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Setting the Scene

 

 

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, but I did not want it to read like a history lesson. 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 trouble-filled years. I have also tried to make sense of tangled and sometimes contradictory lists of kings and relationships between real characters.

 

 

 

I am indebted to Professor Kim Ryholt of the University of Copenhagen for his book The Political Situation in Egypt during the Second Intermediate Period, which provided me with the bones upon which to hang the flesh of my novels.

I would also 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 too 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 someone.

 

 

The Second Intermediate Period in Ancient Egyptian history is the time between the Middle and New Kingdoms. It encompassed the 12th to the 18th Dynasty between about 1800 and 1550 B.C.E. Despite knowing the dynasties involved, the details of the period are obscure at best, and often lacking altogether. There are lists of kings but they are incomplete and sometimes they are names only with no information on what they did or how long they reigned.

The 12th dynasty merged with the 13th and can only really be distinguished by the later presence of a rival dynasty of Canaanite kings ruling from Avaris in the Delta (14th Dynasty). This dynasty arose from Canaanite settlers who gradually drew apart from the rest of Egypt during the 12th Dynasty and then declared their own kings. The 13th Dynasty ruled from the city of Memphis, known as Ankh-Tawy in those days. 

The 15th Dynasty was that group known as the Hyksos (heqa khaseshet) or 'rulers of the foreign countries'. They invaded the Delta and conquered Avaris, ending the dynasty of Canaanite rulers there. They subsequently invaded the Nile Valley and defeated the native rulers of the 13th Dynasty, and after them the 16th and Abydos Dynasties.

The 16th Dynasty arose in the city of Thebes (Waset) in the south, because of the weakening and eventual collapse of the 13th Dynasty. The Hyksos conquered them after about fifty years. 

The Abydos Dynasty was an ephemeral one that arose at the same time as the 16th, in the southern city of Abydos (Abdju), and fell quickly to the northern invaders.

The 17th Dynasty arose in the south of Egypt as the Hyksos invaders of the 15th withdrew to the north. The native kings followed them, and eventually reunited the Two Kingdoms under the reign of Ahmose in the 18th Dynasty.

 

 

 

The ancient Egyptians believed that a name was more than just an identifying label. A name meant something, it was descriptive, and a part of a person's being. For instance, Nebiryraw means 'Possessor of All' (the title of this book), and his other names Sewadjenre Sewadjtawy means something like 'He who is made to flourish by Re, He who causes the Two Lands to thrive'. I have simplified the names of the kings. Egyptian pharaohs had five names, two of which are important as far as these stories go--the prenomen and the nomen. Only the nomen was given at birth, the prenomen being a coronation name. I have generally used the birth names on informal occasions and limited the use of the prenomen to more formal occasions or when referring to past kings. Another reason to use a prenomen is that kings did not have a numbering system like us (Henry III, Henry IV), so Sobekhotep III had the prenomen Sekhemre, and Sobekhotep IV had the prenomen Khaneferre.

Most of the names we know from Egypt, including the name of the country itself, come from the Greek. Ancient Egyptians called their country Kemet, the Black Land, but the Greeks named it Aigyptos. Similarly, they gave their own names to the king (Pharaoh), to the names of cities like Waset (Thebes), Tjenu (Thinis) and Abdju (Abydos), and many of the names of the gods. Ausar became Osiris, Aset became Isis, and Heru became Horus. I had to make a decision whether to use the real names as the ancient Kemetu (Egyptians) knew them, or to use the more familiar Greek names. Some people may disagree with my choice, but it just felt wrong to put Greek words in Ancient Egyptian mouths.

The Hyksos name itself derives from the Greeks also, many years after the events detailed here. In the ancient Egyptian language, they were called heqa khaseshet, meaning 'rulers of the foreign countries'. Nobody really knows who they were, but the consensus is that they came from the region known as Retjenu or Kanaan, which comprises modern-day Israel, Lebanon and Syria. They possessed superior military skills and equipment, and introduced the chariot to Egypt. Later generations of Egyptians turned these skills and equipment back on the Hyksos and defeated them. One of the major powers of the time were kings that ruled over Amurru, Lebanon and Syria. It is reasonable to assume that these kings may have been the 'rulers of foreign lands' so feared by the Egyptians. Of course, these invaders would not have referred to themselves as heqa khaseshet, but rather by the name of their dominant kingdom--Amurru.

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, King Merkawre Sobekhotep of the 13th Dynasty really did have two sons called Bebi and Sobekhotep. Nothing further is known about them from the pages of history, but a few years after they would have reached maturity, two early kings of the 16th Dynasty achieved prominence--named Djehuty and Sobekhotep. It is reasonable to assume that these early kings must have had some claim to the throne, perhaps being descended from a king of the preceding dynasty. Why not Bebi (changing his name for some reason) and his brother Sobekhotep? Both young men were in the previous book, and their descendants are in this one.

 

 

Now, enough of notes. On with the story...
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Chapter 1

 

The docks of Waset seethed with activity as Herihor, third in command of the city garrison pushed through the crowds, his eyes searching for one particular ship among the many tied up, their crews loading and unloading. Fear gripped him as he could not see what he searched for, but then a stray breeze lifted the banners on the nearby temples and he caught a glimpse of a red pennant attached to the mast-top of a ship in the second row. 

He sighed with relief and hurried across to the ship. It displayed lines that were at odds with the rest of the ships and boats in the harbour; lines that spoke wordlessly of its origins among the Sea Peoples of the Great Sea. The ship's captain, Kathta, had once sailed in the service of the King of the heqa khaseshet before transferring his allegiance to Kemet, hence the red pennant that signified safe passage in the north. Although it could no longer be used for that purpose, Kathta now flew it as his personal symbol in the south.

Herihor caught sight of the captain on the deck of his ship and called to him. "Ho, Kathta, may I come aboard?"

Kathta looked round and for a moment his brow furrowed and then he nodded, beckoning to the army man. He watched him clamber over the side and walk unsteadily across the faintly moving deck.

"Herihor, isn't it? Of the city garrison? What can I do for you?"

"Is your ship ready to sail?"

Kathta shook his head. "Nowhere near. We're still unloading. Why?"

Herihor looked round and jerked his head toward the far side of the ship, farthest from any of the workers. He walked across and Kathta, after a moment's hesitation, joined him near the rail.

"You are loyal to King Sobekhotep and his sons?" Herihor asked.

"Of course. You know this. It was Sobekhotep who gave me refuge."

"I have to be sure. Say nothing of this to anyone, but Sobekhotep is dead."

Kathta stared, and his expression hardened. "How is it that you know this?"

"You think I had a hand in it? No, a messenger just arrived in the city reporting that he suffered a mortal wound in a battle north of here. I am loyal to the king and his sons, but there are some who are not; Lord Neferhotep for one. Even now he is rousing the city garrison to support him. He means to claim the throne."

"So why are you here?"

"Neferhotep will not allow the king's family to live. If they are to survive, they must leave the city today...within the hour."

"And this concerns me?"

"If you are indeed loyal, it should. Am I mistaken?"

"You misunderstand me, Herihor. Why have you come to me? Is it because you require my services?"

"It is. There is only one way to move the royal family out of Waset, and that is by water. For that, I need your ship."

Kathta thought for a few moments. "If Lord Neferhotep is indeed moving against them, then you will not have enough time to round them up."

A brief smile tugged at Herihor's lips. "Already done. They are waiting in a warehouse not a hundred paces from here."

"You were that sure of my loyalty?"

Herihor nodded. "The things I wasn't sure of were your presence and your ability to sail quickly. You've answered one but not the other."

Kathta shrugged. "My unloaded goods are merely profit, and worthless compared to the family of my king. Bring them on board immediately and we'll sail as soon as they are. Uh...where are we going?"

"Behdet. We can't go north, so it'll have to be south. Behdet is far enough away it'll give us time to consider what to do next; and besides, Tjaty Sekhem has estates there."

"Go and fetch them, Herihor. I'll prepare my men."

As Herihor hurried away, Kathta called to his officers and had them cease unloading the cargo and fetch every man aboard. 

"A special cargo is arriving," he told them. "We sail as soon as it's aboard."

A small commotion at the end of the dock caught Kathta's attention and he feared Neferhotep had caught wind of the intended escape and sent soldiers to foil it. Instead, men were falling back and bowing as several well-dressed men and women, with children in tow, hurried from the nearest street and out onto the stone dock. He felt like bowing himself as the group came closer, for he recognised Queen Monthhotep, haughty and refined, with her ladies about her, and Queen Hetepet with her stripling son Rahotep beside her. Tjaty Sekhem was there with his family, and Lord Anhotep, father of the wives of King and Tjaty, as well as a gaggle of maidservants, a few noblewomen who might have been wives of the king and several small children who may or may not have been related to the king. Bringing up the rear was Herihor and an old man whom he recognised as Amenankh, the recently retired Commander of the Waset garrison.

"My father," Herihor explained as the group clambered aboard, "will be going with you. Farewell, father. I trust we will meet again soon."

"You're not coming?" Kathta asked.

