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Setting the Scene

 

R


eaders of my other books on Ancient Egypt will know much of what I am going to say in this foreword. You can skip it if you want, but I will try to include some words specific to this series on the Pyramid Builders as well as general information pertinent to those ancient times. 

 

This is a work of fiction, but fiction based on fact. The closest parallel I can draw is of a dramatised re-enactment of actual events in history. I have tried to be historically accurate within this series of books (as indeed, with all my books of historical fiction), though there are many unknowns associated with the construction of the pyramids. I have had to make some assumptions that may not agree with every expert opinion. I did not want it to read like a history lesson or a dry recitation of measurements and building techniques, so I have invented dialogue, and many incidents that fill in the stories of men and women, both fictional and real, that lived and died in these years so long ago. And it was a long time ago--in fact, we are closer to the time of Cleopatra than that last Egyptian queen was to the construction of the pyramids. 

I have also tried to make sense of tangled and sometimes contradictory lists of kings and the relationships between real characters. I have read extensively in preparation for this series, consulting the works of both Egyptologists and other authors for whom the mystery of the pyramids is the centre-point of their lives. This research provided me with the bones and sinews upon which to hang the flesh of my novels. 

I would like to thank Sara Jane Sesay who is my first reader. She takes the time to go through my manuscript and is quick to point out any mistakes and places where my ideas need clarification. 

My cover art is by Julie Napier. I have long admired her work and over the years, she has designed all my book covers. 

I am grateful to my many readers. Without readers, a writer's efforts are just a personal exercise in telling a story. I would probably write them anyway, even if nobody read them, but I like to think I am bringing enjoyment to people interested in Ancient Egypt. 

The era of the first pyramid builders covers the third and fourth dynasties of the Old Kingdom, and even though huge stone monuments dominate the landscape at such sites as Giza, Saqqara, and Dahshur, there is still a lot that remains unknown. The kings of this time are known, for the most part, though nobody can really agree where, for instance, Sanakht fits into the king list, whether Bikheris (Bakare?) is a real person, or whether Khaba and Huni are the same person or not. Even the relationships between the kings, their wives and courtiers are a matter of conjecture. It does not help that there are several royal ladies named Meresankh and Hetepheres. King Djedefre is known to have had at least four sons, two of whom lived long enough to take wives, but none of them officially became king. Nobody knows why, so I have used my imagination.

This brings us to the almost mythical person of Imhotep, First Minister of King Djoser, architect, mathematician, priest and physician, whose reputation swelled with the passage of time until he was worshipped as a god hundreds of years after his death. Nobody knows who he was or where he came from, but as influential people were usually recruited from the highest families, it is at least possible that he was related to the king. Was he the polymath he is made out to be? Was he really a skilled administrator, architect, and physician; or has his character been constructed from more than one person? I have explored this possibility. 

Two words you will come across in relation to those times are 'mastaba' and 'pyramid', neither of which was a word used by the ancient Egyptians. Mastaba is an Arabic word meaning a 'bench of mud' and describes the ancient mud brick tombs of the early kings. I have used the term 'per-djet' to describe these low, bench-like tombs. The word 'pyramid' comes from the Greek, but the Ancient Egyptians used the word 'mer', so I have done the same. 

Many of the names I have used in my books may be unfamiliar, as I like to use the names that would be recognised by the people of the times. Thus, modern Luxor is ancient Waset, modern Memphis is ancient Inebu-hedj. Heliopolis was once Iunu, Abydos used to be Abdju, and Saqqara was Sekera. There was no ancient name for Meidum, but the town of Heracleopolis Magna later lay close by. In Ancient Egypt, the town's name was Hut-Nen-Nesut, so I have used that name to encompass the Meidum site. The place where the Bent and Red pyramids stand, similarly has no ancient name, but it lay a little to the south of Saqqara, so I call it 'South of Sekera'. Later, when the pyramids were largely constructed, I refer to the sites by the name given to the individual pyramids--'Sneferu Shines' (Red Pyramid), and 'Sneferu is Shining in the South' (Bent Pyramid). The ridge where Djedefre started to build his granite-encased pyramid is called Abu Rawash today but had no equivalent name in ancient times. I have coined a name for it based on that king's reverence for the sun god Re. The First Minister of a king was the Tjaty, more commonly known today as a Vizier. In the same way, the name 'Egypt' is derived from the Greek Aegyptos, but the people of those times referred to their country as Kemet (or the black lands) and of themselves as Kemetu. Desert lands were called Deshret (or red lands). The Land of Punt in the far south of the Red Sea was known as Pwenet and its inhabitants as Pwenetu, but very little else is known about it, even its location. The names of the gods differed too. Horus was Heru, Thoth was Djehuti, Osiris was Asar, and Anubis was Inpu. Some people may disagree with my choice, but it just felt wrong to put Greek words in ancient Egyptian mouths. 

I have simplified the names of the kings. Egyptian pharaohs had five names, two of which are important as far as most stories of Ancient Egypt are concerned--the prenomen and the nomen. Only the nomen was given at birth, the prenomen being a coronation name. Thus, King Djoser of the third dynasty had the birth name of Nub-Hor, was known as Nisut-Bity-Nebty-Netjerikhetnebu (or just plain Netjerikhet) when he became king. The name Djoser was a descriptive, meaning 'sublime', and perhaps he thought of himself that way. Further back in time, in the Old Kingdom, not even these names are known with any certainty, and the kings bear only their Horus names or Nebty name. Thus, nobody really knows the birth name of Djoser's successor Sekhemkhet. His Horus name was Hor-Sekhemkhet and his Nebty name was Nebty-Hetepren, so I have had to simplify matters somewhat. Khaba, his successor, was another conundrum. He was not a known relative, or at least not a close relative of Djoser and Sekhemkhet, and he was known by his Horus name Hor-Khaba. Generally, I have tried to keep the names by which these kings are popularly known. 

How were the pyramids built? I dare say more has been written on this topic than on the whole of the rest of Egyptian history. I know I have read many books on the subject. Theories range from hauling rocks up inclined ramps to floating them up in cylinders of water, from using primitive block and tackle, to casting the blocks in situ using a limestone slurry as a cement. Some people even invoke music as a lifting mechanism or suggest aliens built them. I do not pretend to have the definitive answer, but I believe the simplest, most straightforward technique is the most likely. I am sure some of you will disagree with me, but viewed as a whole, I believe the progression of building from mud brick mastaba through stepped pyramid to immense smooth-sided stone pyramid is a step-by-step process started by master architects like Imhotep, Den, Hemiunu, Djer, and Rait and passed on to their descendants. I have tried to outline how some of these novel solutions to the problems of building in stone may have come about. 

I have relied heavily on the theory of Jean-Pierre Houdin, who believes there are hints of an internal ramp system within the Great Pyramid. If there is such a thing (and it is far from being proven), it would help explain many of the difficulties of lifting such huge blocks of stone, so high into the interior of the pyramid. It would also explain the Grand Gallery and the so-called 'air shafts' by positing other uses for them.

 

 

One last note on fictional characters. Many of the characters you meet in these books are real, lifted from the history books. They lived real lives, performed real deeds, and eventually died. Others are fictional, either created whole from my imagination, or based on other real characters from the times about which I am writing. Sometimes the two merge. For instance, very little is known about Imhotep beyond the fact of his existence and later legends told about him. He was the main architect of Djoser's step pyramid and may have been involved in the construction of stone temples and even Sekhemkhet's pyramid, but apart from this, nothing is known about the man, his ancestry, descendants, or associates. Those I have had to invent. It is possible that he had a young grandson named for him, who followed him into the medical field. After several hundred years, two physicians of the same name could easily be conflated into a single character. 

Merer was another real person, the captain of a ship hauling limestone blocks to Khufu's pyramid. A text was found in man-made caves at the Red Sea port of Wadi al-Jarf in 2013, giving details of the daily activities of Merer and his crew. His ancestors and descendants are fictional, but their activities reflect the times through which they lived. Again, I hope that my interpretation of real characters does not detract from your own ideas. 

