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Who's Who and What's What in Scarab-Horemheb

 

In any novel about ancient cultures and races, some of the hardest things to get used to are the names of people and places. Often these names are unfamiliar in spelling and pronunciation. It does not help that for reasons dealt with below, the spelling, and hence the pronunciation is sometimes arbitrary. To help readers keep track of the characters in this book I have included some notes on names in the ancient Egyptian language. I hope they will be useful.

In Ancient Egypt a person's name was much more than just an identifying label. A name meant something, it was descriptive, and a part of a person's being. For instance, Amenhotep means 'Amen is at peace', and Nefertiti means 'the beautiful one has come'. Knowledge of the true name of something gave one power over it, and in primitive societies, a person's real name is not revealed to any save the chief or immediate family. A myth tells of the creator god Atum speaking the name of a thing and it would spring fully formed into existence. Another myth says the god Re had a secret name and went to extraordinary lengths to keep it secret.

The Egyptian language, like written Arabic and Hebrew, was without vowels. This produces some confusion when ancient Egyptian words are transliterated. The god of Thebes in Egyptian reads mn, but in English this can be represented as Amen, Amon, Ammon or Amun. The form one chooses for proper names is largely arbitrary, but I have tried to keep to accepted forms where possible. King Akhenaten's birth name was Amenhotep, though this name can have various spellings depending on the author's choice. It is also sometimes seen as Amenhotpe, Amenophis, Amunhotep and Amonhotep. I have used the first of these spellings (Amenhotep) in the Scarab books, and every name that includes that of the same god is spelled Amen- or -amen. The god himself I have chosen to call Amun, largely because the word Amen can have an alternate meaning in Western religious thought. The god of the sun's disk I have called Aten, though Aton is an alternative spelling. The City of Aten I have called Akhet-Aten (the Horizon of the Aten), rather than Akhetaten as it is normally written, to distinguish it easily for readers from the similar name of its king, Akhenaten.

The names of the kings themselves have been simplified. Egyptian pharaohs had five names, known as the Heru (or Horus) name, the Nebti name, the Golden Falcon name, the Prenomen and the Nomen. Only the Nomen was given at birth, the other names being coronation names. The Heru name dates from pre-dynastic times and was given to a king upon his coronation. All kings had a Heru name, but by the eighteenth dynasty it was seldom used. The Nebti name dates from the time of the unification of Egypt and shows the special relationship the king had to the vulture-goddess Nekhbet of Upper Egypt and the cobra-goddess Wadjet of Lower Egypt. The Golden Falcon name conveys the idea of eternity, as gold neither rusts nor tarnishes, and dates from the Old Kingdom. It perhaps symbolizes the reconciliation of Heru and Seth, rather than the victory of Heru over Seth as the titles are usually non-aggressive in nature.

By the time of the eighteenth dynasty, the prenomen had become the most important coronation name, replacing the Heru name in many inscriptions. Since the eleventh dynasty, the prenomen has always contained the name of Re.

The nomen was the birth name, and this is the name by which the kings in this book are commonly known. The birth names most common in the eighteenth dynasty were Tuthmosis and Amenhotep. Successive kings with the same birth name did not use the method we use to distinguish between them--namely numbers (Amenhotep III and Amenhotep IV). In fact, the birth name ceased to be used once they became king and the coronation prenomen distinguished them. Amenhotep (III) became Nebmaetre, and Amenhotep (IV) became Waenre. I have tried to keep both nomen and prenomen to the fore in my books. Generally, in formal occasions, the prenomen is used, sometimes with the nomen; in casual talk or narrative, the more familiar nomen predominates.

Another simplification has occurred with place names and titles. In the fourteenth century B.C., Egypt as a name for the country did not exist. The land around the Nile Valley and Delta was called Kemet or The Black Land by its inhabitants. Much later, Greeks called it Aigyptos from which we get Egypt. Other common terms for the country were The Two Lands or Ta Mehu and Ta Shemau (Lower and Upper Egypt), and the Land of Nine Bows (the nine traditional enemies).

Similarly, the king of Kemet or Egypt was later known as Pharaoh, but this term derives from the phrase Per-Aa which originally meant the Great House or royal palace. Over the years the meaning changed to encompass the idea of the central government, and later the person of the king himself. The Greeks changed Per-Aa to Pharaoh. I have kept with the generic term 'King'.

During the eighteenth dynasty, the kings ruled from a city known variously as Apet, No-Amun or Waset in the Fourth province, nome or sepat of Upper Egypt, which itself was also called Waset. This capital city the Greeks called Thebes. The worship of Amun was centered here and the city was sometimes referred to as the City of Amun. I have used the name Waset.

I have endeavored to be accurate as far as possible, and have retained the original Egyptian names for people and places. The gods of Egypt are largely known to modern readers by their Greek names; for instance, Osiris, Thoth and Horus. I have decided to keep the names as they were originally known to the inhabitants of Kemet--Asar, Djehuti and Heru. The Greek names for some unfamiliar gods can be found in the section Gods of the Scarab books.
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Prologue 

Syria-1960

 

Rain gave way to sullen overcast and after a protracted struggle the clouds reluctantly allowed the sun to break through onto the camp of the British Midland University dig in the little side valley of the Orontes River in southern Syria. The only people to take advantage of the break in the weather were half-a-dozen local workers and more than twenty soldiers of the Syrian Army. The swollen stream that ran through the valley ran muddy, but the cave that pierced the towering sandstone cliffs remained dry. Within it, a breached wall of mud-brick and dressed stone half-hid the chambers that lay beyond and the white-washed walls covered in paintings and finely drawn hieroglyphs. Discovered the previous year, one chamber had become three, and slowly the writing was translated to reveal an account of the Amarnan sun-kings of Egypt that was not written in the history books. Three days before, the principal translator, Dr Dani Hanser had retired to her tent in exhaustion, leaving the other members of the team to their own devices. 

For two days they had frequented the main tent where they took their meals and spread out on the narrow trestle tables transcribing the tapes and the notes taken during Dani's steady vocal translation, but on the third day the tent was almost empty at breakfast. There was some desultory conversation as they ate some fairly ordinary toast and marmalade and drank their tea, until Marc looked at his watch.

"Where's Al?" he asked. "Has anyone seen him this morning?"

Daffyd shook his head, engrossed in a text book, and Doris said she had not seen anyone from his tent since the previous night.

"That's a point, Bob and Will aren't here either." Marc got up with a groan. "I'd better go find him."

"Have your breakfast," Daffyd instructed. "They'll turn up."

"Now I'm up, I'll have a look in his tent at least." Marc left and Daffyd watched him go, frowning slightly, before turning back to his book.

Angela came in and helped herself to a boiled egg and poured herself a cup of coffee. "Hi Dor, you were up early. Couldn't sleep?"

Doris swallowed her mouthful of toast. "The sun was shining when I woke up. I'm so tired of the rain I just had to get up and enjoy a few minutes of it."

"He's not there." Marc stood in the entrance to the tent, a puzzled look on his face. "None of them are, and their cots don't seem to have been slept in."

"They've probably just gone for a walk," Angela said.

"Or up to the cave," Doris added.

"Yeah, that's probably it." Marc looked out at the camp site. "There's Bashir. Maybe he's seen them." He let the tent flap fall behind him.

"Damn," Daffyd muttered. "Marc! Come back!" he called out.

"What?" Marc's reply was muffled. He poked his head in the door. "What?"

"Come in and sit down. I don't want you asking Bashir about Al and the others."

"Why not?"

"Because they've gone."

"Gone? Gone where?"

"They decided to try and get out of Syria."

"Why?" Doris asked.

Angela looked scornful. "Use your head, Dor. We're prisoners of Bashir and his army buddies and we know too much. I think it's a damn good thing they've escaped. If I'd known they were going to try, I'd have gone with them."

"They haven't got a hope," Marc said gloomily. "If I'd known, I would have stopped them."

"You still can," Daffyd said. "Just tell Bashir. I'm sure his soldiers can round them up in no time."

"That's not what I want, and you know it. I just think it's stupid to get Bashir angry when...damn it, when our lives are in the balance. How is he going to react when he finds out?"

"I imagine, as you say, he'll be extremely angry and may very well be tempted to shut us up and close down the site," Daffyd said, rolling himself another one of his perpetual cigarettes. "Then he'll start to think just what that means."

Marc stared at the smiling Welshman. "Alright, I'll bite. Just what does that mean?"

"It means that with Al, Bob and Will at large, he cannot do away with the rest of us. That was always the danger. Bashir believes there is a fabulous treasure buried somewhere in Egypt and he hopes the Scarab account will lead him to it. When the account in these chambers ends, we all meet with an unfortunate accident and he goes off to look for his treasure. With Al et al at large, he can't do that."

"Where have they gone?"

Daffyd shrugged. "How would I know?"

"Well, you knew they were gone, so I thought you might."

"If I don't know, I can't be forced to tell."

Marc considered this for a few minutes. "Bashir's going to hit the roof when he finds out."

Daffyd nodded and stubbed out the butt of his cigarette. "It is important we give them as much time as possible to get away, so behave normally and act dumb."

"Are you saying we normally act dumb?" Doris asked indignantly.

"Your dumbness will be purely an act, Doris Smith," Daffyd said, suppressing a smile. "To mislead Bashir." He started rolling another cigarette.

"Mislead Bashir about what?"

Everyone looked at the tent entrance where a slightly-built woman stood.

"Dani," Marc said with a warm smile. "Good to see you. How are you feeling?"

"Come in and take a pew, old girl," Daffyd said, expelling a cloud of pungent cigarette smoke. "How about a cuppa?"