"No, the princes will be returning from the battle with the body of the king, and somebody must warn them."

"If Neferhotep gains the support of the garrison, you won't survive either."

"I have a hundred men still loyal to the king. They will follow me in support of the princes. Go now, Kathta, quickly, for you have a precious cargo on board. If the gods will it, I shall see you in Behdet."

Herihor kissed his father goodbye and hurried off to warn the princes. Kathta rapped out a series of orders and his crew swung into action despite the deck crowded with women and children. He ushered the queens into his cabin and asked the others to sit down quietly, out of the way. Sailors poled the ship away from the wharf until they had cleared enough room around them to put out the oars, and then they made slow progress out of the narrow harbour and into the stream of the river. There was only a fitful breeze from the north, so Kathta decided it would be too much trouble to employ the sail. Oars would have to do, so he told Khef on the steering oar to turn them upriver and Ahmose, his sailing master, to have the rowers increase their rate.

"I don't know how much time we'll have before they send ships in pursuit," Kathta said.

Ahmose frowned. "You think there'll be pursuit?"

"Yes...probably...maybe."

"They'll never catch us," Ahmose replied. "We can outsail anything capable of giving us trouble."

"Let's hope so. We have precious cargo."

"I see that. Are those really the queens?"

"Yes."

"Does the king know?"

"The king is dead, and Lord Neferhotep will make sure the rest of the king's family follow him into death if he catches them."

"Then we'd better make sure he doesn't." 

Ahmose walked off yelling at the rowers to put their backs into it, promising rewards if they performed to his satisfaction and threatening punishments if they did not. Most of the men just grinned, knowing their sailing master well, but they increased their efforts just the same.

There was no pursuit, or if there was it was perfunctory and they saw no evidence of it. The ship sailed well, being built according to Sea Peoples specifications with a keel that carved the green water of the river preventing side slippage when wind gusted off the cliffs. It took a day to reach Ta-senet, where they put in to buy fresh food. Ordinary shipboard supplies were plain and frugal, not at all suited to royal tastes and demands. Cooked meat, freshly baked bread, fresh fruits and vegetables were loaded swiftly, along with wine and beer. Water was always available from the river.

While they were tied up in Ta-senet, Kathta had screens erected on both sides near the rear, so the ladies could relieve themselves in privacy, and he also gave commands that his men were to be discreet in their behaviour.

The journey upriver to Behdet took several days, but it was a time that was enjoyed by most of those on board. Queen Monthhotep complained about the heat in the cabin, so Kathta had a sail rigged as an awning on the deck where she could sit and catch the breezes. He had sailors splash the decks with water to cool them, and the royal children loved this aspect, laughing and screaming as they dodged the buckets of water. The sailors entered into the spirit of the game the children devised, and laughingly threw water all around until one man splashed the queen. Then the game was forbidden.

Other times, the passengers would sit or stand and watch the scenery pass slowly, the ever-present cliffs and distant desert, farmlands with peasants working the fields or small boys tending cattle, scrubland and scrawny trees growing wild, or small fishing villages. Reed beds abounded, supporting bird life, and water lilies on the calmer backwaters. They saw great pehe-mau snorting and blowing in lagoons, and the occasional splash of a crocodile taking to the water and a swirl as it disappeared into the green depths. The boys fished from the sides of the ship, screaming with delight as a silvery fish was yanked from the water on the end of a flax string with a carved bone hook. These fish, and others caught by the crew when they tied up at night, were grilled over an open fire and the children all said they were far tastier than fish served in the palace.

The scenery and the novelty of life aboard a ship served to push worry aside; worry about what was happening to the princes. Both queens mourned the death of the king, and their companions joined in, but for the sake of the younger children did not give in to excessive grief. Death was a thing a Kemetu lived with their whole life, after all, and death lasted longer than life. It was more important to offer the dead a worthy burial with all the due ceremonies and grave goods than to bewail the fact of their passing. If the body of the king could be rescued and embalmed, then all to the good; if not, then an effigy would have to serve as a repository for the king's spirit. All that would have to wait until they reached Behdet and found out what was the situation.

They reached Behdet well ahead of any news of the death of Sobekhotep and the rebellion of Lord Neferhotep. Tjaty Sekhem took the whole royal family to his estates just south of the city, and then sent out men to scout the eastern bank for any sign of the princes. They returned a few days later with news that the princes, bearing the decomposing body of their father were close at hand. Sekhem immediately sent out supplies, together with a team of embalmers and all their necessary tools of trade so that they could preserve what was left of Sobekhotep. When they returned to Behdet some days later, the body was sealed in a casket packed with natron. They reported to Sekhem that though they hoped they had halted the decomposition, they could not be certain of the damage caused until they opened the casket in another thirty days.

Princes Monthhotepi and Nebiryraw were quiet when they entered Behdet, and after making sure the body of their father was being given the best of care in the House of Embalming, they went to greet their mother at the Tjaty's estate.

"Thank the gods you are safe," Monthhotepi said. "Herihor promised he had put you safely on a ship, but many things could have gone wrong."

"Nothing did," Queen Monthhotep said. "The barbarian ship's captain looked after us as well as he could, considering the circumstances. I was most grateful to step ashore in Behdet though."

"I will see the man is suitably rewarded. Everyone is in good health?"

"They are," the queen confirmed. "What happened to the king?"

Monthhotepi and Nebiryraw told their mother of the battle and of the king being struck down even as he claimed a victory against the odds.

"He died bravely, mother," Nebiryraw said. "He could not die a nobler death than fighting Kemet's enemies."

"Where is the king's body now? Did you preserve it?"

"Our father lies in the House of Embalming," Monthhotepi said, "being prepared for eternity."

"He must be buried in the royal graveyard of Waset or farther north."

"That might be difficult," Nebiryraw said. "Neferhotep is king in Waset."

"Then you must oust him and claim your rightful inheritance," the queen said. "You are king now, Monthhotepi."

"That won't be easy," Nebiryraw said. "Neferhotep has most of the Waset garrison, and he will have taken over the army too."

"We don't know that."

"Then where are they? If they were going to declare for you, they would have done so already. No, if you want to be king, you're going to have to show people you are truly King Sobekhotep's son."

Monthhotepi glanced at his mother and opened his mouth to speak, but thought better of it. Now was not the time to remind his brother who his father really was.

Nebiryraw had not noticed, being engrossed in his own thoughts. "Ideally, you would preside over the burial of the king before being crowned..."

"I won't allow the king to be buried in this little town," Queen Monthhotep declared. "It must be on the west bank of Waset."

"I know," Nebiryraw said. "As I was trying to say, mother, ideally Monthhotepi would bury the king before being crowned, but we cannot do that. However, I think some sort of ceremony must be carried out to remind people of his pre-eminent claim on the throne."

"An offering to the king's body?" Monthhotepi suggested.

"Something like that, followed by a formal coronation under the auspices of the priests of Behdet."

"I don't like the idea of a mock coronation."

"It won't be. Have you forgotten that Sekhemre Sementawy Djehuty was crowned in Shedyt by the local priests? He was no pretend king, but was recognised as legitimate by friend and foe alike. Similarly, Sekhemre Sewosertawy Sobekhotep was crowned locally and only later did he reaffirm that in Waset. You can do the same--locally in Behdet and universally in Waset after we have ousted the pretender."

Monthhotepi was chagrined that he had forgotten the example of his own father, but he grunted his assent. "We still need an army though. Where are we going to get that?"

"We have some loyal troops," Nebiryraw said. "And there are thousands of fierce warriors in Kush."

"Why would they help us...me?"

"Lord Bakhenre visited Governor Isesi in Abu some years back and brokered a deal with representatives of King Nedjeh of Kush for troops. Kush honoured the deal as you know, and I believe he might do so again. We need an army--Kush might supply it."

"Kush is a long way from here," Monthhotepi said, a whine starting to creep into his voice.

"And we have the best ship and the best captain waiting to carry our envoy south," Nebiryraw pointed out.

While Monthhotepi made the arrangements for the symbolic burial of the former king and the subsequent coronation, Nebiryraw consulted with Tjaty Sekhem and organised agents to infiltrate Waset and report back on Neferhotep and the mood of the city.

"If we are to oust the usurper, we must be sure that we will be supported," Nebiryraw said. "It would be a catastrophe if the people turned on us."

"Unlikely," was Sekhem's opinion. "Neferhotep had a limited following among the army garrison and a few nobles. If we turn up at the head of a respectable army, men will desert him."

"That brings me to my next point. What do you know about Lord Bakhenre? Is he loyal?"

"I have always assumed him to be so. Is it important?"

"Bakhenre was the man who organised soldiers from Kush to supplement the army some years ago. I'd like to get him to repeat that exercise and get us another Kushite army."

"I'll have a man question him and see if he will join us in Behdet."

It took time to get a definitive answer back from Waset though, and before Nebiryraw could find out whether he had allies there, the body of the king was passed from the care of the embalmers to that of the priests. The king lacked a suitably appointed tomb in which to be interred, but a small room was set aside within the temple of Amun and screens were brought in to line the walls, depicting all the suitable scenes from the king's life both past and future, and all the necessary prayers and formulae for guiding the king into the afterlife.

