_ __..'

e N+
2 FELENN T = g2 1
SR @ 1S I SNE X 02 ST o

=
(L
5
=
M
-
~
L
0
®
.

THE MENMENET SERIES




THE LION OF BASTET

A MENMENET ALTERNATE HISTORY MYSTERY

ROBERT J. MULLER




Copyright © 2022 Robert J. Muller
[lustrations copyright © 2022 by Mary L. Swanson
All rights reserved. Published in the United States of America by Poesys Associates, San Francisco.

WWW.POESyS.com

The Menmenet Series Number Two

ISBN: 978-1-939386-09-0 (paperback)
ISBN: 978-1-939386-10-6 (ebook)

Library of Congress Control Number: 2022903127

Library of Congress Subject Headings

Alternative histories (Fiction).

Detective and mystery stories.

Money laundering investigation — Fiction.
Murder — Investigation — Fiction.

San Francisco (Calif.) — Fiction.

Suspense fiction.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are
either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to
actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Cover Design by Brandi Doane McCann

https://www.ebook-coverdesigns.com

Cover Illustration By Gunawan Kartapranata, CC BY-SA 3.0

<https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons

Manufactured in the United States of America
Published October 1, 2022
First Edition


http://www.poesys.com/
https://www.ebook-coverdesigns.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0

R Created with Vellum


http://tryvellum.com/created

A



WO Nk W=

—_ —
—_ O

W W LW W W NN DN N NN NN N N M e e e e

CONTENTS

Shesmu Volunteers

Maclntyre Visits a Cat House

Shesmu Comes Up Empty

Maclntyre Finds a Stray Cat

Shesmu Gets Bombed

Maclntyre Takes Charge

Shesmu Makes a New Friend

Maclntyre Discovers Cats Don't Like Her
Shesmu Takes the Heat

. Maclntyre Reaches Bottom
. Shesmu and MaclIntyre Take a Holiday

Shesmu Goes Shopping

. Maclntyre and Shesmu Confront The Medjau
. Maclntyre Consults an Expert

. Shesmu Uncovers an Imposter

. Maclntyre Makes Progress Backwards
. Shesmu Makes a Deal

. Maclntyre Hits Bottom Again

. Shesmu Follows the Money

. MaclIntyre Bounces Back

. Shesmu Confronts the Henet Baket

. Maclntyre Faces Ma'at

. Maclntyre Herds Cats

Shesmu Pursues Sennedjem

. Maclntyre Confronts a Gang War
. Shesmu Misses His Man

. MaclIntyre Intervenes

. Shesmu Unchained

. Shesmu Helps MacIntyre Recover
. MaclIntyre Wields a Macahuitl

. Shesmu Feels the Pressure

. Maclntyre Forces a Trial by Cat

. Shesmu Pays His Taxes Forward

. Maclntyre Gets Her Reward

35.

Shesmu Sees Off a Friend

Glossary



Wiki Menmenet

Wiki Bastet
Acknowledgments

Preview of The Bull of Mentju

Thanks



To M’Linn and Theo



There is no trap so deadly as the trap you set for yourself.

— RAayMOND CHANDLER, THE LONG GOODBYE

A man doesn’t make your kind of money in any way I can
understand.

— RAYMOND CHANDLER, THE LONG GOODBYE

“Follow the money.”

— WiLLiAM GOLDMAN, “ALL THE PRESIDENT’S MEN "
SPOKEN BY DEEP THROAT
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CHAPTER 1

SHESMU VOLUNTEERS

4 ‘I don’t like cats,” said Maclntyre in my ear as we sat down at the
small table in the Myu-Myu Club.

“It’s just a couple of dances, then we can leave,” I replied.

A social obligation. The head of the R’ames Society, Nesimen, was hosting
us at a small after-event party. The Society, a nonprofit foundation,
promoted talent in the culinary arts. Its annual award ceremony was the
social event of the year in the culinary world. Menmenet was the capital
and center of food culture in the Ta’an-Imenty Republic, and I was now the
best chef in Menmenet. I was owner of the Neferti, my restaurant on the
Bay waterfront that served New Remetjy cuisine.

But it was the Per’ankh restaurant that made me the best chef in Menmenet.
I had the Best New Chef award certificate in my pocket, my girlfriend at
my side, and a glass of an outstanding local white wine in front of me, and
all was right with the world. My career was advancing by leaps and bounds
since 1’d taken over as executive chef of the Per’ankh, the restaurant where
I’d apprenticed. It was the best restaurant in Menmenet. French fine dining,
not Remetjy cuisine, but you couldn’t have everything.

With Nesimen’s happy approval, I invited some friends to celebrate with us.
Nekhetsebek was my chef at the Neferti, and Henutsenu was the Neferti



house manager. Sebek and Henutsenu were an item, which contributed to
the roaring success of the Neferti—excellent communication between the
front and back of the house.

MaclIntyre whispered in my ear again. “It’s not really the cats, it’s the

murders.”

“OK, you’ll have to expand on that for me,” I said, sipping my wine.
Maclntyre grinned and drank some of her glass of Hermitage, a big red
Syrah from the Rhone. She’d taken a liking to it when we passed some time
there on a trip a few months back. She confined her knowledge of wine to
telling the difference between red and white. I hadn’t introduced her to
Anjou so as not to confuse the issue with light rosé¢, but she was learning
fast.

At any social event, Remetjy women compete with one another for the most
alluring fashion, and Remetjy fashions tended toward extremes. But
Macintyre was not a Remetjet. She was a transplanted American. As a
plainclothes medjat, she dressed halfway between the severe black
American business style and the more conservative Remetjy, but tonight she
had crossed over and adopted Remetjy party dress. The dress, what there
was of it, was white with faint red and black designs at the edges, the edges
shaped and folded to emphasize the attributes of the wearer. On one edge,
she wore a gold feather pin, emblem of the goddess Ma’at whom she served
as a w’abet, a working priestess. She’d explained to me early in our
relationship that she wasn’t religious, but you had to be a w’abet to get
promoted on the force. That applied especially to promotion to semetyt on
the Homicide Squad.

“Djehutymes—you remember my boss, don’t you? Djehutymes assigned
me to a new case today, a double murder at the Temple of Bastet, the
powerful cat goddess. Now I’'m seeing black cats everywhere.” She sent her



eyes toward the two statues of Bastet that adorned the sides of the elevated
dance stage in front of us. Two huge, polished-basalt cats. “And meeting the
Hem-Netjer-Tepy of Bastet tonight was a surprise, too.”

Panekhet, the Hem-Netjer-Tepy of Bastet, was also the Chairman of the
Board of the R’ames Society. Nesimen had introduced him to me along
with another board member, R’aweben, a financier. 1 already knew
R’aweben through my restaurant. I’d bought the Per’ankh with financing
from a billionaire, Hernefer, who owed me a favor. He’d found it a pretty
good deal over the last year. The restaurant went from success to success,
and Hernefer wanted to expand, so he invited in R’aweben’s finance
company, the Henuttawy Group, and they invested serious debenu. I had a
lot of capital at my disposal now, thanks to them.

Taneferet, Nesimen’s wife, suggested recruiting me for a role with the
Society, and Nesimen wanted to show me how influential it was.
Maclntyre, being a hutyt-er-semetyu on the Homicide Squad of the
Menmenet Medjau, had a cynical attitude toward the power those men
represented. She had bowed nicely enough, though. She’d noted to me later
that the two bigwigs didn’t deign to come to the party with us working-class

types.

The other members of our party were at tables to our left. Nesimen was a
medium-height, 55-year-old man, a little plump, with a bald head and a
cheerful smile on his round face. Taneferet was the same age, smaller than
her husband and thin, with kind eyes and an amiable mouth. I’d known her
most of my life, and I had a lot of affection for her.

I called Taneferet “Khenemset Neferet” because she had been my mother’s
best friend, right up to my mother’s early death at 35, when I was 10.
Remetjy extended families almost always have an “auntie” like Taneferet to
add to the love showered on the children. But a khenemset is stronger than



the usual informal auntie; she’s more like a godmother in the Christian
world. A khenemset’s religious responsibilities relate to the goddess Ma’at.
Khenemset Neferet had made sure I stayed on the path of Ma’at as I grew
up, befriending me and helping my foster parents cope with a willful
teenager. We’d lost touch after she married Nesimen and moved south.
When Nesimen took the job at the R’ames Society and moved back to
Menmenet, we’d gotten back in touch, seeing each other from time to time.
It had been Khenemset Neferet who persuaded me to apply for Society
membership. Then she talked her husband into putting me up for the chef’s
award. He needed only a little persuading, of course. I didn’t know
Nesimen all that well, as he often wasn’t around when I visited Khenemset
Neferet.

The Chief Financial Officer of the Society, Sennedjem, sat with his
boyfriend, a man named Filip with some unpronounceable Polish last name.
I’d taken against Sennedjem because he’d walked out of the room right in
the middle of my acceptance speech earlier in the evening. And the man
smirked; that’s the only word for it. Both he and his boyfriend looked like
eastern Europeans, but only Filip had the name to go with the look. Dark
hair and beards, pale white faces, and thin, sneering lips on both of them.
Filip looked like a bodybuilder, but Sennedjem looked like he could slither
through anything. Fortunately, their table was on the other side of
Nesimen’s from us. I surveyed them—they’d ordered a bottle of vodka,
everyone else had glasses of wine.

I advised Maclntyre, “Ask Henutsenu about Panekhet. She’s a Bastet
devotee. Maybe she has some insights into the Temple of Bastet hierarchy.”

“Already have. Panekhet is a Great Man, according to her, but she doesn’t
know him personally. I didn’t mention the temple murders.” Maclntyre
looked at the next table over to the right, where Henutsenu entertained
Sebek. “And she also said this club was a great place. If you like cats, I



suppose,” she said. “Wonderful dancing entertainment. Which seems about
to start.” She took a fortifying swallow of wine.

The musicians were taking their seats in the small band area to the side of
the stage, and the lights dimmed. Colored lights came up on the stage to
produce a baleful, reddish background. The dancers, all female, appeared
one by one from a door to the left of the stage as the musicians played a soft
musical prologue. The Bastet statues were back lit, but the statues’ eyes
picked up reddish glints and glowed. Both music and dancers seemed a
little random. The women glided in all directions, without purpose, and the
music carried out that theme in sound, the clarinets predominating with low,

soft, meandering notes.

I could hardly tell the dancers apart. Each dressed the same, had the same
hair, even had the same features, though their skin tones varied from pale to
deep black. The costumes they wore were light linen that covered
everything but obscured nothing. As far as I could tell, they weren’t
wearing anything else. Their hair fell to their shoulders in black braids. I
looked sideways at Henutsenu, who had the same hair but more richly
decorated with gold beads. She smiled, cat-like, at home with the dancers.

The dancers wandered around the stage with their cat-like movements.
Clarinets took charge, and the tempo increased. Their slow gestures
coalescing into the same movement, the dancers flowed into a line. The
Bastet statues framed them, one on each side of the stage, eyes glinting red,
polished-basalt faces reflecting the dancers. The stoney cat faces grinned at
me; just special lighting, but effective.

A noise intruded from my left. I realized I’d heard whispers for some time.
I looked at Nesimen, whose head turned toward his wife, who looked at the
pair beyond her, scandalized.



Sennedjem and Filip argued in loud whispers, the bodybuilder gesticulating.
Sennedjem looked up at the ceiling, a smirk on his lips. Neither of them
gave any attention to the dance or to the music, just to the vodka. Reaching
a crescendo, the music led the dancers into faster and faster movements,
their legs and arms waving in unison down the line, bodies undulating, their
moves sensuous and suggestive.

Filip leaped up and pushed Sennedjem out of his seat. Sennedjem
scrambled, then spun around, grabbed his glass of vodka, and tossed it into
his boyfriend’s face. The Pole roared and rushed at Sennedjem, carrying
him forward toward the dancers. The rest of us sat dumbstruck. I rose, but
not fast enough: the two men, struggling and lashing out at each other,
crashed over the low edge of the stage into the dancers. The line
disintegrated into a mass of arms, legs, and screaming mouths. The music
stopped as the musicians froze, gaping.

Maclntyre beat me to it, rushing Filip, and tripped him from behind, then
landed on his back with a knee and twisted one arm behind him. As she did
this, I had reached Sennedjem, who showed signs of wear with blood on his
face. He took his revenge on his incapacitated friend with a vicious kick to
the side. I grabbed him around the middle, pinning his arms to his sides,
then dragged him back off the stage, out of kicking range.

Nesimen approached with a stormy face, and Sebek was right behind him.
Taneferet sat still, the same scandalized look on her face, making little,
useless motions with her hands. Henutsenu had disappeared. Then two very
large gentlemen charged into the room. They dressed as w’abu of Bastet,
the sort of w’abu that dealt with unruly worshippers too drunk to behave
themselves. These two would have been more at home at the Temple of
Hepu than in the house of Bastet, except they were even larger than the
Hepu bull. Henutsenu appeared right behind them, pointing out the
problems.



The two w’abu split, one coming toward me and Sennedjem, the other
approaching Maclntyre and her charge. Mine laid a hand on Sennedjem’s
shoulder with a squeeze that had Sennedjem gasping. I let loose and stepped
back. The other w’ab stood back a little, admiring the tableaux with
Maclntyre and Filip. MacIntyre got up, and Filip rolled over, out of breath
and no longer interested in fighting. The w’ab smiled and bowed his head in
appreciation to Maclntyre, who was smoothing out her dress. He leaned
down and pulled up the Pole with one hand under his shoulder, lifting him
off his feet.

Nesimen now approached Sennedjem, the storm breaking. With a pinched
expression, he said in forceful tones, “I’ve warned you before. You’re here
to represent the society. You can’t afford—we can’t afford embarrassments
like this!”

Sennedjem just scowled and said nothing, but at least that smirk had gone.
The w’ab walked toward the door, moving Sennedjem along. His partner
gripped the struggling Filip’s arm and pulled him along. The four men
disappeared through the door. Lights came up, and the two statues gazed at
nothing with dull eyes. The party was over.

&

We’d all had our fill of the Myu-Myu Club, so we walked out into the alley
behind the Hut-‘Ankh-Tepyt hotel, where the Society had held the awards
ceremony. Sebek and Henutsenu set off for her flat around the corner on
Mentju Boulevard. I was still fizzing from my award and needed to put the
melee behind me. MaclIntyre said she was up for some one-on-one dancing,
as long as there were no cats involved.