"Less of the 'old girl' if you don't mind, though I do feel a bit ragged still. A cup of tea would be nice." Dr Danielle Hanser sat down opposite Daffyd while Angela hurried to pour her a cup of tea. "What's this about misleading Bashir?"

"Well, it's..." Doris started.

"Nothing at all," Daffyd cut in. "That's to say, nothing more than usual. Just our standard obfuscation."

"Our what? Oh, yes, that's right..." Doris lapsed into silence.

"Where is everyone?" Dani asked. "I suppose we'll be back in the chambers later today, so we need to go over our notes. Ah, thanks Angela." She sipped her tea.

"We've been working on the transcribing, Dani," Marc said. "We're pretty much up to date. We just have to decide how much, if any, we are going to keep secret."

"I'm not going to try hiding things as I translate," Dani said. "It's all I can do to wrap my head around those phrases. Ancient Egyptian writing is supposed to be formal and staid, not lively and personal like these inscriptions."

"It's beautiful."

"Sure it is, Dor," Angela agreed, "But it must be a real bitch to translate as you read it. Are you really ready to start again, Dani?"

"I think so." Dani smiled. "I'm eager to see what happens."

"What about the other agenda?" Marc asked. "Do we transcribe exactly what we hear or do we try and hide any description of the treasure chamber or tomb? You know Bashir's going to go down to Egypt and loot it as soon as he's sure of its location."

"Feed him false information and he might go down and look for it anyway. Either way, we're screwed," Angela said gloomily.

"Angie! Language!" Doris said, shocked.

"Exactly as Angela says," Marc said. "So do we hide it or not?"

"Hide what, Dr Andrews?"

Marc whirled and stared at the man in the doorway. "Jesus, I wish you wouldn't sneak around like that. You damn near gave me a heart attack."

Ahmed Bashir, Under Minister of the Syrian Ministry of National History, eased into the tent. "I ask again, Dr Andrews, what is it you want to hide from me?"

Marc flushed red beneath his bushy beard. "Nothing. We were just talking."

"I'm well aware of that. What were you talking about?" He stared at the small group of archaeologists, waiting for one of them to say something. "Is it to do with trying to hide the location of the king's treasure by obscuring the description?" He saw the stricken look on Doris' face and nodded. "I see that it is. Admit it Dr Hanser; Dr Andrews; Dr Rhys-Williams."

Dani looked at her colleagues and then back to the Minister. "You must understand that we are not happy with your desire to rush off and plunder this treasure if it still exists. We are scientists and these things should be left to science."

"My dear Dr Hanser, how you misunderstand me. I admit to a keen desire to see this treasure found, as I'm sure you do too, if you would be honest, but I desire only that the United Arab Republic keeps this treasure for itself. For too long, foreign nations, especially Britain, Dr Hanser, has plundered Egypt of its treasures. Yes, I want to find Smenkhkare's treasury and tomb, but only so it can be safeguarded for future generations in the nation where it lies hidden."

"Very commendable," Daffyd said dryly. "So why have you not brought in some international experts to examine this account. The Egyptian authorities should be notified too."

"These things will happen," Bashir assured them. "I am waiting only until we can verify the accuracy of this account. Then the proper authorities will conduct a formal search for the tomb in Egypt."

"If you are so selfless, Minister, why are we being kept prisoner here and threats made against us?" Marc asked.

"You are not prisoners, but I must insist you remain on site until the work is complete. You want to see what the account says, don't you?"

"Why shouldn't we leave if you have nothing to hide?"

"I am quite sure none of you would behave unprofessionally, but all it takes is an injudicious word and suddenly there are swarms of avaricious people seeking a king's treasure in Egypt. None of us want that, so until I can arrange a proper press conference to announce our findings, nobody will have a chance to talk to anyone else."

"We wouldn't say anything," Angela said.

"Miss Devereux, one of your number already has. If you remember, Mr Robert Burrows mentioned your find to his brother. Luckily, we have managed to contain that mistake, but we may not be so lucky next time." Bashir looked around the tent. "Where is Mr Burrows, by the way?"

Marc shrugged. "In his tent, I suppose."

"Please go and get him, Dr Andrews. Also, the other members of your team. They should all be reassured."

"I'm sure that is not necessary," Dani said. "Let them sleep. We can tell them later."

"Sleep? At this hour?" Bashir stared at the archaeologists and noted that none of them met his eyes. He turned abruptly and strode to the tent flap, calling out to an army officer.

"Captain al-Azem, search the camp. Bring me any foreigner you find."

Bashir went back into the tent. "Will my men find them?" he asked. Nobody said anything. A few minutes passed and the captain entered.

"No sign of the other foreigners, Minister."

"Thank you, captain. Please have your men on standby." Bashir waited until the captain had left before speaking to the others. "Where are they?"

"Gone," Daffyd said. He opened his tin of tobacco and started rolling himself another cigarette.

"Gone where?" Daffyd shrugged. "Why did you not stop them?" Bashir asked.

"You hadn't explained so nicely why we had nothing to fear. If they thought they'd be safer away from here, who could blame them?"

"Captain al-Azem will find them," Bashir said. "They will soon be back in custody...protective custody."

"Not a hope," Daffyd said with a smile. He lit up and puffed blue smoke in a rush upwards. "They'll be in Damascus by now and they have their passports."

"Thank you, Dr Rhys-Williams." Bashir turned on his heel and strode out.

"Why the hell did you tell him that, Daffyd?" Marc said angrily. "Damascus airport is only a phone call away and they'll stop the flights until they find them."

"What makes you think they are in Damascus?"

"You just said...where are they then?"

"Hopefully, over the border into Israel by now, or close to it. Damascus is the logical choice, but also the easiest to close off. Not a word now," Daffyd added as they heard Bashir returning.

Bashir smiled as he entered the tent again. "Good. Things will soon be back to normal. In the meantime, while we are waiting for our misguided friends, I think we had better continue with the translation. Are you rested enough, Dr Hanser?"

Dani nodded. "Let me get another cup of tea first."

"I will have a thermos of tea brought up to the chamber. Now, if the rest of you..." he gestured toward the entrance.

"It's my turn to stay back," Doris said. "That is, if we are keeping to the same schedule as before."

"I am feeling magnanimous," Bashir said. "You may all attend this session. Besides, I think I want the rest of you where I can keep an eye on you."

They all trooped up to the cave accompanied by several guards whom Bashir positioned outside the chamber entrance with strict instructions to pass no-one in or out without written permission from him. The generator was started up and electric light flooded the chambers and the air pump started freshening the air. Bashir led the way and they passed into the interior of the tomb, but when they reached the vertical shaft connecting the second and third chambers, Bashir noticed Dani was missing. They went back to find her.

They found Dani in the first chamber, staring at the large painting on the back wall. The scene showed a young woman with her back to the viewer confronted by the nine gods of Iunu. Dani held something in her right hand and they could hear her murmuring indistinctly as they drew close.

"Dr Hanser," Bashir said. "Are you ready to start work?"

Dani turned and stared at them, frowning. After a few moments her expression cleared and she nodded. "Yes, sorry, of course."

"What is that in your hand, Dr Hanser?"

"This?" She looked down at a gleaming object in her hand. "Nothing."

Bashir leaned forward to examine the object briefly and then turned away. "Come, it is time to start work." He stooped and shuffled into the connecting passage.

"Did you see that?" Marc whispered. "The one bit of treasure we really have found, and he can't see it."

"What? The golden scarab?" Angela asked. "But we can see it, plain as day."

"Yeah, but somehow, he can't."

"It was a gift to Scarab from Atum the creator," Dani said. "I guess he doesn't want Bashir to see it."

"Er, these are the mythical gods of Egypt we're talking about," Marc objected. He looked around at the electric lighting and the deep shadows. "Perhaps it's just the lighting in here."

"You believe what you want," Daffyd replied. "If Dr Hanser says it comes from Atum, that's good enough for me."

"Yes, but it was a gift to Scarab," Angela said. "Not to Dani."

"Well, she does look like Scarab," Doris said. "Look at her likeness in the painting."

Marc laughed. "Are the gods that easily fooled?"

Dani shook her head. "No. The tie is of blood."

"You're related? How?"

"Through Seti?" Angela exclaimed. "Are you descended from the pharaohs?"

"My grandmother was Egyptian," Dani said. "She always claimed she had an ancestress called Scarab." She shook her head. "I never really believed her."

"Are you coming, or do I have to send soldiers to fetch you?" Bashir's voice floated out of the tunnel from the next chamber.

One by one, they ducked down and moved through into the second chamber. Bashir was waiting for them at the top of the vertical shaft that led down to the third chamber. When the Minister saw them, he nodded and preceded them down a wooden ladder bolted to the rock wall of the shaft. At the bottom, a sealed brick doorway had been pierced and cables carrying electric power and hoses conveying air from a compressor in the main cave, snaked through into the chamber.

Bashir stood midway down the chamber, impatiently waiting until every man and woman of the British team was in place. "This is the place, Dr Hanser." He pointed at the tiny columns of hieroglyphs. "Please start your translation."

Dani looked around the chamber slowly before nodding. "Alright then." She turned to examine the wall. "Where was I...let's see..." He finger traced the columns of delicately-drawn symbols.

"We entered the ancient city of Ineb Hedj in force, marching the whole Heru legion through the narrow streets to the palace. The other legions..."

"You were a bit beyond there, Dani," Marc said. He consulted a notebook. "Somewhere around her having lost the golden scarab and her companions would need to search for..."

