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BITTER WHISPERS IN THE DARK 

        Original Poem by Anita Merrick 

 

Bring to this place, an Ankh and cover it in blood. 

Blood is the key! Heka and Akhu open the way once to 

The senpu, the slaughterers, who came hungry in their greed, 

Spilling sacred blood upon an axe then casting the flesh 

To Sheshtu, the crocodile with secret powers of evil lurk. 

Alas, the temple child calls, Heka smiles, Heka drinks!  

Heka so blackened by evil; Khnum turned his face from us. 

Akhu set free the sheshtau’aru in their invisible forms. 

By invocation was Osiris called to send his bau against despair. 

So thus came an affliction, Shezmu, Headsman of the Solar Boat, 

Oh, lesser one, who crushes the heads of the wicked, as if grapes 

For blood wine to sate the fury of Menhyt, terrible lioness, 

She, who rages at the wretchedness and malevolence of men; 

Then sated, she becomes Neith, gently spinning shay, human destiny. 

Alas, be not fooled for here darkness prevails, wrought by 

Blood Sorcery used to evoke ancient demons of the Duat. 

Desperation in the hearts of Sem priests called into that darkness 

Saying: Come Forth, Oh Terrible, Sām-em-senf, Drinker of Blood, 

Heed our call, Fearful One, Sām-em-kesu, Eater of Bones, 

Alas, Shezmu, may your ears hear what disorder has made. 

Our hearts have yielded to fear and chaos. 

Our heka set ablaze by dipping an Ankh in blood and 

Turning the earth barren; Making the sun to darken in the day, 

Telling the moon to hide its face and the stars to weep at night, 

Thus the child, Heka smiles; Heka sups of our blood, 

Time entangled marks only the NOW. 

Akhu darkens lustful minds and hearts. 

Heka salivates tasting past sorrows as men suffer memories of the past. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

CHAPTER 1:    ARRIVAL 

 

“Incessant wind, sandstorms and breathing in more dust than 

oxygen, all while looking for sunny spots to warm the blood. 

Damn! March in Egypt, how I love it,” Alexander “Ramses” Smith 

said as he grasped the handle of his flaking imitation leather 

backpack. He hurried out of the tiny cabin in the bowels of the 

old white dahabeya. Up the narrow circular stairs, taking two at 

a time, then across the lounge and out onto the fore deck. 

Stepping out into the brilliant midmorning sun, he squinted and 

shaded his eyes from its reflection off the water. Lex took a 

last impatient look at the old boat as he waited to go ashore. 

The dahabeya seemed as a great white heron, floating almost 

sadly with wings of stiff white canvas rolled around masts, one 

at the prow and another at the stern, and folded against a wood 

deck body. Now there were thick ropes fastened to moorings, 

squawking a discordant tune where they rubbed against the side 

of the boat. By the time Lex was on deck, the nimble Nubian crew 

was busy carrying his duffle bags and carriers ashore. They were 

effortlessly balancing on the narrow gangplank, which propped 

from the deck, across the shallows and touching down on dry 

land. Lex watched them unceremoniously deposit his things on the 

cement walkway and clutched his backpack even more tightly. Any 

casual observer would think it was full of stolen goods or 

precious gems rather than small digging tools, dusting brushes 

and a magnifying glass inherited from his archeologist 

grandfather. Among them, writing utensils, notebooks and the 

digital camera gifted from his timid but indulgent mother. Just 

then, one of the men approached, reaching out for the backpack 

and saying he could take it across. 

“La shukron, no thank-you!” Lex hugged it to his chest and 

took a step back. Realizing his unintentional rudeness, he then 

blushed and smiled apologetically. 

The unfazed Nubian merely turned with a shrug and went on 

with his duties. The captain signaled for Lex who approached the 

prospect of walking the plank. He hesitated, eyeing it warily 

and finally gingerly stepped on. It felt unsteady to his feet. 

Lex took a breath then waggled quickly along it, waving his one 



free arm for balance. Just before the end, he made an animated 

hop, accompanied with a yelp of triumph. He turned back with a 

raised hand, prepared to wave off their laughter, but dropped it 

when he noticed they were too busy getting under way. 

Disappointed, he turned back to the disarray of luggage awaiting 

its next transfer. There was no hurry now. Lex looked out to 

where the glassy surface of the Nile flowed serenely away. The 

sight made Lex feel conflicted. He considered himself discarded 

in this god-forsaken place by a displeased professor, yet 

thrilled to be in Egypt—anywhere. 

“Good-bye, King Ramses,” the captain called while waving 

with both hands.  

Responding with a waggle of his hand, Lex grinned at the 

variation on the nickname the captain had tagged on him after 

sharing personal stories and an apple-flavored shisha. Of 

course, Ramses was not his middle name. Rather one dubbed 

because of his obsession with Ramses II, the old chiseler, for 

his habit of deeply over-carving the hieroglyphs of former 

dynasties. That personality trait appealed to Lex who equated it 

to his own desire to over-write his own life. With a wry twist 

of his mouth, Lex stood so alone on the bank of the Nile, 

watching the retreating dahabeya. Reality sank in. Essentially 

abandoned miles from any Ramses site, he knew dwelling on why 

was useless. Yet nothing could stop the disenchantment rolling 

over him like a tsunami of icy water. Practicality told him to 

address assigned fate and then grumble to anyone who would 

listen. After all, he mused, squaring his jaw, maybe the temple 

would reveal something unique enough to let him leave a mark on 

archeology as deeply as Ramses had on history. 

Mental rehashing was exhausting. How many times had he 

promised himself to stop pointless nostalgia? By now, the 

dahabeya was far enough from shore to unfurl its double sails. 

The canvas resisted the first meeting of the brisk breeze, 

snapping, flapping and then filling to bulging beauty in the 

midday sun. Lex continued staring as they left him behind. The 

hypnotic rippling water made his thoughts wander trancelike to 

the fateful day only a few months earlier when he had entered 

the library conference room at The University of Chicago. So 

vivid the memory, he could still smell the stale cigar smoke, 

leather polish and carpet mildew of that intimidating dark oak-

paneled room so favored by the doctorate committee. With those 

judgmental faces at one end of the long conference table, Lex 

felt the perfect victim as he nervously presented his research 

on the life of Ramses II. 



Lex recalled how the long-winded doctoral dissertation had 

gone well until an utterance suggesting something other than the 

age-old acceptable concepts of the elitists in the Oriental 

Studies and Anthropology Departments. He could still see their 

expressions suddenly change as if they had all bitten into sour 

pickles. To this day, he had not received their final decision 

and worried that no answer was not good news. He knew this 

career sans doctorate would most certainly end before it began. 

Just days later, Lex was shocked to receive a letter that 

he should join the university’s archeology team in Egypt. It had 

arrived by a private messenger service, but not on university 

letterhead. It mentioned Lex was to be replacement for a girl 

who had turned down the position to get married. Signed by 

Professor Orridge, it looked perfectly legitimate and made Lex 

wonder if he might be wrong about the stuffy old man. Besides, 

he knew successful fieldwork could vindicate all manner of past 

scholastic blunders. Still, sent to this less-than-glamorous 

temple, left him crestfallen to think everyone else was 

excavating a new Ramses II temple near Luxor. 

“Well, nothing to be done about that now,” Lex mused. 

Of course, he knew feeding that bitterness wasted energy 

and changed nothing. He stared down at the disgruntled 

expression on the face in the dark green water at his feet. Then 

he smiled and it smiled back. Then, physically shaking his body, 

Lex made the decision he would kowtow to Professor Orridge even 

though the man seemed to take pleasure in dangling his pending 

doctorate like a carrot before a donkey’s nose. The young 

archeologist was soon whistling a tune as he rearranged the bags 

so he could carry and drag them up the cement steps. There he 

let them drop into a new heap while resting his back and 

catching his breath. 

Lex searched up and then down the street, curious why no 

one hurried over to offer help. Egyptians were famous for 

finding every possible reason to earn baksheesh (tips). Was this 

little village an exception? He even tried his best expression 

of neediness, but it brought, instead sullen distrustful stares 

from the men leaning against doorways and suspicious glances 

from behind the veils of the women. Older children clutched 

their schoolbooks tighter and hurried away with heads together, 

as if telling secrets. Cheerless youngsters in grimy clothes 

avoided his gaze by dashing from their games and out of sight.  