“Shesmu,” said Nesimen, “I’d like to thank you and Hutyt Maclntyre for
your help. I apologize profusely for the conduct of Sennedjem. He’s not



normally like that.”

Khenemset Neferet spoke up from beside him. “He is, Nesimen. He is. You
know he is. When are you going to do something about it? His drinking, his
scandalous behavior. I’ve never been so embarrassed.” She gave me a
flustered look with her sad-looking eyes. It made my heart ache just to see
the sadness in her face.

“No need for apologies. These things happen,” I replied. “And Cheryl did
all the rough work.”

“No, that’s yet to come,” said MaclIntyre, grinning. “The paperwork for off-
duty incidents—you don’t want to know. But, yes, no apologies needed.”

Nesimen half smiled, but his mind was on something else. He turned the
subject. “Shesmu, I’d like you to consider something.”

Time to pay for our entertainment. I noticed Khenemset Neferet perk up;
she must have put Nesimen up to whatever he was going to ask of me.

He went on, “I need—we need—help to get our message out, to get more
members, to make ourselves better known in the culinary world. Our
current membership in the restaurant world is aging fast, and we need to
attract younger people to revitalize our efforts. Would you consider
volunteering as a celebrity spokesperson for the Society?”

Khenemset Neferet smiled now, the sun coming out. I had some
reservations, though.

I pointed out the obvious. “If your people all behave like Sennedjem, it’s
going to be a struggle.”

He shook his head with dismay. “They don’t. And we keep him out of the
papers. Mostly.” He smiled. “But with your help, we can neutralize any
negatives. Your speech tonight was brilliant! You have a real talent for



connecting with people in the industry.” A good sales pitch. He’d rehearsed
it. I didn’t stutter my way through my speech, but it was little more than
“thanks for the kudos and the money.” But for all of Nesimen’s humility
about the Society, it was one of the more important institutions in
Menmenet’s culinary world. My career would only benefit from association
with it. I already had two full plates, but one more wouldn’t burden me that
much.

The hopeful expression on Khenemset Neferet’s face gave me no choice. |
replied, “Yes, I’d like to help. Perhaps we could get together and review
what’s required? Tomorrow?” I noticed Maclntyre shivering, even with her
coat on. Time to go.

“Yes, of course, sorry. You go on now and have a good time, you and Hutyt
Maclntyre. Why don’t you come to the Society offices tomorrow and pick
up your award check, then drop by my office? I’ll be in all day.”

“Thanks, I’'ll do that.” T hugged Khenemset Taneferet, bowed to Nesimen,
and wrapped a warming arm around MaclIntyre as we walked away.

It isn’t so tough to take that step off the cliff. It’s what comes afterward
that’s hard. Especially if you’re not aware it’s a cliff.



CHAPTER 2

MACINTYRE VISITS A CAT HOUSE

heryl MacIntyre woke up thinking about cats.

She didn’t like cats. Oh, they were nice enough, but she wasn’t the
kind of housekeeper that enjoyed traipsing around after things that dropped
fur all over the floor and lent you their fleas. She didn’t much care for dogs,
either. She was more of a people person.

But cats had their pluses and minuses. Thinking about cats led her to
fantasizing about Henutsenu, who resembled a sleek, dark kitty with soft fur
that you stroked to start that wonderful purr.

Maclntyre sighed at waking up alone. Henutsenu was nice, but the current
love of her life was Shesmu. Maclntyre smiled at the recollection of the
previous evening’s club dancing and the later lovemaking. Even the frenetic
medja activity with the smirking Sennedjem and his friend was thrilling.
But those baleful black cat statues looking down on it all gave her the
creeps. And Shesmu had to go home and rest after it all.

Shesmu. Cats. Medjau. The Temple of Bastet. Now, there. Work always
came first. Maclntyre sighed again, threw off the covers, and dragged
herself out of bed to make breakfast.

&



“Thank you, but no, I’ve eaten,” said Maclntyre, eying with interest the
plate of Remetjy delicacies on the conference table at the Temple of Bastet.
Not that she was hungry, she took an interest in food now that she was
sleeping with a chef. If she burrowed deep enough into her soul, she would
discover the food interest was about intimacy and sharing and
understanding others’ interests. Right. More likely, she was curious. Didn’t
curiosity kill the cat?

Shesmu was always teasing her about her kitchen pantry, the empty shelves
broadcasting her complete lack of interest and knowledge of food. She’d
joked about eating out of cans, and the image had stuck with him. So she
was 1n training, picking up everything she could about Remetjy food and
French food and Italian food and Chinese food. Good Lord, no wonder so
many people were obese.

Take this w’ab priest she was interviewing. Her powerful investigative
mind and perceptions discovered right away that his main concern was the
temple-provided snack tray placed on the table. Most of those snacks would
contribute to another five pounds of jiggling flesh to join the 220 pounds
already there. He had round cheeks, a round chin, a round face, a round
neck, and round everything else that wasn’t obscured by his voluminous
priest’s robes. She looked at the open page of her notebook: the Honorable
W’ab of Bastet Tjay.

“Now then, Tjay,” she started with a standard medja interview line. “Why
don’t you tell me what you saw and when you saw it.”

The w’ab chewed and swallowed a small pastry shaped like a bird, the
sugar coating crackling as he chewed. “It was awful, Hutyt. I got to work at
the usual time, ready to open the offering hall and set up the offering tables
for the morning rituals, and there they were. Two of our w’abu, right in the
middle of the hall. Blood all over the floor. Made me want to throw up.” He



licked his lips and searched over the tray for some special pastry he had in
mind. He found it and raised it to his lips.

“But you didn’t throw up.”

“Why, no. I suppose I have a strong stomach,” he said, then ate the pastry.
Crunch crunch crunch. The fake fur belt across his midriff rippled with
pleasure, though that may have been Maclntyre’s fanciful interpretation of
the movement.

“And what did you do then, Tjay?”

“Why, called the Hem-Netjer. Hem-Netjer of Bastet Paneb,” he hastened to
specify as she opened her mouth to ask. She wrote down the title and name.

“But not the medjau,” she said.

“Why, no,” he responded. “It’s a religious crime, killing someone in the
offering hall.” He shuddered. “The only thing worse would be to kill
someone in the sanctuary, defiling the god. Bastet is not forgiving of
desecrations, hutyt. Not at all forgiving.”

Hutyt-er-semetyu Maclntyre had never been given a case in a temple, so
much of this process was new to her. Idnu Djehutymes, her boss, had
brought her up to speed the previous day.

“I’d come with you the first time, Maclntyre, but you can handle it.
Remember, they stand on their dignity most of the time, and they guard
their religious privileges as though their lives depended on it. They have
primary jurisdiction for investigation of this. We’re only involved in case it
extends beyond the temple precincts. Just get the facts and report back.
Right?” the Idnu had smiled and sent her on her way.

Right. Too bad the w’ab priests had already cleaned up all the desecrating
blood and wiped the statue used to beat the two w’abu to death. Too bad



they’d cleaned every single surface in the room to purify it for the cat
goddess. Too bad the religious superiors here had already questioned every
witness and told them what they could and could not say to the civil
authorities who must be called in. This assiduity may or may not have
thrilled Bastet, but MacIntyre found it aggravating.

She had at least inspected the bodies in the Temple of Hut-Her-Sekhmet
morgue. Not much there, two dead bald guys with crushed skulls. Not
pretty and not informative. The examining hem-netjer had informed her that
his best estimate was that someone hit them forcefully with something hard.
But the temple had cleaned the wounds in a purifying ritual before he got
them. She had been firm enough with the examiner to extract a time of
death, at least: about an hour before Tjay showed up and found them. The
body temperatures were consistent with the w’ab’s description of the
stickiness of the blood pools. So all this had happened the morning of
Shesmu’s big award party. She was now picking up the tiny pieces left
unwashed.

“Tjay, who else was in the temple at the time you came in?”

“It was early, not too many people about. I thought I saw a woman in the
chapel praying as I went by, but nobody else.”

“And you didn’t know the woman?”

“I didn’t see her all that well, just the impression of a dress and long black
hair. It’s quite dark in the chapel in the mornings.” He selected another
pastry. Crunch crunch crunch. “I called the Hem-Netjer at home, and he
came in.”

“Did you know the two w’abu at all?”

“Quite well. We worked together every day. They dealt with temple finance,
collecting the offering money and so on.”



“Did they usually come in so early?”

“No.”

“Any 1dea why they were here?”

“No.”

“Any reason you know of for anybody to kill them?”

“No; the most inoffensive men. Not an enemy in the world that I know of.”
“Anything stolen?”

“Why, no, Hutyt. Who would dare?”

MacIntyre nodded, straining not to roll her eyes. Who indeed? She changed
direction. “Other than the worshipper, there was nobody else in the
temple?”

“Only the w’abu, and they were dead. But it’s a big building, and it’s not a
secure facility. No guards or anything.” He smirked. “Bastet herself takes
care of security.”

A guard cat. This was going to be a hard case to crack.
“Any CCTV?”
“What’s that?”

“Never mind,” said the exasperated Maclntyre. Security was not a priority
at the Temple of Bastet. “Perhaps I should speak with the Hem-Netjer,” she
said.

Tjay levered himself up. “I’ll fetch him at once. You’re sure...?” He
indicated the tray of goodies.

“No, thanks.”



He picked up the tray and left the room. The room seemed larger for his
absence.

&

Hem-Netjer of Bastet Paneb, unlike his subordinate, Tjay, was fully in
control of everything. He said so. Twice. Before Maclntyre said anything at
all. He was as skinny as a rail and as forceful as a locomotive that ran on
one. Faced with such unbending authority, she used flattery and servility to
get her way.

“Thank you so much for seeing me, Lord Paneb. This is my first visit to
your temple, and it’s a pleasure to have someone as authoritative as you to
show me what I need to learn.”

The hem-netjer smiled and nodded. “It is my pleasure and indeed my duty
to do so, Hutyt Maclntyre.” He looked her up and down. “You are
European?”

“American, my lord, but transplanted here and now a Ta’an-Imenty
Republic citizen.”

“And a w’abet of Ma’at, I perceive.” The feather on her right breast told
him that.

“Yes, my lord, a conscientious one.”
“And do you worship other gods?”

“I do, my lord, but I have not had the honor of worshipping the lady Bastet,
I fear.” Satisfying the goddess Ma’at took up all her time, that and sex. And
now, food. Mustn’t forget food. Shesmu wouldn’t approve of forgetting
food.



“Ah. Well, I shall explain things as I go as to a child. Will that do?”

“Certainly, my lord.” God, how she would love to rip off his arm and beat
him to death with it. But that wouldn’t get her job done. “Perhaps you could
start with the murders, my lord. The process for determining who the

murderer 18.”

“A fine example, Hutyt. The identity of the murderer is, to us, less
important than securing the sanctity and veneration of Bastet. The moment
of my summoning by my subordinate, I understood that our first priority
required the immediate cleaning of the offering room to get it open for
service.”

“You don’t consider preserving the evidence at the crime scene as useful,
then?”

The hem-netjer smiled a superior smile. “The religious crime of desecration
of the goddess through killing in her precincts requires immediate religious
rectification. Consequent justice applied to the miscreant must take a back
seat to that.”

“I see. Well, could you tell me how you intend to pursue your inquiry into
that aspect of the offense?” Maclntyre tried deep breathing to control the
surging resentment she felt, the resentment of a goddess who regarded
justice as paramount. Which was to say, Maclntyre was pissed and didn’t
want to show it. The deep breathing slowed the anger and increased the
oxygen to her brain, honing her wits to a knife’s edge. Another fanciful
metaphor wasted, as Paneb simply made her madder.

“I will turn to the goddess, of course, as any oracle must. Bastet’s eyes see
in the darkness of evil and pierce it to reveal her desires.”

Maclntyre noted that “desires” did not necessarily equate to “truth,” and
that Paneb was careful in his choice of words, especially relating to the



goddess.

“Will you question the priests of the temple or others that might have had a

reason—"
“Should the goddess will it, Hutyt, and only then.”

“I see. My superiors would beg you, my lord, to inform us should you find
any way we might help the goddess in her search for—”

“That, too, awaits my interview with the goddess. Bastet knows her
obligation to Ma’at, her aunt. Please be secure in the knowledge that
Bastet’s rage will fall upon the miscreant. There is no need for the civil
authorities or the courts of Ma’at to involve themselves any further in the
matter.”

“Quite so, my lord, quite so. I will so inform my superiors.” In very graphic
terms, I will. What a disaster of a case. Maclntyre had seen every kind of
corruption there was back in America, courtesy of her father and his lawyer
friends. And she’d seen every kind of corruption in city government
through her medjat work in Menmenet. Turning things over to a statue was
new to her, and not welcome. But she had seen the stone wall of Bastet and
didn’t want to smash her nose against it, so she bid some toadying goodbyes
to the hem-netjer and left.



CHAPTER 3

SHESMU COMES UP EMPTY

M acIntyre had planned a day off for us for weeks, and today should
have been the day. Then her boss assigned her to a murder at the
Temple of Bastet, and she had to work. So, instead of a pleasant, relaxing
day going somewhere with my girlfriend, I found myself at loose ends. I’d
given my sous chef Qenna the reins at the Per’ankh for the day, and I
couldn’t take that joy away from him by showing up without warning.

I needed to pick up my award check at the R’ames Society. It would be a
good opportunity to get familiar with the tasks required of a celebrity
spokesman and with the people who managed those tasks. The Society’s
offices were at Djehutymes and Neferhetepu streets, in the heart of the
shopping district, quite close to the Per’ankh, only two blocks away. The
Society occupied an old palace that survived the Great Earthquake in 1906.
Its grand facade was right out of Kemet: papyrus-shaped pillars supporting
a two-story building with a well-landscaped interior courtyard that could
hold 200 people for events.

The huge bronze doors between the pillars stood wide open. I walked in
through the people standing and talking in small groups in the great
columned hall framed by two stone stairways to the upper floors. By the
stairway to the right, there was a sign: “Guests please register in the Main
Office, second floor.” 1 walked up the broad granite stairway and found



myself in the Main Office. The receptionist sat at the reception desk, hands
folded, with a glum look on her young face. She raised a wan smile for me.

“Hello,” I said. “I’m Shesmu za-Akhen. I won the Best New Chef award
last night, and I’m here to pick up my check.”

“Oh.” Her face did not give me confidence. “I’m afraid....”