"Yes, I have it...right here." Dani licked her lips and knelt by the relevant column. "It says...Twenty days have passed since Ay's death and in another fifty there will be a new king crowned in Waset. If I am to avoid the fate Horemheb has in store for me, I must escape with my companions. However, we are so closely guarded I cannot see that happening - unless the gods return their gifts to me. I lost the golden scarab of Atum between Taanach and Gubla and as I cannot think how it could return to me here, I must perforce search for it there. Rather, I must have others search in my place. The next time my companions are allowed into the city, I shall have Abrim and Gershon escape. I can give them gold and jewels to speed their journey north. I only hope that they can find Atum's golden scarab and return with it before I am made Horemheb's Queen. I once took pride in being the 'Chosen One of the Gods' but I can see now that the gods choose many men and women to do their bidding and I am but one of them. I will school myself in patience and wait the unfolding of their will. If I do not have the golden scarab then perhaps their attention is elsewhere..."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

The old man shuffled through the stony desert, his worn sandals kicking up a thin cloud of dust and his staff clattering against the rocks. A dirty, threadbare robe covered him from shoulders to toes, and his head was covered in matted hair, hanging down over his robe. A beard, a few shades lighter in colour than his red-gold hair, covered most of his face, the skin around the eyes and nose sunburnt and flaking. His lips were cracked and dry and his tongue flicked out between them as he mumbled to himself.

"Why won't you answer? Have I not done everything you asked, given up everything for your sake? Father, answer me, for I am your son..." The man stopped abruptly and a frown creased his forehead. "Son? He is the Lord and I am the son...or...or I am...and he is the sun." He lifted his face to the molten disc of the sun blazing high in a shell-blue sky, but his eyes could not see it--he could only feel the heat on his ravaged skin.

"How have I failed you, father?" the old man cried. "Why do you hide your glory from me?" He cocked his head as if listening, but after several minutes he shook it wearily and continued onward.

The unseen sun rose to its zenith and shadows all but disappeared. The man felt the heat beat down on his head and sought, by touch and instinct, the thin shade that clung to tall and tilted rocks. He sat, his legs drawn up to take advantage of the marginally cooler air and leaned back against the blistering stone, staring unseen over the desert. In his mind, he saw again, scenes from far away.

Water. A broad expanse of a river and air that was moist and cool. A city, dusty and sunbaked, filled with the scents and sounds of humanity. Large, cool rooms, servants, gold arm-bands and precious stones. People who smiled and bowed, offering food--golden barley loaves, thick slabs of beef and roasted geese dripping with fat, radishes and onions, dates and melons--water-filled and succulent. The man felt his saliva flowing and groaned softly. Fine wine, tart beer, and cool river water in abundance. He heard chanting and raised his head, searching for the source of the sound before he realised it lay within his head. O Living Aten, the originator and beginning of life! When you rise on the eastern horizon, you fill every land under the heavens with your beauty. His eyes glistened and he put his head between his hands and wept for all he had lost.

Sound intruded again, this time sharper, with a quality to it that spoke of something external. The man lifted his head, his tears already sucked dry on his weathered cheeks. The sound came again, a soft clack of stone against stone--there, off to my left. He moved his head as though he could see the person or thing that moved quietly half a hundred paces away.

"You are welcome, stranger, though I have nothing to offer you except my company."

There was no reply, and the man trembled, knowing in his heart that silence was not the sign of a friend. He moved his right hand, casting about, seeking a rock to wield. He nudged a large one and his hand slipped under it. Hard, jointed legs scrabbled against his skin and then his hand was pierced by a hot needle driven into the flesh between thumb and forefinger. The man snatched his hand back, a cry of pain and anguish ripped from his throat.

The clatter of stones came again and the yipping cry of a jackal.

"Inpu? Have you come for my soul at last?" The old man nursed his hand, already swollen and pulsing with pain and strove to drive the confusion from his mind. Inpu is a son of Re, but neither god is true--only the Aten, only the Lord God is worthy of worship. Ah, Lord, have mercy on your son. Guide me as you once did.

Air stirred his matted hair, hot and acrid as the breath of Set and the man prayed aloud, seeking to drive the false gods from him. "Lord God, I am your servant. Guide me."

The answer was silence, not even the sound of the jackal. He leaned back against the rock, withdrawing into himself in misery. The pain spread slowly up his arm but he ignored it, accepting it as one more proof of his God's displeasure. Shadows slid away, and the full force of the afternoon sun bathed him in a furnace that sucked out what moisture remained in his burnt and flaking skin.

A long time later--the man could tell that the sun had lowered in the sky though he could not see it--he stirred and rose shakily to his feet. His hand and arm ached but the pain was bearable.

The scorpion was sent to chastise, not to kill. He took this as a sign that his god still had a purpose for him. "Behold, your servant, Lord." Silence. The man started off into the desert, forgetting his staff which remained beside the rock.

"Father."

"What?" The man started violently and almost fell. "Who?" He looked around blindly. "Who calls me?"

"It is I, father," a woman said. "I have your staff."

The man felt something tapped against his arm and he grasped it, recognising the rough texture of the wood.

"What has happened to your hand? Let me see it." Hands brushed against his still swollen arm and he snatched it back.

"I do not need your help. Only the Lord's."

"As you wish, father. Do you thirst?"

The man heard the muted sound of liquid in a goatskin flask and though his throat convulsed painfully, he made no move to take the proffered vessel.

"It is acceptable, father. The Aten desires you to live."

The man trembled but reached out a hand and took the flask, working the bung out with a shaking hand and lifting the water to his lips. He drank thirstily before handing the flask back to the woman.

"Thank you, Merye, my Beloved." He turned once more to face the desert and the sinking sun. "The Lord calls me."

The woman sighed softly. "Do as you must, father. I shall follow you."

"Not too close, Merye. I heard you earlier."

"It was a jackal. I saw it."

The man shook his head. "Not too close. I must offer myself to the Lord in solitude."

"Yes father." The woman squatted on her heels and watched as her father stumbled off into the stony waste. She waited until his diminished form rippled and danced in the shimmering air before slowly following.

The woman had seen only a dozen summers since the water-fat days of luxury as the eldest daughter of a loving father in the palace on the Great River, yet her hair was streaked with gray and her face was lined and worn by the harsh desert air. Her robe was thin and patched and the body beneath it shrunken and angular, yet her face shone with the intensity of one who follows an ideal. Merye's attention was focused on the stumbling figure of her blind father, but she remained aware of her surroundings. A sure way to die in the desert was to ignore what lay on every side, but Merye had quickly learned to guide her blind father through the everyday vicissitudes the harsh climate threw their way.

The sun swiftly plunged toward the desert sand, turning golden and then red as it shone through the dusty layers of air. Merye approached her father and guided him toward the shelter of a stand of boulders. Now that the face of his god was slipping beneath the western horizon, he became more tractable, obeying his daughter as she quickly set up their campsite. A fire was necessary as it grew chilly at night, but it must be properly hidden lest the light attract unwelcome attention. Several times in the past dozen years they had stumbled across bandits or the wandering tribesmen of the deep desert. The first time, the bandits robbed them of every possession, raped the young woman, and taunted the blind man mercilessly until he lost his temper and lashed out. He was clubbed senseless. Since then, they had had nothing worth stealing and the tribes tended to leave them alone, believing the ramblings of the old man a sign he was touched by the gods. Bandits still troubled them from time to time, but Merye's increasingly worn looks seldom attracted unwelcome attention.

They ate sparingly of dry bread and a morsel of goat's cheese before settling down beside the fire. As the fire died down and the chill of the desert night bit deeper, they huddled together for warmth. The man's hands roamed and he left his daughter in no doubt as to what he wanted of her, but she refused him, pushing him away.

"Why, Merye?" he whined. "We used to."

"That was different. You were king and I was your wife then as well as your daughter. Now you are just an old man cast out by Kemet and I...well, I am just an old man's daughter."

"I am still the son of Aten, still the Anointed One of Kemet. Those things do not change, Merye. Nor do my feelings for you. Can we not take some comfort in this wilderness?"

"Things have changed, father. Open your eyes to our changed circumstance..." Merye grimaced. "Sorry, father, it is just a saying. But you are no longer king and I have seen precious little evidence these past years that the Aten still loves you. We wander from oasis to well, begging for food, while you pray incessantly to the sun, but he does not answer. Give it up, father. Let us find a friendly tribe or a small village where we can live out our lives in some measure of comfort."

"No. The Aten has not forgotten me. He will raise me once more to glory. Did I not always praise him and put him before all other gods?"

Merye did not answer. She huddled in her thin and patched robe and listened as her father continued to mumble about the special relationship he had with his god. After a long time, when the stars had moved significantly across the body of Nut, she spoke again.

"Father, we are no longer in Kemet, are we?"

"Eh? No, no, not strictly. These are the borderlands, the red deserts of Deshret. Why do you ask?"

"The sun still shines upon us though we are far from the Great River."

"Of course. The Aten looks down on his only son."

"Does the sun not also shine in Kemet, despite you not being there? Or in the land of Sin, or Kanaan, or even upon the Nubians and Hittites?"

The old man thought about this for several minutes. "What are you saying, Merye?"

"Could it be that the same sun that shines on every nation is in reality the same god to every people? What if the Aten is only the Kemetu aspect of the sun? Could this be why he does not answer you now that we are no longer in Kemet?"

"He is still the sun."

"When you were king in Akhet-Aten, men petitioned you and addressed you by name. If they had used another name, you would have assumed they were talking to someone else. Maybe the sun is like this--you have to address him by his proper name in whichever nation he reigns."