That was definitely an unusual reception, Lex thought as he 

searched in his pocket for the crinkled scrap of paper with the 

address where the university placed its people. Despite 

receiving the information just one day before his flight, Lex 

had still managed to pack everything needed. He stood searching 

for the house where he would have total privacy to work and 

sleep. He took house numbering for granted back home and found 

it rather startling to learn small Egyptian villages designated 

homes by painting doors in vibrant hues. Now as he searched, he 

felt like a kid trying to choose a carnival ride and that made 

him smile. 

“Aha, there it is,” he exclaimed, spotting the bright 

emerald green door. Shading his eyes with one hand, he peered at 

the other structures running parallel to the Nile. Then, he 

centered on his target again, the small white washed mud-brick 

house with a seemingly freshly painted door, gleaming like wet 

emeralds in the sun. 

 Stuffing the directions safely back into his pocket, Lex 

sighed at the ordeal of dragging his things any further. He took 

one last hopeful look for a villager eager to volunteer then 

shook his head and set about the task. With his view somewhat 

obstructed by his burden and focus set on only the green door, 

Lex never saw the donkey pulling a cart over-loaded with fresh 

vegetables. He did however hear the angry driver loudly claim 

the right-of-way. Just in time, Lex sidestepped the cart, 

managing not to drop his bags in the middle of the street and 

grunted an apology. All he received from the driver for his 

trouble was a mouthful of Arabic curse words and a nasty look. 

Lex waited until the cart was well past his goal. Then, carried 

and dragged his things to the door where he dropped them, 

freeing a hand to grasp and twist the knob. Softly, he mumbled 

his own mouthful of expletives as the door creaked open. 

After the awkward struggle to get everything this far, Lex 

was content to just let go of the handles, droop his shoulders 

for the straps of the backpack to slide off and especially to 

delight in it all heaped in the middle of his new abode. There 

would be plenty of time to unpack later, if he chose, but Lex 

seldom bothered with such domestic fussiness. Now free to look 

around and settle in, he immediately noticed the staleness of a 

long-empty house and wrinkled his nose. There was a coating of a 

depressing blue-gray plaster-like substance smoothing the mud 

brick of the crude construction, which would keep the exterior 

heat at bay and keep the interior at a constant comfortable 

temperature. A broad stream of sunlight angled through the 



single, multi-paned window inset into the wall a few feet from 

the green door. Those unwashed glass panes would provide a 

panoramic view of the street just outside his house, the river 

activity and the beginning of the sun’s majestic journey. 

Still, there was an odd sense in the room, a gloominess the 

sunlight seemed unwilling to dispel, but reason told him that 

was just silly and Lex went to the window. By leaning over, he 

could see across the street where the low cement wall and 

walkway led with iron hand rails down to and along the Nile. Lex 

smiled and straightened again, pulling his hat off then tossing 

it in the direction of the bed. He did not watch the trajectory 

to see if it made the trip. He ruffled his hat-flattened brown 

hair, only a shade lighter than his eyes, and ran his fingers 

thru to comb and fluff it. Yes, he thought, gazing at the small 

room with its meager furnishings, this will do just fine, even 

if it looks like the former occupant just walked away this 

morning. 

The furnishings in Egyptian homes reflected efficiency and 

practicality, rather than style. Since the university used this 

one for their people, Lex was not surprised to find some extras 

to accommodate non-Egyptian sensibilities. There was a 

rectangular wooden table shoved squarely under the window. The 

furniture was once a glossy white and was now yellowed and 

chipped. On it was an electric Victorian table lamp, most of its 

long black bead fringe still attached, but Lex had no eye for 

antiques. He clucked his tongue at the plainly out of place 

fancy thing while thinking how great it would be for working 

late at night. 

Lex eyed the two mismatched straight-back wooden chairs 

that were askew at the table. Although serviceable, they both 

seemed mostly splinters waiting for skin. Nevertheless, they 

seemed eager to please and he accepted the nearest one’s 

invitation. Sliding his athletic 5’6” frame onto it, he had 

barely settled when he spotted the stack of books in terrible 

condition shoved back against the wall. In order to read their 

titles, he had to cock his head far to one side. They looked 

burned, but he read what he could while tickling his pointing 

finger down each of their spines. 

“Burnt offerings,” Lex said, wrinkling his brow and pursing 

his lips with repugnance. 

Using his fingertips as a blind person would, he was able 

to read enough to realize the first was The Book of Going Forth 



by Night. That referred to Set, god of deserts and chaos, but 

what was it doing at a temple dedicated to Khnum, he wondered. 

He was angry to find a copy in such terrible condition and here 

of all places since he had found it impossible to buy a copy for 

his library. The next still retained enough of its gilt 

lettering: The Egyptian Book of Coming Forth by Day or commonly, 

The Egyptian Book of the Dead. Lex was mortified at how 

blackened by flames the books were, some with dried streaks of 

green slime, perhaps from time spent in or near the Nile. The 

last two were badly warped and oil-stained: Budge’s Hieroglyphic 

Dictionary and A Tourists Guide to Egypt. 

Lex sat up, pondering over how absurd it was to treat books 

that way and still keep them. That quandary he chose not to 

pursue. He began vigorously flicking his hands to rid them of a 

crawling sensation. No stranger to the cobweb effect from 

electromagnetic energy, still his imagination conjured flea-

sized spiders freed from the books and skittering up his arms. 

With his strong aversion to spiders, he tore at his shirtsleeves 

until satisfied there was nothing on his arms but hairs. He 

laughed aloud with sheepish relief. 

Now he could see how bronzed his hands were in comparison 

to the paleness where cotton protected his arms. Lex did not 

need a mirror to know that his face was likewise sunburned to 

bronze after only a few days of sun reflecting off the water and 

wind whipping across it. Lex scratched absent-mindedly at the 

prickly stubble on his cheeks. Somewhere he had heard that 

teasing a sprouting beard would cause it to grow more rapidly. 

With that, he rubbed even harder, thinking that facial hair 

would give his thirty-five-year old face an appearance more 

befitting this profession by conveying maturity and wisdom. 

“Oh, what’s that?” Lex remarked, noticing the tiny corner 

of a piece of vellum protruding from beneath the books. Careful 

not to disturb the ghastly pile, he slowly pulled it free. It 

was noticeably crispy, crumpled and discolored as old papyrus 

becomes with great age. There was a verse written on it, as if 

by someone either with terrible handwriting or in an agitated 

state. It seemed simply a bit of folklore for it told of ghostly 

figures, disembodied voices heard in the temple and strange 

smokeless flames roaming through the village. 

“Oh, come on, what hogwash,” Lex said aloud, borrowing his 

grandmother’s favorite retort. The two words caught his eye by 

their encirclement—Djinn/Genie. Oh, he knew those words, all 

right. They decorated the folklore of many cultures and 



children’s books. Lex had found a much older reference from pre-

dynastic Egypt. “Afret,” he whispered, somewhat surprised at 

remembering the word. It made him shudder for the ancients 

claimed they were not exactly demons, but usually considered as 

being unfriendly to humans. 

“This must be someone’s notes of one of the clever stories 

Egyptians love to tell. Oh, only I would connect to the mythic 

version. That’s gotta’ be it,” Lex muttered, trying to be 

convinced. A second more vigorous shudder suggested otherwise. 

Lex noticed some unfamiliar pictographs along the bottom. 

Usually, even the possibility of an unknown language would set 

his curiosity ablaze, but a closer look made him pull away. The 

signs appeared drawn by a quill pen, dipped in fresh blood. Even 

dried to a dark crimson, their repulsiveness quashed any urge to 

study them further. Instead, he cringed as he crumpled the 

vellum into a tight ball then tossed it into the empty cardboard 

box under the table, presumed to be a wastebasket. 

“Genies . . . Djinn . . . Afret . . . Why can’t they just 

be harmless blue guys who materialize from a smoking lamp as in 

storybooks? Hell, I think it would be good to be the master of 

the lamp and have three wishes.” 

Lex thought back to a time before he became so cynical. 

When he was thirteen, his parents went to Peru on a dig then 

stayed on to teach and write for three more years. At first, he 

felt abandoned, but that became elation, as he grew closer to 

the charmingly eccentric grandmother who his father considered 

the family kook. She delighted in taunting her son, by declaring 

her psychic abilities had skipped over him to Lex. Oh, how Lex 

loved her and the wonderful stories she told. She had great 

patience with his budding clairvoyance, eagerly sharing things 

of the metaphysical world with Lex for a little over five years. 

All the while, his non-believer parents merely tolerated what 

they chose to characterize as creative imagination. 

Then, memory shifted to the day tolerance ended and 

everything changed. That day was as vivid in his mind as if it 

happened yesterday. Just after his seventeenth birthday, his 

beloved grandmother died suddenly. He still felt that choking 

grief and almost heard his father again blandly reporting her 

death as if reading the stock market report. 