Monthhotepi led the ceremonies, formally opening the mouth of the embalmed king. He lacked the proper implements, the adzes and spoons of granite and sky-metal, but they made do with hastily carved ones of wood. Sobekhotep would get another burial when they were back in Waset, so his spirit would lack for nothing in eternity, but this ceremony was more a formality whereby Monthhotepi gave notice that he was the proper successor to the dead king. Neferhotep might pretend he was king, but he was not the one burying his predecessor.

After the ceremonies were concluded and the remains of the funeral feast had been cleared away, Monthhotepi was crowned king by the local Hem-netjer of Amun. Again, a proper coronation would take place in Waset, but for now it was important that men see him as a properly anointed king of Kemet. Lacking the facilities of the Temple of Amun, they performed the basics of the ceremony; the ritual washing in purified water, clothing in virgin linen, introduction to the god in the inner sanctum and presentation to the assembled populace where he was given the royal names by which he would be known. He took the throne name of Seankhenre.

Lord Bakhenre arrived in Behdet with his family half a month after the coronation, having fled Waset as soon as he found out that the legitimate king was in the southern city. He made a formal act of obeisance to Monthhotepi and then met with Nebiryraw, who had been made a General of the Loyal Army, and Sekhem, who had been confirmed in the position of Tjaty. 

"Neferhotep is remarkably well organised," Bakhenre said. "The city garrison and most of the army has got behind him. The city supports him too, but that is probably more a desire for peace than out of sympathy for his actions."

"Have any suffered for remaining loyal?" Nebiryraw asked.

"The prisons are full; the most outspoken were executed."

"He will pay for his actions when we retake the city," Nebiryraw vowed.

"But before we can do that, we need an army," Tjaty Sekhem said. "Lord Bakhenre, you met with King Nedjef of Kush and secured the services of soldiers. Could you do it again?"

"It was with Prince Q'afer, the king's cousin, not the king himself," Bakhenre said. He thought for a few moments. "It is quite possible, but I would have to travel into Kush. Last time, Prince Q'afer was in Abu with a trade mission; he's unlikely to be doing that again."

"It is vital that you go," Nebiryraw said. "We cannot succeed without at least five thousand men."

"Then provide me with a ship and the authority to make deals and I'll be away."

"Sekhem will see to your needs, but our treasury is all but empty. I fear your deals must be made with promises, rather than anything tangible. Whatever you promise, though, remember that we must somehow meet it, so be cautious."

Bakhenre nodded. "I'll manage."

Kathta volunteered for the mission as he had made the voyage to the borders of Kush many times and had always hankered to go past the first cataract and explore the river beyond.

"It could be a long voyage. We don't know whether the king will be in Napata or Medewi...but that's all right," Kathta added with a grin. "I've seen neither and I feel like some excitement."

Kathta and Bakhenre set off with a shipload of trade goods and a list of possible promises he could make on behalf of Seankhenre Monthhotepi. Nebiryraw hoped they would be back in no more than six months.

"The longer we leave it, the harder it will be to dislodge Neferhotep," he said.

Nebiryraw took charge of the small army at his disposal--no more than five hundred men--and a score of chariots that had survived the flight south. He set about building more, and sent recruiting officers through the surrounding sepats to find men willing to fight for his brother. Men came, remembering Sobekhotep and willing to put their trust in his son. Numbers were low, though, as the preceding flood had been low and the harvest that resulted was poor. Hunger threatened to become famine throughout the south, so men preferred to remain on the land, scraping a living, rather than joining an army that was just as hungry. The army grew slowly as the months passed, and Nebiryraw trained them hard, turning farmers and peasants into fighting men.

Monthhotepi had different priorities. He revelled in the fact that he was King of Kemet, glossing over his position as monarch of a minor southern city. Queen Monthhotep encouraged him to remember that his true father Djehuty had been chosen by the gods and that it was only natural to assume that he too was destined for great things.

"You will soon be king in Waset, my son," she said. "Then, once the heqa khaseshet have been defeated, you will be king over the Two Lands, over the two kingdoms in north and south."

Monthhotepi preened, believing his mother.

"There is one danger you face, my son. One thing you must face up to. Who will succeed you?"

Monthhotepi shrugged. "My brother Nebiryraw, I suppose, but that will not happen for many years."

"I pray it does not, but if it does?"

The king frowned, and regarded his mother closely. "What are you saying? Do you doubt Nebiryraw's intentions? He is your son too."

"Of course not," Queen Monthhotep said, "but Djehuty your father was the king chosen by the gods and your brother's father Sobekhotep merely took over when he died. You are the intended king of Kemet and you should ensure your dynasty by fathering a son and heir immediately."

"I have children on the way already."

The queen made a disgusted noise and waved a hand impatiently. "I'm not talking about the maidservants and slaves you have bedded so freely since becoming a king. Any children born to them would serve only to become servants. No, you must take a wife, the daughter of a noble house, and sow your seed in her without delay. You must have a son and heir before you go to war."

"I suppose there are some comely women of rank in Behdet," Monthhotepi said. "I shall have to pay attention on the next feast day."

"No need, my son. There is really only one girl worth considering. Maatkare, the only daughter of Lord Khnumhotep, who is descended from royalty. She is good-looking in a country sort of way, I suppose, but she will fulfil her purpose, which is to give you sons."

"I'll consider it."

"Do more than consider it, my son. She is the only woman worthy of marriage outside of Waset, and you cannot afford to wait until we return before getting an heir."

"Oh, very well, mother. If you say so."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Abdju looked nothing like the holy city of Tjenu province any longer. For nearly three years the Amurran army had been encamped around the walled city, slowly starving it into submission. The king of Abdju, Menkhawre Snaaib, had wished many times that the enemy would force its way into the city and end it all one way or another, but General Yannass of the Amurrans seemed quite content to sit outside and let hunger do his work for him. Snaaib had considered opening the gates and leading his men out to attack the enemy, but they refused to obey their king, and Snaaib was not feeling suicidal enough to go out alone.

Snaaib recognised that one good thing had arisen from the city's starvation--few people had the strength to hate him anymore. When he had first seized power, letting King Pantjeny die outside the city walls and killing Pantjeny's son Djehutya, he had acted out of ambition. He had known that he would face opposition, but he hoped that marrying the only daughter of Pantjeny would go some way to settling their fears. Instead, he now faced a mortal enemy even in the bedchamber. Three times Hotepnofru had tried to kill him, and Snaaib did not doubt she would try again. He saw himself as equal to the task, however, and refused to take any action against her beyond confining her to her rooms and making sure she had no access to even a knife.

As starvation bit deeper, the situation in the holy city became more extreme. Animals had quickly disappeared from the streets and houses, horses and donkeys, cats and dogs, sparrows and rats, consumed right down to their hide, hooves and bones, followed by every scrap of mouldy grain and even the leather shields of the soldiers had been boiled to extract even a hint of flavour and goodness. And now the water was disappearing.

Abdju did not sit close to the river but wells had been dug that allowed them plentiful supplies of water. After the failure of the annual flood, however, the river had receded, pulling water from the well. Citizens were conscripted to labour in the thick mud at the bottom of the well, deepening it to chase the sinking water level.

The best of everything found its way into the royal residence which bordered on the holy precincts of the temple of Ausar. Nebwawet, Hem-netjer of the god Ausar, knew that his continued existence was tied to Snaaib, so made the contents of the temple stores available to the king. He was Snaaib's sole remaining confidant, and shared his meals, his thoughts, and his fate. The king often timed his visits to the temple to coincide with the daily meal the priests shared and partook of whatever was on offer in the Hem-netjer's private rooms.

"You never bring Hotepnofru to the temple," Nebwawet observed.

"Why should I share anything with that bitch?" Snaaib said. "You know she's tried to kill me."

"Then why don't you put her away?"

Snaaib shrugged and looked impatiently toward the door through which an acolyte would bring their meal. "She serves a purpose."

"Keeping a tenuous connection to the previous king," Nebwawet said. "Was it really worth killing Pantjeny and stealing his throne?"

"I didn't kill him. You know this, Nebwawet. I only refused him aid. And yes, it has been worth it; I'm king and one day, with the help of the gods, I will drive the invaders out of our lands."

"You don't believe that. Tjenu sepat is now firmly in the grasp of Amurru. They've even installed a Governor in Tjenu and it's only a matter of time before they take Abdju. Unless you want to reign over a dead city."

"Where's the food?" Snaaib growled.

"It's coming," Nebwawet replied. "I even have a special treat for you today--fish."

"How in the name of all the gods and demons did you get fish?"

Nebwawet smiled. "The city is not locked up quite as tight as you might think. I have a few people on the outside who are prepared to smuggle a few things in--for a price, of course."

"And you have fish? Fresh fish?"

"Well, reasonably fresh, but with a few herbs you won't be able to tell the difference. Ah, here it comes."