"So what is his name here?"

"I do not know, father."

"And what will be his name if we go south...or north...or east?"

"I do not know, father."

"There is a lot you do not know, it seems."

"That is true, father." Merye sighed and turned over, closing her eyes.

At dawn, the old man stretched and stood to urinate before orienting himself to the heat of the rising sun. He lifted up his arms and recited the morning hymn to the Aten that he had composed many years before. Behind him, the young woman uttered the appropriate responses, while rubbing the sleep from her eyes. The sun rose in the sky but otherwise showed no sign of hearing the song of praise.

"Perhaps you are right, Merye," the old man said. "If God will not hear my voice, it is because my mode of address is wrong. But how do I find out the correct way to address him?"

"I do not know, father, but it can surely not be the name that any of the peoples of the nations call him. A god like the sun must surely have a name of power, a name that is all-encompassing."

"The Khabiru call their god Adon which is like Aten, and El."

"Adon just means 'Lord' in their language, and El means 'God'," Merye objected. "It must be more than this."

"Perhaps it is a name that describes him--like 'Glorious' or 'Shining' or 'Golden'."

"There are many things that can be described thus."

"Like 'Glorious', not actually that name," the man grumbled.

"Then think of a name that is the god's alone. Think of a name that described him to our ancestors who were blessed by his life-giving rays, something that we experience, and what people will call him when we have passed into the West. The sun is eternal and was, is, and will be."

"Eternal One?"

Merye shrugged and turned away, gathering up their meagre belongings. "I imagine it has been used already, but try it, father."

The man lifted up his arms to the sun again and cried out his yearning and desire, calling the orb 'Eternal One'. After several minutes, he lowered his arms and his head. "He does not answer."

"Then search for another name." Merye shouldered her skin bag and touched her father lightly on the arm. "Which direction today, father?"

"In the direction of the sun." He set off, stumbling again in his personal darkness, but his lips moved incessantly as he considered his problem.

Merye followed a hundred paces behind, thinking her own thoughts. Every hour or so, judged by the passage of the sun across the sky, she approached her father and persuaded him to take a sip of water from the tepid liquid in the goat skin. Sometimes he would drink; other times refuse the proffered water with an impatient shake of his head. Then she would stop and wait for him to walk on through the furnace.

Toward noon, as the sun once more reached its zenith, she stopped and looked around for somewhere they could shelter from the worst of the heat. She spied rocks far off to their left and was about to start after her father to guide him to them when he uttered a loud wailing cry. She turned in time to see him fall headlong to the ground.

Merye ran to her father who lay on his back, his blind eyes staring up at the sun. "Father," she cried, and knelt beside him. He gave no sign that he had heard and she shook him, gently at first and then with increasing vigour. "Father!" She dabbed his face with a few precious drops of water in the hope of reviving him. The liquid hardly dampened him before it evaporated. "Father, wake up. I cannot carry you."

"He speaks to me," the old man whispered through cracked lips. "God speaks to me."

"That...that is good, but we must move. The heat is increasing and we must find shelter."

The old man allowed himself to be drawn to his feet, but would not be hurried as Merye pulled and pushed him toward the distant refuge. "He speaks to me at last," he whispered again.

"That is good, Father, and you can tell me what God says when we get you into the shade."

Shadows clung to the rocks, and after Merye had thrust her father's staff under and around them to disturb any snakes or scorpions sheltering there. The scorpion that had stung her father the previous day had been a relatively harmless one, but there were also deadly ones in the desert. Merye found nothing in the shadow of the rocks and they crawled between two large boulders, glad to be out of the direct glare of the sun. The air was scarcely less hot, but it still afforded some relief.

Merye doled out sips of warm water from the nearly empty flask. "So what did God say, father?"

"He spoke to me."

"Yes. What did he say?"

"I asked him his name."

"And he told you?"

"Yes."

Merye waited, but her father seemed in no hurry to elaborate. "What is God's name?" she asked at last.

"It is so obvious, really. I meditated on the everlasting qualities of God, praising him not only for shedding his life-giving rays on every nation, but also for being there in the past for our ancestors, for us today, and for our descendants in the future. I thought about the passage of years and how the God is unchanging after ten years, after a hundred, after a million. Everything changes except the sun. Then it came to me that God is unchanging because to him, a thousand years is as a day to men."

"That seems reasonable," Merye murmured. "What happened then?"

"I imagined three of me, a thousand years between my past me and the man I am today, and another thousand years until a future me. We all raised our voices in praise of the unchanging God and the three of me said to God, 'I was', 'I am', and 'I will be'. Then God spoke."

"What did he say?"

"I am."

Merye frowned. "What does that mean?"

"It means that there is no past or future for God. Everything is the present. God cannot say 'I was' because that means he has moved on from who he was then. Nor can he saw 'I will be' because that means he will change into someone else. He can only ever be in an unchanging present. God can only say 'I am'."

The woman shook her head. "If you say so, but what is his name? You say he told you?"

"He said, 'I am'. That is his name--'I am'."

Merye remained silent, and after a few minutes her father put out his hand and searched for her, patting her on the arm when he found her.

"It is hard to understand, I know, but that is what he said. He told me what to do, too."

"Do I want to know?"

"Come, child," her father chided. "When God speaks, we obey."

"Very well. What does God want of us?"

"Of me, daughter. He wants me to go to Midian in the land of Sin."

"To do what?"

The man waved his hand vaguely. "He will tell me when I get there."

"You are quite sure he wants us...you to go there? There are Kemetu soldiers in Sin. They might recognise you."

The old man laughed. "And if they do? What can they do against the chosen one of 'I am'?"

"They could kill you, father. They tried to before."

Her father nodded. "They took poor blind Waenre Akhenaten into the desert to be killed by his god, but the Aten preserved him. I now know that the Aten is but an aspect of 'I am', so how much more likely is it that God will keep me safe? I will tell them 'I am' sent me, and they will bow before him."

That same day, when the heat had drained from the land, they set their backs to the setting sun and started on the long journey to Midian in the land of Sin.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The palace at Ineb Hedj, within sight of those great angled stone monuments built a thousand years before, was cool and airy, affording excellent views of the Great River, the city, and the red sand desert that came almost to the city gates. The many connected buildings--halls, temples, private suites and the entire necessary infrastructure needed to sustain royalty--teemed with servants.

Through this mass of servants, a young woman walked alone. She walked alone because she had been raised as the daughter of the great Nebmaetre Amenhotep, and the sister of kings Waenre Akhenaten, Djeserkheperu Smenkhkare, and young Nebkheperure Tutankhamen. She was also the niece of the last king, Irimaat Ay, and unless the gods intervened, would soon be the wife of the next king. She walked alone because as a member of the royal family, of Per-Aa, it was considered beneath her to recognise the presence of servants. This saddened her because she empathised with the lot of the downtrodden, but her early efforts at familiarity had been rebuffed. Servants mistrusted her as they mistrusted any member of the capricious royal family. Classes of society did not mix.

Her appearance did not help either. Although still young--some thirty summers--her lifestyle with the desert tribes and her brother Smenkhkare's army had toughened her, and the sun had burnt her skin a deep copper colour quite unlike the pale complexions of Kemetu nobility. Further, she carried scars on her taut body, scars from sword and spear and dagger as well as the most horrendous one of all that had burst her right eye and blinded her on that side. Her own uncle Ay had been responsible for that disfigurement, but she had overcome it with the help of the gods. Left to die in the desert, the Nine Gods of Iunu had rescued her and restored her to health, the God Geb even giving her a stone eye to replace the lost one.

The woman paused by a low window that looked out over the sprawling city to the river beyond. Fifty days, she thought. There are only fifty days left. She turned and beckoned to a servant. 

"Please bring me some wine." The servant bowed and hurried off, returning a few minutes later with a blue faience cup which he handed to her carefully. "What is your name?" she asked.

The servant, a young man, looked uncomfortable, perhaps wondering if he had done something wrong. "Paner, Lady Khepra," he said, looking down at the floor.

"Thank you for the wine, Paner. Do you know Physician Khu?"

"Yes, Lady Khepra."

"Do you know where he is at this moment?"

"No, Lady Khepra."

"Well, never mind, I will find him." She sipped at the wine in the cup, recognising it as a vintage that came from her late uncle Ay's estates in Ta Mehu. She handed it back to Paner and left the room, heading toward the servant's quarters.

The royal palace catered for ten or fifteen individuals--the king and queen when they were in residence, and a variable number of lesser wives and children. To support them was an army of servants, and though these servants needed far less room than the royal family, their quarters were almost as large as the palace itself. Lady Khepra worked her way steadily deeper into the warren of rooms and corridors, occasionally asking directions, until she found herself in a suite of tiny rooms that reeked of herbs and pungent spices. She heard voices she recognised and entered the room from which they issued. Four men were sitting around a rough table, drinking beer and arguing in loud and slightly drunk voices.

The youngest of the men saw her first and leapt to his feet, a broad smile on his homely face. "Scarab!" he cried. "You are welcome indeed, lady."

Scarab embraced the young man warmly. "Dear Khu. I was starting to think you had forgotten me. It has been days since you came to see me."

Khu frowned. "Not because I did not want to, lady. I tried but was turned away."

"None of this 'lady' nonsense, Khu. To you I am always just Scarab. But who turned you away?"

"The king's men...well, Lord Horemheb's still, I suppose. They said I should remember my place."

"Did they indeed? I will have words with them."

"I'd leave it be," an older man at the table said. His face was lined and his eyes were bloodshot, beneath a shock of grey hair. His hand shook slightly as he reached to grasp the table's edge. "Horemheb will do as he pleases." He started to rise from the table to greet her.