Perhaps, grief had weakened his usual resolve, but Lex gave 

in to some friends and joined their lark with an Ouija Board. At 



the time, it seemed innocent enough, but the treacherous toy had 

serious consequences. Thereafter, fiery red eyes had terrorized 

him in and out of nightmares. He had been too ashamed to ask for 

help and soon severed ties with those irresponsible boys. He had 

disguised fear with heavy metal music full blast, disrespectful 

backtalk and pilfered alcohol. In essence, he had slammed the 

door of his room and his mind. Then, there was that day when his 

father found the empty whiskey bottles in his closet. Out-of-

control and self-destructive, Lex was sent to a psychiatrist who 

decided he was borderline schizophrenic. Prescription drugs took 

the place of alcohol. For a short time, Lex wished to join the 

red eyes until he discovered his father had destroyed all of his 

precious metaphysical books. That left him broken. After that, 

Lex learned to accept his father’s god of logic and reason. As 

scientific thinking and historical facts replaced his interest 

in metaphysics and speculative archeology, Lex had found a way 

to please his difficult father. 

Only once, had Lex seen pride in those stoic father-eyes 

the day his acceptance arrived for the University of Chicago 

Oriental Institute. Indeed, it had told his father he would put 

on the patriarchal boots and dutifully study proper Egyptology 

and Anthropology. 

Although Lex was happy with that choice now, thinking about 

how it all came about, was stirring the same feelings of angry 

disappointment. “Dammit,” he thought. “It was father’s fault I 

lost interest in alternative archeology. His prejudices crushed 

any hope of using my intuitive abilities like Gran.” 

 The bitterness of treading over old ground always made him 

grouchy. Leaning back in his chair, he made snarling sounds as 

if to frighten the memories back into their darkness. Besides, 

he had adult responsibilities nipping at him like impatient 

puppies. From nowhere, he heard a voice with the same bell-like 

tone as his grandmother. 

“Alas, growing up ruins children. It is shameful to force 

kids to do it. They lose their naturalness, uninhibited dreams 

and imaginary playmates. All things that even a grown-up 

scientist should hold dear.” 

That voice was so like hers even in his head. Lex closed 

his eyes, willing his mind to see her face on that dark inner 

screen of the mind. Then, she was there, shaking her finger at 

the tip of his nose. Lex ducked the image. It was disconcerting 

to realize just how far from that boy learning at her knee he 



had come. By investing in the heritage of his father and 

grandfather, Lex had become trapped by their age-old struggle to 

fit into proper society and fearful of stepping outside the 

proverbial box. 

Just hearing her voice, even this imagined version, 

reminded Lex just how ill at ease with simple imagination he had 

become. That realization stung. He wanted to cry, but tears too 

long repressed would not flow. His mother had once observed that 

all the men in her life had traded all sense of humor for 

suffocating prestige. That may have been the reason he had 

turned his sights on becoming an accredited Egyptologist and 

then making a discovery greater than either his famous father or 

grandfather. Lex chuckled, musing he might just surprise them 

all by replacing Professor Orridge. With the renewed 

perspective, his mood brightened. 

“One day, grandma,” Lex whispered. “I’ll get back to our 

stuff, I promise, but first I must prove myself to all those so-

called powers that be.” Lex realized he had kept old regrets at 

bay for many years and had no intention to let them shatter his 

plans--Not now, not ever. 

Just then, masculine voices outside the window brought his 

mind back to the waiting present and away from the well of 

melancholy. A donkey brayed a loud complaint, emphasizing how 

Egypt was waiting for him and Lex laughed. He was ready to 

settle in and get at the temple. He gazed around the modest 

room. Yes, this will do, he thought, satisfied for he needed 

little more than a shelter where he could eat, compile his 

notes, prepare required reports to be shipped to the University 

liaison in Cairo and, of course, sleep. 

Feeling his former exuberance returning, Lex considered 

dancing a jig or howling like a wolf, but chose neither. 

Instead, he thought he might scamper to the temple before 

darkness made that impossible. In a side pocket of his backpack, 

he found the all-important work permit, for without it, he was 

no more than a tourist. Having read it a dozen times, the 

particulars were committed to memory, especially those giving 

him unlimited daytime access to all exposed hieroglyphs, but 

only those on the excavated area and the standing structure. 

Still, he opened it again, partly to assure himself that it was 

real. With a smile, he enjoyed a swell of over-confident 

prideful attitude then refolded the permit and slipped it into 

the breast pocket of his jacket. 



“It is I for whom Esna has waited. Alexander ‘Ramses’ Smith 

has arrived! Only I am clever enough to read her walls.” As he 

boasted to the empty room, Lex strutted in a circle. As he 

stepped over the piled luggage, he caught his toe on the 

largest, but with a quick hop step, regained balance without 

interrupting his speech. “Yes, I shall prove them all wrong, 

especially my father. Indeed, they will see I have the 

wherewithal . . . Huh, send me on a wild goose chase, will you 

Orridge. Well, I’ll shock your British-tweed britches right off 

your fat ass!” 

While his burst of vocal bravado absorbed into the mud 

brick, Lex squatted to unzip the side flap of the case 

containing his work supplies. He chose a composition notebook, 

two pens and several charcoal pencils for sketching and then 

transferred them to the backpack. Lex hated the fussiness of 

packing, unpacking and packing again when he traveled. He 

preferred to live out of a suitcase, finding it less stressful 

to find what he needed when he needed it. Placing the backpack 

where it would be an easy grab, Lex stood up to peruse the room. 

The bed, Lex noticed, consisted of a twin mattress flopped 

onto a low metal frame with a pipe-fit head pushed against the 

wall opposite the entrance. Noting the lack of bedsprings made 

decent back support unlikely, yet there were sheets, two 

lightweight blankets and a pancake-like pillow. At least, they 

look halfway clean, he thought, rolling his eyes. 

Behind where he had been sitting at the table, was 

someone’s attempt at construction turned into a sort of 

kitchenette unit, obviously odd in a meager Egyptian abode, but 

handy for his purpose. It consisted of six upper cupboards and 

matching lower cabinets with what looked like an icebox inserted 

in the far left panel. 

“This is the desert, where the Hell do they think I’ll get 

block ice?” Lex sputtered then spotted a black cord stretching 

across the floor to what was probably the only outlet under the 

window. He walked to the unit with a scratched green Formica top 

and centered inset sink. Lined along the countertop, obviously 

quite neglected, was a hot plate, teapot and a plastic tub in 

which he noticed an assortment of battered cooking pans, 

silverware, mismatched plastic dishes and juice glasses. There 

were several cases of bottled drinking water stacked to the 

right of the unit, as well as two cardboard boxes with a variety 

of groceries. He took a quick inventory, noting he needed to 



find the local shops to purchase fresh fruit, vegetables, meat 

and fresh-baked breads. 

Just beyond the bed, along the back wall was a battered 

metal clothes rack with a cluster of bent wire hangers hanging 

askew. Lex laughed at what was presumably an Egyptian idea of a 

closet. Then, in the darkness of the farthest back corner, he 

noticed discarded wine bottles. He got up to take a closer look 

and found they were all empty with stoppers missing. They 

represented an astonishingly long period for there was an 

assortment of pottery beer jars like those from dynastic Egypt, 

several amphorae with Greek and Roman designs, a few porcelain 

jugs and maybe fifty blue, green and amber glass bottles. How 

odd, Lex thought, scratching his head and turning away from the 

mess. Cleaning up another man’s mess for any reason would not go 

on his list of things to do. 

Beyond them, cut into the northern wall opposite the 

kitchenette, Lex was relieved to find a door leading into the 

smallest bathroom he had ever seen. In order for his bulk to 

enter, he scrunched his shoulders the way one does when 

imagining things too close. He chuckled, realizing that rushing 

in and out would not be an option. Here too things looked 

scrounged: a chipped porcelain sink, rickety but serviceable 

toilet and nail angled in the wall for the missing towel. 

Twisting the cold spigot, he clucked his tongue when lukewarm 

water poured into his cupped hands. At least, clear, he thought, 

splashing his sweaty face. As he flicked the last droplet from 

his nose, he grinned, thinking air-drying would be just as 

efficient as a towel in a dry climate. By turning around in a 

tight circle, he noticed with one step he could use the toilet 

then take another to the right and enter what he hoped was a 

working shower behind a stiff, flowered plastic curtain. 