 

 

Well, here we are at the end of the 4th Dynasty, the time of Egypt's greatest period of pyramid building. After nine books covering two hundred years of history, we come at last to the final book in the series. So, on with the story.... 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 1

 

K


ing Menkaure of Kemet was not dead--not yet--but many people, at home and abroad, behaved as if he was.

Pigeons--being the fastest means of communication over long distances--regularly took off from Inebu-hedj and Kadesh, carrying the latest information on the king's health and the state of preparation of the Amurran army. Slower donkey trains made their way north and south, carrying replacements for the pigeons. Many birds were lost to predators, and some to enemy action, though only the most skilled archer--or a lucky one--could hope to bring down a pigeon in flight. By this means, the governments of Kemet and Amurru were kept apprised of developments and made their plans accordingly.

Menkaure was sick with the malady known as 'shaking fever', and his health was at a critical stage. Amurran spies within the Kemetu capital knew the king was not yet dead as there were no signs of mourning. People were grim-faced, though, and Crown Prince Shepseskaf was acting as though his elevation to the throne was imminent. The news was enough for the Kemetu king of Amurru, Bauefre, to put his army on full alert.

Bauefre's father, Bakare, as a son of Djedefre, claimed the Kemetu throne, but had fled when Khafre took power. Living most of his life in exile in Kadesh, he waited for the opportunity to return and reclaim Kemet as his own, amassing power slowly over the years. He now had control of the Amurran army and his son Bauefre had managed to assume the position of, first regent, and then king of Amurru, through acts of violence and judicious marriage. Now, with the imminent death of Menkaure, Bakare felt the time had come to press his claim for the Kemetu throne.

"I sat upon it once when I was a child," Bakare said. "First Khafre, and then Menkaure robbed me of my rightful inheritance, but I will take back what is mine."

"I know you will, father," Bauefre said. "Together, we will conquer Menkaure's army and create an empire out of the two kingdoms. What do we know of the forces that oppose us?"

"The army in the north of Kemet has been slowly increasing, but it is the commanders who really concern me," Bakare said. "I would not risk Menkaure facing us in the field after his performance last time I ventured south. That defeat still rankles."

"You are too hard on yourself, father. General Tahuri had command and he made the mistakes. It will not happen again now that you lead us."

Bakare nodded thoughtfully. "Our army is better prepared too, but I am thankful we will not be facing Menkaure."

"Are there any other generals we know?" Bauefre asked.

"No. Menhotep retired and they have not yet replaced him, though they have a commander with some ability. I forget his name."

"What about the new king? Shepseskaf?"

"He has never served in the military, so he must rely on his commanders." Bakare smiled. "With Menkaure out of the way, I am confident of our success."

They set the date for moving south fifteen days hence. Bakare was ready to march before then, but Bauefre wanted to delay a few days as his wife Zaria was expecting their first living child. Neither man commented on the misfortune that had dogged the foreign king since his marriage to the Amurran noblewoman--two daughters born dead, and the previous year a son. Bauefre desperately wanted a son and heir, which would be a wonderful omen for their enterprise. Even a daughter would be acceptable, and a sign of favour from the gods.

Zaria woke from a restless sleep a few days later, overcome with a presentiment of evil, and cried out, saying she could no longer feel the baby moving within her. The physicians and midwives examined her and reported they could find no sign of life within the queen's body. She went into labour on the fifteenth day, and Bakare delayed the start of the invasion for another few days. Zaria's labour was short, but the child was delivered dead. This was seen as the most dreadful of omens and Bakare had to delay yet again until the army could be ritually cleansed of the gods' disfavour.

Priests of both nations made offerings and sacrifices, depending on the nature of the deity approached, but the message was the same--turn away your wrath from King Bauefre and Queen Zaria, and grant them a living child.

Once that had been done, there was no impediment to sending the army south, but then a message arrived that changed everything.

 

 

Court Physician Teti attended upon the king constantly, but he shook his head when asked about his patient's condition. The 'shaking fever' mildly afflicted some people, but for others it was a killer. Menkaure had the form that returned, and Teti knew of no cure for it. He also knew that unless a cure was found quickly, the king would die. The sickness had dragged on, sending the king into paroxysms of fever, trembling, and sweating before receding and providing a brief respite before another bout of pain and uncontrollable shaking.

Now, as the king tossed and muttered, barely conscious on his sweat-soaked bed, the physician and those closest to Menkaure, knew the end was near.

"You are telling me my father will die?" Shepseskaf asked. "You are certain of this?"

"I have never known anyone this firmly gripped by the sickness to recover, my lord," Teti replied. 

The physician looked anxious and not all his concern was for the king. It was not unheard of for a grieving relative to blame the attending physician for the death. Unfair, of course, as there was no cure, but Teti desperately wanted a way out of this trouble.

"There are other things I can try, my lord, but they are extreme treatments and there is no guarantee of success."

"What sort of things?"

Teti racked his mind for something that might sound reasonable. "The fever is concentrated in the head, my lord. This may be because the seat of the sickness lies therein. I have heard it said that drilling a hole in the skull might let the excess heat out."

"That sounds extreme. Will it work?"

"As I said, my lord, I cannot guarantee success; otherwise I would have tried it already."

Tjaty Ankhmare, who was seated close to the king's bed, shifted painfully and his voice, once strong, came in a hoarse whisper. Almost ready for death himself from the growth in his belly, he had been given permission to sit in the presence of the king and the Crown Prince.

"Sunu Teti," he whispered. "I have the highest regard for your abilities, but I have heard that while drilling a hole in the skull may relieve pressure, there are other considerations. I must ask...." The Tjaty's strength failed him, and he breathed deeply for a few moments before continuing. "I must ask, how long does a man live after the drilling?"

Teti looked discomfited. "That depends," he temporised.

"Do not avoid the question," Ankhmare said. "Do you mean hours, days, months?"

Teti shrugged. "I have heard of a man who fully recovered and lived for years, but usually... days."

"Then what is to be gained?" the Tjaty asked. "I say to leave the king to die in peace if that is the fate the gods have for him."

"I agree," Shepseskaf said. "I have no wish to inflict further pain on my father's last days."

"Then I can do no more for him except watch over him until he dies," Teti said.

Shepseskaf left his father in the care of the physician and went away to make his plans. He told his close friend Shepses about his father's situation and asked him what he should do.

"Naturally, I grieve for the imminent demise of your beloved father," Shepses said, "but this is the moment for which you have been waiting. Today is the day you become king."

"My father still lives."

"But not for long. You must make sure there is no one to challenge your claim."

"Who could possibly do that?" Shepseskaf demanded. "I am the Crown Prince and I have been acting as regent during my father's sickness."

"There is always someone who would deprive you of what is yours by right," Shepses said. "You have many relatives, and while I accuse no one, there must be some who would be king if they could."

"Such as? I cannot think of anyone with a claim to my father's throne."

"I cannot name anyone, but Bakare claims he was once the king in Kemet, and we know he still plans to take it. Perhaps there are others descended from the loins of Khufu, Khafre or Djedefre. Can you trust Hordjedef and Auibra, for example?"

Shepseskaf frowned. "My father has never doubted Hordjedef's loyalty. He is too old to make an attempt on the throne anyway, and his son has no support."

"There may be others," Shepses said. "Just because I cannot name them does not mean they do not exist."

"Be reasonable," Shepseskaf said. "I cannot oppose an unseen enemy who may not even exist. The only true enemy I have is Bakare, up in Amurru. My spies tell me he has an army ready to march, so I will have to meet him, I suppose."

"I am sure you will trample him into the ground."

"Of course, but I will have to let my father's commander in the north actually lead our army. I have no experience in battle."

"You do not need it," Shepses said. "You have merely to appear on the battlefield and your enemies will flee before you."