"Stay seated, Nebhotep old friend," Scarab said. "None of you need stand in my presence."

Despite her words, the other two men at the table, desert men in wool robes with the tribal markings of the Shechites, got up and immediately knelt on the tiled floor. "Greetings, Eye of Geb," one said. "What is your bidding?" said the other.

"I bid you rise," Scarab said with a laugh. "Seat yourselves again, Terrik and Salom. You are trusted members of the Pillar, not my servants." She sat down at the table and poured herself a cup of beer. "So, what have you all been doing? Where is Jesua?"

Khu shrugged. "Off gathering support from the tribes, I think. He does not tell me of his business. As for the rest...there is little we can do. We sit around and drink beer all day and argue instead of taking action and freeing you from this prison."

"We are all members of the Pillar," Terrik said. "If the Eye commands us, we obey. You told us to remain in the palace and do nothing precipitate, so we do just that."

"We can do more, Scarab," Salom added. "Command us and we will spirit you out of here...somehow."

"If it can be done safely, Salom. I will not risk the lives of my companions."

"We have time," Nebhotep said. "Fifty days remain and we can use all of that if..." The old physician broke off as a spasm of pain crossed his face.

Scarab reached over and put her hand on Nebhotep's arm. "What is wrong? This is more than just age. You are only fifty." She looked at Khu questioningly, but the young man just shook his head.

"Do not look to Khu for help with this, my lady," Nebhotep gasped. "This is beyond all medical help. I have a growth within my bowels and there is only one outcome for my illness."

"There must be something..."

"I can treat the pain, though that grows worse by the day. Nothing will touch the growth."

"It is true," Khu confirmed. "Only the gods can help him now. Could you...?"

Scarab sighed. "You know I cannot. Since the golden scarab slipped from my grasp between Taanach and Gubla, the gods have not listened to my prayers."

"Let us pray that Abrim and the others will find it," Terrik said.

"Then they have to bring it all the way back," Khu said gloomily. "After twenty days I doubt they are even there yet, and then they have to find it and bring it back safely. In fifty days, Horemheb will bury Ay and become king and then..."

"And then Horemheb will make you his queen," Nebhotep said, looking at Scarab. "Are you prepared for that, my lady? It could happen."

"I have not fought Ay just so a military adventurer can become king in his place. I will fight him too, if need be."

"How?" Nebhotep asked. "You have no army and a handful of friends. The people might follow you but not against a trained army under General Horemheb." 

"I am already king and Kemet does not need another."

Nebhotep reached out to Scarab and clasped her hands. "I was there when we buried your brother Smenkhkare and Aanen anointed you as his successor. I believe you are rightfully ruler of the Two Kingdoms, but you must bow to practicalities. Kemet has been weakened by thirty years of mismanagement and weak leadership. The nation needs a strong ruler with a strong army at his back. Horemheb is that man. You must look to a different future, my lady. Do not throw your life away in a futile bid to oust Horemheb."

Scarab withdrew her hands from the old physician's grasp. "So what would you have me do? Give up and become one of Horemheb's wives. He may make me his queen because he needs the marriage link with Nebmaetre's family to legitimate his claim to the throne, but that will not last. He will not keep a damaged woman in his bed for longer than it takes to secure his throne. Then he will kill me or put me away. That is not a fate I seek."

"That is not a future I would encourage you to embrace," Nebhotep said, leaning back and pressing a hand to his abdomen. "What I am trying to say is Horemheb is already an old man; he will not last forever. Escape from Ineb Hedj and wait him out. When he weakens, you can act to put your own son Seti on the throne."

"And how is Scarab to escape?" Khu asked. "Do you have a plan?"

"No. I can scarcely move outside the palace since my illness. That task is something for you young men to arrange."

Khu grunted. "If Scarab leaves the palace, an armed guard accompanies her, and she cannot pass through the city gates."

"Further, Khu and Scarab cannot leave the palace together," Terrik added. "Horemheb is well aware of Khu's special place beside the Eye."

Khu blushed. "I would willingly stay behind if it means Scarab can escape."

"No one is being left behind," Scarab said firmly.

"How then are we to accomplish this escape?" Terrik demanded. "We are five against the whole of Horemheb's command. If we were armed and in the desert we might stand a chance, but not here in the palace."

The five of them sat in silence for a while, sipping on their beer and contemplating the problem. At length, Scarab stirred.

"There may be a way. When I was a girl I left the North Palace of Akhet-Aten unseen by disguising myself as a servant girl. Nobody pays attention to them, so I may be able to just walk past the guards."

Khu grinned. "I remember. You turned up at my father's farm across the river all muddy and scared."

"Forgive my doubt, Eye of Geb," Salom said. "You may have been able to do it as...as an adolescent girl, but now? You look royal and commanding. Nobody would be fooled."

"You think not? If I exchange my fine robes for a plain servant's kilt, shave these distinctive locks of hair from my head, and keep my eyes downcast, how am I different from any servant woman?"

"There is the matter of your eye," Nebhotep said gently. "It is not a common injury."

"I can do it. I will show you. Shave my head now and fetch me a short kilt."

Khu shook his head. "I believe you can, Scarab, but you should not prove it now. If you shave, everyone will know that Lady Khepra has done it, and the guards are more likely to look closely at the women passing."

"Then we should leave now. Why wait? Nebhotep, are you fit to travel?"

"No lady. As I said before, you must leave me behind. It is the only way."

"Never. You are a friend. Horemheb would take his revenge on you."

"In truth, lady, that would be a mercy. This growth in my belly will kill me in a few short months and there will be much pain. I have seen it in other men and I have no desire to sample that torment."

"I cannot do it. What sort of a friend would I be to just abandon you, knowing what must happen?"

"But you must. What sort of a subject would I be if I could not give my life for my queen?"

"He is right, Scarab," Khu said gently. "A man has the right to do his duty. I will mourn his loss but honour his bravery and sacrifice. Every one of us would willingly die for you."

Scarab stared at Khu, and then at the others, before shaking her head.

"Now is the time to be a king," Khu went on. "Make the hard choices that you know to be right. This may be your only chance of freedom. You owe it to Kemet."

"Do not shame me," Nebhotep whispered. "Let me die knowing I have helped you."

Scarab threw her arms around the old physician and wept on his shoulder. After a bit, she sniffed and dried her cheeks on the sleeves of her robe. "No king could ask for a better friend."

"Then let us do it," Khu said. "I will fetch shears and a sharp knife."

"No." Nebhotep shook his head. "If we shave Scarab's head now, she may be able to slip out unseen, but you know they won't let the rest of you out unless they are certain she is in the palace. You must leave first."

"Makes sense," Terrik agreed. "We can still shave her head and get her ready though. She could even come out with us."

Nebhotep sighed. "Think it through. The guards have to be certain Scarab is still in the palace before they let you out. How will they do that? Probably by sending a guard to check her rooms."

"Alright, then we must leave first. Scarab must go to her rooms and wait until the guards have checked her to be still here."

"You will also have to leave through the same guard post and within the same shift; otherwise the new guards will do another check."

"There might be a problem with that," Scarab said. "You would normally leave by the main entrance, but a servant would leave at the rear, through the kitchens."

Khu swore. "We will have to leave through the kitchens, then."

"That will look suspicious." Scarab thought for a moment. "There might be a way. Bring a razor to this room. I will also need a large bundle of dirty linen, a servant's kilt and a jug of wine. Meet me back here as soon as you can." She got to her feet, looking resolute.

"What are you going to do?"

"You'll see." Scarab hurried off and had a servant direct her to the palace under-chamberlain, Suteph. He was supervising the transfer of linen garments from the suites previously occupied by Nakhtmin, the deceased son of Ay, to storage rooms.

Suteph bowed when Scarab entered the room. "Lady Khepra, how may I serve you?"

"Is Lord Horemheb within the palace? Nobody seems to know."

Suteph looked surprised. "I don't see why not, Lady Khepra. He is with General Paramessu in the Throne Room adjunct. Shall I send a servant to ask if he will see you?"

"I am quite capable of doing that myself, Suteph. What of my friend Lord Khu? Do you know where he is?"

Suteph pursed his lips in distaste. "I do not know, Lady Khepra."

"The reason I ask is that he and his friends were talking about a flask of wine or two, and when he gets drunk...well, he makes rather a lot of noise."

"That would not be appropriate, Lady Khepra."

"I agree, which is why I'm looking for him. If you see him, please send for me."

Scarab left Suteph, knowing that part of the under-chamberlain's duties were the maintenance of order within the palace. He would make an effort to curtail a drinking party that might disturb Horemheb. She made her way back to Nebhotep's room and found the others present, nervously pacing as they waited.

"You have everything?" she asked. "Good, now splash a bit of wine on yourselves. You have to give the impression you have been drinking. Go down to the kitchens and start singing and dancing. Appear drunk."

"What good will that do?" Khu objected. "We'll only draw attention to ourselves."

"That's the idea. No doubt Suteph will show up and demand you stop...or..." Scarab smiled, "...take your party outside the palace by the shortest route, through the kitchens."

"And you?"

"I'll be there too. Nebhotep, you wait here and with luck I'll see you shortly."

Scarab returned, grinning. "I really believed Khu was drunk. He sang and he danced and upset pans, and Terrik and Salom were almost as bad. Suteph turned up and almost had a fit. If I had not been there, he might have locked them up, but instead we marched them to the nearest door and ejected them. I made a point of saying, within earshot of the guards, that all this had given me a headache and I was going to lie down."