Lex returned to his living area, pleased to have what he 

would need to subsist in this remote and simple village. From 

this direction, he noticed an unpainted, three-legged stand next 

to the bed on which a battered manual typewriter perched. It had 

been gathering dust for a very long time, yet impressed as 

waiting for a new owner to pick up where the former had left 

off. Lex shook his head and snickered at the absurdity of using 

such a decrepit thing in lieu of his new laptop computer. The 

idea of making the effort needed to type the old way made his 

fingers feel painfully stiff. Still, he felt drawn toward it, as 

if he should know it. “Stupid idea,” he muttered under his 

breath, pulling away and collecting his backpack from the table. 



“Time to introduce myself to the temple,” Lex said then 

started for the door. “Oh, wait.” He turned back, remembering 

what he knew it was best never go anywhere in Egypt without 

bottled drinking water. He jabbed his fingers into the plastic 

wrap on the top case then wiggled two bottles free and tucked 

them into the side pocket of his backpack. He laughed, thinking 

how room temperature in the desert meant a less than refreshing 

drink. Then, rolling his eyes upward, he sniveled comically 

asking the gods for even one ice cube. 

There was another necessity for working in the desert sun, 

which he should not leave behind. For Lex, it was his explorer’s 

hat, so-called because it was an exact copy of the one worn by 

Indiana Jones. It still lay brim down on the bed where he had 

tossed it, but he hesitated to pick it up. One of his 

grandmother’s superstitions nagged from memory of how a hat on 

the bed, brim down, brings one bad luck. 

“Oh, how worse can things get than being dumped in this 

god-forsaken place?” Lex snapped, then snatched the hat and 

plopped it onto his head. He felt foolish nearly bending to her 

superstitious notion. With that, he hoisted the backpack onto 

his shoulders and headed out the green door. As it swung closed 

behind him, he waited for its comforting metallic click. That 

would mean security for he knew there was no need for locks and 

bolts here. 

Lex set off at a brisk pace toward the corner of the next 

street that led directly west away from the Nile, through homes 

and shops of the souk and ended at the temple pit. As he rounded 

the corner, he was pleasantly surprised to find it practically 

empty. He noticed two women in traditional black burnooses, only 

their eyes showing, were intently selecting vegetables into 

baskets at the corner shop. Lex knew it was improper to meet 

those beautiful dark eyes directly so he pointedly looked at the 

ground as he waited. Soon, they finished and walked slowly, 

chatting quietly with each other. As they moved off, Lex could 

look up again and spotted the pyramid of bright yellow oranges. 

He salivated at the thought of their sweet juicy flesh, but 

decided to indulge on his return. He took a step closer to make 

note of the other produce: shiny cucumbers, tomatoes, dates, 

carrots, bananas and kale leaves. The Nubian shopkeeper smiled 

at him, waving to urge Lex closer. Not now, Lex thought, 

returning the smile, fixing the shop location in his mind, and 

hurrying away. 



It was immediately noticeable how like a gloomy tunnel the 

street was beyond that point. Lex looked up to find sheets of 

corrugated metal roofing stretched from the roofs on one side of 

the street across to the others. Little likelihood of needing 

protection from rain, but a rather clever way to keep tourists 

comfortably shaded to spend more, he thought of the oddity. As 

he walked, Lex glanced from side to side, noting the street was 

barely wide enough to accommodate the passing of two sedans. He 

also noted any shops he might need later. Even in the places 

where the sun pierced through a break in the metal barrier, Lex 

noticed the general gloominess hanging over the whole village. 

The air seemed heavier than expected and when a breeze wafted 

through, it carried odors of rotting vegetables, animal filth 

and something even worse. He tried to be discreet, pinching his 

nose as the unpleasant odors assaulted his olfactory senses. 

Although he knew it common in overcrowded Egyptian villages, 

still it seemed so much worse here. 

Most of the vendors acted uninterested in Lex. Those who 

looked up exchanged what he could only describe as a suspicious 

glance. The general demeanor was one of lackadaisical moodiness 

at which Lex wondered what could have stolen the usual cheerful 

friendliness of the Egyptian people, as he knew it. Midway 

through the souk, he came to an area, wider and brighter where 

another street crossed. Here, Lex noticed the atmospheric 

pressure lifted somewhat, attested possibly to the fact the 

metal roofing was missing. The shops near this crossing seemed 

to glow welcomingly with all manner of golden temptations, 

soapstone statuary and garments swaying in a breeze Lex could 

not feel. 

“Free to look. Come inside,” an exuberant young seller 

called as he leaped from his stool with a wide smile for the 

stranger. 

Lex returned his smile, but dodged the attempt to capture a 

new customer. As he walked away, he could feel disappointed eyes 

burning his back. He had taken less than a dozen steps when the 

shadows enveloped once more. At this end of the street, the 

shops appeared abandoned, except for a few where small children 

swept while the adults lounged or rearranged their wares. Lex 

knew the tourist rush would not bring eager shoppers for another 

week, or so he hoped. He dreaded zigzagging through that 

gauntlet of hungry sellers and giggling shoppers. Perhaps, by 

then he hoped, a lone archeologist with little money to spend 

would pass completely unnoticed. “Strangers in gaudy vacation 



outfits, irreverently stomping through my temple,” Lex growled 

under his breath. 

“Just jetlag making me crabby,” he said, startled at such 

possessiveness for a temple he had yet to see. He knew he was on 

borrowed time for the university was sure to recall him at any 

moment. It was a fact they would never send an inexperienced 

archeology student, even one pending a doctorate, to do solitary 

fieldwork. His suspicions suddenly leaned in on him. Surely, he 

was not here because of a clerical oversight, but by design of a 

meddling elitist professor or his influential father. Lex 

hunched against his thoughts and the stares of the villagers, 

walking rapidly away from the obvious. 

That bitterness, Lex thought he might swallow like honey. 

Even as he hated the restrictions of compliance with the echelon 

of Egyptologists before him, he was waking to the fact Esna 

could change what began as a shameful penalty. Besides, he 

reminded himself, without a site team leader, it meant free rein 

to set the pace for working, as well as allowing sole claim for 

any credit for discoveries. Of course, he was required to send 

regular reports to the Cairo offices, but the content was up to 

him. Lex felt his spirits lifting again as he envisioned saving 

the best of what he found here for his subsequent book. 

As he reached the end of the street, Lex was humming under 

his breath. Outside the last shop, he noticed two men enjoying a 

chat as they took turns puffing on a water pipe. The pleasant 

minty apple smoke drifted from the shisha, drawing a smile from 

Lex, but they merely returned a dismissal nod. Nevertheless, 

that brief exchange dispelled his fretful thoughts, encouraging 

Lex to cross the open area to the temple guard’s kiosk. This 

time, the exchanged smile felt genuine as Lex handed the permit 

over. Nervously, he watched the guard’s expressions change and 

wondered if there might be loopholes to delay his work. When the 

guard looked up, smiled and handed it back, all that fear 

melted. 

“Why would you want to come here?” The guard said in 

surprisingly clear English. 

“Why not,” Lex replied, a bit indignant by the guard’s 

insolence.  

“No reason,” the guard said, shrugging his shoulders and 

hands. “Few come to this temple and none stay long.” 



“I’m here to translate the--“ 

“I do not mean to offend,” The guard said, making a gesture 

of erasing his words. “It is not for me to worry, so come.” 

The guard stepped to the wrought iron gate, unlocking the 

latch then waving his black hand for Lex to follow. All the 

while, he was mumbling low in Arabic, but Lex pretended not to 

hear as he went out onto the cement landing. From the vantage 

point above the expansive pit, he gazed down upon the hypostyle 

hall some nine meters below, the only standing structure of a 

former complex. The landing and stairs attached to the retaining 

wall that encompassed the entire site. Managing to keep his 

composure, Lex stood a moment to enjoy the sight below of the 

once-beautiful Temple of Khnum, no longer just a photograph in a 

book. 

Lex stood savoring the sight, with his arms held wide, 

breathing deeply of the stifling air. He felt self-conscious 

lest the guard be watching and thinking this odd behavior for an 

archeologist. Lex covered by looking up for the sun then making 

a point of figuring how long he would have on site. Then, he 

shifted the backpack and started down the steps. They were 

securely attached, but seemed to lean inward, causing a loss of 

equilibrium, like still being aboard the boat. Lex was grateful 

for the black wrought iron railing on the outside edge to steady 

his descent. 

Once he reached the bottom, Lex halted to take a deep 

breath then released it with an audible whoosh as it all sank 

in. He felt like a child seeing a circus for the first time. The 

comparatively small hypostyle hall impressed as constrained by 

time, sadly left abandoned and unwanted. He tried to envision it 

in original glory: red sandstone walls shining in the sun, awe-

inspiring bas-relief gods and kings in bold colors, stark black 

hieroglyphs and wide borders with cobras, papyrus and lotus 

blooms.  