Shepseskaf smiled. "One might take you for a flatterer."

"That is the last thing I am," Shepses replied. "I tell you the truth because I have known you all my life and we are friends, even though our stations in life are different."

"Not so different, my friend. I will soon be king and there can be nobody close to him in power except the Tjaty. Will you reconsider my offer and accept the position?"

"I think the present Tjaty might have something to say about that."

"Ankhmare is a sick man, and as soon as I am king I will replace him. I want you beside me."

"You know I would do anything for you, Kaffie, but I would not serve you well in that post. Appoint someone who knows what they are doing. My place is in Ptah's temple."

"If I must. I suppose you are as much heir to your father's position as I am to mine. However, you will not lose by it, Sheppie. I will make Ptah pre-eminent among the gods."

Shepses offered his friend his complete and unfailing support, but he was in a minority in the court. No one disputed Shepseskaf's position as Crown Prince or as acting regent during his father's illness, but there was a reluctance to let him exercise greater powers while Menkaure yet lived. Arguments raged throughout the palace.

"Shepseskaf is the Crown Prince. Who else should rule if not him?"

"That is the purview of the Tjaty. He is second to the king, so he should be the one acting for him."

"And yet even the Tjaty allowed Shepseskaf the rank of regent..."

"Acting regent. The title is not absolute."

"Even so..."

"Even so, nothing. He is regent only so he can fulfil the priestly duties of the king while he is unable to. Ankhmare's job is to rule in Menkaure's stead."

"The king will probably die soon."

"Let that day be far removed."

"Indeed, but what I meant is that when the king dies, the heir's power as regent becomes absolute. Why not let him exercise it now?"

"Fool. When the king dies there is no need of a regent. Shepseskaf becomes king and can rule by himself."

"So why not let him do so now?"

"Because that is the way it has always been done."

 

 

The next day, somewhat to the surprise of Teti, Menkaure rallied, even going so far as to sit up in bed and demand to be helped to bathe, saying he was covered in sweat. Teti managed to dissuade him, but allowed servants to wipe down his sweat-slimed body with damp cloths.

Menkaure called for food and wine, and once more Teti took it upon himself to refuse his king, allowing him only a little milk with bread sopped in it. The news of the king's recovery spread quickly and brought much rejoicing in its wake, except from those men who sought preferment by battening onto the young heir. Even so, they made a show of joy, praising the physician who had nursed the king through his sickness.

Teti was more sanguine. The king's urine still displayed the fine black sediment he associated with an inner sickness, and the king was still very weak. He had seen many cases of the 'shaking fever' and knew that the king's life was now in the balance. If the king had the strength within him, he might shake off the illness and get better, but the smallest thing could tip his fate in the other direction.

"We still need that cure," Teti confided to his assistant, Nakhtmin.

"What cure is that, Sunu?" Nakhtmin asked.

"The one that does not exist," Teti said morosely.

Nakhtmin looked at the physician uncertainly, wondering if the man was making fun of him. "There is talk in the city of such a cure, Sunu."

"Rumours and gossip. I do not pay any attention to such ramblings of simple minds. I know what works and what does not."

"I would not presume to tell you your business, Sunu, but my wife swears she has seen the cure for herself. A friend of hers was sick with the fever and that female physician cured her."

"If she was cured that easily, it was not the 'shaking fever'," Teti said.

"My wife says she displayed all the symptoms."

"Is your wife trained as a physician? No? Then I think we can safely say she was mistaken."

"Even so, Sunu, can you afford to ignore the slightest chance of a cure with the king's life hanging in the balance?" Nakhtmin asked.

Teti frowned, considering his assistant's words. "Who was this physician that your wife claims performed this miracle?"

"Peseshet, Sunu."

"A woman? You mean she is a midwife?"

"She is a qualified physician," Nakhtmin said. "She even graduated from the House of Life."

Teti snorted derisively. "I find that very hard to believe. If she did graduate, I have no doubt it was in return for her womanly favours. I shall bring Sunu Ankhreshet before the Tjaty's court and find out the truth of this."

The court physician reported the conversation to Tjaty Ankhmare, demanding that an investigation be made into the woman calling herself a physician. Ankhmare had troubles of his own, the growth in his belly causing him such pain he found it hard to concentrate on the business of the kingdoms. Taking strong draughts of poppy helped with the pain but made him drowsy and inattentive. Nevertheless, he ordered Ankhreshet into his presence and asked him about the anomalous graduate.

"I take exception to the insinuation there was anything improper in her qualifications, Excellency," Ankhreshet said, casting a dark look at Teti.

"It is highly unusual though, isn't it?" Ankhmare said. "What were the circumstances under which you graduated a woman? Did you do so out of pity, or were you taken in by female guile?"

"Again, I resent the insinuation, Excellency. I did not enjoy having Peseshet in my House of Life, but I could not ignore her abilities. In fact, I gave her a more difficult test than usual, but she still succeeded. It pains me to admit it, but Peseshet deserves the title of Sunu."

"Do you believe these rumours that she has discovered a cure for 'shaking fever'?" Teti asked.

Ankhreshet looked distastefully at the court physician. "If she had, then everyone would know about it. It is a rumour and no doubt an unsubstantiated one."

Ankhmare gave the House of Life physician an unreserved exoneration from any hint of scandal or impropriety about graduating a female physician and thanked him for his help. He then asked Teti if he was satisfied.

"I must accept that Peseshet graduated as a physician, but I still find it difficult to understand how she did so," Teti said. 

"Understanding I will leave to you, Sunu," the Tjaty said. "Now, if there is nothing else..."

The only thing that had been decided was that Peseshet was a credentialed physician. Teti was none the wiser about the efficacy of Peseshet's supposed cure, but at least if he interviewed her he could not be accused of utter credulity.

"Bring Peseshet to me," Teti instructed his assistant.

"Sunu, I can only ask her to come. I have no authority to compel her."

Teti grimaced at his own choice of words. He could not compel, but he hoped the woman would have sufficient regard for the office of court physician to make the journey up to the palace.

"Then request her attendance and tell her it pertains to the king."

Nakhtmin hurried off to look for Peseshet, and Teti went back to check on the king's condition. Menkaure was still awake, but complaining of a headache and joint pains. Teti felt the king's head and decided he was slightly feverish. It was not a good sign as fever would be followed by chills and only a few cycles more would bring death.

His assistant had not returned an hour later and Teti was starting to wonder if he could ask the Tjaty to compel Peseshet's attendance. If she did own a cure, every hour she delayed made the situation worse. He was on the point of sending a servant to look for them when Nakhtmin arrived with a middle-aged woman.

"Sunu Teti, this is Peseshet."

"What took you so long?" Teti snapped.

"Do not blame him," Peseshet said. "He found me quickly enough, but I would not come until I had finished treating my patient."

"He told you it concerned the king?"

"He did, but a physician's first duty is to the patient. I had mine, and I knew that you, Sunu Teti, had the king as your patient."

"Well, you are here now. My assistant told you why you are needed?"

"He said the king has the 'shaking fever'."

"And not even that knowledge hastened your footsteps?"

"Sunu Teti, I am sure that the king receives the best care from you."

"Do not be obtuse," Teti snapped. "You know there is no cure for the 'shaking fever'--unless you have one." He stared at the woman. "Do you?"

"I have a treatment," Peseshet said carefully, "for which I have had some success."

"What do you call success?"

Peseshet shrugged. "I have treated seventeen people with 'shaking fever' and fifteen are still alive."

"And the other two?"

"Died of unrelated causes. One from a fall and the other drowned."

Teti grimaced. "What is this treatment? Do you have it with you?"

"It is a powder, but I cannot prescribe its use unseen, Sunu Teti. I need to examine the patient for myself and confirm the diagnosis."

"Only the court physician examines the king," Teti said. "You may trust my diagnosis. You may show me the powder and I will decide whether to treat the king with it."