There was a soft knock on the door, and it opened, revealing two young acolytes bearing a tray with food and a jug with two cups. They set them down on a low table in front of their high priest and withdrew, though they cast envious eyes at the food as they went out.

"I'm surprised they haven't stolen your food," Snaaib said, his mouth starting to water at the delicious aromas that wafted from the tray of food.

"They do," Nebwawet replied. "I turn my head away from the morsels they steal. It's like an ox that ploughs the field. He doesn't mind the labour as long as he can snatch a mouthful of grass every now and then."

"I wouldn't know." 

Snaaib leaned forward and lifted the cover of the dish, revealing several small fried fish and a conical loaf of barley bread, still warm from the oven. A few small onions rounded off the meal. He reached out and touched one of the fish with the tip of his finger and stuck it in his mouth, groaning with pleasure at the taste.

"Help yourself," Nebwawet said.

Snaaib put half of the fish onto his plate, broke off a hunk of bread and sat back, tucking into the welcome food. He looked across at the priest, who was pouring water from the jug into two plain cups.

"You're not eating?"

"My stomach is a little upset today," Nebwawet explained. "I fear the fish will not agree with me. I'll share some bread with you, though." He broke off a piece and chewed carefully, spitting out a tiny fragment of the grinding stone.

"All the more for me, then," Snaaib said, helping himself to another fish. "I like the flavour. Your cook has blended his herbs nicely."

"Eat all you like. My servants have already taken as much as I will allow them."

Snaaib ended up eating all the fish, leaving the bones in an untidy pile on the side of his plate. He used pieces of bread to mop up the juices and consumed all the small onions as well, washing them down with slightly gritty water. Grinning, he leaned back in his chair and picked his teeth with a fingernail.

"I haven't eaten that well in a while, Nebwawet. My thanks."

"You are welcome, Menkhawre Snaaib. Perhaps next time you will bring Hotepnofru with you?"

The king's smile vanished, replaced by a scowl. "I have told you I will not share anything with that bitch."

"Perhaps you are right," Nebwawet said. "A meal like that would not be right for Pantjeny's daughter."

"Of course I'm right. That was a good meal but your words have left a sour taste in my belly. I will take my leave of you."

Nebwawet rose to his feet and bowed to his king as he departed, but after the door closed; he looked thoughtful and murmured, "Was it my words or something else, I wonder?"

Snaaib returned to the palace and busied himself with the governance of his tiny kingdom, though there was little enough to do, especially as the commander of the city garrison was the king's eyes and ears in the city. Commander Ibre was one of the few men loyal to the king. Having killed Prince Djehutya on Snaaib's command three years before, he had made his decision and lived in fear that Snaaib would reveal him as the killer. Pantjeny's daughter Hotepnofru believed her brother's death had been suicide; a despair brought on by seeing his father's slaughter by the Amurrans. There were men loyal to Hotepnofru and if she desired Ibre's death it would come about. The only reason Snaaib himself had not succumbed to an assassination was that he never went anywhere without a guard of loyal men, unless it was to the temple of Ausar.

"Anything to report?" Snaaib asked.

"Nothing out of the ordinary," Ibre replied. "There is discontent, but nobody can engender enough strength to do more than grumble."

"The enemy?"

"Does nothing--as usual."

"How goes the digging out of the well?"

"We're down to water again. It's muddy but drinkable after being strained."

"Food supplies?"

Ibre hesitated, fighting back a reproving look. He had smelled fried fish and onions on the king's breath when he returned from the temple. It was natural that the king should eat better than his subjects, but the injustice of it still rankled.

"Effectively non-existent." Ibre shrugged. "Even if we had food, we've almost exhausted our supplies of fuel. Entire quarters of the city have been stripped of wood, from furnishings to structural elements."

Snaaib groaned and for a moment Ibre was surprised at the king's empathy for his people. Then he saw an expression of pain on the king's face.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

"My belly hurts."

"Hunger can have that effect," Ibre said. Secretly, he hoped that the fish the king had dined on was bad. It would serve him right if his greed was rewarded with a few hours of discomfort.

"I think I'll go and lie down for a bit."

Snaaib took himself off to his private quarters, where he hoped he could get some peace. Hotepnofru was there though, for once solicitous about his well-being.

"What ails you, husband?"

"Nothing. I just have an ache in my belly. Go away and let me rest."

"I would not be a good wife if I did that. Let me look after you."

"I don't need it. Just let me lie down."

"I will send for a physician."

"No. Just let me be, woman."

Hotepnofru helped Snaaib to his bed and stood over him as he tried to make himself comfortable. "You don't look well."

"I have a belly ache, that's all."

"Something you ate, perhaps."

The only thing he had eaten that day was fried fish, barley bread and onions with his friends Nebwawet. He shook his head. "No, I..." A wave of pain gripped his belly and he cried out. "I...I think perhaps I will see a physician after all. Send for one."

Hotepnofru went to the door and told the servants waiting in the next room that the king wanted to rest and was not to be disturbed, but that she would stay with him. She waited until they all left and then went back to her husband. In the few minutes she had been gone; he had vomited beside the bed and lay groaning on it.

"Where is he?" he demanded.

Hotepnofru regarded the mess on the floor and noted there were flecks of blood among the bits of undigested food.

"How are you feeling?" she asked.

"How do you think..." Snaaib broke off and retched violently, but little came up. He broke out in a sweat and gripped his belly, groaning. "Where is the physician?"

"I wonder if my brother Djehutya felt pain in his belly from the sword."

"What are...what are you...talking about?"

"My brother. You say he killed himself in despair but I don't believe you. I think you killed him by plunging a sword into his belly. I'm sure it hurt him, but I hope not as much as the agony in your belly."

Snaaib stared at his wife through a wash of pain, seeing the hatred in her eyes. 

"What have you done?" he gasped.

Hotepnofru only smiled.

"You...you poisoned me...how?"

Hotepnofru leaned closer, ignoring the stench of vomit and the sourness of his breath. "Can you not guess? You are hated, King Menkhawre Snaaib, and I had men begging to have a hand in your death. In the end, I decided it should be at the hands of one you regarded as a friend--Nebwawet. Did you like the fish? Did you enjoy the subtle flavours of the herbs? I hope so, because it was your last meal."

Snaaib lay gasping as she spat out her hatred and triumph, but then he pushed at her feebly and started to swing his legs off the bed. 

"No...you shall not...help! To me..."

Hotepnofru pushed him back onto the bed and grasped a large linen cloth, stuffing it into his mouth to muffle his cries, throwing her weight onto him to hold him down. He struggled, but the poison continued to gripe his belly and his efforts were ineffectual. Her weight on his abdomen made him vomit again, but now his mouth was full of cloth and there was nowhere for it to go. Snaaib inhaled and choked, his whole body going into spasm, his eyes bulging and his face turning red.

She hung on, praying to the gods for the strength to avenge her family, and they answered her. Horrible noises emerged from the king's throat and chest; his body jerked and he almost threw her off, but then he collapsed back, gurgled, and lay still. Hotepnofru waited, half expecting a renewed struggle, but Snaaib no longer fought for breath and his chest was still. Slowly, she eased her weight off the body of the king and stood looking down on his for several minutes, still not totally convinced he was at last dead. 

"You are avenged, my brother...and you, my father," she whispered. "The traitor is dead."

Hotepnofru withdrew the linen cloth from the king's mouth and threw it aside. Then she left the room and found a single servant waiting outside the king's suite of rooms. She told him that the king was at peace and sleeping and that he was not to be disturbed under any circumstances. Leaving the palace, she entered the temple of Ausar, where she found Nebwawet.

"He is dead," she said simply.

"Thanks be to the gods," he replied piously.

Hotepnofru barked a derisive laugh. "The gods had nothing to do with it, but your poisoned fish proved effective. What do we do now?"

"You have avenged your family, but otherwise nothing has changed. You must surrender to the Amurrans and hope for mercy."

"Can you get a message to their king? We need to settle on terms."

"I doubt the Amurran king is here, but I can get a man to their commanding general. What terms do you want to ask for?"

"I will surrender the city if he will spare the temples and their priests, and let me walk free. I have estates in the south and will retire to those, giving up any claim to the throne."

Nebwawet doubted the general would agree, but sent a man by secret ways to take the message. The man returned only hours later with the reply.

"I make no promises," the general declared. "Throw open your gates and submit, or stay in your city and starve to death. It is all one to me."

Hotepnofru raged, but she had no means by which to force the enemy general, so she acceded to his demands and opened the gates, allowing the Amurrans to pour into the city. The body of Snaaib had been found by this time, and Commander Ibre, knowing that all was lost, killed himself. His body was found beside the king's bed. General Yannass had Hotepnofru brought before him.

"You thought to bargain with me?"

"Why not? I had nothing to lose."

"How did your king die?"

"The man who called himself the king, and who forced me to marry him, died by my hand. I poisoned him."

"A foul death. Why did you hate him so much?"

"He killed my father Pantjeny who was the rightful king of Tjenu and Abdju, and my brother Djehutya too. Poison was a fitting death for a traitor and a coward."

"What, then, am I to do with you, Hotepnofru, daughter of Pantjeny?"

