think things that surprise you.”

Davis bumped one of Miss Jackson’s buttons back to the beginning. “There you go backwards in time,” he said, but Miss Jackson was speaking, too, only much quieter so it took a moment to hear.

“You have to be in love with the dead,” she said. She took two of her stones off the board in a single turn and bumped one of Davis’. A third stone occupied a safe square, leaving Davis no move.

He shook his fist at her, smiling. “You’re a lucky woman.”

“Do you know how many bodies have been found on this site alone?” Miss Jackson asked Miss Whitfield. Her voice stayed low and colorless. “Almost two thousand. Just imagine writing one of your books with two thousand dead bodies to explain. And every single one of them left someone behind, begging their gods to undo it. Bargaining. Screaming. Weeping. You can only manage a dig if you already feel so much you can’t take in another thing.”

A long silence followed. “Excuse me,” Miss Jackson said and left the courtyard.

Miss Jackson seldom made speeches. She never, ever referred to her losses; I’d always admired that about her. I only knew about them because Patwin, who’d worked with her three seasons now, had heard it from Mallick. Patwin had hinted that she was sleeping with Mallick, but I’d seen no signs and hoped it wasn’t true. Miss Jackson was not a young woman, or a pretty one, but she was too young and too pretty for Mallick. I don’t mean that Mallick’s not a good guy. But honestly, few women wouldn’t be.

I thought back on how she’d also told us she’d seen the face of God in the sky and how that speech, too, had been uncharacteristic. I hoped there was a simple explanation; I liked Miss Jackson and didn’t want to see her handling things badly—sleeping with Mallick and rushing from a room in tears. Maybe we’d come up on some anniversary of something.

Or maybe Miss Whitfield was to blame. Miss Whitfield might make me edgy and snappish, but maybe Miss Jackson had finally melted in the sympathetic presence of another female.

“Well.” The sympathetic female wrote a few words in her notebook. “I hope it wasn’t something I said.” She addressed me. “You’re very quiet. Are you in love with the dead?”

Since I’d been thinking about Miss Jackson and not about myself, I had nothing prepared to say. I’m not good on the fly. “I’m not sure I do like a dig,” I answered. “I’m still deciding.” My heart was thudding oddly; the question had unnerved me more than it should have. So I kept talking, just to demonstrate a steadier voice. “I wanted to see some things I wouldn’t see in Michigan. Mallick gave a lecture at the university and I asked some questions that he liked and he said if I could make my own way here, he could use me.”

Miss Whitfield was staring at me through little eyes. From her vantage point, I could see how culpable I’d sounded, how unresponsive to the actual question. So I kept talking, which wasn’t like me. “A photograph is simple. It’s about the thing in the moment. I can take a picture of a dead baby and not be trying to guess why it’s dead, when I’d never know if I was right. A photograph is never wrong.”

She was still staring. “Rome wasn’t built in a day, but every day we build Rome,” I told her. I meant to use that to explain why a story was different from a photograph, but I stopped, because the longer I talked, the more suspicious she seemed. I felt unjustly accused, but also terribly, visibly guilty. “It’s not a ghoulish profession,” I said with as much dignity as I could find. There was a letter opener on a table by the doorway. I pictured myself picking it up and opening Miss Whitfield’s throat in one clean swipe.

At that exact moment, I heard Patwin laugh, and the tension I’d been feeling vanished with the sound of it. “What?” Davis asked him. “What’s so funny?”

“I was just remembering when you fell off your chair,” Patwin said. He was still laughing. “How your arms flew up!”

 

I’d begun visiting Tu-api’s tomb at night when no one would know. I’d like to say that there was nothing at all odd in this, but how defensive would that sound? I won’t persuade you, so let’s just skip that part.

In fact, I was disturbed by the murderous images coming over me, and the tomb seemed a quiet place to figure things out. I wasn’t the sort to hurt anyone. People rarely upset or angered me. I’d never been a bully at school, didn’t fight, didn’t really engage much with people at all. Didn’t care about anyone but myself, my mother had said once after my father died. She’d never said it again, but she hinted it. Buried it beneath the surface in every letter. Her own grief had been an awful thing to see for a six-year-old boy who’d just lost his father. If that was love, who could blame me for not wanting any part of it?

But I didn’t think of myself as unengaged from the world so much as careful in it. Like many other people, I preferred watching to doing, only I preferred to do my watching within the spatial and temporal limits of the camera. A photograph is a moment you can spend your whole life looking at. I like the paradox of that.