"Then let us proceed with the next stage then," Nebhotep said. He picked up the shears and gestured to a stool. "Be seated, my lady. Your hairdresser awaits."

For the next several minutes he clipped and cut Scarab's red-brown locks, littering the tiled floor around them. He then took a bowl of warm water and a sharpened bronze razor and carefully shaved her head and then dried it with a cloth. He held up a copper mirror for her to admire herself.

Scarab grimaced. "My head looks pale, as if it is freshly shaved. A servant would be like this all the time."

Nebhotep grunted and thought for a moment. "I think I have some pigments among my herbs and potions." He rummaged among his shelves and selected a pot. "This should do." A few minutes later, the paler skin on Scarab's head had darkened a few shades. "That will have to do. Hopefully, the guards won't look too closely at you."

Scarab held up the short servant's kilt and laughed nervously. "I'd forgotten just how short these were. It has been a while since I wandered around almost naked." She slipped her dress off and fitted the kilt around her waist, suddenly very conscious that her breasts were no longer the firm ones she used to have. "How do I look?"

Nebhotep coughed and looked away. "It is not seemly, my lady."

"I am no longer Lady Khepra or even Scarab," she said. "I am just a servant woman come to pick up your dirty linen." Scarab bent and picked up the bundle and positioned it on her right shoulder. "You see? If I keep it close, the laundry covers my right eye nicely."

Nebhotep nodded. "May the gods be with you, my lady."

Scarab lowered the bundle and looked as if she might cry. "I may never see you again, my dear friend."

"That, too, is with the gods. Go now, quickly, my lady, before you unman me."

Scarab stepped forward and embraced him. "I will see you again, Nebhotep. Count on it." She raised her bundle and hurried from the room.

The corridors that led to the kitchens were busy and Scarab kept her face obscured as she squeezed by other servants intent on their own duties. Nobody gave her more than a passing glance though, so she relaxed a bit. The door that lay to the outside was near the kitchens and was guarded by two bored soldiers. They had little to occupy them and often engaged the more comely servant girls in conversation, or interest them in a quick fumble in a shadowed recess. Scarab hoped that her evident age would put them off, so she waited in a storeroom nearby until a group of three girls walked by, and joined them.

The guards saw the group approach and grinned, standing up straighter. The girls stopped to chat, glancing coquettishly at the muscled soldiers, but Scarab pushed by, the bundle of linen held high. One of the guards looked at her searchingly for a moment before turning his attention back to the girls. Scarab kept going, passing into the courtyard. She glanced back to make sure the guards were not interested and was horrified to see Suteph looking in her direction, his brow furrowed. She turned away and hurried around a corner, before dropping the bundle and taking to her heels.

Scarab found her three companions at the appointed place, but they failed to recognise her at first, threatening to draw attention by their exclamations of wonder.

"Right, straight to the docks," she said. "I think Suteph might have seen me, so the sooner we are gone the better."

The four of them hurried through the narrow streets of the river quarter, slowing to a walk whenever a soldier or one of the Medjay police appeared. Nobody stopped them, or even paid much attention, and they arrived at the docks slightly out of breath but undiscovered.

"We need to hire a boat. Who has some copper?"

Khu shook his head, but Terrik produced a plain copper bracelet, and Salom a pin with an ibis head.

"That's all? That won't hire us a boat." Scarab scowled. "I should have remembered."

"It did not occur to any of us, Scarab," Khu said. "I suppose we will have to go to one of the gates."

"We could try a fisherman," Salom suggested. "This might be enough to get one to take us to the far bank."

"Try," Scarab directed. "See what you can find."

Terrik and Salom went looking, asking anyone with a small boat, but nobody would accept that low a price. To take them across, a man would have to take time off from fishing or his work and the copper bracelet and brooch were poor recompense. At last they found an old man with a leaking boat who agreed to ferry them across the river, but not until he had had his dinner.

They tried to hurry him, but had nothing extra to offer as an incentive. The old man disappeared into an alley and Scarab and her companions waited by the boat, trying not to look out of place.

"We could just take the boat," Terrik said.

"That would be stealing," Khu objected. "This boat is probably the old man's only livelihood."

"We are not stealing anything," Scarab said firmly. "But I don't like just standing around when everyone else is so busy. We'll attract attention."

"Why don't I stay here alone?" Salom said. "One man loitering won't be noticed. The rest of you wander off and come back at intervals. Hopefully, the old man will not be long."

They never got to test the worth of the suggestion as at that moment, a troop of soldiers poured out of the alleyways and surrounded them, spears poised. An officer pushed to the front and bowed formally to Scarab.

"Lady Khepra, please follow me. I have instructions to return you to the palace."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

A soldier brought the news to Lord Horemheb as he took wine with his friend and subordinate, Paramessu. They were in one of the offices attached to the royal suites in the palace of Ineb Hedj, and pored over documents and maps that littered a great table. On a side table sat the remains of a meal and an almost empty jug of watered wine. The cups each man held left pale red rings on the papers every time they put them down, for the discussion was at times animated and hands were waved around animatedly, whether or not they help a cup.

"The kingdoms are in remarkably good shape," Horemheb said. "Ay was a power hungry adventurer but he was an able administrator. The treasury was full when he ascended the throne and despite his temple building, he actually spent very little of the gold."

"What about you, sir?" Paramessu asked. "What is going to typify your reign?"

Horemheb laughed. "Where do I start? We have to crush the Hittite threat, that bastard Menkure is raising his head again in the south, and there is general unrest throughout the Two Kingdoms. Building a few more temples is not going to help."

"Building temples is useful though. It keeps the attention of the gods focused on Kemet, and it provides employment for thousands. Idle hands get up to mischief."

"Agreed, but..." A knock on the door interrupted Horemheb. He controlled his annoyance and called out for the person to enter. A soldier came in and saluted.

"Beggin' your pardon, Gen'ral," the soldier said. "Troop Leader Arentef, 'e says to tell you 'e 'as the Lady Khepra back in't palace."

"Unharmed?"

"Yes sir." The man hesitated a moment. "Leastwise, she was shaved an' was wearing a servant's kilt, but not hurt, like, sir."

"Where was she?"

"Down by't docks, Gen'ral. Lookin' for a boat."

"Alright soldier, dismissed."

The soldier saluted again and left the room, closing the door behind him.

"Damn woman," Horemheb said. "If she was not so vital to my plans, I'd get rid of her here and now."

"I hope you will exercise forbearance, sir," Paramessu pleaded. "Scarab is the mother of my son Seti. I would not like to be complicit in his mother's death."

"I thought he was ignorant of her relationship?"

"He is, but he'll find out sooner or later."

"Well, I need her for now, so she's safe enough."

"Have you told her she's safe, sir. It might dissuade her from trying to escape."

"I doubt she'd believe me. Besides, define 'safe'. I need her to be my passage into the royal family. That means marriage and I'll have to lie with her to make it official. I have no problem with that but..." Horemheb smiled wryly. "She's a woman and they think differently about these things. If she objects to forced marriage she will try and escape, no matter how physically 'safe' she is here."

"Perhaps I could have a word with her, sir."

Horemheb looked sharply at his friend. "And say what exactly?"

"Reassure her that marriage aside; you bear her no ill will. Knowing her, she will be worried about her friends too, so if I can tell her they will not be harmed either..."

"Alright, but it seems to me it would be more sensible to hold her friends hostage against her good behaviour."

"She's obstinate, sir, and dangerous. You really don't want to antagonise her unnecessarily."

Horemheb sighed. "Go ahead. Say what you need to, to get her...well, cooperation is a bit much to hope for, but maybe acquiescence?"

"I'll do it today."

"Do you still have feelings for her, Paramessu?"

"Gods, no."

"Just asking. She is the mother of your son, after all."

Paramessu shook his head. "I'm happily married now. What happened between us was a long time ago and she deserted me and Seti."

"You know why I ask, don't you?"

"Yes, sir. You want to know how I feel about you marrying her."

"And?"

A shrug. "It does not matter to me, sir. I know why you have to and I am your man, Lord Horemheb--in everything."

Horemheb regarded his friend in silence, looking for the slightest indication of disloyalty. If he had found it, he would have been forced to kill his friend. He would have regretted it, but still done it. A smooth transition of power was essential.

Paramessu looked back at his General calmly. "Scarab is the sole surviving member of Nebmaetre Amenhotep's family. You must marry into that bloodline to legitimise your claim on the Double Throne."

"As long as you realise that is the only reason I do it, Paramessu."

"I do, sir."

Horemheb grinned. "I'd like to have seen her dressed as a servant down by the docks. Shaved head and kilt, but I'll wager she was not able to shed her air of command."

"She is resourceful, and that is why she is dangerous. Please do not underestimate her, sir."

"Is she too dangerous to keep alive?"

Paramessu looked away. "I don't know."

"Come, old friend, be honest with me. Put aside your feelings for her and tell me truly. Advise me as if you were my Tjaty. Should I kill her once she has outlived her usefulness?"

"She will always be a danger to you. Remember that damn fool Aanen anointed her king when Smenkhkare died? She says she does not wish to rule but what if she disagrees with something you do in the future. That could change, and she will always attract followers. Then there is her position as a member of the old royal family. Anyone marrying her has a claim to the throne..."

"As I do myself."

"Yes sir, as you do. Let her go and anything could happen. You need to marry her, but what then? When your claim is secure and you are anointed and the people and nobles accept you, what then? You could lock her away in the women's quarters, but as long as she lived she would be the focus of any plot to oust you." Paramessu sighed. "In all honesty, you would be better off killing her when you are secure."