"I have an estate in the south. Let me retire there where I can live in peace and trouble you no more."

Yannass considered her words and regarded her thoughtfully. "You are a young woman and comely, if overly thin from your travails. If I let you retire to your estate, some young man will come along and marry you, hoping to get some claim on the throne of Kemet by doing so. Before we know it, Tjenu will rise in rebellion, and I will be upbraided before my king for not settling matters once and for all."

"That will not happen," Hotepnofru said. "I will abjure men and live simply..."

"I do not believe you, and even if I did, I cannot take the chance." Yannass called over the captain of his guard. "Take this woman outside and kill her."

"No! You cannot...you must not..."

"By rights, you should suffer the same death as your husband, but I will be merciful and grant you a swift one. Take her away."

Hotepnofru died, and with her the last scion of the Five Families of Tjenu and Abdju. The kings of that province had lasted only twenty years, and with their passing it was as if they had never existed.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Neferit sometimes wondered why she had ever wanted children. As a young woman committed to her career as a charioteer in the Amurran army, she had found fulfilment and even a measure of happiness by remaining single and denying any man a part of her life. No, she thought, that was not quite true. She had always had Sadiki, the officer commanding the chariot squadrons, and the man to whom she was a personal charioteer. He had never importuned her, though, being a man who preferred other men, and had even acted as a protection against the unwelcome attentions of an army full of lust-driven men.

"Why did I ever allow myself to be seduced by thoughts of motherhood?" she muttered as she knelt beside the pottery dish full of dirty water in which lay a number of soiled linen cloths. Beside her, washed linen lay stretched out on the ground in various stages of dryness.

The rooms in which she lived shared a small courtyard with several other apartments and the women who lived in them carried out a number of domestic duties within it. On this day, only one other woman, grey-haired and almost toothless though less than ten summers older than Neferit, was in the courtyard. The older woman, Aat, by name, sat nearby sorting through a small pile of vegetables, cutting out the blemishes.

"More like you were seduced by a man," Aat said. "Motherhood came later."

"No. I was in the company of several young women and when they gave birth I found myself wondering what it would be like to have a child." Neferit sighed and pushed aside a lock of her hair with the back of her hand. She sniffed at her hand and wrinkled her nose at the smell of faeces on it. "Now I know--it's monotonous drudgery."

"Any woman could have told you that if you'd asked," Aat said. She looked up from her vegetables. "Why did you wait so long to have your babies? You must have had men sniffing about you since before your first hesmen."

"I had no desire to know men in that way. I still don't."

"Yet you had a baby...two."

"There are some things only a man can do," Neferit admitted. "I didn't enjoy it."

"No?" Aat looked surprised. "You prefer women?"

Neferit shook her head. "I prefer to be alone, doing what I love." She wrung out the last of the cloths and spread them out to dry on the hot, baked ground of the courtyard.

"And what is it that you love?" Aat asked.

"Driving a chariot into battle."

Aat looked nonplussed. "I don't understand. That's something a man would do."

"Yes, many men...and one woman. I was good at it too, and I miss it."

"You drove a chariot? You? A woman? In what army?"

"In the Amurran chariot squadrons. Their Colonel of Chariots is a man called Sadiki, and I drove his chariot."

Aat looked sceptical but did not voice her disbelief. "So why don't you go back to it if you love it?"

"Because now I have children."

"From everything you've said, you regret that fact, so hand your children over to someone else and go back to your chariots."

Neferit shook her head. "I couldn't do that. I may not have thought it through, or fully realised just what I was giving up, but I love my baby girls and I wouldn't be without them."

As if to test her, a wail broke out from one of her rooms, followed a few moments later by another. Neferit grimaced and hurried inside, where she found the twin girls, Neferkhare and Amatia crying. Amatia had fallen out of bed and held out a hand for her mother's kiss of healing, and her sister had joined in, either in sympathy or not wanting to be left out. Neferit gathered them both into her arms and kissed them, one after the other, telling them she loved them, and soon they were squirming and pushing their mother away, wanting to get down and play.

The girls crawled around her feet or hauled themselves up right and tottered a few paces as Neferit moved around the room, putting together the supper and was almost ready to serve up a plain but wholesome meal when a man's voice called out from the courtyard. A few moments later, feet clattered on the stairs and Nebhotep threw open the door.

"Hello girls, did you miss me?"

"Dada," Neferkhare cried.

"Da," Amatia echoed.

Nebhotep put down a small basket he carried and scooped up both girls, showering them with kisses as they screamed and giggled with delight.

"I have a treat for you," Nebhotep said. He put the girls down and picked up the basket. "Who wants a honey cake?" 

"Me! Me!" the twins cried in unison, grabbing the sticky confection from their father's hands and stuffing it into their mouths with muffled squeals of ecstasy.

"You could at least have waited until after supper," Neferit said sourly. "They won't want to eat anything I've made now."

Nebhotep apologised, but the grin on his face as he watched his daughters eating rather robbed his words of sincerity. Neferit sighed and forgave him, serving him up some of the food she had prepared.

"I had not thought to look for you for another half month," she said.

"Well, as you know, there's very little going on now that Abdju is fallen. Sakir-Har won't initiate any further actions against Waset, so we have little to do. I asked for, and was granted, a few extra days in Henen-nesut to see my family."

He picked at the food she had set before him, the almost ubiquitous fried fish Kemetu households served for the evening meal, the bread and sliced vegetables.

"You're looking...well."

"Am I?" Neferit brushed her hair away from her face. "I don't feel it."

"What's wrong?"

Neferit shrugged. "Nothing...everything. I don't know."

Nebhotep chewed the piece of bread in his mouth and swallowed. "Come on, Nefer, you can tell me."

Neferit sighed and looked around the small apartment, at her two daughters now playing together on the floor with their cloth dolls.

"This isn't how I thought it would be."

"What isn't?"

"This." Neferit waved a hand vaguely. "Having a child...children. I thought it would be cuddles and love, a feeling of contentment, of fulfilment, not...not...boredom. My days are filled with cleaning up their messes, with preparing meals, with work around these rooms, the same thing day after day, with only old women who don't understand anything to talk to." She looked at Nebhotep and screwed up her face in anguish. "Sometimes I want to scream and throw myself out of the window. I love my girls...really I do...but...I don't know what to do."

Nebhotep reached out a hand to comfort her, but she drew back. He looked sad, but nodded and sat back. "You miss the company of men, don't you?"

"That's complete nonsense."

"I don't mean in any physical sense, but all your adult life you've been in the company of men, working with them toward a common purpose, listening to them talk, arguing with them. You miss the camaraderie you enjoyed in the squadrons; doing the thing you loved most in life."

Neferit stared at Nebhotep, her eyes glistening, and she nodded slowly. "I want to be driving chariots again. I wanted a child, but now I want to go back to how it was."

"I can understand that," Nebhotep said, "but you have responsibilities. You can't just abandon our daughters..."

"Don't you think I know that?" Neferit snapped. "I have two children and I love them, no matter what you might think. I'm not going to abandon them, but I can't help these feelings I have. I don't want to end up resenting my daughters because they are keeping me from doing what I want to do."

"Colonel Sadiki won't let you raise children in a military camp."

"I know."

"So you can't go back to your old life yet." Nebhotep looked thoughtful. "If you couldn't drive chariots again, what other thing would interest you?"

"Nothing else." Neferit shrugged. "Horses, maybe, but that's the same problem."

"Maybe, maybe not. Let me think about it."

Neferit got up to get her daughters ready for bed, washing sticky hands and faces. When they were clean, she went outside to gather in the clothes she had washed and spread out to dry. She folded them and stacked them inside to deliver back to her customers in the morning. Nebhotep helped her clear away the girls' toys and close the shutters against the night air as everyone knew it was dangerous to sleep with draughts at night.

"Are you staying?" Neferit asked.

"Can I?"

"If you like. The spare bed, of course."

"Of course." After the handful of acts that had engendered the twins, Nebhotep had not been allowed back into Neferit's bed, but he hoped that one day she would relent. The love he felt for her was a burden he carried, but he was content to wait and hope. He would have stayed for the sake of his daughters, anyway, but he also knew Neferit was fond of him. Perhaps fondness would grow into love.

He was gone the next morning when she woke up, and Neferit felt a pang as she readied her daughters for another day. She had hoped their father would stay and enjoy their company a little longer. They were starting to be old enough to teach them some rudiments of reading and writing, rather than just play, so she knew she would have to find them a tutor from somewhere, and the funds to pay one. In the meantime, she taught them what she could and let them imitate her as she went about her daily chores. Reading and writing was not essential, particularly for girls, but Neferit wanted them to have the same advantages in life that she had.

"And look where it got me," she said. "An out of work charioteer without any prospects of ever getting back to it."

She took the pile of laundry back to the people who had hired her to clean them, accepting scraps of copper or handfuls of grain in payment. Then she took the girls down to the market to buy vegetables and fish for that evening, and when she returned home in the afternoon she found Nebhotep waiting.

"I thought you'd gone back to your unit."

"I couldn't go back while you were so upset."

