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The Story Behind the Story
Sometimes fate hands you a situation that is just too good to ignore.  Twenty-something years ago I was watching Cecil B. DeMille's "The Ten Commandments" for the umpteenth time, and it dawned on me that Moses and Ramses could have sorted out their differences if they hadn't been egged into do-or-die conflict by the people around them.  I realized DeMille had made Queen Nefertari an unrelenting shrew to help the male-dominated audience identify with Ramses' conflicts.  But it was the role of the head priest at the River Runs Red sequence that got me thinking.  So I went to the Bible and looked up how this priest, named Janus by King James' scholars, had stepped in after every one of Moses' miracles and tried to prove that God's acts were nothing more than magical feats already known to the Egyptian temple.  

I thought, Gee Whiz, this is the guy who gave Ramses the ammo to challenge Moses' god.  If Moses' miracles were just Egyptian magic with Jewish special effects, then why should Ramses give an inch on the slavery issue?  And if this priest played such a deal-killing role and still stayed in the background, maybe he was Really Dangerous.  Maybe he was the Devil.  I got writing.

I had already gathered a number of elements for a story about a guy who goes to a psychiatrist railing on about a demon, which turns out to be real.  It was a natural fit to plug these two stories together, with the Ramses story as background for the demon story today.  I hammered away for a while to get it all to fit together.  I decided the demon in the psychiatrist story was actually a different demon from the priest in the Ramses story, but otherwise it all fell together without too much hand wringing.

So I get though a draft, having purposely made all the dates and names fuzzy to avoid hate mail from Egyptologists and religious experts.  Armed with a story that worked and characters I liked, I was ready to face the ugly reality of history and all the facts that I assumed would push my story out of the realm of possibility and into the realm of fantasy.  Boy, was I in for a surprise.

Research

I had three areas that needed research: Haitian Voodoo, Ancient Egyptian magic, and the origin of the Tarot.  All three turned out to have endless caverns full of raw data.  Now mind you, this was in 1988 before the advent of the Internet or search engines.  So I went digging.  I was determined that even if my story would end up outside of history, I should get the details right.  I wanted to know what life was like in the Egyptian temple.  I wanted to know what it was like to witness a Voodoo loa mounting.  I read everything I could find.  I went to New Orleans to learn about Voodoo. I scoured occult bookstores for the history of the Tarot.  And I went to the British Museum to learn about Ancient Egypt.  And as I learned more, I filled in the details in the book.  The settings and characters grew richer with this background.  And since I hadn't found anything directly contradictory to the plot, I kept the story as I had originally conceived it.

In the meantime my personal life went to the dogs.  I ended up in a divorce with money troubles, and the enthusiasm for getting the book published just languished.  But the research sustained me, and I kept reading.

So years go by, I recover from my slump, and I meet and marry a wonderful woman.  On our honeymoon, I find myself walking through the British Museum, giving my new wife a personal tour of the mummy cases, the jewelry and the statuary, having a grand time seeing all of the stuff I had just spent the last nine years reading about.  We're in the Grand Gallery looking at the rose granite colossus bust of Ramses II, and I notice that the curators have surrounded the king with statues of his wives, relatives and priests.  His priests?  I checked the dates.  My story postulates that after the Exodus incident, Ramses' High Priest escaped up river into ancient Kush, and the successor High Priest, who is left to pick up the pieces, is my antagonist.  To my utter amazement, the statues showed that there was indeed a change in the post of High Priest of Amun fifteen years into Ramses' reign.  I was flabbergasted, as you can see in this picture my wife took at that moment.  
[PICTURE]  

Writing About Real People

Suddenly I was writing about real people.  I marched into the museum bookstore and found every name reference and chronology they had.  Nebwenenef was the first priest, who joined Ramses' court right after Ramses ascended to the throne in 1279 BCE.  He left the post in 1263 BCE, which is a perfectly acceptable date for the Exodus.  (More on this is the Egyptian history article elsewhere on this web site.)  Royarna (often simply referred to as Roy) took over as the new High Priest of Amun.  

This was too good to be true.  But on the other hand, if I were going to use these real historical men, I would have to get the details absolutely correct.

So I took my new research and returned to the writing desk with revived gusto.  While I was at it, I fleshed out my modern characters' back stories to match my ancient ones.  I filled in Silas' youthful encounter with the Nazis and Charles' background with the Duvaliers.  Soon there were enough historical touchstones that those places where I did have to distort history to fit the story were in the minority.

Those of you who have read the book may have spotted the few places where I stretched history.  To get the Voodoo pantheon to line up with the gods of ancient Egypt, I had to move the Cult of Isis back several hundred years.   I used Herodotus’ rather fanciful description of the subterranean tunnels of the Necropolis, even though he wrote 800 years after the Exodus.  

I am fully aware that the Tarot deck was developed in Eastern Europe in Medieval times.  But who am I not to take advantage of the mistake the Renaissance Western Europeans made in thinking the Gypsies of Romania were the descendents of the ancient Egyptians?  (More on this in the Tarot article elsewhere on this web page.)  Entire New Age movements are based on the notion that the Tarot was developed by the ancient Egyptians. So I ask, who am I to say otherwise?

I also appreciate that I pushed the envelope, although only a little, on nerve trigger thresholds and cortical processing of visual information when Silas interrogates Security Chief Bailey.  My intent was to creep you out while demonstrating Silas' determination to get what he wants.

Lastly, I certainly know that Nebwenanef does not mean "name not spoken."  Egyptian history gives us precedent for stricken names and what better place for one to show up than the embarrassing loss in Exodus?  I apologize to the descendants, scholars and other fans of Nebwenanef for casting this very respectable man as the Devil in disguise.


