524 BC - Siwa Oasis - Ancient Egyptian Empire

I keep my eyes trained on the setting sun. [t is nearly dusk on the fifth and final day of the ceremony to
honor Amun-Re before His temple and oracles will be open to pilgrims. Which means I have been on a

mountain, standing and chanting for the past five daylights with my arms and eyes always raised and pointing

towards the sun. But it is worth it. There is nothing [ wouldn’t do for my God. Even though my bod@es all

over, the balls of my feet went numb two days ago, and my quivering arms feel as heavy as stb PPY

and fulfilled as I do my duty to serve. @

The wind whips the desert sands from below against my nearly bare skin. My 1@ linen skirt’s
hip high slits allow the wind and sand to reach almost all of my legs, and ;ﬁ‘e thin/st of cloth tied around my
chest for support doesn’t offer much protection either. The sand stings as it%s d adds grit to my already

parched mouth. Rather than curse this obstacle though, I choose to be thanWYat my hair is tightly braided

ot @ed from His bright beauty.

The last of the goiden orb disappears below the lowest d @

away from my face so it is not also in my mouth and my eyes

the horizon. I feel relief and sadness; the
gracefully lower my arms. The silence hangs

men.

for a few moments before I turn around to face m%
I nod to the priests. They use the same% eliberateness I've displayed, to walk around the dais on
rne@resting piace of Amun’s statue. They carefuily tip and pick up

ow oracles fall into line behind me. The priests form two lines and

end is always bittersweet. I finish the last lines of the prayier, and

which I stand. They are at the far eas

the seven foot sculpture. Meanw
their acoiytes place the statue on their Iders. Their acoiytes and our trainees iight pitch torches and

surround us. Our procession stys down the mountain and into the lush oasis forests that surround the Tempie

a particuiariy iong—winded oracle.

“Brother Omen, what do you think of our surroundings?”

I can hear the smile in his words as he begins to pontificate, “Amun’s powers of life and creation are

evident in our every step, Sister Mirror! Do you hear the rustiing of brush as the jungle’s animals move away



from our feet? Do you feel the water in the air clinging to our skin? Do you smell the exhalations of the plants
around us? All of this is a direct consequence of the Sun God’s powers! Can you feel how blessed we are to be
—” His words distract the young from their fearful thoughts and light our way as much as the torches. Omen

does not disappoint me.

Half way through our journey, we come to the natural springs. Our servants are already here
prepared to ritually cleanse us. The traveling torches are smothered out since the spring has semiper t
torches strategically placed for the maximum amount of light. The best acolytes and traifées iven the

honor of holding Amun-Re. They will hold Him aloft all night while the Oracles and PNS cleansed.
A
The servants separate us, and lead the priests off towards one poolA t ev&joracles are led to
another. We are stripped of our prayer clothes and left to soak in the lukerv}xb urally bubbling waters

{f @ .
for the next few hours in privacy. It is the only time we will get to ourselvew foreseeable future and we

savor it. As soon as the servants are out of earshot our formal tations slip off of us as easily as our clothes

did.

“Oh thank the Gods, this water feels wonderful!” Tracks groans as he leans against the side of the spring

and audibly cracks his aged back. Many of the oth@lme, stretching and twisting their aching bodies.

The past five days have taken a physical toll onjal s. I'am so tired; I can barely move. I choose to simply
float on the buoyant salt water, relishing the "M weightlessness. I stare at the starry sky and think about

of er’s chatter.

nothing, losing myself in the white

Soon I feel ripples in the water. Someone is moving towards me. Sun takes my arm in his hands and
begins to massage the sore tissue of my left tricep. I can’t stop the sounds of relief that pass my lips, and he

motions to Fire to W%‘and join him. Fire stops rinsing out her hair and moves to massage my right arm.