"It doesn't matter," Neferit said. "I was just out of sorts yesterday. I'll get over it."

"Well, I've found you something."

"What does that mean?"

Nebhotep grinned. "You know you said that horses interested you? I've found you a job working with horses."

Neferit stared at him. "I have a job already. I don't need you running around finding me another one."

"What's this job you have? Washing dirty clothes for other people? You're better than that. If you can't drive a chariot, at least you can work with horses."

"I clean clothes because it enables me to work from home. In case you hadn't noticed, I have two small girls to look after and I can't go out to work in some stables or other. You don't think I hadn't tried that already? No, why would you? You're a man and a soldier and you've never been tied to a home without hope of a reprieve."

"You're right," Nebhotep admitted, "but I would tie myself to one woman and her children if she would allow me. I recognise my responsibilities as regards my daughters and I want to provide for them. I can't be here much because I have duties as an officer in the army, but I thought if I could find you a job that you liked, and which provided for the girls, I would be doing my part."

"Your duty, you mean."

"No, Neferit. Many men would have taken what you offered, enjoyed your body and walked away when your belly swelled, but not me. I have always loved you and I would live with you and our daughters if you would have me..." Nebhotep held up his hand as Neferit opened her mouth. "No, let me speak. You, Neferkhare and Amatia, mean everything to me. If I cannot live with you and provide for my family day to day, at least let me find you a job that you will enjoy."

Neferit stared at Nebhotep and then looked away. "You shame me," she whispered.

"Never that. You have given up everything for our daughters, so let me help in some small way."

Neferit busied herself in silence preparing a light meal for the girls and then insisted they play quietly in the next room.

"What is this job?" she asked.

"You've heard of the Hurrian estate just north of the city?"

Neferit nodded. "They breed horses for the squadrons."

"Owned by Lord Har-Urkesh. I met him once when he delivered a batch of horses to Sadiki's squadron. When you spoke of horses yesterday, I decided to go and speak with him. He's heard of you, you know," Nebhotep said with a smile. "In fact, he got quite excited when I said that Neferit, the famous woman charioteer, might be interested in working on his estate."

"Until he hears I have small children."

"He knows; I told him. It does not matter to him. There are other small children on the estate and he says two more won't hurt."

"What would I be doing?"

"He breeds horses, but they still have to be trained to the chariot. Now normally that is done after he delivers them to the squadrons, but I intimated that he could ask a higher price if you had trained them to the yoke beforehand."

Neferit frowned as she tried to get her thoughts around the prospect of work on the Hurrian estate. "It's a long way out there. I would have to leave before dawn and get back after dark. I don't know that the girls could put up with that. They would be exhausted. The only other way is to find someone to look after them, and I don't want that."

"You would be living on the estate," Nebhotep said. "Your own private quarters, food and drink supplied, clothing, anything you needed, and the children have a nurse. Why, the boys even have a tutor. Har-Urkesh believes in educating even the sons of his servants."

"I'd want Neferkhare and Amatia educated as well."

"Then speak with Har-Urkesh. I'm sure he'll agree to anything to get you working there."

Two days later, Nebhotep and Neferit walked out to Har-Urkesh's horse estate with all her possession on their backs and their small daughters beside them. When the girls tired, they would carry them, and it was close to dusk before they arrived. Akken, the major-domo had a servant take the girls to the kitchen for milk and bread, while he showed them into the presence of the owner.

"So you are the famous Neferit, sole woman charioteer and driver of Lord Sadiki?" Har-Urkesh asked. He stood and walked over to her, embracing her. "Nebhotep tells me you might grace my estate with your presence."

"If my lord Har-Urkesh were to offer me a job..."

"A job? Never such a menial position. I need an overseer of horse training and if you would agree to run that part of my operation, I would make it well worth your while."

"You honour me, sir..."

"No, Neferit, you honour me. You'll accept?"

"I have small children. Two girls."

"They are welcome too. A place shall be made for them among the other children of my staff, and they shall want for nothing."

"I...I don't know what to say."

"Say yes, and then my major-domo will show you to your quarters."

Tears came to Neferit's eyes, but she brushed them away. "I will accept with pleasure, Lord Har-Urkesh."

Their lodgings were plain, but everything was clean and they were almost luxurious compared to the previous rooms over the grain warehouse. The girls were excited by the new surroundings but they had eaten and drunk their fill in the kitchens and quickly fell asleep. Neferit sat up with Nebhotep and shared a pot of beer, looking out over the horse pastures and stables with the black cloak of night lying heavy over the estate.

"Thank you, Nebhotep," Neferit said simply. "I can't tell you what this means to me."

"Your happiness is all the thanks I need."

Neferit sat in silence for a time, letting the peace of the place seep over her. She felt she owed a lot to this man and she thought she knew how to pay off some of that debt. "Do you want to stay tonight?" she asked softly. "Share a bed?"

Nebhotep could think of nothing he wanted more, but he realised she was offering out of gratitude, and he wanted her to want him out of love. He hesitated, trying to pick his words carefully.

"I would like that very much, Nefer, but you need to be well rested. Tomorrow is the day when you must impress Lord Har-Urkesh with all your knowledge and ability. Perhaps you could ask me another time?"

Neferit agreed and it saddened Nebhotep that he thought he could detect relief in her voice. A few minutes later, he finished off his beer and took his leave, going off to spend the night in the servants' quarters.

He was gone early the next morning, but Neferit scarcely noticed. She was much too busy learning her duties and consulting with Har-Urkesh on matters of training horses for chariots. Har-Urkesh's requirements were detailed and exacting, but she was confident she could fulfil them all. It might not be as exciting as driving a chariot into battle, but it would satisfy her for the time being. In another three years--five at the most--her daughters would be old enough to leave with some responsible carer, and she could return to active duty with the squadrons.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Monthhotepi took his mother's advice and married Maatkare, the daughter of Lord Khnumhotep of Behdet. He lay with her, which was no great hardship, and she was soon with child. Although several other women in Behdet were expecting the king's children, Maatkare was the only woman he had married and the child, if it was a boy, could expect to be declared his heir. The king was happy enough with his new wife, but looked forward to the day when his victorious army took Waset, for that city was known to contain far more beautiful women than lowly Behdet. Queen Monthhotep tried to persuade her eldest son to take a greater interest in the running of the kingdom, but he was more interested in the pleasures that resulted from his status rather than the responsibilities that underpinned it.

"I have a Tjaty to take care of the day to day business, and a brother who is more than happy to oversee the building and training of my army."

"A king should be looking to the future and not relying on others to do everything for him," his mother said. She had been the queen of two kings over a span of nearly nineteen years and believed she knew more about what was needed from a king than her inexperienced son. "A king needs to know every aspect of his kingdom."

"I am looking to the future, mother. You told me yourself that I needed to produce an heir, and that is exactly what I have done. Maatkare will give me a son, and even if she doesn't I can try again."

"You should make Maatkare your queen. She is deserving of it, especially if she gives birth to your eldest son and heir."

"I'm not going to make anyone my queen until I've seen what Waset has to offer."

"You will need to take Waset first. Or do you mean to sit in Behdet, pampered by your women, while Nebiryraw leads your army to conquer Kemet's enemies?"

"Nebiryraw merely commands my army," Monthhotepi said. "I am the king."

Nebiryraw might have commanded the king's army, but there was little to command so far. In the six months they had been in exile in Behdet, their forces had grown from a few hundred to nearly a thousand men, but that was not nearly enough to wrest control of Waset from the usurper. Neferhotep likely had twice that number at his disposal, and sat behind secure city walls as well.

The king's brother had scoured the countryside around Behdet for men, trying to entice men away from farms and menial jobs within the villages and towns, but with little success. For one thing, there was precious little in the king's treasury with which to pay his army, and for another, there was famine in the river valley. For two years now, the annual flood had been meagre, the crops poor, and the resultant harvest insufficient to feed the existing population, let alone putting any aside. Peasants were superstitious, and quick to blame the actions of their betters for the catastrophes that descended upon them. Some blamed the usurper in Waset, others the northern invaders, and a few even blamed the new king Monthhotepi. As a result, most men preferred to risk starvation by remaining on the land rather than tempting the gods by joining an army.

Tjaty Sekhem had the task of managing a kingdom already shaken to its foundation by the death of a king at the hands of an invader, of the usurpation of the throne by a nobleman, and the apparent indifference of the youthful son of the old king. He wielded what authority he could muster by relying on the mother of the king and the king's brother, but it was a daily struggle. Noblemen of Behdet obstructed him, each vying for their own advantage, not seeming to care if the kingdom suffered as a whole. The kingdom needed a strong man on the throne, but all Sekhem could hope for was that Monthhotepi would grow into the role once he had grasped the importance of the task. In vain, he begged the king to start appearing in the Hall of Justice and settle disputes.

"Son of Re, your presence would go a long way toward settling the discontent and uncertainty within the kingdom."

"I have complete confidence in you, Tjaty Sekhem," Monthhotepi replied. "Besides, such things bore me."

"Son of Re, the people need a king, not a Tjaty. They need to see that you care about them."