"I am sure you are right," Peseshet said, "but I have my own procedures. The powder is too new to be thoroughly tested and I do not know what effect it might have on other sicknesses. I would hate to make the king's condition worse."

"You could hardly do that; he is near death."

"Then it is imperative that I see him at once," Peseshet declared. Seeing the stubborn look on the physician's face, she added, "Let me make myself clear, Sunu Teti. I will not prescribe my powder without first examining the patient. If it will be more acceptable, you may remain with me."

Teti scowled, but could see no way of refusing if he wanted to avail himself of this supposed cure. "Very well. I will petition the king to receive you."

Menkaure was starting to feel feverish once more and welcomed the presence of Teti and anyone else who might be able to alleviate the aches and pains afflicting him. Teti brought Peseshet into the king's bedchamber and introduced her.

"A female physician?" Menkaure asked weakly. "Remarkable. What is your proper form of address? Should I call you Sunu, or is it something else?"

"Son of Re, you may call me anything you wish, but I have earned the title of Sunut."

"Sunut it shall be then. Now, Teti tells me you have a cure for my sickness. If you do, please do so." Menkaure leaned back and closed his eyes, breathing hard from the effort of speaking. He waved one hand vaguely in her direction. "Carry on," he whispered.

"Son of Re, I hope Sunu Teti has also told you that the treatment is specific for the 'shaking fever'. I must be sure that is what you have before I can treat you."

A look of pain crossed the king's face and he groaned slightly. "You will forgive me if I vomit, Sunut. The sickness is once more upon me and I..." He leaned to one side and gestured, a servant hurrying over with a bowl and a cloth. The king retched and spat, wiping his lips. "Examine me if you must, Sunut, but do not delay too long or I will die."

"As quickly as I can, Son of Re... do I have permission to lay hands on you?"

Menkaure nodded and Peseshet got to work. She had no means of making an objective measurement of the king's fever, but gauged the heat in his body by resting the inside of her wrists on him. Putting an ear to the royal chest, she listened to his heartbeat and breathing, examined the whites of his eyes and the inside of his mouth. Laying hands on the king's belly, she pressed lightly, eliciting fresh groans as her fingers pushed against his enlarged liver. She stood back and observed the king's pallor, his swollen belly, and the gaunt look that was starting to mask his fine features.

"Do you have a recent sample of the king's urine?" she asked Teti.

"He passes very little water now, but this is the latest, from only an hour ago."

Peseshet looked into the bowl, frowning at the colour of the urine. Not only were tiny black particles floating in it, but there were traces of fresh blood.

"Well?" Teti asked. "What is your diagnosis?"

"The king has the 'shaking fever'," Peseshet said.

"As I said," Teti snapped. "If you had listened to me, we could have saved time. Where is your treatment?"

"I have it with me. It will only take moments to prepare, but I need strong wine heated until uncomfortable to a finger immersed in it, and honey." Peseshet unpacked her small medical kit while a servant ran to fetch the other ingredients, and unstoppered a small flask of the fever powder.

"What is that?" Teti asked. "What is it made from? Where does it come from?"

"From Pwenet," Peseshet said. "That is all I know."

Teti frowned. "You intend letting the king eat that?"

"You are concerned it may harm him? Try it yourself if you like, but be warned; it is extremely bitter."

Teti scowled and dipped a fingertip in the flask, picking up a few grains of the greyish powder, and then hesitantly touching it to his tongue. Immediately, he grimaced and spat, rubbing the sleeve of his tunic against his tongue.

"You expect the king to swallow that? He will vomit it all up."

"I think that is why she asked for wine and honey," Menkaure whispered, "though I am not sure I can keep anything down, Sunut."

"We must find a way to get it into you, Son of Re."

The servant returned with the warmed wine in a cup, and a pot of honey. Peseshet measured out a small amount of the powder, stirring it vigorously into the wine and adding the honey. She tasted the mixture, screwing up her face at the taste, and added a little more honey.

"Nothing will make it taste pleasant, Son of Re, but that is the nature of medicines."

"Give it to me," Menkaure whispered. "And bring me a fleece, I am feeling cold again."

The king tasted the mixture and fought back the nausea that threatened to overcome him. He swallowed a small amount, groaned, and sipped again.

"Why are medicines so dreadful?" he murmured. "I would sooner eat crocodile dung."

"I would not recommend it for a fever," Peseshet said with a smile. "Drink a bit more if you can, Son of Re."

The king sipped again, and fell asleep, spilling some liquid down his chest. Peseshet checked him again and made up a fresh brew, instructing his servants to make sure the king drank it all when he woke.

"That is it?" Teti asked. "That is your treatment?"

"Keep him comfortable, treat his symptoms as you have been doing, and make sure he drinks as much of the medicine as he can. I will return tomorrow."

Early next morning, Peseshet was met at the palace steps by Teti. The physician shook his head and gave her a grudging smile when she asked after the king.

"I would not believe it had I not seen it myself. He drank all the prepared medicine and slept peacefully, waking this morning complaining of hunger."

"I hope you limited his meal."

"I have been a physician longer than you and know what I am doing," Teti said stiffly. "He has had only bread and milk."

Peseshet examined the king and found him weak but bright-eyed, complaining that his servants were starving him.

"Are you the reason I am feeling so much better?" he asked.

"I believe so, Son of Re." Peseshet made up another batch of medicine, carefully measuring out the powder and watched as Menkaure drank it down.

"It tastes foul, despite the wine and honey. Do I have to drink it every day?"

"I do not think so," Peseshet said. "You understand this is a new medicine? I have not been prescribing it long enough to be sure of dosages and length of treatment, but from past cases, I think you have had enough to banish the fever... for now, at least."

"It will return?" Teti asked.

"The 'shaking fever' comes and goes, as you know, and if it does we will use the powder again, but for now I think it has passed. Build up the king's strength and give thanks to the gods."

"Thank the gods by all means," Menkaure said, "but I will not neglect giving thanks to you too, Sunut Peseshet."

 

 

A few days later, Menkaure was out in public, the people of the city wild with joy at the recovery of their king. Shepseskaf fell on his knees before his father, giving thanks for the miraculous cure, and it was only those closest to him, like Shepses, that saw the Crown Prince was disgruntled at having to give up the regency.

Pigeons winged their way north carrying the news, and Bakare shouted with anger when he found out. He had been defeated before by Menkaure at the start of his reign, and felt an almost superstitious fear about facing him again. Bakare denied this to his son, finding others to take the blame.

"I would be happy to lead the army against Kemet," he declared, "but there are many in the ranks that fear to face Menkaure in battle. It was one thing to move against Shepseskaf, but quite another to face the old king in his fury."

"We are not going to march?" Bauefre asked.

"Not until we have sacrificed even more to the gods, my son. The loss of your heir and now the recovery of Menkaure mean the gods look upon us with disfavour. We must avert this bad luck first."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

T


jaty Ankhmare died not long after the king's recovery, and Menkaure appointed his half-brother Duaenre as his replacement. A mature man with experience in government, he quickly grasped the complexities of the position and drew up reports for the king that Ankhmare, in his terminal sickness, had neglected. One of the minor reports considered the fate of the city trader Kition who had murdered his father Djetenhor and fled north. Duaenre spoke of this to his king.

"He has escaped your justice, Son of Re. The ship he was on docked at Berytus and he sailed elsewhere from there. It is reasonable to suppose that he went to the island of Kypros. Do you want me to make representation to the ruler there for his return?"

"Is the ruler friendly to Kemet?"

"Neither friendly nor unfriendly, Son of Re. It may be that we could secure his return, but it might be costly."

Menkaure shook his head. "There are more important things to concern us."

"What do you want me to do then?"

"Make out a warrant for his immediate arrest should he ever return to Kemet or territories over which I hold sway," Menkaure said. "Killing your father is a crime against gods and men and deserves to be punished, but I will not waste time and resources pursuing him."