 

 

 

CHAPTER 2:    AWAKENING 

 

Lex struck an indifferent pose, one he practiced whenever 

Professor Orridge would scrutinize his every move, as he looked 

for a place to sit down and organize his thoughts. He chose one 

of the sandstone teletat marking off the perimeter where a small 

chapel or mammisi had stood. A statue of the lioness Menhyt 

still stood guard of her missing structure and sightlessly 

gazing across at her husband Khnum on the temple façade. 

For a few minutes, Lex studied at her stony presence, 

pondering over the events she would have witnessed. When he lost 

interest in that, he turned his attention across to the well-

preserved hypostyle hall, the only standing structure of the 

larger complex. The lonely temple seemed to be challenging him, 

insisting he assess not with his eyes but from his soul. That 

made Lex uncomfortable for his training taught the observation 

and assessment of a site for its physical characteristics, as 

well as where it fit on the historical timeline. Here, he felt 

more like a new student with everything to learn from his new 

teacher. He was unsure of stepping outside the strict protocol 

of his father and professors because he knew they had no sense 

of humor when it came to things of the supernatural. Still, Lex 

had dreamed of finding those correlations between the proven and 

unproven. 

“Wouldn’t that be something?” Lex drew himself up and 

jutted his chin in that stubborn way his father hated so much. 

“Maybe this site will have secrets telling things no one else 

can comprehend or that it’s where the myths played out. Hah, 

Orridge, would I love to prove you are full of it. Wouldn’t it 

be crazy if there were some sort of veil of energy separating 

time and dimension? I wanted to puke every time Orridge spouted 

that the Neteru were only symbolic expressions used in 

reenactments by ancient magicians with vivid imaginations.” Lex 

twisted his face and shook his head then directed his words at 

the temple. “If you would tell me your secrets then we can watch 

them all eat crow.” 



Lex smiled at the innocent looking stone structure, 

wondering if it was the reason his old interests and memories 

were racing back. Here are the neighbors, he thought, snickering 

as three plump pigeons bobbed past his foot. One stopped, bent 

its head to the side of a one eyed look. Then, when the visitor 

offered no crumbs of bird baksheesh, it went back to pecking in 

the sand with its mates. The sun had warmed the courtyard to a 

golden hue. 

“Yep, I’d better get pecking at my work too,” Lex laughed. 

However before he could gather his things, the cooing stopped. 

The entire site seemed to be taking a collective breath, which 

left a space for Lex to hear a soft whisper against his ear. It 

did sound like Gran, he mused, even knowing that impossible. 

Communication to and from spirits was something she had done, 

but Lex only heard voices in his head not from the dead, of that 

he was quite certain. It was later studying Egyptology in depth 

that he realized how little difference there was between her 

teachings and the ancient Egyptian mystery schools. The memory 

made him smile while adding emphasis to how truly alone he was. 

Although, Lex had prepared well for a career among the 

temples of ancient Egypt, he could not help but think Esna was a 

disappointing beginning outside his books. Because he so wanted 

to work on some place belonging to Ramses, he expected 

disappointment to cloud his view of this temple. It was not, he 

realized, as he stood facing a temple his professor always 

brushed aside, calling it a serious Egyptologist’s nightmare. 

Certainly, an unfair assessment, Lex now realized, matching what 

he knew of Esna with the structure before him. He knew Esna was 

the last temple reconstructed and decorated in Egypt during the 

Roman era. Temples consisted of multiple structures built over a 

long period of time, which reflected the evolution of culture 

and beliefs. They were symbolic models of the cosmos, which 

acted as an interface between the human and the divine world, 

serving as a dwelling place for its pantheon of gods and 

goddesses, the Neteru. Called the House of a Million Years, the 

temple hosted daily ritual, ceremony and a priesthood whose 

general care of spiritual icons was of paramount importance for 

the spiritual wellbeing of the community. Lex found himself 

daydreaming about the cacophony that must have filled this space 

and strained to visualize the temple as it had once been. 

Sadly, Lex only heard flapping wings as more pigeons joined 

the foraging, sparrows chirping about their business inside the 

hall and muffled sounds of village life above. He grinned, 

closing his eyes and searching his memory banks for the 



pertinent information on this particular temple that he needed 

for his assigned work. He felt, as if the temple was the exam 

for which he had crammed all night, but unsuccessfully. 

The cosmology and mythology of ancient Egypt had always 

been a favorite study for Lex and for that reason he had an 

exceptional understanding of the gods/goddesses. He knew they 

were more properly termed as a neter or plural, Neteru. It was 

awe inspiring for Lex to realize just how impressive ancient 

artists had made their archetypal beings on the temple walls, 

each in their theriontropic form with a human body and animal 

head.  

Because each temple had its own theological aspects and 

pantheon family unit, which would be important characters for 

his translations, Lex drew lines for a sort of family tree and 

added the names belonging to this temple: Khnum, Nebetu/Menhyt, 

Heka/Haq and Neith. When finished he looked at them as a sort of 

playbill of characters. He was eager to find their likenesses on 

the walls and columns then read their stories in hieroglyphs. It 

was that all-important interconnectedness between the divine and 

the human kings, which took precedence in the temples of ancient 

Egypt. 

The sunbeams were gaily playing across the larger than life 

characters, all frozen in time upon the temple façade. Even as 

the late day shadows slowly veiled this eastern side of the 

temple, Lex could study the principle ram-headed, multi-crowned 

neter, Khnum. Lex knew Khnum, a hands-on creator who formed all 

beings and objects materially upon a potter’s wheel, occupied 

the southern side and Neith, a cognitive creator, thinking and 

spelling things into existence, the northern. He marked his 

sketch of the façade, accordingly, ready to map specific text 

later. Especially interesting to Lex was Neith who was one of 

the oldest of the deities, a creator and the weaver of the 

silken threads of destiny. He suspected the Roman builders liked 

her best, calling her Athena for her warlike qualities of which 

certainly fit well with their particularly bloodthirsty ideals. 

Lex needed only to tap his mind’s memory banks to replay 

the mythological soap opera belonging to this site. He enjoyed 

those intricacies and glanced back at the dual goddess 

Nebetu/Menhyt who seemed happy to keep him company here. Lex 

knew he would find her son, Heka on an inner wall, as well as 

that his name was the same as that for ancient magic. Into the 

corner of Lex’s eye, flashed something red. Lex shaded his eyes 

against what he thought surely a sunbeam, but the flare 



persisted, now splashing onto the sand at the statue’s feet like 

spilled blood. Lex rubbed his eyes then looked again and saw 

only her shadow cast there. 

Lex frowned, musing over what he thought he had seen. It 

was true, this goddess was partly the headstrong, hot-tempered 

Nebetu who, when angered, took on the characteristics of the 

lioness becoming Menhyt. In that form, she was appeased with 

such gory items as streams of blood or the roasted flesh of 

animals or human enemies. Although Khnum and Neith were the 

principle players, Lex felt uncharacteristically drawn to the 

lesser-known Menhyt for that bloodthirsty characteristic. Why 

she made him literally see red, however, was illusive. 

Of course, Lex knew the importance of understanding all 

possible details regarding the Neteru to translate the glyphs, 

because of how they intrinsically tied to every aspect of life 

in ancient Egypt. What might appear to be symbolic stories to 

some were so much more to Lex. The neteru could be cruel 

guardians who sometimes cared enough to listen to the needs of 

the people, usually responded to magic rituals and ignored the 

pleas from the foolish. As Lex gathered his things, he shivered 

despite the heat at the possibility he was seeing things again. 

 “That would sure screw things up,” Lex said, surprised he 

had remarked aloud. He scowled as he heard that same voice again 

inside his head, reminding of him of one of his grandmother’s 

aphorisms: Thoughts are things and thought forms living products 

of creative thinking; reality a product of both the supernatural 

act of thinking and the supernatural way of thinking. 

Lex rolled his eyes and got to his feet. He stood shifting 

his weight from one leg to the other to get circulation going. 

That was strange, he thought, curious at why he remembered it 

exactly and why it sounded like his grandmother responding to 

his worries. Either way, it resulted in feelings of a subtle 

disruption around the temple, somewhat like the approach of a 

storm front. Lex stiffened against nothing visibly out of place, 

yet feeling eyes burning into his back. Probably the nosy guard; 

he tried to convince, but found no comfort in what was invisibly 

much closer and less alive. 