I smiled. “Where is the finance office? I’ll say hello to Sennedjem, too,
while I’'m there.” I’'ll use whatever in I needed to get my money, which
would solve a major refrigeration problem at the Per’ankh.

“Well, the office is down the hall, two doors on the right. But—"

“Thanks for your help.” I dodged past her down the hall as she raised a
hand in protest, but she didn’t come after me.

The financial office had a lot more desks but not a lot more noise. A
middle-aged Remetj man with reading glasses occupied one desk. An older
woman stood next to the desk, looking worried. The man had all the
drawers open and all the papers from the drawers heaped on the desk. He
laid one paper down on a stack and took up another from a different stack.
The man raised his eyes above his glasses and looked at me.

“I’ve come about a check,” I said. “I’'m Shesmu za-Akhen from the
Per’ankh.”

“How nice for you. You’ll wait your turn with the rest of them.
Downstairs.” He pointed to the floor with his finger.

“I’m looking for Sennedjem.”
“So am I. Again, you’ll wait your turn. Downstairs, please.”

I inspected him a little more closely. Sparse, graying hair; thick lips; a dark
complexion with signs of not spending a lot of time outdoors; a twist to the



mouth and eyes that told me he had a sense of humor. His body language
was relaxed and unconcerned. His eyes met mine. Too much authority for
just another Society volunteer. The man could be the Society’s accountant,
but those eyes weren’t the eyes of a financial professional; they were the
shark’s eyes of a hunter. A hunter with a sense of humor. But humor wasn’t
on the top of his mind.

I asked, “Medja?”
He replied, “None of your business. Look, I don’t have time for this.”

Medja, definitely. Either somebody had died or there was something illegal
going on at the R’ames Society.

“I might help,” I said, thinking about Taneferet and her distress over
Sennedjem.

The medja looked at the finance woman and asked her, “Do you know this
honored individual?”’

“Yes, he’s an award-winning chef this year. We owe him an award
check....” she trailed off with uncertainty in her voice.

I repeated, “I’ve come about the check. But I can tell you what I know
about Sennedjem, if that will help.”

“All right, let’s go in the office for a chat, then.” He took off his reading
glasses and put them on the desk. He motioned for another man to watch
the desk and its paper treasure trove, then showed me to a door in the back
wall and led the way.

The luxurious carpets and overstuffed furniture suggested that this might be
Sennedjem’s private office. The medja led the way over to a pair of chairs
near the courtyard window.



“First, may I see some identification?” I asked.
“You first.”
I gave him my card and showed him my sepat ID card.

In return, he pulled out a small leather fold and flipped it open to reveal a
badge and ID card. He held it up so that I could read it; it identified him as
Rudj Baki of the Henet Baket Sepat. That was the sepat agency that handled

taxes and other state revenue operations. It was a question of taxes, not
death.

“Now,” he said. “What’s your story?”

“As the lady said, I won an award that came with a check. You’ve heard of
my restaurant? The Per’ankh?”

“I don’t get out much,” he said. “And I live in the Valley. I want your
information about Sennedjem, not a restaurant review.”

I told him the tale of our intervention into Sennedjem’s social life the night
before, including Taneferet’s concern and Nesimen’s weak response to it.
The eyes warmed a little as I described the fight, but he homed in on the
main questions.

“Do you have any idea where Sennedjem is?”

“No.”

“Do you have any insights into the finances of the R’ames Society?”
“No.”

“Do you have any information about the Society other than what you’ve
told me?”

“NO 29



“I sense a pattern.” He smiled his most friendly smile.

“Have you spoken with Nesimen? Just what is the problem you’re
investigating?”’

“That’s none of your business.”

“Nesimen’s wife expressed a great deal of concern about Sennedjem last
night. Nesimen waffled on his response, but if Sennedjem is the subject of
your investigation, I’d like to help.”

“I think at this point there’s not a lot you can do for me. I appreciate your
interest, but you need to leave this to us. Thanks for your information.” He
rose and guided me out the office door, his hand firm on my elbow. He
pointed at the outer door, then down.

“What about my check?”

“You can file a claim form with the other creditors. But for now—" The
finger pointed resolutely down.

“I know,” I said. “Downstairs.”

Creditors—and the Henet Baket involved—surely showed trouble with the
Society’s finances. I’d have to speak with Nesimen to find out more. It was
time to locate Nesimen to find out what was going on.

&

I walked out into the reception area and up to the reception desk.

“Dark days, I’'m afraid,” I said, smiling. “No check. But can you tell me
where to find Nesimen’s office? He asked me to come see him today.”



“Sorry about the check, lord. Erm...let me call over to his office and tell
him you’re here.”

The woman busied herself with dialing and murmuring into her headset.
Her eyes turned back to me, and she said, “Nesimen just arrived and wants
to see you, Lord Shesmu. His office is down the stairs, across the hall, up
the opposite stairs, and all the way in the back. Do you think you can find
your way, or....” She looked undecided about showing me the way herself.

“Yes, I’'ll be fine, thanks. And cheer up, tomorrow will be better.” She
smiled, but her eyes told me she didn’t believe it.

I got my exercise for the day on the two stairways, finally arriving in the
opposite hall. It was silent as a tomb. I diagnosed heavy sound-proofing; if
Baki’s presence meant bad things for the Society’s finances, bombs must be
going off in these executive offices. I padded down the thick carpeting to
the last door in the hallway.

I entered the plush outer office and saw through an open door an even
plusher inner one. Nesimen stood in the doorway speaking to a carefully
dressed and groomed Remetj sitting at a desk in the outer office. As I
walked in, they both jerked around to look at me. Nesimen’s hands came up
in a defensive motion, while the other man’s face was blank. Neimen
recognized me and smiled, dropping his hands, but the other man rose and
walked toward me, saying, “No statements. Please wait downstairs until
we’re ready for the press.”

“I’m not the press,” I said, gesturing at Nesimen.
He said, “No, this is Shesmu, the Best New Chef.”

“I came for my check, as you suggested, Nesimen. But things seem to have
developed.”



His shoulders slumped and his voice sounded tired. “I can’t understand
what’s happened. It’s too much....”

The executive assistant gave me a long, cool look and walked back to his
desk. He sat and stared at Nesimen.

I asked, “Can we speak in your office?”

He turned and walked into his office, and 1 followed. The assistant
answered a softly ringing phone as I shut the door. I sat in a comfortable
armchair across from a sofa, where Nesimen sat himself down, slumping
with a pained expression.

“Can you fill me in on what’s happened, Nesimen?” I asked. “The Henet
Baket wasn’t forthcoming.”

“You talked with...?” He left the question unfinished, horror in his eyes.
“Yep, when I went for the check. No check. So, where’s the money?”

“I don’t know.”

“You should know.”

“I mean—it’s all gone. All gone.”

I spoke sharply to wake him up. “Nesimen. Snap out of it and tell me what’s
happened.”

His head jerked up as he realized how far he’d slipped. He marshaled his
defenses and said, “Don’t talk to me like that.”

“Sorry. But you needed it.” And he did. The response of the head of an
organization to a theft ought to be strong, and yet here was Nesimen,
dissolving into a puddle of despair.



He sighed. “I suppose you are family, in a way. Yes, I guess I needed it.
But, Shesmu...the shame of it all.”

“Of what all? Tell me.”

“Sennedjem, he’s disappeared. Gone. Worse, so is all the money in our bank
account.”

“Your personal account?” Khenemset Neferet filled my horrified mind.
“No, no, of course not. The Society’s account. That Sennedjem managed.”
“I guess he managed it, all right.”

“Yes. The shame.” He shook his head, despairing.

A knock sounded on the door.

“Yes?” said Nesimen.

The door opened and the executive assistant stuck in his head. “My lord, the
Board has called a special meeting tomorrow afternoon and wants you there
to explain what’s happened.”

Nesimen stood up from the sofa as though electrified.

“The Board! How can I explain...justify...I know nothing...it’s all gone!
And I’ll have to explain it to them.”

The executive assistant ducked out, then came back into the office carrying
a glass of amber liquid. Nesimen grabbed it with both hands and drank it
down, then started coughing. I hoped I would not need to use my limited
knowledge of air pathway clearing. I could smell the familiar aroma of
good French cognac. A bracer.

The coughing fit passed, and the potent alcohol restored Nesimen to at least
partial sentience.



I asked, “Can I help? Is there anything I can do?” I owed Khenemset
Neferet all the help I could give her husband, however hapless he might be.

He stared at me as though I was a perfect stranger, then his eyes sharpened.
“Yes, yes! The board...if you could—"

My phone rang. Qenna, calling from the restaurant. Qenna wouldn’t call
unless it was a dire emergency. “Hold on, Nesimen, I need to take this call.”

“Shes? Where are you?” The stress level in Qenna’s voice was way beyond
anything I’d ever heard. The sounds I heard in the background of his call
were not kitchen sounds, they were street sounds, men shouting, rumbling
noises.

“Qenna, what’s up? What’s wrong?”
“Shes, you need to get back here! We’ve evacuated the restaurant!”

I spoke slowly to calm him down. “Qenna, slow down and tell me what’s
wrong.” I was getting practiced at asking that question today.

“Shes, it’s serious. Somebody called and said there was a bomb.”
Nice. “Did you call the medjau?”

“Certainly I called the medjau, and the firemen too, then you. After I
cleared the place.”

“I’'m at the R’ames Society. I can be there in five minutes. What do I need
to know?”

“Inpu spits, how should I know what you need to know?”” It had rattled him,
Qenna never swore.

“All right. I’ll be there right away. Keep your eye on things.” As if he
wouldn’t. My heart screamed at me to get a move on.



I told Nesimen, “Got to go, problem at my restaurant. Let me know about
the board meeting, all right?”

He nodded, and I hurried away to rescue my restaurant.



CHAPTER 4

MACINTYRE FINDS A STRAY CAT

A fter Maclntyre finished her unproductive interviews at the temple,
she called her best friend Henutsenu. Henutsenu was the sexiest
woman Maclntyre knew, and the attraction was mutual, but they both had
their boyfriends to think of. Just friends, for now. But Henutsenu had one
other quality that Maclntyre wanted to explore: she worshipped Bastet. Her

friend picked up, and they exchanged warm greetings.
“Want to have lunch?” asked MaclIntyre. “I’m suddenly free today.”

Her friend laughed. “It will be so exciting to see you, Cheryl! I haven’t seen
you since last night! Yes, if we do it here at the Neferti, I’'m on duty part of
the day—sick employee.” Henutsenu managed the Neferti restaurant for
Shesmu, who owned both it and his main restaurant, the Per’ankh. But she
occasionally filled in at her old job as hostess.

“That will be fine. Comped?” Maclntyre couldn’t afford the Neferti prices
on her salary, but as her boyfriend was owner along with Sebek, the chef...
it was all in the family.

“Of course, standing orders of the owner.” MacIntyre heard the smile in her
friend’s voice.

&



“Every time I come here the food’s different,” complained Maclntyre as she
faced up to Sebek’s special of the day. “I just get used to something and
whish, something new is in front of me.”

“You poor, suffering girl,” commiserated Henutsenu, tasting her Green Sea
Bream with green tomato and chile sauce.

“Fortunately, it’s all edible, thanks to your boyfriend,” said MacIntyre. The
chef, Sebek, had brought the dishes out himself, causing a small stir among
the VIPs sitting in the window seats.

“He’s mastered the fish,” commented Henutsenu. “Perfect.”

“You approach each dish like I approach a corpse,” noted Maclntyre, tasting
her Roast Breast of Chicken with Forest Mushrooms.

“Eww.”

“I was talking earlier with a w’ab who said he had a strong stomach; given
the size of it, I wasn’t that surprised.”

“Your latest case?”

Maclntyre looked at her friend in a judging way. It was OK to tell her. “The
Temple of Bastet. Two murdered w’abu in the offering hall.”

Henutsenu put down her fork and knife and looked a little ill. Bad judgment
on Maclntyre’s part, or maybe it was the corpse remark. Maclntyre kicked
herself and swore to do better.

“Let’s talk about something else, like sex.”

“No, sorry, it’s just...I worship there, you know. Two w’abu? Who were
they?”



MacIntyre gave her the names, and Henutsenu shed a few tears. “I knew
them both, gentle men. Who would want to kill them?”

“The w’ab I was questioning, Tjay—"
“Oh, Tjay—he’s the one with the stomach!”

MaclIntyre grinned. “Yep. So, he said the same as you, no one. It was agony
for me to question him and Hem-Netjer Paneb. They both regarded the
murders as a religious offense against the goddess. They cleaned away all
the crime scene evidence, and they won’t let us investigate.”

Henutsenu nodded. “I sympathize, I suppose, but you must understand.
Bastet is not a forgiving goddess. She rages and tears at evildoers and those
who desecrate her temples. The priests keep things very regular and clean at
all times. So you have no hope of catching whoever did it?”

“Technically, I'm not investigating. The Temple is. But if [ were
investigating, it would be hopeless, yes. Tjay did mention one lead I would
follow up. He said he saw a woman worshipping in the chapel as he walked
by, just before discovering the bodies. He—what’s wrong?”’

Henutsenu had again put down her knife and fork, but this time she covered
her mouth with both hands and her eyes grew large. “Cheryl—that was me!
I was there worshipping early this morning, trying to clear the things that
happened last night from my mind. The chapel is right down the main

"’

passage from the offering hall
“You—" Maclntyre’s thoughts crashed around inside her head.

Henutsenu reached out and gripped Maclntyre’s hand. The two women
looked at each other in silence.

Henutsenu said, “I suppose 1’d better go to the temple and tell them. Or
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should I go to the medjau? It’s so confusing



The crashing trains of thought got back on their tracks in Maclntyre’s brain.
She could clearly visualize the train wreck. She couldn’t let it happen.

“Henutsenu, you should keep quiet for now. Let me poke around a bit,
figure out what’s what. When I’'m sure I understand what’s going on, we
can talk about it and decide what to do.”

“But—”

“No; the situation is crazy! I don’t want you involved until I understand
what’s going on. Please?” She gripped her friend’s hand more tightly.

Her friend’s face took on a determined look. “I’m not naive, Cheryl, but |
did nothing wrong, and Bastet knows that. The goddess would never let
harm come to one of her worshippers unjustly.”