"Then you must tell them that I do. Impress on them that they can serve their king best by obeying me through you."

If pressed, Sekhem knew that Monthhotepi would dismiss him and go back to the women's quarters to indulge his lusts. He sometimes thought that the king was like a young child who found himself alone in a pantry filled with sweetmeats; he gorged himself, displaying no restraint. He could only hope that he would eventually slake his lusts and turn his hand to governance. It was a pity that Monthhotepi was the elder and not his brother Nebiryraw. Kemet would be in good hands if Nebiryraw was king...but he dared not express such a thought. He might be related to the king, but kinship would not save him should such disloyalty become known.

Behdet was not very far from Waset, and although the heqa khaseshet and the Kingdom of Kush lay further off, it was not wise to ignore them. Sekhem sent out spies north and south to watch enemies and friends alike and to report back anything of importance. Spies from the north told of troubles besetting Neferhotep of Waset, which gladdened Sekhem's heart. The northern invader was pressing down upon Waset, sending small armies to probe the weaknesses of the southern kingdom, and apparently Neferhotep was striking back with flair and courage. Neferhotep's actions were not good news, as they spoke of his military ability, and that ability would have to be faced one day soon.

"Neferhotep doesn't have any chariots though, does he?" Nebiryraw asked when he heard about these battles in the north. "Few anyway, for we brought most of what we had down with us."

"The Waset artificers made chariots for your father," Sekhem said. "There's no reason to suppose they stopped."

"It's rather alarming that Neferhotep is keeping the invader at bay. Are we going to be able to succeed when it's our turn?"

"I'm no fighting man, but I would think that even Neferhotep will find it difficult to counter two enemies. You'll just have to time your attack for when he's tied up elsewhere."

"Speaking of two enemies, when were you going to tell me about the threat from Kush? Two thousand men under arms?"

"You know about that?"

"I have my own spies too, Sekhem. I make it my business to know what goes on in the south. When were you going to tell me?"

"When I was sure whether they were friend or enemy."

"Could they be friendly?"

"Lord Bakhenre went to Kush six months ago in Kathta's ship for just that reason. Perhaps he succeeded and that force out of Kush is soldiers sent by King Nedjeh."

Nebiryraw shook his head. "If Bakhenre had succeeded we would have heard from them. Kathta would have returned ahead of any marching army."

"Who are they then?"

"My guess is that as soon as King Nedjeh heard that Kemet lay in ruins he decided he could invade and pick up the pieces."

"What will you do?" Sekhem asked.

"March south with my own men to meet them."

"Is that wise? Left to themselves, they might just do a bit of plundering and go home. You only have a thousand men, after all."

"If they decide not to go home and come as far north as Behdet, then the whole of this region will lose confidence in my brother the king's ability to protect them. I'd rather lose a battle in the far south than outside the walls of Behdet."

Sekhem nodded. "I suppose that makes sense. When will you leave?"

"As soon as I've talked to Monthhotepi. I am hoping to persuade him to come too. It would greatly hearten the men if their king marched with them."

Nebiryraw spoke persuasively, and Monthhotepi agreed to accompany his troops as they marched south to meet the army from Kush. The king bade farewell to his mother and to a very pregnant Maatkare, fondly stroking her belly.

"Look after my son," he told Maatkare. "I will be home triumphant in time for his birth."

The brothers crossed the river and marched south along the eastern bank of the river at the head of twelve hundred men, Monthhotepi having stripped Behdet of its fighting men. They took all their chariots with them, though Monthhotepi had not wanted to risk them all. Nebiryraw pointed out that if they lost the battle against the Kushites, they would lose everything, so it was worth risking everything.

They found the Kushites camped beside the city of Nubt, and their spirits sank at the sight, for the gates were open and the city garrison banners on display outside the city. Furthermore, there was a large ship anchored near the shore, a ship that could only be Kathta's vessel.

"They've taken the city and captured Kathta's ship," Nebiryraw said. "We must attack at once, before they can ready themselves."

"A bit late for that," Monthhotepi said. "Look."

The Kushite camp was in an uproar with rams' horns sounding and arms clashing. Lookouts had spotted the men from the north and alerted the Kushite officers. Nebiryraw immediately shouted orders to get the men into battle formation and started advancing on the numerically stronger Kushites, their small chariot squadron to the fore. A small group of men ran out from the Kushite lines, waving banners and openly holding their hands in the air.

"I think they want to talk," Nebiryraw said.

"What can they want to talk about? Our surrender? It's not going to happen." The king raised his hand to signal the charge.

"Wait," Nebiryraw said. "One of those men is Bakhenre, I'd swear to it."

"He's a captive then."

"We have to talk to them."

Reluctantly, the king agreed and Nebiryraw guided their chariot down to the waiting men. They were surprised to see Bakhenre grinning with relief, together with Huy, the Governor of Nubt and an unknown Kushite of high rank judging by the amount of gold he wore. All were unarmed.

"We were so worried you were going to just attack us," Bakhenre said. "Stannus here was concerned that he'd have to fight back purely in self-defence and that would undo all our good work."

"These men of Kush are friendly?" Nebiryraw asked.

"Yes, my lord," Bakhenre replied. "You sent me to Kush to negotiate an army for you...and here it is."

"King Nedjeh was willing?"

"Nedjeh is no longer among the living," the richly dressed Kushite said. "King Q'afer now rules." He bowed to Monthhotepi. "Son of Re, my name is Stannus, and I am emissary for my king to your kingdom. I have brought an army of nearly two thousand men to fight for you."

"By all the gods then, Stannus, you are welcome," Monthhotepi said. He jumped down from the chariot and embraced the startled emissary who overtopped him by at least two hand spans.

Two days were spent inspecting the troops and having discussions with the Kushite officers. There were certain language difficulties as not all Kushites spoke Kemetu, which could cause problems in following orders, particularly in the heat of battle. Nebiryraw identified which Kushite officers spoke Kemetu and paired them with officers of his own, hoping to correct the problem before it could appear. They practiced outside the walls of Nubt--mock battles and complicated manoeuvres--and the pairing of officers seemed to work.

Privately, Lord Bakhenre informed the brothers of the terms King Q'afer had exacted for his help. The two thousand mercenaries were to be paid out of the Kemetu treasury at twice the rate the Kemetu natives were paid, and when they had taken Waset, each man was to be rewarded with five square khet of prime land, well-watered, and with eight cows and two bulls apiece.

"That will bankrupt the treasury," Nebiryraw exclaimed. He did some quick calculations in his head. "Ten thousand square khet and twenty thousand head of cattle."

"King Q'afer wants to settle his men in Kemet," Bakhenre said. "Think on it, though, my lords, these men will always be available for further endeavours."

"Or ready if Q'afer wants to invade us," Nebiryraw said gloomily. "We've got to renegotiate these terms."

"No, we don't," Monthhotep said. "We have two thousand Kushites now, but if a thousand should die taking Waset, then our costs are halved." The king yawned. "Even if we had to pay the full amount, it's worth it to get my kingdom back."

The combined army moved north again, a triumphal march that raised the spirits of the towns and villages they moved past. Some men, who saw little point in joining an army doomed to failure, now joined this one, swelling their numbers. Kathta sailed his ship slowly downriver, keeping pace with the marching men. By the time they reached the point opposite Behdet, they were almost three and a half thousand strong. The army camped there while the king and his brother crossed the river, Monthhotep to check on Maatkare's condition, and Nebiryraw to consult with Tjaty Sekhem. 

"That's quite an army you have over there," Sekhem commented. "Are they reliable?"

"They'd better be," Nebiryraw said. "They're costing us enough." He proceeded to tell Sekhem the terms of employment Bakhenre had negotiated.

"Negotiated?" Sekhem snorted. "That was no negotiation. My infant daughter could have struck a better bargain." He considered for a few moments. "Mind you, it might not be that bad." He set out much the same arguments Monthhotep had.

"Everything all right in the city?"

"A bit of extra crime," Sekhem said. "Take away most of the decent men and the ne'er-do-wells act up. The few guards I have left are enough to cope though."

"And in the palace?"

"Maatkare went into labour about the time your army showed up. She should be birthing soon."

"Let's hope it's a boy," Nebiryraw said. "It would be good to head to Waset with an heir waiting back here."

Perhaps the gods heard Nebiryraw, because later that day when Maatkare was brought to the birthing stool, she was delivered of a healthy boy. Nebiryraw immediately offered his congratulations to his brother.

"Have you thought about a name?" he asked.

Monthhotep nodded. "I wish to honour my father, for he lives in my heart and I would remember him through my son who will form a dynasty of great kings of Kemet."

"A wonderful idea, brother. The name of Sobekhotep will last a thousand years."

"Not Sobekhotep," the king said, frowning. "He was your father, not mine. I mean Djehuty...or Bebi as he was."

"Sobekhotep was your father as well as mine, brother. He married our mother and adopted you as his own son. Would you disrespect his loving act by ignoring him?"

"I mean no disrespect, but Bebi was my natural father and I intend to honour him. I will name my son Bebiankh, for within him truly 'Bebi lives'."