Feeling somewhat settled and with the comforting afternoon 

sun on his face, Lex lost that watched feel as he headed across 

the courtyard. He would begin with sketches as a visual work 

plan, taking photos only for inclusion in the subsequent report 

or later publications. This personal methodology would provide 



markers for where he had selected text for translating, indicate 

specific motifs or reliefs to include in his report and make a 

format on which to base his daily schedule for that work. Much 

of the previously documented translations from Esna needed his 

attention, or so Lex believed, for others treated this temple 

with biased eyes. The texts with its hieroglyphs were either 

incompletely translated texts or simply mistranslated into 

indecisive gibberish. Either way, Lex was quite confident his 

skill for deciphering ancient languages would correct all that. 

Now standing before the one-beautiful façade, Lex opened 

his notebook to a fresh page and wrote across the top in bold 

hand--Esna, Temple of Khnum Field Report of Alexander “Ramses” 

Smith. Not only did that look good, it sent his ego soaring. 

With a wide smile, Lex then began. The sound of the pencil 

scratching lines onto paper always brought the bittersweet 

memory of his mother greedily collecting his artwork. Like his 

art teachers, she had hoped he would pursue a career in art 

rather than be pressured into his father’s ideals. Nevertheless, 

that skill would be especially useful for copying even the most 

obscure text and allowing him to work on the translation later 

in the meager comfort of his house. Between the pencil and his 

expertise with hieroglyphs, Lex was able to assume and add 

details partly or wholly missing from the text. 

When finished, Lex smiled at the recreation of the bas-

relief personage of Khnum on the paper. He mused over what words 

from ancient heka might bring the reliefs to life, allowing them 

to step down from the walls or out of the page and walk with 

him. It was not just an amusing daydream for Lex who often got 

lost in the mythic stories and its characters. Inside his head, 

they could be as real as his childhood imaginary friends had 

been. Lex clucked his tongue against the inside of his cheek as 

a desire to touch them stirred. 

"Psychometry, yes, that’s it," he said, grasping at a term 

from the past. In order to free his hands, he closed the 

notebook, tucked it into the backpack and placed it on the 

ground at his feet. He took a step closer then hesitated before 

touching as he wondered if it might be somehow offensive to the 

neter. Then, with a shake of his head for the silly idea, he 

laid his open palms lightly upon the stone face. Lex then 

waited, musing over what, if anything, he should feel from that 

sun heated surface. He waited for some time certain nothing 

would or could happen. Just as stone does, it gave up no 

secrets, except the knowing it would not for one that still 

could not allow the belief. 



Finally, Lex grumbled a low derogatory critique of his 

feeble attempt to do what his grandmother had done so well. He 

dropped his hands from the wall, letting his gaze follow with a 

snort. A reply rang into his head, the familiar guffaw like that 

of his father. He cannot be here, Lex thought, whirling to look 

and again, finding no one there. Yet, shock shoved at him while 

the voice in his head drilled again at a wayward son. 

“Cold logic, practical methodology and a scientific 

approach to things, that’s all there is. Your mental meandering 

is a sign of weakness, I will not tolerate. This cannot 

continue.” 

 Lex felt sick and looked at his trembling hands. His 

father’s condescension always did that. Thousands of miles 

separated them and still the man could intimidate. With an 

audible growl in his throat, Lex set his jaw, determined to defy 

that voice in his head and claim this temple as his own. For 

that, he knew he must first finish his assessment sketches. He 

reached into his backpack for the notebook, snatched the 

charcoal pencil from his breast pocket and gripped it in a fist, 

sketching in swift yet hesitant strokes. Anger completed the map 

of the temple façade, tension darkened the lines and fierce 

concentration faded the tantrum into the rhythm of hand and 

pencil. 

In short order, the finished drawing rested in the crook of 

his arm. Reconstructed during the Greco-Roman era, like its 

counterparts, the temple of Khnum faced east to catch the first 

rays of the rising sun. The walls facing north and south were 

windowless and cornered the façade front like a picture frame. 

Running the length of the roof was an intricate cornice. 

Everywhere Lex looked were groups of hieroglyphs, awe-sized 

figures and borders with lines of cobras, papyrus reeds or lotus 

blossoms. A glaring difference, however, was the absence of the 

usual guardian pylons or immense statuary that should stand on 

either side of the overly wide entrance.  

Separating the domain of Neith in the north from that of 

Khnum in the south was a walkway of stone slabs. Where it now 

led to the exit, equal in scope to the entrance, it represented 

the middle path of Ma’at. Priests used it ceremonially to enact 

the symbolic Divine balance between light and dark, masculine 

and feminine or yin and yang. Although, Lex had an urge to make 

that walk, reenactment was the victim of a cage-like system of 

black iron bars limiting access to humans, except for a normal 

sized door made from the bars at the extreme lower left. Broken 



evidence of its original stone doorframe remained in part on the 

right side. It would have supported a double set of huge cedar 

doors. 

The style of the temple front reminded Lex of some giant’s 

country cottage with a design as lower panels of Dutch doors 

connected with huge columns, three on either side of the 

entrance. The columns rose up to an ornate cornice. The open 

upper sections provided ventilation, light and access for its 

feathered residents. 

From outside, Lex could see only the first line of columns 

and tops of those behind those in the façade. Still, he knew 

they were all too sizable for him to wrap his arms more than a 

third of their circumference. That interior forest totaled 

twenty-four beautifully decorated columns, sharing the weight of 

the roof, standing in four measured lines of three columns each 

on either side of the dividing passage. Like tattooed men, each 

sported all manner of hieroglyphs and bas-relief figures and 

typical Roman flowered capitals, no two alike. In spite of the 

shadowed interior, Lex could see most retaining original colors, 

dulled by time over painting with patina. 

Indeed, those Green and Roman builders have given lots to 

do here, Lex thought, noting his former fascination with those 

cultures and their accomplishments. As he walked, sketched and 

gazed, he realized the temple’s outside was essentially a 

braggart’s billboard. He had once remarked partly in jest after 

an argument with his father that history is not a kind mistress 

to anyone who believes all she says. 

Lex chuckled at remembering something he had just made up 

in retaliation of losing a debate, but seemed all too 

appropriate to this temple. As he walked and sketched, he 

realized the significance of that memory even more. He knew the 

Greek and Roman egos razed the older temples to the bedrock then 

rebuilt to suit their own sensibilities with little if any 

concern for the old ways, rituals or language of the Egyptian 

subjects. In most places, a satrap managed the region, acting as 

a placeholder for the king. He was responsible to maintain the 

level of prosperity of which a great percentage went directly 

back to Rome and to appease the subjugated Egyptians. 

As Lex finished the back wall sketches, he glanced in the 

direction of the retreating sun, mindful how his mental 

meandering was burning daylight. He looked for a place where the 

smaller hypostyle hall would have attached, but any missing 



chinks seemed too random. He tried to envision the missing 

structures, basing his attempt from a diagram from an article on 

Esna temple. 

Attached to the central third of this wall was a smaller 

hypostyle hall. The retaining wall had surrounded the entire 

complex with a shorter one inside to form a gallery. The 

ceremonial passage also continued into and through the smaller 

hypostyle hall, which had two rows of three columns like those 

in the larger, and passed two rectangular rooms probably chapels 

or storage rooms. It ended at the sanctuary, called the Holy of 

Holies, where they would house and attended to the temple 

pantheon in the form of statues, supposedly infused with that 

essence. It was impossible to estimate the dimensions of the 

missing complex or length of that passageway. Yet, in his 

trying, déjà vu flashed and Lex was walking through the 

hypostyle hall, stopping to check the progress of the artists 

entering the chapel of Osiris with an offering and then entering 

the silence of the sanctuary to clothe the icon of Khnum. Then, 

as quickly as it came, he was back again, leaning against the 

temple wall. 

An interesting daydream, Lex thought, stunned and unsure of 

what had just occurred. He pivoted and escaped along the north 

wall. His notebook was filling with so many examples of the out 

of place glyphs and unusual grammatical combinations, which had 

caused many Egyptologists to think of Esna as virtually a 

footnote in the history of ancient temples. His father may have 

been right when he called it a translator’s nightmare, a fact 

becoming more apparent just by mapping its outer walls. Lex 

sighed to think he was here on a fool’s errand instead of a 

chance for scholastic redemption. 

Before moving along the north wall, he looked back to 

estimate the remaining daylight. All across the western horizon, 

blazing fingers of red, orange and yellow, spread out from the 

giant disk of golden fire at the meeting place of earth and sky. 

“As above, so below; as within, so without,” Lex whispered 

the words, which encompassed ancient Egyptian metaphysics so 

well and so simply. 