“She let a lot of harm come to her w’ab priests! Henutsenu, the gods can
only do so much against the evil men do.” Maclntyre didn’t believe in the
gods. She did believe in evil. She had a lot of experience with evil, and she
was sure she would do a better job of protecting her friend from it than the
goddess Bastet.

“Promise me,” she said.

Henutsenu let the emotional argument overwhelm her religious fervor. “All
right, Cheryl. But if you don’t come up with anything soon, I’ll need to talk
to the hem-netjer.”

“Give me some time, a few days. All right?”
“All right, but I can’t wait long, Cheryl.*

Maclntyre shook her brain back into working order. “Did you see anyone,
hear anything unusual at the temple this morning?”



“Let me think back. I walked straight to the chapel. No one was around, no
one in the chapel. I prayed to Bastet, then left. The offering hall is a little
further along the passage from the chapel, so I didn’t see what was in it. |
heard nothing.” A thought washed over her face. “Those poor men were
lying there dead the whole time. Bastet must have been furious. And yet she
let me pray on about my own little problems, regardless. She is a kind
goddess.”

When she’s not raging and avenging her priests. Religion is not rational.
MaclIntyre asked Henutsenu some questions designed to make her
remember anything she saw or heard, but her friend appeared to have been
oblivious to anything beyond her own prayers.

“There must have been someone there before you. Anything, any object,
out of place, or unusual?”

“Not that I can remember.”

Maclntyre sighed. “Not much to go on, but I’ll have to work with it. You
were my only lead!” She gave her friend a wry smile. “All right, 'm
through with the questions.”

“Now, finish your chicken. I have to work!” Henutsenu gave Maclntyre’s
hand a final squeeze and resumed eating her fish.



CHAPTER 5

SHESMU GETS BOMBED

The uniformed medja wearing body armor and holding an assault
weapon pushed it at me to bring me to a halt. “Whoa, whoa! Sorry,
lord, street’s closed, you’ll have to move on.” Beyond him, the clusters of
Per’ankh employees and medjau faced the restaurant. A large, red fire
extinguisher propped open the front door.

I said, gasping from my run from the R’ames Society, “I’m the owner of the
restaurant, my sous-chef called me.”

“Identification?”

I extracted a business card and my driver’s license. The medja inspected
them, both sides, and gave them back to me, and stepped back. I asked,
“Who should I talk to? Who’s in charge?” He pointed to another medja in
full uniform, talking into a phone.

I walked over to him. He finished his call and turned to me. I said, “I’'m
Shesmu za-Akhen, I’m the owner.”

“Ah, good. Imy-er-medjau Menna,” he said, and the world collapsed on me
without warning. The next thing I remember is opening my eyes and
looking up at the sky. I lay on my back on the street, and I couldn’t hear
anything but a loud ringing.



I rolled over and levered myself up to my knees and took stock. Nothing
felt broken, but I hurt all over. I saw various people in various states, flat
out, or on their feet and helping others. My eyes focused beyond the people
to what remained of the Per’ankh. The door had disappeared, along with the
fire extinguisher, most of the windows, and a good deal of the facade.

Menna picked himself up off the pavement much as I had, shaking his head,
a scrape across his broad cheek. His uniform cap lay on the ground several
feet away. He walked over and picked it up and stared at it for a minute,
then put it on, slowly. He turned and looked at the restaurant, then at me,
still kneeling. We stared at each other for several seconds. He walked over,
offered me a hand, and pulled me to my feet.

His mouth moved, and I heard, as from far off, a thin voice saying, “Are
you hurt? Anything broken? Do you need medical help?” I said no, then
said, loudly, “I can’t hear anything!” He touched his own ear and nodded.
He turned away and walked toward a group of medjau in uniform and
started issuing commands. Qenna stood across the street gesticulating to a
group of white-clad restaurant workers. Through the ruined facade of my
restaurant, there came the flickering light of flame. Firemen rushed into the
Per’ankh to save the building. That wouldn’t take much time, but I could
see that the ensuing investigation and its consequences would occupy me
for months.



CHAPTER 6

MACINTYRE TAKES CHARGE

M acIntyre took a call from her boss as she stood outside the Neferti
after her lunch with Henutsenu. She tore her mind off her friend’s

troubles to deal with Djehutymes.

“Hi, Mes. Just finished lunch, getting cracking—"
“Shut up, Maclntyre.”

“Right.”

“Get over to your boyfriend’s restaurant.”

“Which restaurant? He’s got two.”

“The fancy French one.”

“What’s up?”

“The whole place.”

“Sorry?”

“Bomb went off. Blew the whole place to pieces.”

MacIntyre mouth opened and nothing came out. Her heart was not in her
boots, it had exited to the street and was trying to dive into the bay. Finally,
she found her tongue enough to ask, “And...Shes?”



“Don’t know, but I think he’s OK. Go and check it out. See the super, Imy-
er-Medjau Menna. Tell him I sent you. See if anybody’s dead.” He hung up.

Maclntyre ran for her car. The next few hours flew by. Maclntyre found
Shesmu between insurance and newspaper interviews, sitting on the curb
just staring at the ruins. He looked up at her with a dazed expression, then
his face lit up and he moved to get up, but she sat down next to him and
enfolded him in her arms. The badge pinned to her blouse pressed against
his cheek, and he shifted to a softer position. She let go and wiped dirt and
blood off his face.

She asked, “Was there any call before the blast? Menna said two people
went to the hospital, no one dead so far.”

“What?”

She repeated the question more loudly to break through the ringing bells in
his ears and the cotton fluff in his brain.

“Qenna said he’d gotten a call.” He waved a dispirited hand.

She stood up and looked around, found Qenna standing with a group of
cooks from the restaurant, and walked over to him.

“Qenna,” she greeted him.

“Cheryl.” They were on a first-name basis because she was one of the

people who ate free in his restaurant. He never seemed very happy about it
when she did.

“I’m collecting information about what happened, helping out,” she said.
“And?”

“Shes said you got a call before the bombing.”



“Yes, fortunately in good time to get everybody out.” He regarded his
demolished domain with a sour expression.

“Can you tell me exactly what the caller said?”

“Exactly, burned into my heart. ‘There’s a bomb going off in a few minutes,
get everyone out or they’re dead. Tell Shesmu to cough it up.”” I have no
idea what ‘it’ is, but Shes needs to deal with ‘it.” Now.” His voice dripped
with all kinds of negative emotions: blame, worry, anger, urgency. A very
expressive voice. “The caller spoke Renkemet with some kind of foreign
accent, I don’t know what kind.”

“Thanks, that’s very helpful. Have you told the imy-er-medjau?”

“I have told every single person I could find who I thought might want to
do something about it. Now I’ve told you. Are you going to do something
about 1t?”

“Right away. But I don’t think I’ll be having dinner with you tonight,” she
joked, trying to cheer the angry man up.

Qenna just shook his head and stared at the ruins. No sense of humor.

She walked back to Shes and filled him in, repeating everything in louder
and louder tones until she got tired of it.

Shes said, “What the hell did they mean by ‘it’? The only thing I cough up
is bomb dust.” Shes’s phone rang, and he didn’t notice. Maclntyre pointed
at the phone, and he looked at it and answered.

“Sebek, thanks for calling, but I can’t really hear and I'll talk to you later.
I’m in the middle of things here. The bombers said this was a warning, |
need to work on this.”

He listened, pressing the phone hard against his ear.



“I’ll take you up on that, the restaurant is going to need a lot of help and
work, but not today.”

Maclntyre, looking at the ruins, knew that no cook would set foot in that
restaurant for months.

“Let me talk to him,” she said.

“What?”
“Gimme!” She neatly grabbed the phone out of his hand.

“Sebek? Cheryl. You’ve heard about the Per’ankh? Good. Listen, we’re into
something we don’t understand, and bombs are going off. It’s not out of the
question that the bomber would go after other parts of Shes’s life,” she said,
looking at her boyfriend, “I think you ought to close the Neferti, or at least
post a couple of guards trained in counter-terror methods.”

With some shouting and prodding, Shes finally understood and nodded. It
was obvious: he couldn’t afford to lose both restaurants and his best friend.

She continued, “Shes agrees. Here’s a number to call, these guys are really
good at stopping these kinds of things from happening.” She read off a
number from her own phone. “Call them now, Sebek, don’t wait. Give them
my name. I’d even close the place for a day until you get protection in
place.” The number was for an Aztec crime lord of her acquaintance; he
was very good at protection. His services came with various kinds of prices
but were usually worth the cost.

“Give me that thing.” Shesmu snatched the phone. “Sebek? Me again.
Look, get the guards, I’ll cover it somehow. But closing the place.... I don’t
know if we can afford to do that. What do you think?”” He listened to Sebek.
“Say that again. Well, if it’s a warning, [’'m hoping they think the big one is
enough. Will you stick? Good. I’ve got a bunch of temporarily unemployed



cooks standing right in front of me. I’ll send them over.” He hung up, then
went over to talk with Qenna. Maclntyre trailed along after him.

“Listen, I thought it would be a good idea to get the staff back to work. The
Per’ankh is going to be out of commission for at least a few days. How
about taking the crew, those that want to go, to the Neferti?”

Qenna’s eyes changed from angry to thoughtful. “I could take the
opportunity to cross train them, get them out of their usual way of doing
things.”

“What?”
“OK.,” shouted the sous chef.
“Good, Sebek will appreciate the help.”

Qenna looked at the ruins and pursed his lips. “A few days? Months.”
Maclntyre agreed; Qenna was a realist.

“The insurance will help.”

He looked at Shes, smiling a very small smile. He asked, loudly, “And
you’re going to be supervising every detail?” He was ironic.

“No, I don’t think so. You can do that. I’'m going to be finding out why
somebody wants to bomb us and how to make them stop.”

“With Cheryl helping, I hope.” His eyes left Shes and went to Maclntyre.
She revised her opinion of him upward.

“Well, she’ll be working on it. Helping is a strong word.”

Maclntyre kicked him lightly on the ankle, then said, “Let’s go talk to the
imy-er-medjau.”

“What?”



Swallowing a word that wouldn’t help, Maclntyre grabbed Shes’s arm and
pulled, and he and Qenna followed her over to where Menna stood
supervising the investigation.

Menna said, “We should have some results by tomorrow, but it looks like
the bomb went off in a little room toward the front.” He spoke loudly,
having as much of a hearing problem as Shesmu, who appeared to make out
his words.

“The coat check room,” Qenna said.

“Likely.” Menna nodded.

“Any deaths so far?”” asked Maclntyre, mindful of her boss’s main concern.
“Two hospitalizations in serious condition, no deaths,” said Menna.

“I hope their lunch had salmonella in it,” said Shes. Qenna rolled his eyes;
he didn’t like food poisoning humor. Maclntyre smiled, but the imy-er-
medjau didn’t. He didn’t look like he smiled much, if at all, and he probably
didn’t like bomb humor. Every profession has its quirks.



CHAPTER 7

SHESMU MAKES A NEW FRIEND

' I ' he preposterous events that accumulated in my life wouldn’t let me
alone. Maclntyre helped, but my sleep was not restful. The top of my
list was my emotional reaction to losing my restaurant: joy.

I’m not a contemplative person, but that one called for it. Working my body
was where I did my best thinking, made up my best recipes, resolved my
thorniest business decisions. I couldn’t work it out in the restaurant
anymore, so | had to find another way to solve the puzzle of why I felt joy
looking at a bombed-out ruin. I hadn’t raised these emotions with
Maclntyre, as intimate as we were, because I wanted to look it over first.

The stick-fighting club? No, I’d just visited two days before. I added up the
days since I’d last picked up my bow: a month.

I opened the locked cabinet in the garage that held my equipment and took
out the acacia-wood recurve bow. The past attracted me today more than the
more accurate, high-tech present: the fiberglass compound marvel with its
cams, weights, and sighting doodads.

The acacia bow was all I had left of my father. He’d handed it to me on my
fifth birthday, then he was gone, vanished, leaving my mother and me to
grieve and wonder. Then my mother died, five years later, and only the bow
remained. When I first held it, I couldn’t even pull the string back. But I



kept at it, and by my teen years I was a respectable sport archer representing
my school, though not with the acacia bow. I kept that bow in good shape
over the years, my way of remembering my absent parents.

I put the bow into a case that already held ten arrows, ten for the ten fingers
on the mummified hands of Wesir, Lord of the Dead. The bow was a thing
of the past, but I didn’t go that far with the arrows, which were made of
aluminum, god-fingers or no. Wooden arrows warped far too easily and
flew off in unexpected directions with the least change in humidity.
Aluminum didn’t warp, and it didn’t break when you missed the target,
though that didn’t happen very often these days.

The trouble with archery as a sport is that it’s difficult to find a place to do
it. Bows are old technology, and there are many more gun ranges than
archery ranges. During a brief fad about twenty years ago, the city had
created a public archery range in one of the few municipal parks. Most
parks were temple parks, open only to worshippers of the temple’s god. The
Didiresy Open Space allowed in anyone. Over the years, the archery range
degraded, but the city still replaced the targets. What they didn’t do was
eradicate the rodents that dug beautiful underground palaces below the
field. You took your life in your hands walking to the targets; you had to
watch where you put your feet.

Aside from stray rodents, I was alone on the field for most of my practice
session. Endurance training is simple: you stand and fire arrows at the target
for as long as you can pull the bow back. Well, not that simple; you also
have to keep your form correct and integrate all the other aspects of aiming,
releasing, and follow-through so you don’t pick up bad habits.

Once I got into the rhythm, I let my mind range over my problem: why joy?
Why not sorrow, anger, pain, or any of the other destructive results of loss



that might have afflicted me? Pull, release. Adjust. Pull, release. Adjust.
Joy?

I let my mind stray to my history with the Per’ankh. Nekhen, its founding
chef, took me on as an apprentice. I moved up to sous chef when I left to
start my own place, the Neferti. Then Neferaset happened. Neferaset was
Nekhen’s beautiful young wife. She was also my lover. I betrayed my
mentor and friend with her all the way to his murder last year. That pain and
joy was over, and it ended badly for Neferaset. She had to leave Menmenet
under a cloud, but I managed to buy the Per’ankh with financing from
Hernefer. I had things to prove, to myself and to others. I proved them when
the R’ames Society awarded me the Best New Chef award. That award
made me happy! Why would the destruction of the restaurant that made the
award possible make me joyful? And now the Henuttawy Group had
validated everything by investing even more debenu in me.