 

 

Kition arrived in his home city of Kourion, working as a sailor aboard a trading ship out of Berytus. Nobody on board knew who he was and would not have cared if they had known. Men came and went, and no one concerned themselves with things that were none of their business. The young man's speech betrayed him as a native of Kypros, so it was natural that he would be returning home.

The captain of the ship paid him off when they docked in Kourion, and Kition walked the streets of his home. It did not feel like a homecoming to him, though. He felt as if everybody stared at him, pointing fingers and whispering, accusing, but every time he whirled around to look, people simply ignored him. These supposed looks and accusations beat at his mind and by the time he arrived at his mother's house, he was running.

Aspelia started up from her loom as her son entered the room, staring as Kition fell to his knees in front of her, holding out his hands imploringly and raising a tear-streaked face.

"Forgive me, mother, for I have committed a most grievous crime against you. I... I have..."

Kition broke down into sobs, his strength leaving him and he fell to the floor. A servant came in, a concerned look on her face; muttering apologies for letting the man disturb her. Aspelia waved her away.

"This is my son, Anata. Please leave us."

The servant withdrew, closing the door and Aspelia knelt beside Kition, soothing him and stroking his head.

"Tell me what is wrong. What crime could you have possibly committed?"

"I have killed my father," Kition sobbed.

Aspelia drew back, her indrawn breath hissing through her teeth. For a moment, she hesitated, and then she resumed the comforting strokes of her hand.

"Tell me what happened."

Over several minutes, Kition gave her an almost incoherent account, but by judicious questions, Aspelia drew out the truth, and by the end of it he was sitting up and rubbing the tears away with his fists. He gulped and sniffed, looking at his mother with fresh hope in his eyes.

"What must I do, mother?"

"This is a heavy, dark deed, my son," Aspelia replied. "The killing of one's father incurs the wrath of the gods, no matter what the circumstances. You must be cleansed of it."

Kition nodded, his mind turning to other considerations. "How... how do you feel, mother? Never mind the gods; I have hurt you. Djetenhor was your husband."

Aspelia got to her feet and walked to the window, looking out toward the hills. For a few moments she said nothing, and then, "I will grieve in due time. Djetenhor and I loved each other once, but we had grown apart. He is gone now, and my first consideration must be you, my son. You must be cleansed of your father's blood."

"How?" Kition asked. "I... I felt justified at the time, but now I feel as if something pursues me, accusing me, and I will not find peace until I have answered for my crime."

"There is a ritual," Aspelia said, "but it is dark and horrifying. Are you prepared to undergo it?"

"Anything is better than living with the horror of my deed," Kition said. "Tell me what I must do, mother."

"I am no longer the priestess of the Mother Goddess. Cleansing can only come from her, so you must present yourself to her in the sacred grove on the Holy Mount."

 

 

Three days later, Aspelia led her son, clothed in torn garments, by secluded trails out of the city and onto the Holy Mount. As they approached a stand of ancient myrtle trees, five young women emerged from the shadows and barred their way.

"Who presumes to disturb the repose of the goddess?" one of them asked.

Kition looked searchingly at the speaker and realised he recognised her as Agita, one of his half-sisters by a Summer King sixteen years before. He opened his mouth to greet her, but his mother laid a warning hand on his arm.

"My son Kition comes, desiring a ritual cleansing," Aspelia replied.

"What is his crime?" Agita asked.

"He killed a man--his father--in a fight.'

"The circumstances are immaterial; murder is murder, and the murder of a parent is heinous. The blood of the victim cries out for justice."

"That is why I am here," Kition said. "I seek forgiveness."

"There will be a price that must be paid. There can be no forgiveness without expiation."

"I am willing," Kition said, bowing his head.

Aspelia left him at that point, being allowed to go no further despite once being the priestess. Agita and the other four young women led Kition into the myrtle grove, walking along moss-strewn, shadowed paths to where a great rock jutted from the hillside. At the base of the rock was a cave where the darkness lay so still and heavy that Kition could discern nothing beyond a few paces from the entrance. The four young women stood, two on either side of the cave, and Agita gestured toward the darkness.

"I... I cannot go in there," Kition whispered.

"You must," Agita said in a disinterested voice. "The goddess lives there, and only she can cleanse you of your crime."

Kition tried to calm himself, looking around at the shadowed grove and a glimpse through the trees of bright sunshine on the mountain slopes. By contrast, the cave looked even darker when he turned back to it. Muttering a protective phrase he had learnt from his mother as a child, he stepped into the cave. Within five paces, the gloom surrounded him, only a faint glimmer coming from the entrance. He held his arms out in front of him as he shuffled forward, afraid that he would either trip over some invisible obstacle or bump his head against a rocky outcrop.

Around him, the air lay still, but not silent. A whisper of cloth told him Agita had followed him into the darkness, and somewhere he could hear a steady drip of water. Faint creaking noises came from the depths of the cave and the hair on his arms prickled at the thought of unseen spirits all around him. Something fluttered in his face and he almost screamed aloud before he realised it was just a bat. The realisation calmed him somewhat, but the darkness now lay all about him, the glimmer of daylight lost as if it had never existed.

"How far..." Kition's words crashed back off the rocky walls, startling him. He cleared his throat and whispered, "How far do I have to go?"

No answer came, and Kition resumed his shuffling progress. There was silence all around him except for the steady drip of water somewhere. Agita said nothing, and Kition could not even tell if she was still there. He turned cautiously; his arms outstretched, but could feel nothing and he had the impression that the cave walls had opened out and that he stood in some vast cavern. Silence wrapped him close, with only the dripping of water to reassure him that he stood somewhere real. Closer at hand he could hear a low roaring noise and a susurration like the breaking of waves. It startled him to realise the silence was so profound that he was hearing the blood pulsing within him and the rise and fall of his breath. Gradually, the feeling of being watched crept over him, unnerving him.

"Is... is anybody there?" he whispered, the sound of his voice vanishing into the echoless darkness.

A faint orangey glow appeared, some distance to his right, gliding closer until it was some twenty paces in front of him. It stayed stationary for a few moments, lifted slightly and descended with a shattering sound as fire spewed up in a rush of sparks. The burst of light and heat made Kition cry out in terror, stifled as he realised that a covered fire-pot had smashed on the ground, kindling a prepared fire. Dimly, he saw a robed figure standing behind the fire, the light flickering on a pale face. It was Alasia, his sister and priestess of the Mother Goddess.

"Alasia? Oh, thank the gods, I was so afraid..."

"Silence!" 

Agita spoke sharply behind him and Kition jumped before controlling himself. He watched, trembling, as his half-sister joined his sister on the other side of the fire. Both women stared at Kition and then Agita spoke again.

"You have come before the goddess stained with the blood of your father. Left uncleansed of this crime, the blood of your father will cry out for justice and the gods will send their dreadful servants to pursue you and hound you to your death. Even then you will find no peace. What is it you seek, Kition, son of slain Djetenhor?"

"I... I wish to be cleansed of my crime," Kition said.

"There is a price that must be paid... a high price... are you willing to pay it?"

"I am. Whatever it is."

Kition became aware of other figures moving in the darkness around him and a terrible squealing noise arose that made the hair on his neck rise. The figures moved closer, into the flickering light of the fire, and Kition saw that it was a great sow being dragged, protesting. Alasia stepped forward and Kition stared because suddenly the face of the priestess was unfamiliar. Whoever it was, she started chanting in an unknown tongue, other voices from the darkness joining in and falling away in a rhythmic way that reminded Kition once more of waves breaking on a rocky shore.

The sow was silent now, standing above a shallow trough carved in the rock of the cave floor. Two robed figures held the beast, but it no longer looked as if it wanted to escape. The voices cut off abruptly, and the priestess stepped up to the pig, there was a flash of light from the flint blade in her hand and the sow squealed loudly as its lifeblood poured out over the rock. Blood gushed and splashed into the trough as the sow struggled briefly in the grip of its handlers, before collapsing. The flow of blood continued, the trough slowly filling, vapour rising from the dark liquid, and the sharp stink of the blood filling Kition's nostrils. Then the body was picked up by several pairs of hands and carried away into the darkness.