Nebiryraw was unhappy, but nothing he said would sway his brother. He took his complaint to their mother, Queen Monthhotep, but she supported her elder son.

"It is only right that a man remembers his father and a king more so. He knows and appreciates your father Sobekhotep, as do I, but it is natural that Djehuty should have a place in his heart."

"He's calling him Bebiankh."

"Really? Well, I'm not surprised. I always thought taking on the name of the god was pretentious. I called him Bebi in private, and perhaps it is that familiarity that your brother remembers."

There was nothing more to be said, so when the army marched north again three days later, Queen Monthhotep stayed behind with proud Maatkare and the son and heir of the king, Bebiankh. 

There was no way that an army of that size could approach Waset in secrecy and indeed, Nebiryraw was hoping that the size of the army and the presence of large numbers of Kushite troops might cause desertions in Neferhotep's forces. The men of Kush had a certain fearsome reputation and Nebiryraw encouraged this by having them yell out war cries whenever an enemy scout appeared. He hoped that these things would be reported back and strike fear into their hearts.

What was a little surprising to Nebiryraw was the almost complete lack of resistance to their approach. Scouts came and went, and occasionally they would get too close. Arrows would be exchanged or chariots would set off after them, but it was never more than a minor skirmish. The closer they got to Waset, the more cautious Nebiryraw became.

"Neferhotep must be laying a trap," he told the king. "He knows we are here, but he makes no move against us."

"Perhaps he is just afraid," Monthhotepi replied.

Neither opinion proved to be true. Monthhotepi's army was almost within sight of Waset's great walls, still advancing cautiously, when a deputation from Waset met them. It was made up of Khetti, Neferhotep's Tjaty, Merketre, the Commander of the City Garrison, and Ibi, the Mayor of Waset. They were escorted into Monthhotepi's presence.

"Why are you here?" Nebiryraw demanded.

"Have you come to offer surrender?" Monthhotepi added. "If so, I am inclined to be generous."

Tjaty Khetti cleared his throat and glanced at his companions before speaking. 

"Hear then the words of Sekhemre Sankhtawy Neferhotep, Son of Re, Lord of the Two Lands, the guide of victorious Waset, he who nourishes his city, saving it from famine. I am undoubted king in Waset, and I call upon all loyal men of Kemet to come to the aid of the great city of Waset, fighting against the heqa khaseshet, the barbarian invaders from the north. Know this then; King Sekhemre Sankhtawy Neferhotep, powerful and magnanimous in his righteous power, does freely offer the hand of friendship to all who will acknowledge his suzerainty over Waset."

Monthhotepi and Nebiryraw stared at Khetti, and then the king snorted. "Is the man mad?"

Merketre, Commander of the Waset Garrison, bristled. "Have a care how you speak about the king, sir."

"May I point out that you are addressing Seankhenre Monthhotepi, son and heir of Sekhemre Sewosertawy Sobekhotep, Son of Re," Nebiryraw said quickly. "Furthermore, he commands an army of over three thousand men and means to assume his rightful place as ruler of Waset. You would do well to recognise that."

"That is the point," Merketre said. "We do not recognise anyone as king except Neferhotep. He is the one who defends Waset against the invader, not this youth from Behdet. Neferhotep, in his wisdom and mercy, is willing to overlook his youthful transgressions and welcome him into Waset."

"I will enter with my army soon enough," Monthhotepi said. "Then we shall see."

"Waset is loyal to Neferhotep," Mayor Ibi said.

"Those not imprisoned or killed for their loyalty to the rightful king," Nebiryraw said.

Merketre shrugged. "You are both inexperienced in matters of war, whereas King Neferhotep has successfully fought the invader and denied him entry into Waset. They persist though, and the king deems it necessary to drive them back into the north. He calls upon all loyal men of Kemet to join him in countering this threat to the peace and stability of the kingdoms."

"What does Neferhotep offer in return?" Nebiryraw asked. "Our army..."

"Enough!" Monthhotepi snapped. "My brother is General of my army, but I am King of Kemet. I will enter into no alliance with a pretender to the throne. I give Neferhotep notice that I will take Waset with my army, and when the city is subjugated, I will drive the northern invader back myself. Convey my intentions to Neferhotep and tell him that I will extend my mercy to him if he comes out of the city and kneels before me."

"That will never happen," Tjaty Khetti said.

"Then return to Waset and prepare for death," Monthhotepi said. "This audience is at an end."

When the officials from Waset had left, Monthhotepi turned to his brother, his face pale with anger.

"Never again presume to speak for me, Nebiryraw. Remember that I am king and you are my servant."

Nebiryraw clenched his jaw but said nothing, bowing to his brother to cover up his displeasure.

"Now," the king continued, "Go and ready the men and chariots. We march for Waset immediately."

King Sekhemre Sankhtawy Neferhotep may have gambled that he could persuade Monthhotepi to join him against the common enemy, but having lost that gamble, he displayed another of his attributes--his bravery. No sooner had Monthhotepi appeared on the plains outside Waset with his army of Kushites, than the gates of the city swung open and an army poured out.

Nebiryraw was taken aback at the size of Neferhotep's army, for it was far larger than the thousand he was reputed to have. Twice that number, at least, formed up outside the walls. The unexpected strength of the Waset army made Nebiryraw hesitate. If the armies were similar in size, his attack would have to be different. He watched and ran over several different approaches in his mind, but he thought it curious the troops continued to march back and forth, kicking up clouds of dust that obscured the formations. 

"What does he hope to achieve by such a manoeuvre?" Nebiryraw asked.

His half-brother Rahotep was beside him. The young prince was only twelve years old and acted as a messenger for the king and the general. He stared at the army beneath the walls and his forehead creased in puzzlement.

"Why do only half of them have weapons?" he asked.

Nebiryraw glanced at his brother in surprise and then stared at the dust clouds again. "What do you mean?"

"You can see the gleam of weapons in the hands of some of them at the front, but not the others in the rear."

"It's just the dust hiding them," Nebiryraw said.

"They're dressed differently too," Rahotep said. "They look like ordinary people rather than proper soldiers."

"Well, Neferhotep probably can't afford to clothe all his men..." Nebiryraw broke off, staring, as a wind gust momentarily lifted the dust clouds. "By the gods of war, brother, you're right. Those aren't soldiers at all. They're townspeople, ordinary men off the streets." He grinned and clapped Rahotep on the shoulder. "He's trying to fool us into thinking he's stronger than he is."

Monthhotepi had more men, but Neferhotep had more chariots, over a hundred against the fifty Nebiryraw commanded. They almost made the difference in the battle that ensued, but the Kushite warriors failed to recognise the danger the chariots represented and stood firm against the charge instead of dissolving into panicked chaos. Men hurled themselves at the horses, leapt aboard the chariots as they thundered by in a welter of dust and blood, and deluged the drivers and warriors with their short Kushite arrows. Neferhotep's chariots were all but destroyed in that first charge, at the cost of several hundred Kushites. 

Nebiryraw, in the meantime, launched his own small chariot force at the weakest part of the enemy army--the townspeople of Waset. He gave orders that they were to be scattered, routed, thrown back in disorder, but not killed unnecessarily. This was achieved quickly, and the chariots turned along the rear and flanks of the enemy infantry, harrying them while Monthhotepi's trained Kemetu struck at their heart.

Monthhotepi achieved that rare feat in battle of killing an enemy commander. King met king, both in chariots and armed with bows, and though Monthhotepi was wounded in the leg, Neferhotep took an arrow to the chest and tumbled from the back of his chariot, dead before he hit the ground. A shudder ran through the Waset army, and their cohesion came apart. Some fled for the dubious safety of the city, but most threw down their weapons and begged for mercy.

Nebiryraw managed to stop his troops from killing more than a score or so, and had them kept under guard while Monthhotepi entered the city in triumph. The prisons were emptied of men loyal to Sobekhotep, and a lot of others who had committed some crime or other were also released, their places being taken by the men high up in Neferhotep's administration. 

Nearly five hundred Kushites had died in the battle for Waset, and though the city's treasury was now available to pay his troops off, Monthhotepi knew that he would need a strong army if he was to make the south of Kemet secure. He offered high wages to anyone who stayed in his army and pardoned any of Neferhotep's army who would change sides and swear loyalty to him. The only exceptions he made were the men too close to Neferhotep to ever trust. Khetti, Merkatre, Djau and Ibi all died, but the king granted them a decent burial.

"I want to make Waset secure," he declared, "Not make unnecessary enemies."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Sakir-Har was king of Amurru and harshly ruled the lands his father and brother had conquered. Some men said that you could judge the competence of a warrior king by the way he ruled his lands--Samuqenu had been a great conqueror and ruled the conquered lands with a firm but fair hand. His son Aper-Anati had been less successful in the field, and was still a just ruler, though a streak of cruelty shone through his actions. The current king was judged to be all but incompetent on the battlefield, and ruled with a heavy hand, meting out punishments for the least infraction. Of course, the men that said these things took care to voice them only in private or among those they trusted with their life.
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