Contemplation is a fine thing when it works. But the best thinking in the
world can’t make sense of an irrational feeling. I finished the latest flight of
ten, then took a break to let my arms relax. I was stretching them out,
pulling one way and then the other, when an old, blue Ford with the finish
peeling off pulled up beside the field. A man emerged from the car and
walked over to me.

“How’s the field?” he asked. His Renkemet was good but subtly accented.
“Watch your toes. The gophers are biting today.”

As always, the man’s stoney face expressed nothing. I’d seen this man on
the field, on and off, for ten years, and we had the same short conversation
every time we met. He’d never introduced himself, and he’d asked no
questions about anything but my acacia bow, which fascinated him. His
own bow was a modern compound bow, a hunting bow, and I assumed he
was a hunter practicing for his next outing. His face was local, the local that



goes way back: Ramaytush or Miwuk most likely. From the speed and
impact of his arrows, his bow was powerful; he probably hunted bear and
elk up in the mountains. He could hunt elephants with that bow, had there
been any elephants up there.

The man looked at the ten arrows in my target and asked, “Target not
cooperating?”’

“My heart i1sn’t in it today.”
He said, ““You’re running with the wrong crowd, Shesmu. It shows.”

I didn’t know who this man was, didn’t know his name, and he shouldn’t
know mine.

“I’m sure you’re right,” I said, “but I'd like to know how that’s your
business?”

He pointed at his car. “Let’s talk. Cold.”

&

My new pal unlocked his car in two steps: buttons on his phone followed by
unlocking the passenger door for me manually once he’d seated himself. It
surprised me only in that his car looked as though it was older than locks.

The door creaked as I opened it. I had to push aside plastic bags and empty
coffee containers to sit. The seat was a bench seat; this car was old. He’d
retrofitted it with fancy security. I saw a GPS device stuck to the dashboard.
Papers, electronic equipment, and clothes rose in piles on the back seat. I
deduced he didn’t live in his car; there wasn’t room unless he slept in the
trunk, and the smell wasn’t right. The car was warm from use and its heater.
I waited. He settled himself behind the steering wheel.



After a minute of silence, I asked, “What’s this about?”

He reached into his pocket and took out a small leather folder, opened it,
and showed it to me. Another medja. An unusual one, though; he was a
member of a force I'd never heard of—the SecInterPol. His name was
Karkin, a Ramaytush name. The identity card gave his authority in English,
French, Russian, and Renkemet, but not Ramaytush.

“International security police,” he said. He clarified this with “Genéve.

HQ.”

I said, “SeclnterPol. International. No local jurisdiction?”
“True. Behind the scenes, watch things in Menmenet.”
“I’ve never heard of SecInterPol.”

“We prefer that.”

“So I’ll ask again, what’s this all about?”

He paused. His hands rested in his lap, motionless. The odor of the car
became more annoying. [ waited.

He stirred, rubbed his nose, and said, “R’ames Society. Sennedjem. Money.
Things like that.”

“Money?”

“Money. Lots. How much do you know about Sennedjem?”
“Pretty much everything the medjau know.”

“Your girlfriend. So, not much.”

Depressingly correct. 1 stared at him. How did he know about my
girlfriend?



He said, “Other people know more. That’s important.”
“What other people? Do I need to drag this out of you?”
“Bombing. All connected.”

“Connected how?” I asked, and my phone buzzed. I looked at the display;
MaclIntyre. “I’d better take this. It’s my girlfriend.”

His eyes never left mine. I answered the call. MacIntyre sounded tired.
“Hi, Shes. Checking in, taking a break from investigating cats.”

“Well, things have moved on again. I’'m here in a car with a local guy I’ve
seen around for 10 years who turns out to be an international medja.”

“International? What do you mean?”
“SecInterPol; a man named Karkin.”

“What kind of local?”

“He hasn’t said. He hasn’t said much at all.”

She used an unladylike word. “What have you gotten us into now? I
thought dating a chef would make a change, but give me a break.”

I laughed. Karkin gazed at me. The car was foggy with the two of us
breathing, the old-car odor stronger.

I told Macintyre, “We’re connecting the R’ames Society, Sennedjem,
money, and the bomb. That’s all he’s said so far.”

She was silent.
“Are you there?”

“Yes, I’m thinking; shut up for a minute.”



I shut. I smiled at Karkin. Why not?

“Shes?”

“Still here.”

“We’d better get together. Bring that Karkin. To my office.”

I told Karkin, “Cheryl wants to see us at her office.” He was already
moving his head no before I finished the sentence. I said into the phone,
“He says no.”

“Let me talk to him.”

Karkin’s eyes never left mine, and his mouth made very little movement as
he said things like “Yes” and “Maybe” and “No.” Sometimes he was silent
for a while, motionless; other times, he would nod or make the negative
motion with his hands. After a while he just gave the phone back to me,
Maclntyre still talking at him.

I said again, “He says no.”

“Kidnap him.” I think she was joking.
“I don’t think that’s practical.”

“Why, is he bigger than you?”

I looked him over. “Yes, and he’s better armed.” Karkin’s eyes were still on
me, his hands motionless in his lap.

“Huh.” Silence. “OK, we’ll talk it over tonight.”
“Fine.”
I disconnected and looked at Karkin. “So, connected how?”

“Russians.”



I stared. Russians? Sennedjem looked Russian, though he had a Remetjy
name.

“What Russians?”

He shook his head.

“My intuition tells me I’ve learned all I’'m going to learn from you.”
“I’d run with that.”

I didn’t tell him I’d kept my nose straight and my fingers the same length
all these years by not running through dark kitchens full of knives. “Is there
anything at all that you can tell me?”

“Not right now.”
“Ever?”

“Might.” His hand slipped into his pocket and brought out a small wallet.
He extracted a business card. The card had two things on it: “Karkin” and a
local phone number. Wonderful.

I nodded to him and got out of the car. I collected my bow and equipment
from the field. The center of the center of the target was safe today. When I
looked up, Karkin’s Ford was gone.



CHAPTER 8

MACINTYRE DISCOVERS CATS DON'T
LIKE HER

(4 ‘F or crying out loud, Mes, there must be some way to do it!” said

Maclntyre, clutching her phone in frustration. At the other end of
the phone, an obstructive Idnu Djehutymes reiterated the religious and civil
legalities involved in the murders at the Temple of Bastet with her until her
eyes crossed.

She sat in her little red sports car, parked across the street from the Temple
of Bastet. It was the day after her boyfriend’s restaurant had gone to its
afterlife. As no one had died, Imy-er-Medjau Menna had requested her to
take herself off to find something else to do, as he did not need her services
on that case.

She had explained to her boss that the Pussycat Murders—her dynamic way
of summarizing the killings at the Temple of Bastet—demanded her
attention. After rejecting her nomenclature, he then rejected her proposals
to work on the case. So she tried to find a way in that would work for him.
It wasn’t going well.

“Maclntyre, take the fluff out of your ears. Or does it go deeper? There is
no way that we can interfere with the temple’s investigation. It’s a religious
offense against the goddess, nothing to do with us.”

“Two people murdered, Mes!”



“Two w’abu murdered. Ma’at is blind to their being people.”
“So am I, but—"

“No buts, MaclIntyre. Do not—I repeat, do not—investigate this case. It’s
not our case.” He disconnected.

Her grip on the phone would be perfect for firing the thing at the temple
across the street, but it wouldn’t help. She put the phone away and glared at
the big temple. She hadn’t dared to bring up her best friend Henutsenu’s
presence at the crime scene. According to Djehutymes’s logic, it would be
an even bigger reason for her to leave it alone.

She had to find out more about what was going on in the temple if she was
to help her friend. Her options weren’t great. She was not a good candidate
for undercover operations, being a blonde, blue-eyed American. Besides,
she’d already exposed herself to all the people involved. And using an
informant wouldn’t work. The people she’d met so far weren’t likely to tell
her their secrets, and her one friendly connection was Henutsenu. Her using
a “suspect” as an informant, however innocent, would impress no one at the
Temple of Ma’at.

That left the direct method: talk to the hem-netjer and ask him to approve
her participation in the investigation, right up front. All legitimate. Mes
wouldn’t like it, but once Paneb let her in, he’d have to go along. Sure he
would.

&

MacIntyre hopped out of her car and crossed the street to the big temple
doors. She pulled one door open enough to squeeze in, then shut it again.



A lower-level w’ab greeted her and asked her purpose in visiting the Lady
Bastet. She asked to see Tjay. Going through him would be better than just
asking for Paneb. The w’ab asked her to wait. She had other plans.

MacIntyre found the chapel where Henutsenu had spent the early morning
of the murder praying to the goddess. It was a quiet room in a hall off to the
side of the main hallway, two doors down from the offering room where the
w’abu had died. There was an offering prayer ceremony going on in the
offering room. Maclntyre stepped into the chapel and heard nothing. The
room must be soundproofed, giving credence to Henutsenu’s claim of
hearing nothing.

On the way back to the main hall, she stepped into the offering room behind
the small crowd of supplicants. She cast a semetyu’s eye over the place. Not
a trace of blood, no disarranged furniture, nothing that might show two men
had died there. Just a huge, black statue of a goddess with a cat’s head. She
felt its forbidding stone eyes boring into her. As she turned to leave, she
saw the door opposite had a sign, “Feline Veterinary Clinic.” Clearly the
Temple of Bastet was equipped for all things cat-related.

She arrived back in the main hall as the corpulent w’ab approached.

“Why, Hutyt Maclntyre, how pleasant to see you. Have you come to offer
something to Bastet? I believe a ceremony is underway—"

“In a way, Tjay. I need to speak with Hem-Netjer Paneb.”
“May I ask what your business is with the hem-netjer? He’ll want to know.”

“I need to speak with him about the murders. My superiors have all kinds of
questions.” Which was true, most of them like “Why are you doing this,
Maclntyre?”



“Oh.” Tjay’s thick lips folded downward in disapproval. “A sad business.
The hem-netjer won’t like it.”

“I’d also like to make an offering to Bastet.” She fished out a 10-debenu
note and gave it to the w’ab. “I’m sure you can find the best way to put that
to use for the temple.”

“Why, thank you, Hutyt. I’ll put it into our kitty. Let me see if the hem-
netjer has a few moments for you.”

The fat man waddled off into the depths of the temple. She sat on a short
bench to wait. The hall contained several statues of the goddess Bastet. It
also contained the occasional black cat wandering through in search of
whatever cats looked for. One cat jumped up on the bench and stared at her
with yellow eyes. Funny, growing up in Boston, black cats were something
to avoid, especially on Halloween, and God help you if one crossed your
path. Here, they were everywhere, the sacred animals of the goddess Bastet.
Hard to get used to. She wasn’t superstitious; and she wasn’t allergic to
cats, or she’d be disabled by now. She checked whether anyone was looking
and pushed the cat off the bench. It stalked off, tail whipping back and
forth.

Maclntyre understood little about the intricacies of Remetjy religious
practices or the politics of the temples. She was a w’abet of Ma’at, but in
name only; she’d taken the test and gone through the initiation purely to
make sure that she could advance beyond the bottom rungs at the Temple of
Ma’at. Back in Boston, her family was Congregationalist, and that religion
looked nothing like anything she’d ever seen here in Menmenet.

The government temples, like Ma’at, Imen-R’a, and Mentju, were most
familiar; they resembled the government offices in America, just with
fancier titles and odd little rooms here and there devoted to things that she
didn’t regard as government functions.



Maclntyre did not know what a hem-netjer did in a temple devoted to
religious worship like the Temple of Bastet. The middle of the priestly
hierarchy did most of the work of the temple, but she had no clue what that
work entailed. She’d have to ask Henutsenu about it. Her bet, having had a
lot of experience with American evangelical churches in her youth, was that
it involved money. Which was why she’d parted with the 10-debenu note to
Tjay, correctly figuring it would persuade him to agree to her wish to talk
with Paneb. No way Djehutymes was going to reimburse that little
contribution.

“What’s this about murders, Hutyt?” Hem-Netjer Paneb stood before her, a
questioning look of disapproval on his face, his hands folded in front of his
robe.

“Could we find somewhere more private to talk, my lord?” asked
Maclntyre.

“I suppose so. Come to my office. You may have ten minutes, no more.”
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“Have a seat, Hutyt,” said Paneb, taking his own seat in a chair arranged
across from another chair. His office was on the small side, with little
decoration other than a small offering hetep with a foot-high black cat
statue in a niche in the wall. She deduced from this that he worshipped
Bastet, which she already knew. The office offered few other clues to the
man or his job. She sat.

“Now, what’s this about the murders? I thought I’d made the situation clear
yesterday.” Paneb had the same air of inner certainty that he’d exhibited the
day before. His frown implied he had only grown more impatient at her
persistence in contradicting that certainty. More flattery might help.



“It struck me yesterday, my lord, how diligently you and the other priests
care for your temple. The goddess must appreciate your efforts. A friend of
mine worships here and has nothing but praise for you and the temple.”

“Thank you, Hutyt; we do our best for our goddess.” Paneb smiled with
superiority and brevity. “But I cannot see—"

“It’s just that seeing that care, and being a homicide semetyt, there must be
something I can do to help with your investigation. I talked to my
superiors.” She would not tell him what they had said, but a little backup
might help her convince him. “I could help in several ways. For example, I
examined the bodies at the morgue in the Temple of Hut-Her-Sekhmet, my
lord, and—"

“You what?”

“Examined the bodies. I am well known at that temple, my lord, having
investigated many murders over the last two years, and they were happy to
show me—"

“Who gave you permission to do that?” Paneb was, not to put it finely,
steamed.

“I’m very sorry, my lord. I just felt—"

“No one gave you permission. No one asked you to do that.”
“No, my lord, but—"

“Did your superiors tell you to come here today?”

“No, my lord, but—"

“Did I not make clear that the goddess Bastet controls everything in her
dominion? That the Lady does not appreciate outsiders sticking their nose
in?” Now he was getting insulting.



“Now, just a minute, my lord—"

“I am sorry, Hutyt, but I must end this interview. You will remove yourself
from the temple; you are not welcome here.” He paused; his voice and face
softened. “You mentioned a friend, a worshipper in our temple. Perhaps
your friend can help you better understand the Lady Bastet and how we all
honor her here in the temple. But for now, I must insist you leave.”

The hem-netjer arose and shepherded her all the way out to the main door
of the temple, which he closed firmly after pushing her out.