The priestess took a brush from Agita and dipped it in the pig's blood, carrying it across to where Kition stood and smearing his forehead and cheeks with the still-warm stickiness. As she did so, she muttered beneath her breath in an unknown tongue and Kition trembled as he could feel presences all around him, unseen in the darkness. Abruptly, the priestess reverted to the native language of Kypros, calling out to the dead.

"Slain Djetenhor, approach and drink!"

Kition stared at her, and then his attention was drawn to what looked like a wisp of dark smoke that flowed out from the darkness, settling above the trough. He thrust his fist in his mouth to keep from crying out in horror, his staring eyes conjuring up the likeness of his dead father in the smoke. The shadow seemed to move, roiling and churning in the flickering light of the fire before rising and coming apart in tatters that faded, dissipated, until vanishing once more in the blackness of the cave.

"Let all who will, approach and drink!" called out the priestess.

Shadows swept in toward the trough, Kition falling to his knees and moaning at the horror. He thought he saw innumerable shapes in the darkness, like smoke, but odourless, and coming to the trough from every direction. Faint voices chittered in the gloom, and Kition was put in mind of bats again, but the shapes he saw were not living creatures. With a groan, Kition sank to the floor, curled up hugging his knees, and closed his eyes.

Kition awoke to sunlight and the gentle sough of a breeze in the branches of the myrtle grove. There was no sign of his priestess sister, though Agita sat on a moss-covered rock a few paces distant. He felt a tightness on the skin of his forehead and put a hand up to scratch at it, sending a shower of flakes of dried blood onto his lap.

"It... it happened?" he whispered. "The sacrifice, the blood and... and... What were they?"

"You did not recognise your father?" Agita asked.

"I thought I did. It was him? What about the... others?"

"Your father's shade was drawn from the shadows by the sacrifice to feast on the life in the blood. Other men... men who died by violence... also seek life, and the goddess allowed them to drink and find a momentary contentment."

Kition digested Agita's words. "So it is over? I have been cleansed of my father's... murder?"

"The first part is over," Agita said. "His shade will trouble you no more, but you committed a crime against Fate, cutting short a life before completion. You will suffer still until you have expiated the crime."

"Expiation? How do I do that?"

"You removed your father from life before he completed his fate. Even in the shadows, he will find no peace until you complete his life here in the sunshine."

"But how? How can I do that?"

"That is for you to decide, Kition, son of Djetenhor. Consider your father's life and what he needed to do to fulfil his fate. Complete it and you will both find the peace for which you hunger."

The young women reappeared and conducted Kition out of the myrtle grove to where his mother waited. She ran to him in relief, and looked anxiously at the dried blood remnants still on his cheeks and forehead.

"You are cleansed?" Aspelia asked. "The goddess accepted you?"

"I have been cleansed, but I must still atone for my crime. I do not know how to do that. Mother, you were once the priestess; you can tell me what I must do."

The two of them, mother and son, walked back to the city and everyone they met bowed to Aspelia and made the sign against ill-luck when they saw the dried blood on Kition's face. Back home, Kition washed and changed out of his torn and scuffed clothing, ate a light meal, and sat with his mother watching the sunset.

"What must I do?" he asked again. "Alasia told me..."

"That was not Alasia," Aspelia said sharply. "You were with the priestess, not your sister."

"Of course it was her," Kition protested. "She is the priestess now, isn't she? Agita was there too and..."

"Your sister Alasia told you nothing," his mother insisted. "Whatever you heard came from the goddess through her sacred priestess."

"Ahh... then the priestess told me I must fulfil my father's life if I am to achieve peace, but I do not know what that is. I was hoping you could tell me."

"I cannot answer that," Aspelia said quietly. "You must spend time in prayerful contemplation of who your father was, what he hoped to accomplish, and how much of that he achieved. In time, the answer will come to you."

Kition groaned, but then sat in silence as the sun set and the sky darkened, thinking. After a while, he shook his head in frustration.

"It is no use. Every time I turn my thoughts toward Djetenhor, I think of my wife Peseshet, and my twin children."

"Did you expect atonement to be easy?" Aspelia asked, rising to her feet. "It will take you many days, months even... or longer... of contemplation to reach understanding. Thoughts of your wife and children belong to the past. Remember, you may be cleansed of your crime in the eyes of the Goddess, but the King of Kemet will still hold you accountable. You can never go back, so put them from your mind and concentrate on what you must do."

Aspelia reached out and touched the head of her son, smiling gently. "Do not stay out too long; it gets chilly at night in this season."

 

 

Peseshet faced shame in Inebu-hedj after her husband fled. Though no blame attached to her, people still pointed her out in the street or fell silent as she approached. Matters improved after the Tjaty ruled that Kition was a murderer and forfeited all rights under Kemetu law--including marriage. Her union with Kition was officially dissolved and she was encouraged to marry again, putting her previous life behind her. Even her mothers--Neferit and Henut--urged her to forget her association with Kition and concentrate her attention on her children.

"Kahor and Asteria need you to be strong," Neferit said. "They now have a single parent and you must be all things to them."

"You say that to me?" Peseshet asked. "You manage the business that once belonged to Djetenhor and then to Kition, but now bid me forget them. What is next? Will you now claim the business as your own?"

"That is nonsense, and you know it. Your son Kahor inherited everything, and I manage the business in his name."

"He is four years old, mother. By the time he is old enough to run things for himself, you will believe the company is really yours."

There was an element of truth in Peseshet's words. Since the death of Djetenhor and the disinheritance of Kition, Neferit had become less of a manager and more of an owner of the trading company. Where, before, she had to bring major decisions to the notice of Djetenhor, now she made the decisions herself. She gave herself greater wealth and instituted an examination of the duties and pay of everyone in the business, adjusting pay rates and employment as she saw fit. When people objected, she dismissed some, saying she had no patience with time wasters, and people who considered themselves entitled within the company. There was little they could do except voice their dissatisfaction as there were always men eager for work to replace them.

"You should be kinder to the people who work for us," Henut said. "Most have families to support and must earn enough to put food before their children."

"Would you have me throw away the company profits?" Neferit replied. "They are lazy and do not deserve my generosity."

"You speak as if the company belongs to you, Neffie, whereas you only manage it for Kahor."

"Kahor is my grandson, and I will manage it as I see fit so that when he is old enough to take over the business, he will be a wealthy man."

"I can understand that," Henut said, "but he will not appreciate taking over a company that is torn from within. You need to provide our workers with security and pleasant working conditions rather than just concentrate on profits."

"Are you trained as a scribe and accountant?" Neferit demanded. "Could you manage the business better than I could?"

Henut sniffed. "There is no need to parade your abilities so hurtfully, Neffie. I have never denied you are the clever one."

"I am sorry, Hennie. I never meant to belittle you, but..." Neferit sighed. "For the first time in so many years of managing someone else's business, I have the opportunity to mould it into something greater. Merer, and Djetenhor after him, had some strange ideas, and Kition had no ideas at all."

"I hope one of the ideas you have is a way to make my contribution more meaningful," Henut said. "When you sold my brother's company, the idea was that you would manage it as if it was still mine. It grieves me to see it being lost amongst the many business ventures of the main company."

"I will do that."

"When? You have made no effort to do so yet."

"I will get to it. I have been rather busy, but it is still in my mind to do it."

Neferit did not like being nagged by her partner, and she felt guilty because she had put the matter aside and then forgotten about it. After a day or so, she took out the scrolls pertaining to the sale of Nebhor's company and examined the details. She saw that she had written clauses into the sale document that would allow some freedom of movement, providing the owner of the business agreed. So far, there had been no such agreement, but Neferit could see no reason why there should not be some autonomy granted now. She thought about it and drew up papers that would effectively create a separate company within the parent one and give it complete control of the importation of living creatures into Kemet. 