"That was in my mind too," Horemheb said. "There is the added danger of having a knife slipped between my ribs while I slept. I will bed her openly, and then put her away."

"Bed her if you must, sir, but I would advise keeping her openly beside you for a while. The population loves her and if she sat beside you in the Hall of Judgments a few times, it would settle the minds of the people. After a little while--six months or a year--she could disappear from view."

"Your advice makes sense, Tjaty Paramessu."

The younger man viewed his General askance. "You mean to make me Tjaty?"

"When I am king, I will need a trusted man to carry out my commands. Who better than a man who has fought beside me for thirty years?"

"I am honoured, Lord Horemheb."

"Well, that is fifty days away, after the coronation, which will be in Waset. I will follow the custom of Nebmaetre's family and stay with Amun's city."

"A wise choice. It will help maintain stability."

"Enough of these things." Horemheb moved his wine cup aside and tapped the map. "Tell me of the northern borders. What are the Amorites and Hittites up to?"

"The gods have smiled on us there. Shuppiluliuma died and has been succeeded by Arnuwanda, but he is sick. The old king's other sons and relations are gathering in anticipation of his death and succession. I doubt the Hittites will be in much shape to fight for a few months yet. Aziru is still king of Amurri though, and now that they have possession of the Fort of the Gulls under the agreement Ay struck, they are in a position to threaten Kemet. To counteract this, I have Djedhor with the Heru legion, Djeserkare of the Khent-Abt, and Ptahwere of the Shu legion opposing them. Due to march out of Zarw is the Re legion, currently under the temporary command of Mose."

Horemheb nodded. "Confirm Mose as legion commander and promote Djedhor to General of the Northern Borders. Is your son Seti still with Djedhor?"

"Yes sir."

"Leave him there but suggest to Djedhor that he promote him if he deems him worthy." Horemheb looked at his companion. "What? You think I should just give him command of a Troop? He is only twelve years old."

"No sir, but..."

"If I give him command beyond his capabilities, he will fail. Let him advance on his merits, Paramessu. Believe me, he will be the better for it. Now, draft orders for Djedhor that I want the Fort of the Gulls retaken."

"And what of the Amorite army under General Jebu?"

"I'll give that some thought. Let me have all the intelligence you have on his whereabouts and that of his army." Horemheb drew another map out from under the one showing the northern borders and spread it, pinning the corners with polished stones. "Turning to the south now. What have you heard from Waset?"

"What one always hears from Waset," Paramessu grumbled. "It is a stew-pot of unrest. Ay was always strong there and he had a lot of supporters."

"Anyone in particular or just general unrest?"

"There are two men with the potential to cause trouble. Lord Nebamen is Overseer of Temple linens and Lord Rewaret is Overseer of Palace Wine."

Horemheb laughed. "You do not take them seriously?"

"They are both sons of Nebmaetre Amenhotep. Nebamen is the eldest but his mother was a slave girl, whereas Rewaret's mother was a lesser wife. They both think they have a claim on the throne."

"They aim that high? Do they have support?"

"They have their estates and a few hundred men at their disposal. Of themselves, they pose little danger, but they could act as the focus for discontent."

"Well, we need to stamp them out quickly. I intend to be crowned in Waset and I don't want any trouble marring the day."

"I'll send a trusted man."

"Go yourself. Take a legion and shake the city up. Execute troublemakers if you have to." Horemheb pulled out a folded sheet of papyrus and handed it to Paramessu. "There's something else you should see."

Paramessu perused the document, his lips moving as he silently sounded out the syllables. "Menkure? I thought he'd been killed."

"Unfortunately, no," Horemheb growled. "I had just defeated him when I received word that Ay was making a bid for the throne, so I left him scuttling into Nubia with his tail between his legs."

"And now he's back?"

"So my spies tell me. The mayor of Ta-Senet reports raids by disciplined Nubians in the region of Setwah and the Kharga Oasis."

 "And this Kashtare it mentions? Who is that?"

"Supposedly a half-Nubian son of Smenkhkare."

"Set's testicles," Paramessu muttered. "That would really put the cat among the mice. Is there any truth to it?"

"Who can say? Kashtare is a young man of an age that Smenkhkare could have fathered him early in his exile, but why have we heard nothing about him until now?"

Paramessu made some quick calculations, utilising his fingers. "He cannot be more than fourteen years old. I suppose first Smenkhkare and then Menkure have kept him hidden away with his mother's people. Now that Ay is dead, Menkure sees it as the first best chance to push the boy's claims."

"If the lad is in fact Smenkhkare's."

"There is that," Paramessu agreed. "How can anyone tell a child's father? You see this Kashtare as being a problem?"

"Not really. He would need a good army to back up his claims, and a horde of half-trained Nubians will not be enough. That's another thing you'll investigate in the south."

"You want me to fight Menkure as well? One legion will not be enough, unless you plan on giving me the Re or Heru legion."

Horemheb shook his head. "No, I said investigate, not fight. I want you to scout the land down to Setwah, talk to people who have seen Menkure and this Kashtare, find out the size of the army they can field, and start building me another legion or two locally. Use the Amun legion as a nucleus. That's another thing that needs a shake up. General Psenamy needs to be retired and a new man appointed. I'll leave that up to you."

"You'd leave that to my discretion?" Paramessu looked surprised. "Appointments are normally made by the king or general in charge of the armies."

"Well, we don't have a king yet and I'm the General of Armies, so it'll have to be someone else. You are my choice for that person, Tjaty Paramessu."

"I will not let you down."

"I know you won't. The appointment cannot be made official until after the coronation, but that is just detail. You'll carry my writ down with you and woe betide the man who does not heed it."

Horemheb came around the table and embraced his friend warmly. "The gods be with you, Paramessu. Go now and prepare. I want you on your way before nightfall." He watched as the other man took his leave, and then refilled his cup from the jug of wine on the side table. He sat down and sipped at the tart liquid while he thought over his recent discussion with Paramessu. He reached a decision and called for a servant.

"Find Lady Khepra and ask her to attend on me at her earliest convenience." He considered using stronger words and demanding her presence but decided that a softer approach might allay her fears. The servant returned less than an hour later with Scarab and Khu.

Scarab entered and did no more than incline her head slightly in acknowledgement of his presence. Khu bowed more deeply and withdrew to the edges of the room. Horemheb nodded curtly at the young man but just stared at Scarab.

"Lady Khepra, it grieves me you would reject my hospitality by trying to leave."

"Lord Horemheb, let us have no illusions as to our relative positions. You are a lord only because of your station and ability in the army, whereas I am royalty. However, you are also my captor, and if you insist on holding me against my will, of course I will make efforts to escape."

Horemheb made an exaggerated bow. "Forgive me, Lady Khepra. I will endeavour to make your captivity less onerous. Perhaps I could have the royal dressmakers and jewellers call upon you to provide you with apparel that is more befitting of your position. May I say, though, that that wig suits you better than your natural red hair? I am glad you decided to shave."

"Do not patronise me, Lord Horemheb. You know very well why I shaved my head."

"Yes, of course. My apologies." Horemheb smiled. "I shall have to warn my guards to expect the unexpected where you are concerned."

"Why did you call for me, Lord Horemheb?"

"I want you to help me with something."

"Why should I do that?"

"Because your answers may help Kemet."

"Kemet, or you?"

"They may be one and the same."

"I doubt it, but ask what you will."

"Then forgive me if I refer to something that may cause you pain, but how well did you get to know your brother Smenkhkare when you were in Nubia with him?"

"We were always close, Horemheb. You know we grew up together."

"I know, but especially in Nubia, after you joined him there?"

Scarab shrugged delicately. She crossed to a chair and sat down, rearranging the folds of her dress. "I knew him as well as a sister may know a brother. Why?"

"Did he take a wife down in Nubia?"

Scarab stared at Horemheb. "A wife?"

"A wife...or consort. Did he take a woman to bed?"

"He...he might have, but I did not see it. Why?"

"You heard no rumour of one? What about children? Were there children in the camp?"

"Yes. A number of the soldiers took wives or had less formal relations with native women. There were babies and children around. What has this to do with my brother?"

"Could one of the children have been his?"

"Smenkhkare's? I doubt it. He was not the sort of man to hide something like that."

"What do you say, Khu?" Horemheb asked. "You were there in Nubia. Did you see anything?"

Khu shook his head. "I saw nothing."

Horemheb grimaced. "I had forgotten how much you follow her lead. I should have interrogated you separately. Well, no matter." He dismissed Khu with a wave of his hand. "So Smenkhkare had no children in Nubia?"

Scarab looked closely at Horemheb. "You would not idly ask. What has happened?"

"Menkure is back causing trouble in the south."

"I cannot imagine why," Scarab said. "His king is dead."

"Perhaps he thinks he has a new king. There are reports of a youth with him who is supposed to be Smenkhkare's son."

"Does this youth have a name?"

"Kashtare. An uncouth name but no doubt named for his mother's tribe. What do you think? Could it be his son?"

"How can I tell? I saw no obvious son when I was with him, but a young boy could have been placed in safekeeping with his mother's tribe, to be produced if needed."

"If he should happen to be genuine, what would be your position with regards his claim?"

"What do I have to do with it?" Scarab asked. "I am but a captive piece in your bid for power. A better question is what will you do?"

Horemheb shrugged. "I am undecided."

"Or rather, you will not tell me."