&

Maclntyre drove a little faster than usual through the streets of Menmenet
down to the waterfront. Paneb may have acted rashly in banning her from
the Temple of Bastet, but he had one good suggestion: talk to her friend
about it. Henutsenu was the only way she would get anywhere now, suspect
or not.

She parked her car in the back lot at the Neferti and went in through the
kitchen door in the back. It was the middle of the afternoon, so the lunch
crush had died down, and the line cooks were cleaning and prepping for
dinner. She saw Sebek talking with a cook.

“Hi, Sebek.”

“Cheryl, good to see you! Too late for lunch, though. Might be a quail left
over somewhere.”

She smiled. “I’ve come to talk with Henutsenu, not to sponge a lunch.
Where 1s she?”

“Oh, you just missed her. She left fifteen minutes ago. She decided she
wanted to go to her temple for a little prayer session.” He clucked. “After



the club fight a couple of days ago, she’s spending a little too much time
with the cats.”

“Ah, OK.” A tiny shiver of apprehension frizzed up Maclntyre’s spine.
Better call her friend before she says anything wrong. Or, worse, before she
decides it’s time to inform the hem-netjer about her presence in the temple
during the murder. MaclIntyre walked into the empty dining room and called
her friend. Voicemail. Maybe she was still driving. Maybe she was praying
and had her phone silenced. Maybe, maybe. The shiver transformed into a
sinking feeling in her gut. She left a voicemail.

“Henutsenu, this is Cheryl. Call me right away. As soon as you can, OK?
It’s important.”



CHAPTER 9

SHESMU TAKES THE HEAT

I pulled my car into my driveway, and as I got out, I saw two medjau
emerge from a black car parked across the street. I knew they were
medjau because I’d met one: Rudj Baki of the Henet Baket Sepat.

“Shesmu,” said Baki.
“Rudj Baki.”

“This is my associate, Huty Seba.” Huty Seba could easily get a job as a
bouncer in a very rough bar. That Baki felt it necessary to bring along
support made me a touch apprehensive.

“Huty. To what do I owe the pleasure, Baki?”

“There are a few questions we’d like to ask you. May we step inside?”
“Um. Do I need to get my sehy here?”

“You have that right under the Rule of Heru.”

Heru. Not Ma’at. That meant it was about taxes, not more mundane
criminal activity. I relaxed, as I had paid my taxes in full. My restaurants
were private businesses that paid only local taxes and fees, nothing to the
Henet Baket. Still, letting medjau into your house gave them permission to
do all kinds of things that might not prove in one’s best interest.



“Why all the mystery, Baki? I explained my situation, did I not? At the
R’ames Society?”

He didn’t smile. Huty Seba cracked a knuckle. Then another one.

Baki said, “What you explained appears to be only a small part of the
complicated goings-on at the R’ames Society. The more we looked into the
books, the more we suspected that the Society has some serious issues with
illegal money flows.”

“What’s that got to do with me? I’m only interested in the flow of money
from their Best New Chef award.”

“Not according to the executive director, Nesimen. He said you’re attending
a board meeting this afternoon. We’re interviewing all the board members,
tracing the tentacles of corruption throughout the organization. Nesimen
says he puts his complete faith in your knowledge of the Society’s
operations. He says you’ll vindicate him. That’s why he’s invited you to the
board meeting.”

That’s what you get for volunteering. ‘“Nesimen exaggerates. I knew
nothing about the Society two days ago other than that it might help my
professional career. Now I know where Nesimen’s office is, and that’s all |
know. I’'m going to the board meeting to offer moral support as a friend.”

“Not according to Nesimen.”

“He’s riding a horse of hope, trying to escape the oncoming legions of
medjau. You, in fact.”

Baki smiled an amiable smile. Seba cracked another knuckle. “I’ve been
doing this work for quite a while now, Shesmu. I’ve found that following
bees leads you to honey. The queen bee seems to be this fellow Sennedjem.



We’re going to pester anyone associated with Sennedjem and the R’ames
Society until we find him and the honey.”

“I wish you the best of luck. I’ve got my own problems.”

Baki smiled again. “So I’ve heard. Another interesting phenomenon I’ve
observed. When large amounts of money are involved, looking under the
surface, one finds currents that link apparently unrelated events. Explosions
in businesses may represent several events related to money flows. I’'m not
accusing anyone of anything. Yet. But I have to investigate, and events like
that come in bunches.”

“You’re stretching.”

“And the Russians?”

Russians again. Karkin had been right, it appeared.
“What about the Russians?”

“Rumors, stories, informants. Currents under the surface, Shesmu. Your
name has come up. Russian mafias seem to know all about you.”

What Russians? Mafias? What links Sennedjem with my restaurant blowing
up? This man Baki liked his metaphors; I didn’t. The waters closed over my
head and the currents took hold of me. I had to stop talking to Baki. Every
word 1 spoke pushed me deeper into his rip currents. Time to swim
sideways.

“I’m sorry, Baki, I have to go. And I have nothing more to say.”

“I’'m putting you on notice, Shesmu. If you’re involved in this business,
we’ll find out and detain you indefinitely until we find our honey. If you
decide to talk, here’s my card; call me.” He handed me an official card with



his contact information. Seba cracked another knuckle, and the two medjau
left me in no kind of peace.



CHAPTER 10

MACINTYRE REACHES BOTTOM

(44 aclntyre, in my office, now!”

Maclntyre had not even reached her desk when she heard this
command from Idnu Djehutymes’s office. She stepped into the office to
find her boss’s face matched his tone: grumpy. Familiar territory.

He pointed at the door. “Close it.” She did.

“Sit.” He pointed at the chair with a jabbing finger. She sat. Definitely
grumpy, but maybe a little more than that. Maybe pissed off would better
describe his attitude.

“What the hell are you doing, Maclntyre?”

Trying to pretend she didn’t know what he was talking about wouldn’t
work. Mes wasn’t stupid, and he understood perfectly well what she had
wanted to do.

“I couldn’t just sit there and let it go, Mes. | had my own reasons, but the
main one is that [ can’t let murders go unpunished. That’s what we are here
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for.

“Maclntyre. Meddling with a temple’s prerogatives is not wise. Not wise at
all. Why do you imagine you can get away with that?”



“I suppose I don’t, but I bet I might find out enough to justify the
intervention.”

“But you didn’t, did you?”

“Well—”

“And you pissed off a hem-netjer, didn’t you?”
“Well—”

“And that hem-netjer pissed me off, didn’t he?”
“Apparently.”

“None of which seems to affect your attitude.”
“Well—”

“Who is Henutsenu?”

That stopped her cold. She had not brought Henutsenu into any
conversations with Mes about this affair. Once he got hold of the end of a
string, he’d unravel the whole carpet with a stunning lack of concern for her
needs.

“I—she’s a friend.”

“How close a friend?”

“A good friend.”

“Good enough to lie for?”

This calumny incensed her. “What do you mean?”

“I have all your reports on this murder right here.” He jabbed a finger down
onto a folder. “T’ve read it all. Twice. Did you just forget to file a report



when she told you about her role in the murder? Or did you just decide not
to report it?”

“I haven’t had a chance,” replied Maclntyre, wincing.
“And guess what? The Temple of Bastet has arrested her.”

“What!” She’d waited and waited for Henutsenu’s callback, to no avail.
“Why did they arrest her?”

“She confessed to a crime.”
“What crime?”

“Murder.”

“She did not.”

“That’s what the temple says. They also said she told them you knew she
was there. And you haven’t reported that.”

“She was there, but she saw nothing. Henutsenu has no motive. She’s kind
and caring. Bashing two men’s heads in with a statue is not her style at all.
She didn’t murder anyone. She wouldn’t!”

He rolled his eyes. “How many times have we listened to that line coming
from witnesses? The last three times, you kept saying things like ‘Golly
gee, Mes, anybody can murder anyone.’ Do you recollect that?”

“Sure, but—"

“But Henutsenu is your friend, so you believe she wouldn’t murder anyone.
Maclntyre, I believe you would murder just about anybody that got in your
way. I just haven’t seen the bodies. If the Temple of Bastet says she’s a
murderer, that’s up to them to deal with. It’s a religious offense, murdering
w’abu in the offering room.”



“But—”

“Shut up, Maclntyre, before you get in any deeper. You’re already over
your head,” he said. “No report here means you suppressed evidence of a
religious offense. Under your oath as a w’abet of Ma’at, suppressing
evidence 1is itself a religious offense, obstructing the goddess through
suppressing ma’at. I’'m explaining this, even though you know it, because I
am required to do that before I take your badge and gun. Which I will now
do. And, under the Rule of Ma’at, we will use anything you say against you
in the court of Ma’at. Do you understand?”

“Yes, but—"

“Gun and badge, Maclntyre. You’re suspended. Without pay.”

&

MaclIntyre sat in her car parked across the street from the Temple of Bastet.
She obsessed over her friend Henutsenu, imprisoned somewhere inside.
Maclntyre, having failed at just about everything else, had to see her. She
was certain that asking would just prompt the temple to eject her. What to
do? She saw worshippers going in and out, some carrying cats, some not.
An idea wormed its way into her brain.

She remembered her walk down the hallway in the temple to the chapel
where Henutsenu had not been murdering the w’ab priests. “Feline
Veterinary Clinic.” She had paid little attention. She didn’t own a cat and
had no intention of ever needing such a clinic. And she had no notion that a
clinic was in any way involved in the murders. But one of the many benefits
of being a worshipper of Bastet was access to what she assumed was high
quality, caring, and effective veterinary care for one’s kitties. And, so,
access to the temple.



She needed a cat. Temporarily.

She made a mental list of all of her friends—the ones that wouldn’t care
that some foolish medjau higher-ups thought she was corrupt. She started
calling. The first five she reached were not cat people. Two had dogs, two
had nothing, and one had a pet snake. The sixth was an ex-lover, a woman
she’d spent six months dating, trying to decide whether it was worth it and
coming down on the side of a regretful no. They were better friends than
lovers. And she had a cat.

An hour later, Maclntyre walked back to her car holding a cat carrier
containing one outraged specimen of the feline persuasion named Tikhet,
which translated to “Little Sweet Pea” in English. Tikhet was a tabby cat,
orange and white, male, and in good condition for his age, according to its
owner. Certainly his voice was in good condition. Little or sweet-pea-like,
he was not. Asked for symptoms Maclntyre could mention to a vet, the
woman had laughed and said that cats were a mass of symptoms. You just
had to pick one. How about not eating his dried food, she said. The cat
would only eat the most expensive canned cat food available in the store.
When a new flavor came out, the cat somehow knew it. Tikhet then refused
to eat the old food stored in the pantry. At any rate, her friend said, just tell
the vet that the cat was refusing to eat his dried food and go from there.

“Is the kitty in pain or anything?” asked the vet nurse after Maclntyre
described Tikhet’s problems to her.

“No, just his usual whining,” said Maclntyre. The nurse looked at her
appointment book.

“The first appointment we have is in an hour and a half. Do you want to
wait, or will you come back then?”



“Oh, I’ll wait.” She looked around the room. Every chair was filled. “Can I
leave Tikhet here, next to the window, and go pray in the chapel for a few
minutes? There’s nowhere to sit here.”

“Certainly, my lady. I’ll keep an eye on Tikhet.” Tikhet, despite the caring
tone of the nurse and the hope of fixing whatever problems he had,
continued to express his outrage. A curious tomcat came over to investigate
the noise and nosed at the door of the cat carrier, further inflaming the
captive Tikhet. Tikhet’s opinion of other toms was audibly even lower than
his opinion of MacIntyre.

Maclntyre smiled at the nurse, placed the carrier near the window. Tikhet’s
new friend jumped up on top of the carrier and prowled around, driving
Tikhet into a frenzy. Maclntyre left them to it.

The temple was a one-story affair with a maze of hallways and rooms off
the main hall. Henutsenu could be anywhere, but dungeons were usually in
basements, so Maclntyre started her search there. She spent a few minutes
locating a stairwell, finding it hidden away behind a large statue of the
goddess. A sign on the stairway door warned of no exit, suggesting she was
on the right track. She descended to the basement and through a door, then
through another door. MacIntyre found herself in a long corridor that
stretched away to the back of the building. She saw a man sitting in a chair,
presumably guarding the prisoner. She hadn’t given too much attention to
tactics; the level of effort would depend on the man’s credulity and
diligence. Given the level of security she’d encountered at the Temple of
Bastet, she wasn’t worried.

As she approached, she saw that the guard was a young w’ab. He stared at
her in dismay.

“You can’t be down here, lady. This is a restricted area.” Diligence rating up
one point. Try talking him down.



“Oh, that’s all right. Hem-Netjer Paneb sent me down. I’'m to speak with the
prisoner for only ten minutes to let her know her trial date and details. I
won’t need the whole ten minutes. Could you open the door, please?”

“I suppose it’s all right.” Credulity rating up ten points. No brute force
necessary. The w’ab found a key on a large key ring. The door swung open,
and MaclIntyre entered. Henutsenu, sitting on a bunk bed, looked up.
Maclntyre made a face at her, and her friend instantly blanked her
expression.

“OK,” said the w’ab. “T’ll be outside if you need anything. I’ll knock when
the ten minutes are up. You knock if you want out.”

“Thanks awfully, that’s very helpful,” said Maclntyre, smiling at him and
acknowledging both his diligence and his credulity. The young w’ab
blushed, and the door closed behind him.

“Cheryl, what are you doing here?” asked Henutsenu in a whisper, after the
two women had hugged and kissed each other. They sat next to each other
on the bunk.

“Seeing if you’re all right,” replied Maclntyre. “What have you said to
them?”

“I told them everything I told you. They didn’t believe me, and the hem-
netjer had me brought down here. They keep coming down and questioning
me, the same questions over and over. I’ve told them and told them I didn’t
kill anyone. Why would 1?”

“How are you holding up? I can help you escape if you want to.”

“Oh, I'm fine. The Lady Bastet has some purpose in mind in keeping me
here, but she knows I didn’t kill anyone. No need to escape. She’ll protect
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me.



“Sure she will. Great.” Maclntyre patted her friend’s hand while she
marveled that such a worldly woman would be so religious. “I should have
brought a cake with a file in it. I wanted to make sure you were all right and
to let you know that we’re all doing everything we can to help you.” She
hugged and kissed her friend again, a longer kiss this time.

“How did you get in here?” asked Henutsenu, stroking her friend’s hair.

“Borrowed a cat,” said Maclntyre. “Then lied a lot. I wanted to ask you,
have you heard anything that might help us?”