"This is what Nebhor's company did originally," she told herself. "I will write in a clause giving Henut the last word in any decision made by this offshoot."

Henut was delighted when Neferit told her of her action, particularly as Neferit would still manage the running of the new Nebhor Company while Henut had control of the way that business was conducted. With Henut satisfied, Neferit could turn all her attentions back to the main company, which she had now decided to call the Kahor Company.

Peseshet was somewhat reassured by her mother's actions as naming the company for Kahor meant that Neferit had realised her place in the business. She was glad of that as she had quite enough to worry about without it.

Her healing of the king through the use of her fever powder brought her to the notice of the nobility and the wealthy, and her practice increased quickly. The attention also brought her offers, some welcome and some not. Marriage was not something she contemplated, having attained the mature age of thirty, and with two small children to mother. She rejected--politely--offers from nobility, who saw her as a celebrity and wanted to parade in public. Wealthy merchants also made proposals, but Peseshet turned those down too, less politely, as it was obvious they sought some advantage by marrying the owner of the Kahor Company. 

There were some offers that gave her pause, though, and these came from physicians. She was not blind to the desire of some to gain fame by marrying the woman who had cured the king of an often-fatal disease, but others had a good reputation of their own and did not need her to further their own careers. Two physicians proposed marriage, and one merely wanted to discuss her fever-breaking powder. The two were quickly rejected, and the third--Kanefer--encouraged, because Peseshet had once more fallen in love.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

M


enkaure was now well on the path to full recovery, though still weak. Shepseskaf was moody, having acquired a taste for power and now being forced to give it back. There was no longer a need for a regent as the king could once more perform his priestly duties, while his new, energetic Tjaty was kept busy in the law courts and governing the Two Kingdoms. Pigeons from Kadesh carried reassuring messages that reported Bakare and the Amurran army had retired into barracks once more, having put aside immediate plans of invasion. The reasons given were that the king of Amurru, Bauefre, still lacked an heir, and that the priests claimed the stars were not in a favourable alignment. Userkaf laughed when those reasons were relayed to him.

"They just do not want to face Menkaure in the field. The last time that happened, they were trounced and, although they are stronger now, they are still displaying an almost superstitious fear of our king."

"The Amurrans could not really beat us though, could they, father?" Sahure asked.

"Do not underestimate Bakare," Userkaf said. "He believes in his heart that he is the rightful king of Kemet, and that belief strengthens him. When he comes south, he will be hard to beat."

"But you will be able to do so, father?"

Userkaf nodded judiciously. "I welcome some extra time to strengthen our defences, though."

As commander in the north, Userkaf was responsible for guarding the northern border, which is where any threat from Amurru would strike. He accepted the responsibility, though he was aware that it was, to a large extent, unfair. Userkaf had no control over the gold spent on defence, of the number of men drafted into the army, the supplies available to them, or the weapons supplied. The only thing he did control was who his officers were and how he trained his men.

Unexpectedly, Userkaf received support from Shepseskaf. He and the heir had shared a brief association some years before when he had been hired by the king to teach military matters to the young prince and to interest him in the sun-god Re. Neither task had borne much fruit--the prince displayed a reasonable facility with the bow, but he would never make a commander of archers, and he continued to hold the god Ptah above all others. Despite a stiffly formal parting of their ways, Shepseskaf maintained an interest in military matters. As he was fond of telling his friend Shepses, the priest, he would be commanding armies and did not have to know how to wield an axe. Now, with the threat of Bakare receding, Shepseskaf came up to the northern fortification of Per-Hapi, intent on finding out the preparedness of Commander Userkaf and the northern army.

Receiving word of the prince's imminent arrival, Userkaf turned out his men to form an honour guard to receive the heir at the docks. The ship arrived and Shepseskaf stepped ashore, dressed as befitting someone of his rank. Userkaf showed him to his own quarters in the fort of Per-Hapi and served him food and drink with his own hand. The prince took it as his due, pleased that his former teacher recognised his place now that Shepseskaf had risen in the world. They discussed the situation on the border, the threat of Bakare, and how ready they were to resist that threat.

"My men will willingly lay down their lives for Kemet," Userkaf said, "but according to the latest reports out of Kadesh, we are outnumbered."

"Still, we are Kemetu, and my father always said that a Kemetu soldier was worth two, or even three, Amurran soldiers."

Userkaf hesitated, trying to phrase his words delicately. "I do not doubt the king's words, my lord prince, but I wonder if that is still the case. The Amurran army has been trained by Kemetu for a generation, and if they have become better fighters as a result, then we must face up to it."

"I think you are worrying too much," Shepseskaf said. "Now, show me your troops and the fortifications. I will carry a report of what I find back to the king."

Userkaf showed the prince everything, taking him out on patrol to display the surrounding land, the hills and routes his patrols took. The prince took it all in and had a scribe take down notes for the eventual report. On their return, Shepseskaf studied the fortifications from the point of view of an enemy, as well as the town that had grown up outside the walls.

"What happens if an enemy approaches?" Shepseskaf asked.

"If they are not too strong, we go out and meet them. If they are stronger, then we retreat inside the fort. Then we attack any sign of weakness."

"I meant the town."

"The people go inside the fort or flee. The houses are destroyed."

"You should not allow a town to grow up around the fort. Per-Hapi should be a military station, a secure defence against an enemy. The town weakens that purpose."

"I agree with you, my lord prince, but look around you, what do you see? Farmland and pasture, bounded by reed beds along the river, scrub and forest in the hills. These are all valuable commodities that the people need to survive. Of course, they are going to build their homes close to these things. The only way to stop them is by a direct edict from the king, but this land supplies wealth for the treasury, so he will be reluctant to do that."

"Aside from that, do you have a solution?" Shepseskaf asked.

"As a matter of fact, I do, though it is a costly solution. Leave Per-Hapi where it is and let it become a provincial town, building a defensive fort elsewhere, where nobody will want to build houses."

"Where would you build this fort?"

"Out there," Userkaf said, pointing north past the low foothills that marked the border of Kemet. "It makes no sense to have a defensive fort within Kemet, my lord prince. By the time an enemy reaches us, they are already inflicting harm on us. It would be better to have a strong fort out there, past the border, where we can meet the enemy before it ever sets foot on our sacred soil."

"I like that idea," Shepseskaf said. "I will present it to my father in my report."

The official visit of the prince came to an end, and he prepared to take his ship back upriver to Inebu-hedj. Almost at the last minute, Userkaf requested conveyance as far as the city of Iunu, as he had pulled a muscle in his leg, making walking difficult.

"What is so urgent in Iunu that you cannot delay a few days?" Shepseskaf asked.

"Nothing specific," Userkaf said, "though I would like to pay my respects to the Hem-netjer of Re."

"I was not aware you were acquainted."

"We have met, my lord prince, but my desire is to make an offering at the temple."

"You would be better advised to make an offering to Ptah," Shepseskaf said. "Ptah will attain supremacy during my reign, you know."

"Is that an order, my lord prince?"

"What? No, of course not. I do not tell people how to worship, any more than I will be told by others."

"So I may accompany you to Iunu?" Userkaf asked.

Shepseskaf shrugged and stepped aboard, Userkaf following him after a moment. The journey to Iunu was a short one, and Shepseskaf did not farewell the commander, remaining in his cabin.

Userkaf made the trip through the city to the mount of temples, and took the spiral road up to the temple of Re. Here, the porter conducted him to the Hem-netjer's rooms, while sending an acolyte scurrying to let him know who was arriving.

"Lord Commander Userkaf, I had not thought to see you. You are welcome."

"Thank you, Hem-netjer Meryre. I am not sure what guided my steps to Iunu, but Prince Shepseskaf was kind enough to grant me passage on his ship."

"You are friends with the prince?"

"The king did me the honour of assigning me tutoring duties to the prince when he was younger. I instructed him in military matters and encouraged him to stay loyal to the god of his fathers." Userkaf shrugged. "I was not particularly successful with either endeavour."