A photograph isn’t a narrative, so it’s harder to impose on it. The only person who sees a photographer in a photograph is another photographer. And that’s what I was doing in the privacy of the tomb. I was remembering those brief violent images of mine; I was trying to see the photographer.

They’d started up shortly after Miss Whitfield’s arrival, and so they might have come from her. But they’d also begun shortly after Tu-api had shown me her face, a possibility I liked a lot less. If I remembered honestly, at the moment I’d taken Tu-api’s first picture the word murder had been hanging in the air. The smell of smoke. The white light of the electric torches. “If you were going to murder someone,” Miss Whitfield had been asking, “who would it be?”

No doubt Tu-api was herself a murderess. Patwin was always reminding me of this. The seven women in her antechamber, the groomsmen, the musician, the animals—all killed on her behalf. But I’d no wish to condemn her. In the context of those rows of dead babies, it didn’t seem like much. In the history of the world, nothing at all.

What ruler in what land in what era has ever done otherwise? Name me one president, elected by and acting for us, who hasn’t promised that we’ll have peace just as soon as he’s done killing people. Sixteen million soldiers (many of them killers themselves) dead in the Great War. Does anyone know why?

Does anyone believe we are done?

Besides, Tu-api was sorry. I’d been wrong to think that was longing in her face when it was clearly remorse. She’d wanted company in death, but that hadn’t worked out. Was it possible she now wanted company in some unending world of guilt?

I found it easier to think Miss Whitfield was to blame than that Tu-api wished me ill. I’d begun to carry the print of her face in my pocket so I could pull it out and look at it whenever I was alone. I would sit on the dirt by her coffin and stare until her beautiful face floated up out of the darkness and we were, for a moment, together.

 

One night, walking back to my bedroom as silently as possible, I nearly collided with Mallick in the central hallway. He was wearing a nightshirt that left his saggy old knees bare. “Going to the lavatory,” he explained unnecessarily, so that I knew it was true what Patwin had told me, that he’d been in the women’s wing, visiting Miss Jackson. I tried not to judge her for it, but really, what comfort could sleeping with Mallick have been?

“Me, too,” I said with an equal lack of conviction.

We stood a moment, carefully not meeting each other’s eyes. “So Miss Whitfield leaves tomorrow,” Mallick offered finally. “She’s been a lively addition.” I realized then that he thought I’d been visiting Miss Whitfield. As if that wouldn’t be worth your life!

A woman’s face appeared in a doorway, white and sudden.

When my heart began beating again, I recognized Miss Whitfield. She didn’t speak, merely noted my suspicious, nighttime rambling, my covert meeting with Mallick, and disappeared as quickly as she’d come, no doubt to write it all down before she forgot. “Taking my pictures,” she called it once, as if what she did and what I did were the same, as if her imposed judgments could be compared to my dispassionate records. If I’d wanted to murder her, this would have been my last opportunity. Not that I wanted to murder her. Plus Mallick had seen me; I’d never get away with it. I went to my room and into a night of troubled dreams.

Miss Whitfield left the next morning. At Patwin’s insistence, I took a group picture before she went. Patwin was always reminding me to document the work as well as the artifacts. “Take some pictures of live people today,” he would say, fingering his beard with that annoying scratching sound. “Take some pictures of me.”

Everyone lined up in the expedition-house courtyard, staring into the morning sun. Miss Whitfield was so eager to leave that she couldn’t stand still and ruined two exposures before I got one that showed her clearly. It’s a formal portrait; no one is touching anyone else in our strained little arrangement of bodies.

“Was there a curse on Tu-api’s tomb?” Miss Whitfield had asked us shortly after her arrival. According to the newspapers, Carter had a curse; it was one more way in which we disappointed. Though Mallick, who had his own sources, said no one could find the actual site or text of Carter’s curse. Other tombs had them, so, of course, Carter couldn’t be expected to do without.

The very day Carter found the entrance to Tut-ankh-Amen’s tomb, a cobra ate his pet canary. “Some curse,” Patwin scoffed when we read this, but Davis reminded us how canaries in mines died just to warn you death was coming for you next. And sure enough, last week, we had a telegram from Lord Wallis that Lord Carnarvon, who sponsored Carter’s dig, had suddenly died in Cairo. The cause was indeterminate, but might have been a fever carried by an insect bite on his cheek. Back in England his dog had also died—this curse was most unkind to pets.

It was the dog that put Miss Whitfield over the top. She cared little for mountains of copper, gold, and ebony. She was, as Patwin had noted, being nothing but fair, no materialist. But she did love a suspicious death. She left us for Egypt just as quick as an invitation could be wangled and transport arranged.