“They won’t tell me anything.”
“Who is questioning you?”

“Mostly that awful man Paneb. I don’t know how he’s risen so high in the
temple with his attitude toward worshippers. Once by Hem-Netjer-Tepy
Panekhet, he’s been very nice about everything but says there’s nothing he
can do until the trial in two weeks.” She paused. “I did get a funny feeling
he was worried about something. His questions about the murders were
perfunctory, like he didn’t care that much. Paneb was furious about the
deaths. Those two w’abu reported directly to him and he’s taken it
personally. He thinks I did it.”

“What do you think Panekhet might be worried about?”

“He’d heard about the fight at the Myu-Myu Club. He wanted to know if I
thought there was any connection between that and the murders, and he
asked a lot of questions about Sennedjem.”

The guard knocked on the door. Maclntyre said, “Be right there,” and
hugged and kissed her friend. “Don’t worry, we’ll fix this and get you out of
here.”



She rose and knocked on the door. “OK, ready.” The credulous w’ab let her
out. She thanked him again and walked away.

Back in the vet’s clinic, Tikhet had worn out his welcome. The nurse said,
“We looked in the chapel, but you weren’t there.”

“Had to go to the restroom,” replied Maclntyre. “Is kitty all right?”

“He’s...quite a cat. Anyway, the vet will see you now.” Tikhet continued to
object to the proceedings. The vet was very helpful in explaining how to
train a cat to eat different food after palpating the animal to check for
whatever vets check for. He didn’t blame MaclIntyre for the scratches at all.
“Occupational hazard,” he laughed. He stuffed Tikhet back in his carrier
without further ado, and MacIntyre thanked him and left.

Maclntyre took the cat back to her friend and left the carrier unopened
while she took a hurried leave. She said she was late for an appointment and
promised a fancy lunch soon. She had no wish to see what Tikhet would do
when released from confinement.



CHAPTER 11

SHESMU AND MACINTYRE TAKE A
HOLIDAY

I took the call from Maclntyre sitting in my kitchen, contemplating my
encounter with the Henet Baket.

“Shes, I need a holiday.”

“Who is this, really?” I asked. Maclntyre had never taken a holiday since
I’d known her.

She laughed. Then, her voice serious, she said, “It’s this Temple of Bastet

thing. Mes just suspended me without pay. For obstruction of Ma’at.
And....”

“And?”

“Tell you later. Anyway, I need a break to think and plot my comeback.
Let’s drop everything and go somewhere else.”

I found this suggestion attractive; I was ready to get out of town myself.
Russians were on my brain, and the restaurant, and I remembered
Maclntyre had expressed an interest, so I said: “Oysters.”

“What?”

“Oysters. You remember we were talking about my oysters, the last time
you ate at the Per’ankh?”



“Oh. Yeah. The Russian.”

“Besides his oyster farm, he runs a little bar up in Milaya, and he’s been
trying to get a bed-and-breakfast going. We could eat oysters, then retire to
see whether they really do increase libido.”

“Yes! Let’s do it. I'm ready for lots of oysters fresh from the bay. Meet you
at the ferry at five. I’ll bring my car. I so love those roads up north!”

By the time I arrived at the North Bay ferry terminal on foot, there was still
no rain, and the wind had died down. MacIntyre had just arrived in her
small red convertible.

We bought tickets and found our way into the belly of the ferry. MacIntyre
zipped the little red car into the line and killed the engine. She had chosen
American holiday clothes, loose jeans and a white tank top covered with a
denim jacket. She extracted a huge parka from her trunk and covered it all
up. We climbed up three levels to the viewing deck to wave goodbye to the
city. The ferry roared into life and drew away from its dock on schedule,
and the city receded, the white houses brightening the gray day.

The parka was necessary equipment for the ferry trip. I wore my normal
winter jacket, a heavy linen affair, and once the boat was moving into the
wind, it wasn’t quite enough. Maclntyre noticed my expression, smiled
warmly, and didn’t offer to share.

“I didn’t think it would need expedition clothes,” I explained. “Can we go
inside?” We walked back down one flight into the main deck cabin with its
welcoming bar and heaters. I felt the usual sense of claustrophobia, but it
didn’t win out over the arctic temperatures outside. “Drink?”

“Red wine,” Maclntyre said to the woman behind the bar. I requested beer.
We took our drinks over to a small table by a forward window. Maclntyre
sipped wine and said, “Crappy day on all fronts. How about yours?”



“Crappy describes it. My hearing’s better, my archery’s worse, my life is a
mess of dangerous problems, and the Henet Baket says I’'m on their list of
deadbeats.”

She eyed me to see if [ was being facetious and decided I wasn’t. “Do tell.”

I related Karkin’s attempt to link all my problems and Baki’s attempt at
intimidating me into confessing to even more problems.

She sipped her wine and grinned. “Well, if you’ve got all that money, we
should have a pretty good time tonight.”

“Right. All my money just got blasted into pieces. At least until the
insurance payments roll in.”

“And the Russian?”

“I doubt he’s responsible for blowing up my restaurant, but he knows
everybody in the local Russian community, and he’s a good place to start.”

She sipped her red wine, staring out the window at the passing shore lights,
preoccupied with unknowable thoughts about unknowable people. The ferry
moved up the bay, passing the little towns and tourist hotels that dotted the
landscape. She sighed.

“What’s up, Cheryl?” I asked.
She looked at me. “It’s Henutsenu.”

“What has she done now?” Henutsenu and MaclIntyre had grown thick as
thieves. There was an attraction there that would have made me jealous; but
I loved them both. Two powerful women could generate an awful lot of
disturbance if they put their minds to it.

“Confessed to murder. Or so the Temple of Bastet claims.”



“Um.” Very unwelcome news.
“They’ve arrested her.”
“The temple? Not the medjau?”

“The temple. It’s a religious crime, not civil. That’s why Mes suspended
me. I knew she was there at the crime scene, but I didn’t report it. I wanted
to wait until I could figure out how to keep her out of it.”

“She’s the heart of the Neferti, she and Sebek. Arrested? It might as well be
a bomb there, t00.”

“The hardest thing for me to get over, moving here, was how much your
religion is a part of everything, such as government. Everything is a temple.
Everyone is a priest. Hell, even I am a priestess, a w’abet of Ma’at, and I
don’t believe a word of it. The temples can even override the civil
authorities and laws. It would be whimsical if it didn’t have consequences.
Now Henutsenu is a victim of it all. At least she’s OK. She’s so religious
she thinks Bastet will bail her out.”

“How do you know she’s OK?”

Maclntyre smiled. “Snuck into the Temple of Bastet and talked to her. She’s
OK. Oh—one thing we might check out. The hem-netjer-tepy, a guy named
Panekhet, seems interested in Sennedjem and the fight at the Myu-Myu
Club. Could be a clue.”

“A clue to what? Why is that name familiar? Ah, yes. The R’ames Society
board member we met after the awards ceremony.”

“Anything about Sennedjem is a clue. What Sennedjem has to do with
Bastet, I do not know.”

I said, “We can work all this out, together. Later tonight. After the oysters.”



“One more thing. I called a friend at the Temple of Ma’at to run a check on
Sennedjem. You’ll never guess what we found.”

“He’s a slave trader from Central Asia?”
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“A secret agent of the Shetasen?” The Shetasen was the police organization
that handled secret political affairs, secretive about the identities of their
medjau.

“I’d guess not, though that might be the case.”
“You’re kidding, right?”

“He goes back about five years, then nothing at all. No birth records, no
tickets for speeding, nothing. Five years ago he applied for a tax license for
the R’ames Society, and that was the first we’d heard of him.”

“How did he get the license with no background?”
She smiled again. “I daresay his virtue was obvious to all who met him.”
“He bribed somebody.”

“Even multiple somebodies. I don’t think he’s a Shetasen agent, though.
The records aren’t flagged as secret, which they would be if the
bureaucracy needed to cover him up. This is definitely a clue that we have
to investigate.”

I looked out the window. “We’re arriving.”

The ferry pulled into the terminal at the top of the Bay, and we moved the
little car out of the hold along with a string of slow-moving commuters.
MaclIntyre was impatient, pulling out and passing a couple of lumbering
utility trucks with a suppressed roar from the sports car’s engine. She



whirled around a curve, then passed a slow-moving pickup truck, our
headlights sliding over the dense trees, the light lost in the darkness.

I opened my mouth but closed it again at her look. “They say,” I said after a
pause, “that fear builds appetite. I’ve never believed that.”

She nodded and said, “I wouldn’t know.” The ride ahead was going to be
fun, shooting around the snaky one-and-a-half-lane road that wound its way
up to the little bay that held our destination.

Her eyes darted my way as we went around another curve, and she smiled.

We drove up the long peninsula that formed the western side of the long bay
into the small town of Milaya. We were close to the border of Russkaya
Amerika, the Russian country to the north of the Republic. The oyster bar
had started as a nameless Russian roadhouse up the coast on the other side
of the border. My Russian friend figured out that oysters would do well in a
bay near Milaya, a tiny town of ranch hands that worked on the ranches
further out along the peninsula. Now, the oyster wranglers lived there too.

The lights of the town—all two of them—illuminated the storefronts on the
west side of the road. The east side had only a set of docks stretching out
into the bay. Maclntyre swung her car into the little parking lot by the side
of the stores, and we emerged into the damp night. The tiny bar next to the
parking lot was just a one-room board shack brightened up with a coat of
white paint. It had no sign.

Maclntyre surveyed the place, then looked at me reproachfully. “This is 1t?”
The parka fur pushed up her blonde hair to frame her face with a halo of
hair and fur, making her look soft and fluffy. Misleading; the nameless bar
was in for a surprise.
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I pushed through the beat-up, full-length swinging door, letting out a flood
of noise, heat, and light. T thought we’d hit a town meeting. The noise
resolved itself into a group of five men and the bartender talking at the top
of their lungs. The heat was a huge Russian stove against the side of a wall.
There was a pile of unshucked oysters on the bar, and three piles of oyster
shells on towels, with a few oyster knives scattered around the scene of the
crime. A plate had a pile of smallish piroshki, and three unlabeled bottles of
a clear liquid that I assumed were vodka. The bar had become a zakuski
table, a table of small plates, side dishes for the vodka. Here, the oysters
had a special status, being the business of the place. But the vodka was still
the main event.

The bartender looked over, saw me, and grinned and waved. Then he saw
Maclntyre, framed in her parka hood, and the grin got wider. He was seven
feet tall, massively muscled, and the grin appeared out of the middle of a
wild black beard. The noise paused as the little crowd assessed the
newcomers. We must have passed the test, as they made room and motioned
us to join them.

“Cheryl,” I said, “meet Pyotr Semionovich Podgoronov, who runs this place
and the oyster farm. Pyotr Semionovich, this i1s Cheryl Maclntyre, my
friend with an avid interest in oysters.”

He engulfed her hand in a European-style two-handed handshake. “Very
pleased to meet you, Cheryl. MaclIntyre—that’s a Scots name, nyet?”

MaclIntyre took off her parka and put it on a side table. She generated a lot
of appreciation from the men at the bar as they took in her blond hair and
tank top. “Yes,” she said, “but many generations back; I’'m an American
from Boston.”

The bartender’s sharp eye picked out the feather pin that showed she was a
w’abet of Ma’at. “Bozhe moi, a medjat! We’d better be on our best



behavior.” He grinned. “What will you have?”
“What goes with oysters?” asked Maclntyre.

“Vodka.”

I said, “It’s not a fair question. Pyotr Semionovich thinks vodka goes with
everything. In large amounts.”

Pyotr Semionovich reached down below the bar and pulled up a clear bottle
with some green strands in it.

“Zubrovka!” he shouted above the din. “The best. Polish, but you can’t
have everything.”

“What’s zubrovka?” asked Maclntyre.

“That,” I said, pointing at the pickled herb. “It’s a kind of grass, nice flavor
if you like that sort of thing. It’s good vodka, I’'m sure. No diesel fuel.”
Pyotr Semionovich poured two small glasses of the wonderful zubrovka.

“Na zdarov’ye!” he shouted, tossing off his glass. He reached for an oyster
with one hand and grabbed a knife with the other. With a fluid movement,
he popped open the shell, cut loose the oyster, and tossed it off as well.

“I’1l drink the vodka if you’ll open the oyster for me,” said Maclntyre.
“A pact!” said Pyotr Semionovich.

MacIntyre examined the glass of vodka, sniffed it with an air of med;jat
suspicion, smiled, and tossed it off. Cheers arose from the crowd. Another
oyster, another quick flip of the knife, and Maclntyre downed it. An
expression of delight settled on her face, mirrored in the faces of the men
surrounding her. Pyotr Semionovich’s hand smacked down on the bar,
sealing his approval of the operation along with his roar. I reached for the
knife. My glass of zubrovka went down well, followed by an oyster I



shucked even faster than Pyotr Semionovich had. More roars erupted from
the crowd.

“Rossiya has no oysters, but zakuski are zakuski,” he said, referring to the
spread on the bar. “I’d serve caviar, but [ haven’t got any. The mother-beset
Remetjy government has made it illegal to import the stuff, the poor
sturgeon are an endangered species.” He looked as though if he had a
sturgeon at hand, its days would be numbered and childless. “And I can
grow oysters in the bay, but not sturgeon. They’re not native. As if
European flats were native to the Ta’an-Imenty.” Russians had a cynical
attitude toward government, even if it wasn’t Russian.

Maclntyre asked, “How did you get into oysters?”

Downing another zubrovka and an oyster, Pyotr Semionovich shrugged and
said, “They were here when I came. I bought in, and I made it work.”

“And how did you wind up here? It’s pretty far out of the way.”
“Ask a lot of questions, don’t you?”

“Sorry, occupational disease for a medjat. Just ignore me.”
“Never, you’re far too beautiful.” Catcalls from the audience.

Pyotr Semionovich leaned on the bar, his forearm massive, the diminutive
vodka glass tiny in his huge hand. He looked for a while at MacIntyre in the
impassive way Russians have. He said, “I worked my way down the coast
from Novoarchangelsk about five years ago, helping on fishing boats,
working the docks, anything around water. I grew up in Petropavlosk.
Docks and boats were my playground. I’ve been around the sea all my life.
Russkaya Amerika, Sibir’ too. Lovely. But I can’t go back.” He left the
reason for that unspoken, but when someone couldn’t go back to some
place they loved, it was because it didn’t love them.