"I am sure you did the best you could," Meryre said. "I had hoped that the prince would come to a realisation of the supremacy of Re as he grew older. He is still in thrall to Ptah?"

"His closest friend and adviser is Shepses, a priest of Ptah, so he still inclines that way."

"But you do not?"

Userkaf smiled. "I have always regarded Re as the first and most important god."

"I am gratified to hear you say that," Meryre said, "but I would be interested in your reasoning."

Userkaf looked thoughtful, marshalling his ideas and seeking the best way to translate them into words. "I shall not show why every other god is less important than Re but let me speak of a few. Hapi is the god of the river, and few in Kemet would say he is unimportant, but look wider; people in other nations do not have Hapi, yet they live well enough. Geb is the god of growing things here in Kemet, but people of other nations do quite well without his help. The same is true of Nut, for night falls everywhere. Ptah is a creator god, but the world would still exist if he had not created mankind. Only Re is above it all. Nothing can survive without the heat and light of the sun. The world can do without rivers, without soil, without night, without love or war or the presence of mankind, but without the sun, there is nothing. Re bestows his gifts on every nation. Why do the kings of Kemet bring Re into their names? It is so the god can protect and energise them." 

Userkaf's voice had become more passionate as he spoke, and he now stopped, looking embarrassed. "My apologies, Hem-netjer. I do not usually get carried away like that."

"Do not apologise for supporting the god," Meryre replied. "It is rare to find such fervent devotion outside the priesthood." The Hem-netjer looked pensively at Userkaf. "I would be interested in any ideas you have about strengthening Re's position in the royal family."

"In Prince Shepseskaf, you mean?" Userkaf shook his head. "I fear that is a lost cause. His friend Shepses has too much influence. I think you can only hope to continue on in the hope that his son will eventually sit on the throne and restore the name of Re."

"Unlikely, as the prince has named his young son for Ptah already."

"It concerns me," Userkaf admitted. "Kemet has many gods and it is right that all should be given their due, worshipped and supported by the treasury, but Kemet has reached unprecedented power in the last eighty years or so, and that can only be credited to the special relationship the king has with the god Re. You only have to look at the awe-inspiring meru on the Rostau plateau, each a monument reflecting the sun-god, to see that this is true. Kemet must be led by Re, no other."

"My life is dedicated to that," Meryre said, "but I fear the next king and the one after him have already committed themselves to another god."

"Their reigns will not prosper," Userkaf said.

The Hem-netjer frowned as he regarded the army commander. "You should choose your words carefully, Commander. One never knows who may be listening... even here."

"Then do not misunderstand me. I am loyal to the king, whoever he may be, but Re gives me life and I must view everything in his glorious light."

"I am delighted to hear it. Will you dine with me, Commander?"

Meryre called for a servant and gave him instructions, also asking that Ramose attend upon him. The servant returned after a few minutes with a tray of simple fare--fresh baked bread, creamy butter, cheese and honey--and a jug of fine wine from the temple's own vineyards. A few minutes later, a man of middle years--Userkaf estimated his age as similar to his--entered and bowed to the Hem-netjer.

"Commander Userkaf, this is my son Ramose. He is a priest here and I am grooming him to become the next Hem-netjer of Re."

"May that day be long delayed, father," Ramose said pleasantly. "I am honoured to make your acquaintance, Commander."

"Commander Userkaf is a dedicated supporter of Re," Meryre told his son. "I hope that you will become friends."

Ramose looked keenly at the army commander. "A friend in high places is always useful," he said.

Userkaf smiled. "Hardly in high places. I am only an army officer, and though I presently command in Per-Hapi, the next king may see fit to relieve me of my duties."

"Who can say what the future holds?" Ramose said, "But a man who cleaves to Re will not be forgotten."

The three men spoke together at length, discussing the state of affairs in Kemet and in the king's court, debating the relative strengths and weaknesses of officials and the wealthier noblemen.

"I am surprised that you are so interested in such matters," Userkaf said. "I thought priests concerned themselves with the temple and singing hymns to the god."

"We have many priests to take care of the daily routines," Meryre said. "While I enjoy the dawn greetings and some of the other celebrations of life, I am also interested in the broader sweep of life in Kemet. All things lie under the gaze of Re, but not all things give him his due."

"We must seek out others who believe in the supremacy of Re," Ramose said. "Gather enough like-minded people together, and we can influence the direction Kemet takes."

"Shepseskaf will be the next king," Userkaf warned. "He is not friendly toward the sun god."

"Then he must be persuaded otherwise," Ramose said. "And if he cannot be persuaded, we must try other methods."

"As I have made clear to your father, I will not act against the king," Userkaf said.

"No one is asking you to, Commander. The god will find a way and show us what to do."

 

 

Shepseskaf had continued to Inebu-hedj after dropping Userkaf off at Iunu. He thought about the army commander, impressed with his competence in military matters but suspicious of his acquaintance with the Hem-netjer of Re and of his desire to sacrifice at the temple. Without fully realising it, Shepseskaf had fallen under the influence of Shepses, son of the Hem-netjer of Ptah in the capital city, though he considered the ideas his own. In his own mind, the heir recognised that too much reliance had been placed on one god by selecting Re, even to the extent of incorporating the sun god's name in the royal one. He had escaped that by chance; his older brother Khuenre was the heir, but he died, opening the way for Shepseskaf, who had not been named for Re. If that was not enough, Shepseskaf's childhood escape from the venom of the wadjet serpent plainly showed he was destined for great things.

"What greater purpose can a king have than to open up worship of all the gods, rather than just Re?" he asked.

"Indeed, my lord, and who better than you to lead the way," Shepses said. "I stand ready to help you in this sacred endeavour. Instead of the priests of every god and temple coming to the treasury with requests for gold, how much more sensible for the treasury to issue a single payment that covers every eventuality. One payment dispersed to the temples of the gods according to need, by your Minister for Religious Disbursement."

"With you as my Minister, of course."

"I am here to help you, my lord, and will relieve the treasury of continual requests."

Shepseskaf nodded thoughtfully. "Just one payment to Ptah, and thence to all other gods. It makes sense."

The Crown Prince had other duties. Tjaty Duaenre was too new to the position to grasp all the complexities and Shepseskaf resolved to lift one burden from his shoulders. He took over the supervision of his father's mer. Menkaure's recent bout of illness, almost killing him, had horrified the builders. The mer was progressing well, but it was by no means complete, and Shepseskaf resolved that he would push for its completion. He did not like the form of the tomb, being too reminiscent of the sun's rays angling down from the solar barque, and the blaze of the sun's glory reflected off the sheets of polished white limestone, but a king needed at tomb. His father had selected this one, so this one it would be. Shepseskaf understood very little about the building process, but his birth fitted him for command, so he called the architects and overseers to him and issued his orders. They were carried out and hundreds more men were added to the building site.

 

 

Menkaure's near fatal illness had worried him, despite his quick recovery. He had asked the court physician about the details of the treatment several times and Teti had been evasive before admitting the cure was down to a bitter powder supplied by a female physician in the city.

"How did she come by it?" the king wanted to know.

"I believe it came from Pwenet, Son of Re."

"Pwenet? Then how did... ah... it was among the things I awarded Djaty." The king thought for a few moments. "Send for Djaty, and this female doctor."

Menkaure lost no time when they were shown into his presence. He addressed Peseshet. "This fever powder; where did it come from?"

"Son of Re, I obtained it from Lord Djaty."

"And you got it from Pwenet?"

"Yes, Son of Re. The powder was among many unidentified herbs and powders you gave me from the cargo I brought home."

"You have more of it?"

"No, Son of Re," Djaty said.

"A little," Peseshet said.

Menkaure considered this news. "The shaking fever, Teti; does it return?"

"Yes, Son of Re," the court physician said. "That is the nature of the sickness; it returns and will eventually kill."
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