"I need have no secrets on that score. You are in no position to do anything with the knowledge. No, as I said, I am undecided. I will counter Menkure's threat and see what happens. In less than fifty days I will be king and Kashtare's claim, even if genuine, will be meaningless."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

The Fort of the Gulls was one of a string of twelve forts guarding the northern approaches to Kemet. All of the forts had strategic significance, but the Fort of the Gulls was arguably the most important as it controlled the main coastal road and guarded the left flank of Kemet's defences. It was a measure of Ay's desperation that he had signed over control of the fort to the Amorites in exchange for the person of Lady Khepra, a vital link in the stability of his own reign. Ay had not survived the exchange by more than a handful or two of days, but his action might still cost Kemet dearly. The Amorites had marched in and taken possession, and now held a dagger poised at the throat of the Two Kingdoms.

Djedhor had orders to retake the fort, but that would not be easy when his opponent was Jebu, the Amorite General who had recently smashed the Kemetu legions and delivered their most crushing defeat in living memory. That opponent had repaired and manned the fort with a garrison of his own choosing and gave orders that the fort was to be held at all costs.

"At all costs, Murtu. You understand?"

The Amorite commander nodded, but his expression was less positive. "I only have two hundred men, General. The Kemetu will bring a whole army against us."

"And I have a whole army out here to meet them."

"They will be determined."

Jebu grinned. "Then we will deal with them as we did last time, eh?"

Murtu smiled uncertainly. "You really think we can do that again, General?"

"I am certain of it. Our men have savoured victory, and the Kemetu have tasted defeat. We shall crush them again and then the road to Zarw lies open. After that...the rich farmlands of Kemet."

Jebu left the fort and rode off to rejoin his army, while Murtu gathered his men together and gave them a speech on how it was their duty to hold the fort, but that they would be amply supported by their brethren outside. He divided the men into watches, sent out patrols, and made sure that ample provisions and weapons were on hand to withstand a siege should the Kemetu legions show up.

Patrols scoured the coastal road north and south, and probed the dry hinterland almost as far as the next fort, but aside from the usual Kemetu patrols, saw very little. Murtu relaxed only slightly and often stood on the walls looking northwest toward the sea. The grey and white birds for which the fort gained its name, flew overhead, wheeling in the warm breezes and landing to fight in a squabbling melee for any food scraps tossed out with the refuse. Murtu loathed them, but a little less than he hated vultures, and he knew those birds would be seeking out his command very soon.

"They are out there, Egas," he muttered to his lieutenant. "I can smell them."

"Let them come, sir. We'll send them home with their tails between their legs."

Murtu grimaced. "You weren't there when we beat the legions, were you?"

"No sir, but I heard all about it. General Jebu was magnificent, and we showed them what it means to come up against the Amorite army..."

"We were lucky."

Egas looked shocked. "Lucky, sir? Well, I suppose luck is always there, but..."

"If General Paramessu had not detached one of the legions to go and chase that woman, and if we had not heard about it, and if the Kemetu had not withdrawn all their patrols...oh, the list is endless, Egas. It comes down to luck in the end."

The lieutenant mused for a few minutes. "Luck is no bad thing for a soldier to have though, is it sir?"

"No, as long as that is not all he has. Just pray to the gods that Jebu knows what he is doing."

Several days passed, and then an inland patrol brought the news that a dust cloud had been sighted, far to the west and south. Murtu immediately sent out chariot patrols in that direction, and though he lost two of them, got word that two, and possibly three, legions were marching north from Zarw. He dispatched messengers to the Amorite army with reports for Jebu, and took stock of his situation within the fort.

Two days later, the scouts of the Kemetu army arrived. Murtu allowed them close, posting only a few men on the walls and making sure the bulk of his force was hidden. The scouts retired and an hour later, divisions of the Re legion ran up and swiftly surrounded the fort. Under the watchful eye of their commander, archers laid down a carefully controlled hail of arrows along the parapet, while scores of others brought tall notched poles and laid them against the walls. Men climbed the poles and as the first ones reached the top, the shower of arrows ceased, allowing them to gain access to the defences.

At the same moment, dozens of Amorite soldiers raced from cover and attacked the invaders, throwing many of them off the walls, and cutting others down where they stood. The Kemetu rallied and fought back, and a pitched battle ensued on the narrow top of the wall. Neither side was prepared to risk their own casualties by ordering their own archers to join in, so the commanders could only send more foot soldiers into the fray.

More men climbed the poles and a great cheer arose from the Kemetu legion as their men poured over the wall and into the fort compound. The cheering died away as Amorite soldiers leapt to the defence and threw down or hauled up the wooden poles, while archers shot down into the waiting men, killing several. Oil was poured over the poles and they were set alight, forcing the attackers to haul them down and try to put out the flames before the precious wood was destroyed.

The sound of fighting in the fort compound died away, and the attackers stood in silence, their eyes fixed on the gates. An officer in the ranks called out what many were obviously thinking.

"Get ready to charge, men. Our comrades have bought us victory."

Murtu watched from a hidden command post on the wall. He grinned and signalled his men below and forty swords slashed down. A few moments later a series of rounded objects, spraying blood, flew over the walls and bounced and rolled over the stony ground. A cry of horror, and then of anger rose up from the Re legion as they recognised the heads of their comrades. They charged forward recklessly, hurling themselves at the walls, and died in their scores. Officers beat them back with whips, but by the time the legion commander regained control, a hundred or more of his men lay dead. The legion withdrew out of bowshot and settled down to wait for the main Kemetu force to arrive.

Egas joined his commander on the battlements. "We beat them back," he crowed. "Hundreds dead and we only lost twenty or so."

"A reasonable outcome for a first encounter," Murtu replied. "Their commander will think twice before committing his troops again."

Egas shaded his eyes, staring out toward the Kemetu lines. "Who is the commander? Can you see?"

Murtu joined his lieutenant on the parapet. "It is the Re legion. It was under the command of Hednakht but he died. I do not know his successor. Someone untried, judging by his disjointed attack."

"What will happen now, sir?"

"He will wait for the main army to join him. Then General Djedhor will no doubt launch an all out attack and overwhelm us."

Fear flickered in Egas's eyes. "What can we do?"

Murtu smiled, enjoying the other man's fear. "Nothing except pray to the gods that Jebu brings the army up in time."

"That should happen though, shouldn't it? I mean, word was sent to him."

"Yes, but who knows what is in the mind of a General. It may suit his purpose to let us go down to destruction, or to rescue us at the last moment. It is with the gods. Now, there are some things we can do while we wait. Make sure that every man has a meal, and rest them. Only a few guards will be necessary, but have every man sleep with his weapons."

Djedhor and the other Kemetu legions--Heru and Khent-Abt--arrived a little before sunset. The legions encircled the little fort just out of range of the archers and camped, setting out guards. The commanders of the legions met--Murtu could see them from the wall--and discussed the situation, but whatever was the outcome, they did nothing before nightfall.

The campfires of over three thousand men blazed in a ring of fire around the Fort of the Gulls, and only a handful of fires warmed the defenders of the fort. Murtu doubled the number of guards during the hours of darkness.

"I doubt they'll attack at night," Murtu said. "It's not the Kemetu way, but you never know. Rest the men in shifts."

"No word from General Jebu, sir?"

"None."

The stars spun slowly on the northern axle of the sky and finally faded as the dawn goddess clothed herself in raiment of pink and gold. The Kemetu campfires had died down and when Murtu peered out into the grey light, he knew their soldiers had slept through the night and were well rested for the coming day of battle.

A chorus of horn blasts woke the multitude and for a space the plains outside the fort was a hubbub of men relieving themselves in temporary middens, breaking their fast at the cook tents and preparing for the day ahead. Murtu had his own men aroused and fed, bringing his archers up onto the walls. He turned to Egas.

"You can be sure the enemy has men who served in this fort, so they know the defences. If you were Djedhor, how would you press your attack today?"

Egas considered the problem. "He will know that we do not have many men, while he has thousands. I think he will feint at one spot before launching his main attack elsewhere."

"And where will that main attack fall?"

"The gate, sir. It is strong, but it is wooden. They do not appear to have rams, but they do have brushwood and kindling. I think they will launch another assault on the walls and while we are busy defending them, a few men will pile brush against the gate and fire it."

Murtu nodded. "This fort is strong, but that is undoubtedly the weak point. How would you counter it? Talk fast, Egas, they will not wait forever."

"Station men behind the gate? When the enemy advance with fire, rush out and slaughter them."

"That might work once, but any thinking man will send soldiers with the fire starters. You open the gate to attack them and the enemy pours in. Do not rule it out, but wait until you see who approaches the gate. What else?"

"Archers on the wall."

"Good, but not enough. We do not have enough arrows to keep them at bay forever, and no doubt they will advance under cover of bulls-hide shields. What else?"

"Heated oil?"

"That would merely fan the flames, though it might kill some men too."

"Water then, to put out the flames."

"Better would be boiling water. That will kill, but also put out the fire. Have fires prepared on the battlements above the gates and cauldrons readied. Have water brought from the well and a chain of men ready to replenish it."

The attack came not long after dawn and it happened much as Murtu had predicted. Djedhor threw his legions at the fort walls, men scrambling up fresh notched poles while his archers laid down cloud after cloud of shafts. The Amorite soldiers fought back, stolid in defence, attempting no more than thrusting back the poles and dispatching the men who made it to the top of the wall. It was an unequal struggle and if Djedhor had relied on numbers alone, his army would have overwhelmed the defenders, as more and more men reached the top of the wall and attacked the Amorite enemy hand to hand. Kemetu men were dying too, though, men falling from the walls in their scores. The sunbaked brick was stained with blood when Djedhor called a retreat, his men then having to withdraw back down the poles while fighting.
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