I believe we were all a bit disappointed to realize that none of us was to be the murderer or victim in her next book. All those murderous thoughts I’d obligingly had, all the probing we’d withstood, all the petty disputes we’d engaged in, all for nothing. The one to reap the benefit would, of course, be Carter.

We stood at the entry to the expedition house and waved. She was turned around to us, her face in the car window, smaller and smaller until it and then the car that carried her vanished entirely. “A dangerous woman,” Patwin said.

“A terrible eater,” said Ferhid. His tone was venomous. “A picky eater.”

“I can’t put my finger on exactly what it was about her,” said Miss Jackson. “But there were times when she was watching us, taking notes on everything we said and did, as if she knew what we really meant and we didn’t—there were times when I could have happily strangled her.”

So we were all glad to see the last of her. It didn’t mean she wasn’t missed. It was hard to go back to how we’d been before; it was hard to stop being irritated with everyone just because she wasn’t there asking us to be. There was a space left that no one else would fit inside. Ferhid kept setting her plate at the table for three days after she’d gone.

 

I’ve tried to tell all this as carefully as I could. Davis with the sunlight flashing off his spectacles. Miss Whitfield dipping her hand in the fountain. Mallick in his nightshirt. Ferhid’s smile. Miss Jackson kneeling before God’s face in the clouds. All that happened. All that was real. I’d rather you looked at that instead of at me. And yet here I am.

Some people are sensitive to exposure and some aren’t. Miss Whitfield left her mark on me, but took no mark in return. Miss Whitfield was the sort of person who could touch Tu-api’s skull, undisturbed, as it had been for centuries, and even move it and still not be changed by doing so. Me, I’ve always been the sensitive sort.

The night after Miss Whitfield’s departure I went again to Tu-api’s tomb. The silhouette of the ruined ziggurat shone in the moonlight. There was the hum of bugs; a dog barked sleepily in the distance; my footsteps thudded in the dust. The wind was cool and carried the smell of cooked chicken. My relief was enormous. The only reason I’d thought of murdering Miss Whitfield was that she was an awful woman who often talked about murder. There was nothing supernatural at work here; it was all perfectly normal, and everyone had felt the same.

The moon had risen, round as an opened rose. I walked away from it into the perfect darkness of the tomb. I owed Tu-api an apology. How could I ever have thought, even for a minute, that she’d curse me into murder? I begged for her forgiveness. It was the first time I’d spoken to her aloud.

She was not the only one listening. Gossipy Mallick had apparently told Patwin his suspicions regarding me and Miss Whitfield, and Patwin, being more discerning and trained to read puzzles far older and more mysterious than I, came upon the truth of it. He’d followed me, and when I spoke, he was the one who responded. “What’s this about?” he asked, and what could I possibly say?

“You can’t be coming here any more at night by yourself.” Patwin stepped toward me. “You can’t be thinking this way.” He took me by the arm. “Come back to bed.”

I let him lead me over the moonlit dust to the expedition house. As we went, he analyzed my errors. I was guilty of romanticism, of individualism. I was guilty of ancestor worship. I had entertained the superstition of an ancient, powerful curse. I wasn’t even bourgeois; I had barely made it to primitive.

There was no need to lecture me. I knew all those things. He put me to bed as if he were my mother, sitting beside me for a while, pretending nothing was wrong with me, just the way my mother had pretended. “You need a girlfriend,” he suggested. “It’s too bad Miss Whitfield has gone. It’s too bad Miss Jackson is already spoken for.”

I stopped listening. I’d just realized something about myself, something so unlikely, so unexpected, that no one would ever have guessed it. I myself would never have guessed it. Mother would never have guessed it, and she would be so surprised when she found out. The thing I realized was this: I was the sort of person who would do anything for love.

I’d never felt so joyful, so alive. Who could call that a curse? I’d never felt so serene. Mr Davis or Mr Patwin? Mallick or Miss Jackson or Ferhid? All or none of the above, and what if I got it wrong? But it had never been my choice to make. What I would do was whatever she asked.

Poor Patwin. I had only to turn to see his face. He’d believed so firmly in the march of history, it left him blind to the danger in the moment. Poor Miss Whitfield. Served her right, though, choosing Carter over us. How sad she’d be to have missed it all. Poor Miss Jackson. She’d never figured out that the secret is to love someone already dead. Then nothing can happen that doesn’t bring the two of you closer together.

Serenity is, of course, a transitory state, just like living. Whatever Miss Jackson may wish to believe, humans being humans, eternal peace is found only in the grave and not always even there. I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know.