As awe inspiring as the sky, it left the horizon in stark 

asymmetric silhouette. The elegance of windswept dunes or 

precise geometry of manmade structures were missing, instead 

pieces of broken temple, mud brick piles of rubble and a damaged 

wall created its contours. It occurred to Lex it seemed so 



disharmonious in the presence of a once-sacred temple. In the 

center of the darkening unexcavated area, Lex noticed three 

stunted date palms. In silhouette, they reminded him of crippled 

old men leaning on each other, marking where no man should go. 

“It figures ... forbidden territory,” Lex said then turned 

to go.  

From inside his head or very nearby--it was impossible to 

determine which--he heard the nagging kibitzer. “Out there, look 

beyond the temple . . . secrets that shall burn as fire upon the 

lips. Alas, such things matter not for those who see only a 

dumping ground.” 

Damn those voices, Lex thought, disgruntled. Usually 

thoughts wended soundlessly through his mind and at other times, 

insightful ideas seemed as if spoken to him. Then there were the 

times, such as this, when it was mental hogwash, but always as 

unrecognizable as the wind that sculpted the sand. Indeed, Lex 

had seen the dumping ground. There was no sign of what he might 

construe as a place for hidden things. He knew the ministry 

would have his head if he trespassed beyond the barrier of long 

blocks laid end to end along the back of the temple. Nothing but 

mounds of sand-covered debris, like a massive fruitcake made of 

crumbling mud bricks, chunks of sandstone teletat and silt 

extended as far as he could see. Topping it all off, village 

garbage stinking in the heat, like icing that stirred confetti-

like in the breeze. 

Lex grumbled and walked on, keeping his left shoulder to 

the mud brick retaining wall while eyeing its motifs. He had 

gone only a short distance when a ritual scene made him halt. 

The central figure, an eight-foot bas-relief of a sem priest as 

evidenced by his dress, especially by the panther skin draped 

around his shoulders, its tail falling to his ankles. 

Transfixed, Lex let the notebook and pen drop to the ground, 

freeing both hands. He then moved closer, opened his hands and 

placed his palms upon the stone face, ever so lightly. Lex 

thought he saw life flicker in eyes made expressionless by sand 

and wind. The realistically carved body felt fleshy beneath his 

fingertips and seemed sallow with patina. Even as he knew 

better, Lex blew across the stone to remove its coating of time. 

The response was pain. Like an electrical charge arcing 

from the stone, zapping across to his hand, raced through his 

body and ended as a brilliant flash that blinded his mind’s eye 

for a moment. On that inner screen, a scene played like someone 



else’s home movie. Lex railed against feeling caught in a web of 

familiarity. How could it be, he was actually looking through 

the eyes of that priest, as if the memory belonged to him? 

Lex was stunned as he looked down at his hands. They were 

not his. How could they be for they were much darker and 

clasping the pelt of a leopard, the result of a successful 

ceremonial “passing through the skin”. Even more startling, his 

guts told him it was too vivid to belong to a stranger. Then, it 

passed all within a breath, leaving a raging headache in its 

wake; the pain separated one from the other. 

“What were you thinking? Covering your sacred temple with 

nothing but riddles . . . singsong nonsense and . . .” Lex said, 

staring into the empty priestly eyes. No reply came. 

Shivering in the late afternoon heat with his hands still 

flattened against cold unresponsive stone, Lex huffed like a 

spoiled child and yanked them away. Clasping his hands behind 

his back, he ruminated why he had just copycatted his 

grandmother by using touch to gain information. Psychometry, the 

word sprang forward in his mind and he groaned for having used 

an illogical process and more so for the visual result. Never 

before had he come close to duplicating her clarity and that 

worried him now. Lex looked down again at his hands and sighed 

at finding they were not Egyptian or holding spotted fur. 

Lex rebelled mentally and stiffened bodily. He knew of 

reincarnation and soul recognition by which one could undergo 

hypnosis and recall people, places and things from former lives.  

“Damn, ridiculous,” Lex said. “Not unless a stone priest 

could dangle a pendulum before my nose . . . I refuse to believe 

it more than imagination spawned by jetlag.” He gave a grunt of 

contempt for the implausible idea. A mosquito landed on his 

cheek. Before he cuffed it away, its proboscis jabbed into his 

skin. Smack! His flattened hand ended its meal and reset his 

senses. He glanced at the relief and the spark from it, much 

worse than walking across a wool carpet. He had translated an 

ancient manuscript describing how magician priests used stone 

statues as empty vessels in which they infused life force. So if 

there is any truth in that, it stood to reason the reliefs might 

react similarly, being part of the bigger vessel—the temple. 

Lex bent down to snatch up his notebook and pen and then 

turned on his heel, kicking up a wispy cloud of dust. Before he 

took another step, he felt two hands slap against his shoulder 



blades and push hard. Damn guard, Lex thought, catching his 

balance and twisting to glare at the rude intruder. No one was 

there. The image of the priest flashed briefly in his mind. No 

way, he thought, clutching his things and sprinting to the front 

corner of the wall. 

At last, Lex sighed, realizing he was looking up at Esna’s 

famous smiting motif. All thought of ghosts vanished as he 

looked for a place to sit to study it. There was a long block of 

polished sandstone fallen almost against the retaining wall. It 

would be the right distance for the best perspective of the 

scene, he thought, placing his things onto it first. Next, he 

hauled himself up onto it, using the strength of his arms. He 

wriggled his hips, aligning his spine to ease fatigue and looked 

for the original location of his out-of-place seat, which did 

not match the temple at all. A vertical line of hieroglyphs ran 

along the center of the three sides visible, but they too were 

of a different style than those on the temple wall. Perhaps, it 

was one of those scattered throughout the unexcavated area, Lex 

thought for it was commonplace to cannibalize blocks from older 

sites and use them in new construction.  

If so, the glyphs might tell a different story than the 

hypostyle hall. Intrigued, he set at the task, but it proved 

hopeless to discern a complete verse. There were too many glyphs 

chiseled off or left behind on the missing end so he decided to 

give it no more consideration than a conveniently placed lawn 

chair with a company logo. Lex abandoned his attempt at copying 

the glyphs from his seat, laid the notebook aside and turned his 

full attention to the immense carving covering the largest 

portion of this section of the wall. 

Because the sun was now completely behind the temple, the 

motif and wall were in shadow so Lex was unable to see exact 

details. Seeing the real thing and not its photo in a book was 

enough. Copying the glyphs could wait, he decided, believing 

they were previously mistranslated, so in dire need of his 

expertise. Even then, the glyphs would tell a story unrelated to 

historical evidence for the outer walls of temples displayed 

more propaganda than factual exploits. Lex was content to lay 

aside his notebook, leaning back and flattening his hands like a 

tripod of support behind him. From this position, he could 

reflect on the implications of the gruesome content of a smiting 

motif. 

Lex cocked his head from side to side, alternating between 

smiling and pursing his lips and frowning at the symbolic bit of 



propaganda. It depicted a Roman emperor, garbed as a pharaoh in 

full stride with a mace drawn back to bash in the head he held 

in front by its top knot. Etched behind him was a large pile of 

bodiless heads, presumably enemies, except at the time of its 

carving there were no foreign invaders. Therefore, it led Lex to 

wonder if it was instead symbolizing the Roman intent to control 

the minds of its Egyptian subjects. 

There was something in the artistic rendition of the 

striding Roman and its implied symbolism that struck a nerve 

within Lex. He was growing angrier as he looked and mused over 

the scene. “Cruelty for cruelty’s sake,” Lex whispered the 

clause wending into his mood, sending his thoughts away from the 

accepted meaning of the motif. “I wonder if when the 

destructively cruel Roman rulers insinuated their ideals into 

the well-established Egyptian magical structure for selfish 

reasons, it became something evil or dangerous. Maybe what I 

felt and saw was not part of normal energy of temple ritual, 

after all.” Fear reared like a cobra into his breast. Lex looked 

up again at the wall and gulped, sending it back to its place in 

the darkness. 

Lex leaned forward to peer at the images. They looked 

different. The longer he stared the more they seemed to matrix, 

taking on different characteristics. The king’s jawline altered 

to show a cruel personality and eyes glazed with blood lust. 

Even as the artists carved the victimized without indication of 

it now blood droplets fell from their wounds to quench thirsty 

sand. 

Lex shuddered and blinked again, hard. When he opened his 

eyes, all had returned to a colorless motif. Imagination amok 

again, he thought, his breathing ragged. He touched then 

scratched his whiskered cheek to reassure of its fleshy reality. 