“Ta’an-Imenty doesn’t have an extradition treaty with Russkaya Amerika,”
observed Maclntyre. Pyotr Semionovich nodded, but his eyes narrowed. He
shot a warning glance at two of the oyster wranglers, who were chortling
and whispering to each other.

I asked, “Do you know anyone named Sennedjem? Despite the name, he
looks Russian. Tallish, but not as tall as you, black hair and small beard,
thin, shifty looking.”

“That could describe half the inhabitants of Moskva. The male half. And
they all look shifty.” There was humor in his voice, but his eyes didn’t
smile. “Never heard of him. Why do you ask?”

I said, “He’s the financial officer of the R’ames Society down in Menmenet.
We’re trying to find him.”

The noise level from the men sitting next to us had risen a notch. MacIntyre
watched them as they played a game involving numbers of oysters and
drinks, all expressed in loud Russian. They had a small coin on the bar and
five oyster shells. The game involved buying a round of drinks if you didn’t
guess which oyster shell covered the coin.

None of them were any good at it, so there was a lot of drinking being done.
Pyotr Semionovich reached out one arm across the bar to grab the wrist of
the man moving the oyster shells. He squeezed. Silence again fell over the
room. The hand opened, not of its owner’s volition, and the coin dropped
out. A roar burst from the rest of the men. A small con, but the reaction was
fierce, an anger fueled by heat, vodka, and Russian emotion.

Maclntyre and I moved away from the bar. The too-skillful Russian
expostulated with his friends, still in Russian, but the rest were intent. They
grabbed various appendages, lifted, and threw the miscreant out of the bar
into the road through the swinging door.



“Well, ” said MaclIntyre. “Not a lot of call for community policing up here,
I’d guess.”

“Not much,” agreed Pyotr Semionovich, with an equanimity that I couldn’t
quite match.

“What will happen to him?”’ I asked.

“Depends how he landed. With luck, he’ll be out at the oyster beds in six
hours, along with the rest of us.” Another oyster, another glass of vodka.
But there was nothing at all in the clear blue eyes that gazed at me over the
bar. I couldn’t quite figure him out. I’d spent some time with him, setting up
the deal for supplying oysters to the Per’ankh, and he’d been nothing but
cheerful.

Maclntyre made desultory efforts to question the Russians about
Sennedjem. They all played dumb. They either didn’t speak Renkemet or
English, or they were too drunk to understand the question, according to
Pyotr Semionovich. MacIntyre shrugged and continued her intake of grass-
fed alcohol accompanied by shellfish.

She leaned over and whispered in my ear, “These guys know more, but
they’re a stone wall. We won’t get anything out of them. Na zdarov’ye!”
She drank a shot of vodka and smiled as Pyotr Semionovich shucked

another oyster for her.

The liquid consumption next to us slowed as time passed, and the oysters
over the coin moved slower and slower. It was a relativistic effect; the more
vodka you consumed, the slower time moved. Soon it would be the next
work day for the oyster wranglers and time for us to sleep.

“We’d better get back to Menmenet,” I suggested, fishing for an invitation.
I knew the Russian wouldn’t disappoint.



“Stay here,” said Pyotr Semionovich. “It’s too far and too late to go back,
and you’re not Russian.”

“What’s not being Russian got to do with it?”” asked Maclntyre.

“Remetjet and Americans can’t hold their vodka,” replied Pyotr
Semionovich.

Maclntyre looked at him scornfully.

“I have a nice guest house. I put a lot of money into it. Somebody ought to
use it,” said Pyotr Semionovich.

“All right, lead on,” she replied, downing her last shot of vodka and the last
oyster.

The giant put away the remnants of the zubrovka. He admonished the oyster
wranglers to watch themselves and not burn the place down and took off his
apron. We followed him through the back door, which was a series of wood
slats with uneven gaps as wide as a thumb. After the heat of the big stove,
the cold, damp air cleared our minds. In the darkness, we could only see the
white blur of Pyotr Semionovich’s shirt just ahead of us. MacIntyre put her
parka back on; I relied on the alcohol that had replaced half my blood.

The walk wasn’t long. The air smelled of pine trees, wood smoke, and
damp earth. We walked up the crude driveway to the guest house up the hill
from the bar. Done in a fanciful Russian style, with turrets and onion dome
and ornate wood trim, looming out through fog and darkness, it seemed like
a huge Russian cathedral.

We followed Pyotr Semionovich up the porch steps and through the door he
unlocked and held open. The grand stairway curved up to the second and
third floors above us, the great dome looming above. Maclntyre looked
around in astonishment.



“If this is the guest house, what does his main house look like?”

“It’s much more reasonable, right down the road. He built this thing on spec
as an inn, but so far the area hasn’t broken into the Remetjy tourist market.
We prefer the valley and the rivers.”

She walked over to an open door and looked in at the sitting room that
doubled as a breakfast room. The light from the hall glinted off the shining
kitchen appliances at the far end. She turned back toward Pyotr
Semionovich.

“How much is this going to cost us? I’'m unemployed.”

Pyotr Semionovich grinned his best black-bearded grin and said, “Free of
charge, I’ll write it off as a marketing expense. You just pay for the things
you break. And I sell more oysters.”

At the top of the stairs, there was a double door facing us. Pyotr
Semionovich walked over and pulled open both doors. The huge plate-glass
window opposite us dominated the room, though there wasn’t much to see
at the moment.

I said, “It’s a bit public, isn’t it?”

“Only if you’re worried about people on the other side of the bay with
telescopes. Will it do?”

The room was full of comfortable furnishings, and the bed looked inviting.
I glanced at MacIntyre, who grinned and nodded.

I said, “Yes, this will do fine. We’ll register any complaints with the

management tomorrow morning.”

“The management will be dead to the world,” he replied. “I’'m off to
supervise the oyster wrangling. Spakoinoi nochi, druz’ya.” He smiled again,



engulfed MaclIntyre in a Russian hug, parka and all, then gave me one too.
He closed the door as he left.

&

The dim, early morning light illuminated the room through the big
windows. My mouth felt like it was full of cotton, and my head was like a
hot-air balloon that had crashed to earth and collapsed. I lay on my back.
Maclntyre’s arm rested over my chest.

I moved sideways from under her arm. She opened one eye under the mass
of blonde hair spread across the pillow. The eye regarded me with
suspicion. Then her memory caught up. She closed the eye and groaned.
“My God,” she said in English. “Oysters.”

“I don’t think it was the oysters.” I sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing my
eyes.

“What time is it?”

“Seven o’clock. If you can believe that clock over there.” She groaned
again, eyes closed, not with pleasure.

I got out of bed and tried my mobile phone, but there was no service. There
was a phone on a table over by the door, so I punched in the kitchen number
for the Neferti. Khay answered.

“Shesmu! Where are you? Henutsenu has disappeared, Sebek has gone
crazy, and I have sixteen French chefs looking for carrots to peel!”

Khay was the sous chef at the Neferti and my first line of defense for
problems that eluded Sebek and Henutsenu. He supervised things and made
sure deliveries came in and food went out. When Sebek took a day off, he’d



substitute for him. Both Sebek and Henutsenu being gone was a challenge
beyond his skill set, though.

“Where’s Sebek?”’ I asked.

“Fuck knows. I’ve tried his mobile, got nothing,” said Khay. “I’'m more
worried about Henutsenu.”

“Yeah.” I closed my eyes. “Well, she’s in jail.”
“Jail? What do you mean, jail?”

“The Temple of Bastet has arrested her for murder, according to my

sources.”

Maclntyre, my source, struggled out of bed and groped her way into the
bathroom, naked. The clock moved around to 7:30, then 7:45, while
MacIntyre showered and 1 dealt with the crisis. I gave some instructions to
Khay, during which Qenna arrived, and I left them to it. I left a voicemail
for Sebek asking him to get back to the Neferti to get things organized as
soon as he could.

Maclntyre emerged from the bathroom, still naked. She looked more like
her usual self, though with a grim set of mouth. On seeing me without
clothes, her mouth relaxed, and she walked over and hugged me, then
turned to find her clothes.

We had a quick breakfast in the magnificent, empty dining room
downstairs. There was a large samovar and Russian tea, along with a pot of
American coffee. The warming tray had dishes of sirniki, a kind of cheese
pancake, accompanied by pitchers of raspberry kissel and smetana, a soured
cream. Alongside these rested slices of Doktarskaya kielbasa sausage, black
bread, and a bowl of buckwheat kasha. Largesse. MacIntyre and I stared at
the table, looked at each other, and groaned. I tried a little of each. One has



a professional obligation, after all. But my stomach drew the line at Russian
tea. Maclntyre ate a pancake with kissel and drank three cups of coffee.

We emerged into the brightening day with the fog still swirling over the
narrow bay. We walked down the rough driveway to Maclntyre’s car. The
bar was closed tight, no sign of Pyotr Semionovich. She unlocked the car,
we got in, and she prepared to drive.

I was fastening my seat belt when I realized Maclntyre had stopped
moving. She held her sunglasses in her right hand, looking at them.

“What’s up, Cheryl?” I asked.
“Shut up a minute.”

I shut. She was still for thirty seconds, then shook her head and put on her
sunglasses. She stared out the front window at the bar, then said,
“Somebody’s searched my car. I keep my sunglasses in the compartment
between the seats so they don’t get sat on by large medjau or cooks like
you. They were on the dashboard.”

“You could have left them there yesterday.”

“No, I didn’t. I put them away before I got to the ferry terminal. I remember
thinking I wouldn’t need them because the day was overcast. And I didn’t
want you to sit on them.”

“Why would anybody search your car?”

“Looking for oysters to harvest, I guess.” She popped the trunk, got out, and
walked around to check it. She rummaged a bit, then closed the trunk and
got back in the car. “Searched, definitely, but nothing’s missing. Shotgun,
flares, laptop, fighting sticks, all there. Theft wasn’t the object.”

“What do you want to do about it?”



“My head hurts. I want to drive, not think. Let’s talk on the ferry.” She
started the engine, and we drove off. The road felt even more curvy to my
distressed stomach.

On the ferry, we walked up to the upper viewing deck and looked at the Bay
and the approaching city skyline. This was more my kind of speed, slow
and steady. It was chilly, but neither of us wanted a drink in the lounge.

Maclntyre asked, “How well are you acquainted with Pyotr Semionovich?
Or his people?”

“I don’t know. His eyes when you asked about his background were
different than I’ve seen before. Emptier. And he was quick with that vodka
to distract us. Worked, too. I’ve met him five or six times to negotiate the
oyster contract, and I’ve drunk a fair amount of his vodka. I’ve seen his
people off and on, never gave them a thought. But after last night, I’'m not
sure anymore. At least, after what I remember of last night. They could be
Russian gangsters, | guess.”

Maclntyre stared at the bay passing by. “If they are, their business isn’t very
lucrative. That bar was the most ramshackle place I’ve ever gotten drunk in.
That’s not a dive bar, it’s a bottom-of-the-ocean bar. And nobody’s staying
in the guest house.”

“Maybe somebody was looking for cash to buy more vodka. What do you
want to do about it?”

“I’ll get a friend to run a check on Pyotr Semionovich to see if he’s gang-
connected. Of course, I shouldn’t be running checks, since I’'m suspended;
it’s against regulations. Most things are.”

“How do you keep your job when you break the rules so much?” I asked.



“I don’t break the ones that count in court. I’ve figured out the system well
enough to know how not to get caught. You hang out with criminals, it’s
catching. Entertaining, too.” She grimaced. “Until Mes gets wise to it. Like
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now.

There was a gleam in her eye I interpreted as her plan to break more rules. I
didn’t want to discourage that, so I turned my attention back to the
approaching city. “I’ve got a busy day ahead. I have to check on the
Per’ankh and the insurance. I’ve got to find Sebek. And Nesimen’s told the
Henet Baket things that aren’t so. I’ve got to start there first. Could you
drop me at the R’ames Society building on Djehutymes Street?”

“Sure. After that, I’ll talk to Mes to get reinstated, then see what happens.
I’1l check on Henutsenu, try to find out what’s happening at the Temple of
Bastet. I’ll call you.”



CHAPTER 12

SHESMU GOES SHOPPING

T here was a small paper sign taped to the door of the R’ames Society
palace: “Closed for Normal Business Until Further Notice,” with a
phone number. I called the number and got put through to Nesimen. He
said, “Shesmu, great to hear from you! Look, I’ve got some errands to do
nearby. Can we walk and talk?”

“Sure,” I said. I waited at the door about five minutes, then the portly
Nesimen emerged. We exchanged bows, and he gave me an apprehensive
look.

“I heard about the bombing, Shesmu. It’s awful. What a terrible loss for the
cuisine of the city and for the Society.”

I agreed to this, thinking privately that it was a bigger loss for me
personally, but to each their own value system. He waved a hand in the
general direction of the shopping district, and we walked.

“The Henet Baket—"

He interrupted, raising a hand. “I know, I know. That man Baki is
impossible. He as much as told me I was personally responsible for losing
all the money. Personally! I ask you. That man Sennedjem has a lot to

answer for.”



“I agree, but now they’re coming after me.”

Nesimen grimaced. “I was afraid of that. Yes. Guilt by association. I’'m so
sorry. Oh—and I suppose you’d better not come to the board meeting after
all. It wouldn’t help much now.”

“I want to help. I need to clear my name. It won’t help in the rebuilding of
the Per’ankh if my reputation gets damaged. How can I help?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know, Shesmu. We’ll have to wait and see what happens
with the Board and with the Henet Baket.”

We ambled along the street with other shoppers intent on acquisitions. This
part of the shopping district was for the very well-to-do, comprising
jewelers, couturiers, and art galleries. People came to this part of the city to
spend large amounts of money for small amounts of solid goods. You could
buy high Remetjy fashion, tomb goods, fancy European shoes, and very
pricey lunches. I didn’t know it very well. Nesimen was right at home.

We didn’t go far. We turned into the Maupassant et fils jewelry store. Or at
least we turned. The door was locked, and Nesimen pushed the buzzer. 1
saw a well-dressed European inside check us over, then hurry over and
unlock the door. He said, in accented Renkemet, “Honored Nesimen, alive,
sound, and healthy! Welcome to our house. What can we help you with
today?”

“Today I want a couple of things, Jean. The dj’amu necklace?”

“That’s ready. I’ll have Paul bring it right out.” Jean signaled with his hand
to another European behind a counter. Paul acknowledged the wave and
went through a door in the 