But why spoil things with the long view? Let’s leave me there in the moment, flooded with love. Patwin is talking and I am trying to make him happy by agreeing with everything he says. I agree that my infatuation with Tu-api is at an end. I agree that, circumstances being different, I would have considered Miss Jackson or even, God forbid, Miss Whitfield. I agree that when the weather grows too hot and we all go to our separate homes for the summer, I will put serious effort into finding a girlfriend who is alive. I agree that love can be usefully examined with the tool of Marxist analysis. I hand over my photograph and watch Patwin tear it up, both of us pretending there is someplace he can put those pieces where they won’t last forever.


“The Good Shabti,” an enthralling novella-length combination historical/science fiction thriller, was nominated for the Shirley Jackson Award. The words shabti, shawabti, and ushabti (along with variant spellings) are often used synonymously, which is not completely accurate, but all are small human-shaped figurines usually representing a person who would perform a certain task (agricultural labor, baking, brewing, various skilled crafts, etc.) for the deceased in the afterlife. As for the pharaoh depicted: Mentuhotep II had a lengthy reign (c. 2009–1959 BCE). During it, he reunified Upper and Lower Egypt leaving a prosperous kingdom. According to most (not all) sources, however, it was Mentuhotep IV (reigned c.1947–1940 BCE) who was followed by Amenemhat. A few of Mentuhotep II’s bones have been identified, but no trace of Mentuhotep IV’s mummy has been found.

The Good Shabti

Robert Sharp

______

“Oh, King Mentuhotep, he who has revitalized the heart of this land, the Divine One who wears the white crown, our benefactor, the One who unified the two Kingdoms, the being from whence all wisdom is derived, son of Hathor and the lady of Dendera, and to whom we owe our very breath . . .”

A breath is drawn, the voice continues.

“. . . Giver of wisdom, bringer of the flame and the light, our guide, our ruler, our father! We thank thee for commanding us to come into Your Divine Presence and we beseech thee to bestow upon us the honor of doing whatever is your will.”

This is the signal for the retinue to prostrate themselves before The Presence, and there is a rustle as fifteen men and three women place their knees, bellies, and foreheads on to the stone.

They wait. Three from the rear, Bak finds a pair of feet just two thumbs from his nostrils. The soles are cracked and variegated and they stink. Bak does not move.

Finally, the pure tone of The Presence washes over them.

“Get up.”

They exhale and rise. A scrape of pottery, a light clink of metal, and a thud of wood as they pick up what they were carrying.

“Come,” says the King, when fifteen heads have bobbed into his eyeline. “Take your places, let us begin.”

The words unleash the retinue, and they billow out of formation to their spots around the room. The women pad over to the far wall, and sit. The scribes unfold their bundles and their tools. Bak nods to the two other handmen, and they scurry, platters in hand, to their post immediately behind the King.

Amenemhat, the Vizier, the one who gave the oration, is the only one who does not move. He straightens his robes and flexes his shoulder blades a little, and observes the activity around him. Looking into the room, over the King’s shoulder, Bak can see that Amenemhat is taking great care to project calm and control. But little twitches give him away—Amenemhat is grinding his teeth.

It’s not surprising. This is an unscheduled meeting. The King was supposed to be at leisure this evening, and yet, not ten minutes ago, just as the sun went down, a call had gone out to the compound that the Divine One wished to see the Vizier.

And so now they are here, and the King is breathing very deeply. His fists are clenched, as if he is spoiling for a fight. Bak snorts to himself at the very idea. The Vizier is going to get it in the neck now, thinks Bak. Better him than me.

Amenemhat takes the initiative. “What would you have us do, oh Divine King?”

“Summon my brother from the Western shore,” says Mentuhotep.

Amenemhat looks puzzled, but nods anyway. “Of course, my . . .”

The King speaks over him. “And send out word to the administrators that the festivities following the Feast of Heb Sed shall be canceled.”

In the corner, the women gasp. Amenemhat’s eyes widen. Concealed panic, thinks Bak. But you have to admire the Vizier’s control.

“And finally, muster a full company of men.”

“As always, your wish is our destiny, my Lord. But may I . . .”

“Yes, Amenemhat, my wish is indeed your destiny. And you shall fulfill it, and I shall not justify myself further.”

The room shuffles in disappointment. Is that all? Couldn’t this have waited until tomorrow?

Amenemhat lowers his eyes and bows. I bet he’s wetting his robes in relief, thinks Bak.

The King’s body pivots, and Bak snaps out of his musings. In an instant, the eyes of the Divine One pierce
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