Lex was confused. Too many things were shifting within him to 

know where to begin to understand any of it. He watched as the 

last light of the slowly retreating sun closed like a veil 

across the northern wall and the smiting motif. Both emperor and 

victim wore bland expressions and seemed frozen by some force of 

destiny inducing a mechanical precision upon their dealings. Lex 

remembered the pat explanation his father had always tossed out 

that illusions only and always equated to some logical or 

physical cause.  

“Water, that’s it, I need water,” Lex said, relieved for 

something logical. He pulled the backpack closer and fished for 

the water bottle. When he found it, he twisted the cap and 



gulped most of the water down, quenching his battered reason. As 

he put the rest back, Lex blinked several times to remoisten his 

eyes then clucked his tongue, mindful that such suggestive 

decoration found in an ancient temple was comparable to modern 

advertising--both designed to sell. 

Lex noticed he was sweating profusely even as the air was 

cooling off with the approach of desert night. He pulled off his 

hat, swiped his sleeve across his brow to wipe it dry and then 

plopped the hat back on his head. He hopped down from the stone 

seat and gathered his things to complete the exterior assessment 

circuit. As he stopped at the entrance, he noticed a hush fall 

over the site. Even the birds seemed to be holding their tiny 

breaths, causing Lex to look up. He smiled with tired glee, 

thinking he would also like to be snuggling down for the coming 

night. 

Stretching across the open courtyard, Lex noticed the 

temple copied in an elongated abstract shadow. After such an 

emotional day, he knew it was preferable to get a good night’s 

rest before assessing the interior. Yet, feeling re-energized by 

excited anticipation to get inside the temple, it was unlikely 

he would sleep so Lex decided to stay on site for as long as the 

light let him. 

The sound of flapping wings punctuated his decision. Lex 

watched as a late-roosting white and gray pigeon swooped by, 

rudely leaving a chalky splat on his shoulder. The bird was 

clearly unconcerned that the man flicked off its gift and threw 

choice expletives at it as it gathered its wings to settle among 

its mates along the cornice. Lex laughed aloud, thinking his 

grandmother would point to the incident as a message from the 

spirit world. 

“Not this time, Gran,” Lex said with a wry grin. “This 

time, it’s an editorial from Orridge or dad that I better get my 

ass to work . . . or the shit will hit the fan.” 

Lex chuckled and moved closer to the temple, imaging it 

would put him out of range of the next pigeon bomber. He stopped 

as this moment caused recall of when he had enjoyed mental 

masquerading to try for a better sense of the era he was 

studying. His favorite had been pretending to be one of the 

Shemsu Hor, the priests of the first time or Zep Tepi when they 

lived alongside the Neteru. He sighed at recalling just how long 

it had been since allowing himself that freedom. It dawned on 

Lex then how that mind play might be useful in sorting through 



the controversy on the walls of this misunderstood temple. He 

knew his greatest task would be deciphering then separating 

innuendo from truth, focusing on the current structure not the 

former. That would take application of logical basics of 

Egyptology and Lex knew he must be careful of letting his mind 

wander off into that minefield of pure speculation. 

However, before Lex took another step, his head filled with 

residual voices, as if a cork exploded from pressurized 

champagne. As such, those spritzed bubbles were pieces of a 

memory of belonging to an impossible part of this place. Lex was 

trembling, sensing a kinship to the many generations of Esna, 

living, dying and rebuilding after each Nile flood. He stared at 

the temple, knowing how it would have been left after each 

inundation, peppered with stinking with river debris, yet 

unaffected within the protective wall and made of unforgiving 

stone. In that instant, Lex knew in his gut that the little 

house where he had left his luggage was a recent copy of that in 

which the family of the priest on the north wall had lived so 

many layers of mud ago. Then it was all gone. 

If only he might dig underneath the current village to know 

for sure, Lex thought, the archeologist part of him bemoaning 

the pointless itch. The ministry had relocated the residents of 

whole towns so archeologists could excavate before, but they 

adamantly refused here. Lex never could learn why, but figured 

that money talks as evidenced by Esna’s souk well stocked with 

all manner of things tourists love to buy. That meant they came, 

perhaps in small numbers, but they came regardless of whether or 

not they cared about the temple. That made Lex purse his lips as 

a petulant child banished from the adult table. He equated 

himself with the once-bustling Roman Nile port, both now 

suffering from disinterest and inexplicable dark moodiness. 

“Someday, Khem,” Lex said, using the ancient name that 

meant the black land. How right it sounded drifting on the dry 

air of present day Egypt. “I wonder if the priest on the north 

wall would be angry to know the ancient names were forgotten 

both of places and the gods and goddesses and that few remember 

the desert as the red land for its ruddy glow.” His poetic 

musing brought an angry tear into the corner of one eye. Lex 

wiped it away with his sleeve and muttered. “Oh my God, this 

place might drive me crazy, yet!” 

Just then, Lex heard footsteps chunking on the concrete 

behind him. Out of habit, he felt guilty for dillydallying and 

talking to himself. There, descending the stairs was a short, 



cocoa-skinned man wearing a grimy over-size, dirty dark brown 

gallabaya that hung off his body like fibrous wings. Feeling 

exposed in the open, Lex shuffled his feet. Of course, he 

belonged, so had no reason to do so, yet he decided to avoid any 

encounter. He quickly retreated to the stone seat and climbed 

onto it to wait out the intrusion. 

Lex listened intently to the sandaled feet crunching on the 

gravely sand of the courtyard. The sound changed to splatting on 

stones when the man entered the temple and then swishing, as he 

walked through the deeper sand behind the temple. Lex twisted to 

look for that sound. Could it mean the man was coming along the 

north wall and right for him? It was possible now for Lex to 

notice the stranger had a slight hitch in his get-along, as his 

grandmother referred to a limping gait. Her quaint euphemism 

held no humor for Lex now. His heart was pounding and his guts 

flip-flopping. The warning made no sense, yet Lex still shrunk 

as a thief caught in the act. 

Then, the small man was there. He neither spoke nor 

acknowledged Lex as he went by, out and across the courtyard. 

The sound of sandals clip clopping on the cement steps marked 

his departure. Only the sounds from the bird residents remained. 

Lex wheezed as he exhaled, startled to realize he had been 

holding his breath, perhaps for the entire time. No, with his 

guts calmer, he felt foolish for not initiating a greeting with 

the man, most likely simply a temple caretaker making rounds. It 

did not justify the gut reaction, but Lex decided to attribute 

that to just being off his game.  

Lex then hopped down from the block, shaking his hands to 

get the blood flowing again and gladdened to be alone again. He 

unpinned his attention from the caretaker and bowed to his habit 

of knowing the time. His watch read 4 o’clock to which he 

scowled, realizing it was the same as when he had left the boat. 

He gave the oddity no more thought than it meant enough time 

left for finishing his assessment. 

Lex returned to the front of the temple and approached the 

iron bar door, but a strange voice halted him in his tracks. At 

first, he thought the caretaker had not left, but hidden inside 

the temple. No, he decided, realizing the voice was inside his 

head as a sort of telepathic thought form and nothing new for 

his imaginative brain. Although the voice was normal, the 

message was not for it practically shouted into his inner 

hearing.  



“Stop! Release burdens of ego; unburden body, mind and 

spirit before entering this sacred space. Come not before the 

Divine with impure intent.” 

Lex clasped both sides of his head in his hands in surprise 

for the added message blasted into his head from who knew where. 

Oh, he had heard unusual things from his mind-voices before, but 

this one and its timing was outrageous. Although he would 

usually chalk such things up to imagination, this time it came 

with an irrational compellation to obey without question. 

Lex squirmed out of the straps of his backpack and let it 

drop, along with his notebook and pen, onto the sand. Then, 

fully sensing the impact of the analogy, Lex reached for the 

latch of the door. It felt strange and wonderful thusly 

unburdened, as archaic as that seemed in a modern mind. He 

clucked his tongue against his cheek, realizing another aspect 

to entering unburdened, for it would let him embrace the décor 

both as a man who adored ancient things and as one with the 

critical eyes of their student. 

Lex checked and saw his hands were amazingly steady, 

decided that was a good sign this was right and set his concern 

over notes, sketches and reports aside. The moment his hand 

touched the stone to which the bars attached, he thought it had 

stung him. He pulled his hand back and looked for but found no 

mark. Still he rubbed his hand with the other and then curled it 

protectively against his chest. With intuitive and empathic 

senses on full alert, he sucked in a deep breath and pulled the 

iron bar door open. It creaked like a rusty gate and deep in his 

subconscious Lex realized the past had broken its restraints. 