“I remembe en'Iiised to lead the ceremony.” He says nostalgically. “My body would ache for weeks

afterward.” I ca h the remembered pain and how he misses it in his voice. It feels like I can hear my

future “bu& rails, and her magic fingers joined our ranks,” he nods in her direction across the pool
m

1ere she
days. b1Cr @

separa ely before focusing on IIly palms.

ssaging Particle’s feet. “After she’d massage me in these waters, my pains would fade within

iftS are great and she is generous to have taught us her ways.” He pulls and Pops each Of my fingers

“I will have to find an appropriate gift of thanks to her and to you two. I can feel the weight of stress

being released from me.” I mummer appreciatively.



It means much to me that Sun treats me with kindness and understanding. I know it was not (and is
not) easy for him, a diviner of the sun, to be replaced by me, a diviner of reflections, as the Head Oracle in The
Tempie of Amun. He is both powerful and a good leader. I did not want to take the post from him, but Amun-
Re made His wishes clear to us, and we will always follow His will. Sun’s humility and grace make me hold him

in higher regards than I have any other person in my lifetime.

“How did she learn such things?” Fire asks Sun, while moving her massage from my ar & My
toes twitch reﬂexiveiy. “Was it a part of the life she left?” She refers to the individuality we all'leave behind in
the service of our God. We sacrifice everything we were, including our names, and becR instruments
only. It's why we call each other by our skills, that is all we are now. ‘O

L
F N
Sun winces, “No, not in her past life. I made the mistake of asking th on o. [ will tell you for your
F . "
curiosity’s sake, but I'll try to be more delicate than she was when she told We thinks for a moment and
P N
moves to my shoulders, neck and head. “She says that her ani acrifices are better to read and tastier for

Amun if they’re relaxed when she kills them. She experime em and learned how muscles like to be

touched to lull the animal into a hypnotic state.”

I realize that I have been lulled into a state of cr%_b vuinerabiiity below their hands and they feel the
immediate tension that comes with that reaiizafw. ey, both laugh and we all look over at Entrails, the most
pleasant disturbing person you’ll ever meet. @Ms us a thin smile from across the way. We all shiver and

smile back in response.

“If it’s disturbing to you now, ine how it was for me being directly under her hands as she
explained the different methods of trial and error she’d gone through.” He makes his voice a wispy falsetto, “I

found that if you ¢, ip and rub the crocodile’s belly then it doesn’t even flinch when you slit it’s throat.” He

returns his voice t are to guess what part of me she was massaging when she said that?” We iaugh

as he means for o, my body relaxes under their hands again. They rub every part of me down until I
feel like jeli}@ I return the favor.

e I'start though, I call Rune over to us. As the newest oracle, she had not been taught Entrails’s

way think now would be a good time for her to learn. I demonstrate on Sun and she practices on Fire.

From Fire’s sounds, I think Rune is going to be a natural masseuse.

“So Rune,” I ask drawing the shy girl out of her shell, “what did you think of your first beginning

ceremony as an oracle?”



“I felt blessed and honored to witness you calling Amun’s blessing to us.” She dutifully recites. I know

she thinks she’s still being tested. It’s a confusing time when you first move from trainee to oracle.

“If you want us to trust you, your answers have to sound like they’re not scroll read,” Soul comments

from behind us. Soul has always been more direct than tactful. He says the dead have no patience for camel

dung, and neither does he. He cautions us all to learn the ways of the dead before we join them. We @him

we'll enjoy the ways of the living while we can.
@
“I didn’t mean — I wasn’t trying to — that’s not— I'm sorry.” Rune stutters. * ind*him.”

‘Don’t m
Particle calls from the other side of the pool. “His heart leads his tongue, he just has less of a heart than some.”

in anneled from

Soul shrugs at her statement, none of our words really matter to him unlei

Amun. He goes back to his circle back massage with Sky , Number, and 6&

F . W
Rune blushes and clarifies, “I did feel very honored to be an orMUceremony,” then she lowers

'ws with us.”

here are reasons. The public one is that

her voice and adds, “but I did also wonder why we don’t bri

“A thought we’ve all had more than once.” I assure her.
we should have nothing between us and Amun’s creations, The hidden one is that we display more power if we
show how the Gods enable us to perform great ac ovwany people do you think can stare directly at the
sun for five days and not have their eyes ruineMnl ose so blessed. We are the earthly representatives of

the Gods, and our small sacrifice of persona@oyheips to empower and enforce the people’s faith.”

