


Pharaoh wept in his sleep. Everywhere before his burning eyes the 

beasts, the winds and waters, and the hills cried out. Pitiless, the 

Sun Disk rose and smote them, rendering them dumb. Th en Seth, iron-

eyed guardian of the light, loosed his spear upon the vanquished.

But lo, a humble priest stepped forward, an amulet in his hand, and 

the spear blade shattered into sparks upon it. Gathering the sparks with 

the power of his breath, he sucked them in—and spat them out again as 

words. “Khetet! Rekhi renusen. Djedi medjatsen,” blazed into the air and 

faded.

Pharaoh Meremptah awoke, clutching the bed cloth to his pounding 

heart. To his chamberlain he called, “Light the torches. Summon the 

court!” He rose in the darkness, donned the immaculate ceremonial kilt, 

and strode to the Great Hall. Th ere he sat upon his throne, white-lipped 

and shaken, while his court assembled.

Roused betimes from his sleep, the priest Rekemheb dressed quickly 

while Pharaoh’s messenger waited before his door.

His wife, disquieted, stood by him. “Why does the god-king summon 

you so early?” she asked, laying on his wide collar of lapis lazuli and tying 

it in the back. “Th e light will not come for hours.”

Th e priest looked at his children—the girl, with ochre-stained fi ngers 

curled in a fi st, and the boy smiling even in his sleep—and his heart was 

light. “It will have something to do with the New Year ceremonies, I am 

sure. Be sure to wake the children in time for the dawn.”
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He embraced his wife with brief tenderness. “Be full of joy today, as 

I am full of joy for you,” he whispered. Th en he turned away and hastened 

with the messenger along the still-dark streets to the palace. To his surprise, 

the doors to the Great Hall were thrown open and the court stood in 

attendance. Palace guards stepped to his side and escorted him down the 

center aisle to the throne. Bewildered, he fell to his knees at the feet of the 

god-king, his hands raised and open in the gesture of adoration.

Pharaoh leaned forward on his golden stool. “Th e gods have given me 

a vision this night and have revealed their chosen one. I speak his name: 

Rekemheb, Priest of the Temple of Hathor.” Taking up a wide pectoral 

ornament from the hands of a servant, Pharaoh placed its chain over the 

bowed head. “Th is is the sign of thy sacred offi  ce. Go now with this on thy 

heart to prepare for the Opening of the New Year.”

Rekemheb glanced up for the briefest moment at Pharaoh’s face and 

caught his breath. Where he had expected strength, he saw fear.

He rose with lowered head and backed down the length of the throne 

room, eyes searching among the courtiers for explanation. He saw only 

surprise and confusion to match his own. At the door, the priest turned 

and hurried along the corridor. At each of the red-painted columns, 

braziers of burning oil cast trembling semicircles of light upon the stone. 

Guards stepped aside to let him pass.

As Rekemheb came to the great pylons that fronted the royal palace, 

he stopped at the last brazier. Drawing the chain over his head, he held the 

fi ligree gold plaque toward the fl ame and studied its sparkling images. At 

the center stood the sacred Balance weighing the heart of a man, witnessed 

by the gods of the underworld. Around the periphery, in shallow relief, the 

forty-two Judges sat enclosed in a vulture’s wings. Th e priest’s hand shook, 

for he held in jeweled miniature the entry into death.

“You do well to tremble, Hathor Priest,” a voice said, startling him. 

He turned to see a man, hook nosed and gaunt, standing in the shadows. 

Th e long palette and reed case of a scribe hung from his shoulder.

“I do not know you, sir, nor that whereof you speak,” Rekemheb said 

courteously. He drew the chain over his head again, pulling his priestly 

side lock up through it.

“But I know you,” the scribe replied, holding his palette to his hip 

like a weapon. “And I will tell your story.”

“My story? Of being chosen for the Rebirth of the Year?”

“Of being chosen for the rebirth of the gods. It is a great honor, and 

you will die for it. Yet a child of your line will bring you forth into the 
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world again in the hundredth generation. Th en you shall be witness to 

these things: the Balance, the Book, and the bearing of the Child. Th is is 

our hope against the Aton, rising in the west.”

“Th e Aton? But the Sun Disk cult is gone. Its priests are scattered. 

Surely—”

Th e scribe laid the tip of a bony fi nger on the amulet. “Hold fast to 

this. It is the prophecy.”

Rekemheb stood speechless as the scribe faded into the shadows and 

then, bemused, he descended the wide steps of the palace. Th e dawning 

city was still quiet, for every man was in his house preparing for the New 

Year festival. Th e Dog Star had appeared, and in the east, the molten sun 

cast the street in a comforting orange glow.

Th en he saw them, stepping out from behind the granary. Two men 

armed with spears, and a third one who ought to have been banished 

along with his usurper god. Th e Priest of Aton glared at him with iron 

hatred in his eyes.

Rekemheb bolted, drawing his pursuers away from his house and 

family. His heart aching, he ran through alleys, along mud-brick walls, 

over heaps of refuse in the streets.

White-hot, the spear blade pierced his back, throwing him onto the 

dusty ground. He opened his mouth, desperate to inhale, but no air came. 

He felt only the searing, nauseating pain of the metal tearing upward 

through his fl esh as the spear shaft fell. He lay paralyzed and choking, and 

he tasted the frothy blood fi lling his mouth. Dread hissed over him like 

locusts as with dying eyes he watched the scorching sun disk rise.
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