She gapes at me and I can s ore questions. I wonder if she will believe in herself enough to

ask them. She’ll need to find her inner ngth soon. She opens her mouth, but is interrupted before she can

speak. /

“It is time, .Sk nounces as he star gazes.

We all st andileave the water. Rune is confused, but that is expected. The next ceremony to honor
Amun-Re is pt et from all but the fuliy trained and ordained oracles. I take her hand and we all walk into
ded forest together.

come to a small circular clearing in the brush, and the oracles sit in a pattern to form the points and
corners of a five pointed star. | place Rune in her spot and then grab a branch to draw the lines that connect us.
When I connect the last line to the first a burst of wind sends all the common forest floor debris out of the
circular area, leaving only us and the lines undisturbed. I hear Rune’s sharp inhalation as she feels the power

gathering around us. I walk painstakingiy slow, heel to toe, around the perimeter of the star, making sure to



leave no space between my steps. I leave no footprints, no dirt clings to my skin. The lines illuminate as I pass

them, until the entire star is glowing. I make my way to the center of the star and take my seat.

“Tonight, we are going to offer Amun-Re the free use of our bodies,” I explain to Rune. “If He chooses,

He will inhabit one or more of us and use our flesh to carry out his earthy desires.”

Her calf eyes seem to take up most of her face, and she hesitantly asks, “What does that mea@

I smile and try to let my calm and acceptance seep into my tone so that it will pags intéher. It means
we’re presenting Him the option to take a respite from being a God so that He can enjoy theisimple pleasures
of being mortal momentarily. We offer Him the use of our bodies and accept that He ha control to do

ithin His power to

whatever He would like with them. We understand that it is always His wn

is chosen blessed, our

take, but we offer it as a gift freely given. Itisa way to show our gratitude amg

»

trust in Him in all things, and our utter devotion to being in His servic

Her eyes lose their nervousness and I see excitemen 'Qm inside her. I smile at the sign. She

will truly be one of us after all. “You mean, I might exist in the ody as Amun tonight?” She questions.

“It is possible, and I know the thought is exhilaMbut remember it is always His choice. If He does
not choose to accept the gift tonight, He has His o reaMis and we must be as happy and secure with that
choice as we would be otherwise. You must be &to completely accept His decisions as the right ones.” I

hold her gaze and let that truth sin herbefore I continue. “Up until now, you have said and done all the

right things to rise from being a tra ing accepted as an oracle. Amun has shown His favor upon you, as

we’ve all seen, in the strength of your ability to channel His guidance. Do you now freely choose to offer all of

yourself to Amun-Re for whateyi He may or may not ask of you?”

“Of course? S nswers without hesitation. The shy girl has faded and the oracle beneath is shining

through. She may notyet have confidence in herself, but it is clear that there is no lack in her faith.

“Thﬁ_’ or your heart now. Invite His Wlll to you as you dO when you read your runes. Open

0 bel is vessel. When He guides you to, join our chant and turn yourself over.”

stop concentrating on Rune then and turn my focus inward. I hold a note and let the sound lead me
throug the rhythms of my breath. I follow the flow of my breaths until they lead me to my heartbeat. I focus
on the sensation of being. Time slows and I feel the pump of life through each of my heart’s four chambers. In

the time between the beats, I start to hear the words. I let my heart guide my tongue and chant the words given



to me by my God. The words grow louder and louder until they drown out my breaths, then my heartbeat, then

my thoughts, then me.

When I become aware again, I'm still outside of my body. I feel as though my entire spirit was being

embraced only moments ago. I feel cold without it, but then I hear a voice speaking to me in low 1oving tones. |

know that it is Him. He doesn’t always speak in words, but I always hear what He says. Tonight Hmme

wife is sleeping soundiy unaware. Their children are on floor mats in the same room, alsé’los

aman in a faraway land. The man is sitting on the edge of his bedding, staring at his home’s jtr@ is
sle

Suddeniy [ am the man. [ am worried about my family’s future. There is talk o%}m. [ am still
injured from our last battle. I do not think I’ll make it back again. I look at 1 1 o%e is eight. I hope

he is ready for what is to come, because I cannot stop it from arriving. ) N
f .

My eyes open. I am back in the ciearing with the other oracles. ame back to themselves at the

same time [ did. We look around us for signs of change. Sou t as if he has just this moment

emerged from a large body of water. A pile of bird bones and a ate pile of feathers are both in front of

Fire. Tracks is fully dressed. Other than that, we are all in the sa positions and unchanged.

Entrails leans over and licks Soul’s bicep. l‘% es away from her, affronted by the uninvited touch.
he

She acts as though she doesn’t see his irritation. er lacks salt.” She tells him, “It did not come from the

springs.” She leans back again, content to h@r xriosity sated.

Sky looks up, “We have on is clearing for two hours.” He lets us know.

Rune blinks at him, “I don’t remember any of it.” She thinks aloud. “I reached for my heart, heard the

words, began to chant and ther{{ opened my eyes. Did two hours really pass?”

“Yes.” I ans &hould return to the pool. The servants will come looking for us soon.” The
oracles stand. W. 1k jirst outside of the clearing. I turn back to face the circle, and throw the stick I used to
draw the starline o the center. The drawn star stops shinning, the debris rushes back in to cover the

gre d tree’tops move to fill in the opening to the sky.
Vhat do you remember Mirror?” Number asks me as we walk.
“Stop the sands, you all remember things?” Rune asks worriedly.
“No,” Sun assures her. “Only Mirror ever remembers anything past the chanting.”

“So,” Number prompts, “What do you remember?”



My heart hurts as I think about that distant man’s last thoughts. “I remember a little boy,” I tell them,

“who’s not ready to be a man.”

One hour before dawn, our procession is cleansed, organized, and ready to finish its journey back to the
temple. The acolytes look a little worse for wear, but you can see the pride in their eyes. They all made it
through the whole night, and they are grateful the Gods chose to bless them with strength and perse@ce.

They will make fine priests. I smile at the thought. Our little oasis is a great distance from the Ni

populated cities like Heliopolis or Memphis, but I wouldn’t trade my life here for anythii%. A
this temple are here for the right reasons. Even the unpleasant ones, I think as Soul poNto peripheral
vision, are truly dedicated to the Gods and not merely playing petty politics po er‘@. I’'m sure this is

why we are the most sought after oracles in the region, our gifts are true,p‘&e, and earned.

s

f @
The procession starts forward. It’s funny, how the beginning of the W the end of the day can look
P N
so similar, but feel so different. I think it’s the difference between,looking ard and looking back. With hope
and possibility speeding our way, the second leg of our jou on falcon’s wings. The sun is just

cresting the tree tops when we approach the Village homes outsi city walls.

The men working on patching the karshee walmlive leaf roofs are the first to spot us. They hurry
down from the huts and we hear their cries as own to the waiting spectators. The sounds of scurrying
people come from around the walls; but by t time,we round the corner, the villagers and pilgrims are all
kneeling in an orderly outline alon ai . They prostrate themselves as we pass. Their mass scale

murmured prayers vibrate the air ar

A small toddler stares at me and points, her mother quickly adjusts the child’s behavior. “You are not to
look directly at the/Gods or Their vessels.” She explains firmly, “You must cast your eyes down and always

show respect.” Th i solemnly. “Now do you remember the morning prayer?” Another nod. The child

joins the mother on thejground and they both pray.
oo@ and the walls are behind us and we are climbing the steep steps of the Temple’s stone

ﬁ iests should be flagging under the weight of the statue, but their faces are alight with ecstasy as we
nis ¢

nal steps. The statue is placed on a base in its honored alcove beside the pylon. My fellow oracles

flank me as I walk to the front of the Temple’s overlook and face the spectators. I raise my hands and announce
to the exuberant crowd, “Amun’s blessing are upon us. His ears are open to us. People of the East and People
of the West, all eyes that see the sun and come to entreat the Lord of Gods, come to us. As the messengers of

two lands, what you say we shall pass to Amun.



The Temple is now open to petitioners.”
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