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First Thoughts

 

A work of historical fiction comes from the mind of the writer, but it is dependent on historical facts. When I write about relatively modern times I have not only the bare bones of history to hang my story on, but also the personal writings of the characters and their contemporaries, and a host of relevant facts and opinions to flesh out the story. The further back you go in time, the less is available to draw upon, and by the time you reach Ancient Egypt, even the facts are disputed. Egyptologists have pored through the ruins of a past civilisation, examined the colourful walls of rock tombs and their contents, studied temple hieroglyphics and self-serving inscriptions of the kings, and deciphered fragments of papyrus to paint us a picture of what society was like three thousand years ago and more. It is necessarily incomplete, for much has been lost and what has not been lost is not always understood. The history of Ancient Egypt is a work in progress.

When I, as a writer of historical fiction, attempt to tell a tale from the distant past, I work with what is given me by serious researchers. But what am I to do with an almost unknown king like Siptah? He occurs in the record as Ramesses-Siptah and Merenptah-Siptah, and researchers are unsure whether they are the same person or even if they are king Siptah. Some people consider them to be sons of Ramesses the Great. Nobody knows for certain whom Siptah's parents are either. He has been called a son of Merenptah, and of Seti II, but is perhaps more likely a son of Amenmesse, and his mother is thought to be a foreigner, possibly a Syrian called Suterere. There was another Syrian who rose to prominence at about this time--Bay. He rose to become Chancellor (Treasurer) of Egypt and styled himself as a kingmaker who put Siptah on the throne 'of his father'. If Bay (a Syrian) was brother to Suterere (a Syrian), then that might make Bay the uncle of Siptah and give him a reason for making him king.

It is known that Seti II left behind an infant son Seti-Merenptah, yet Siptah, also a child, became king instead. Chancellor Bay supported him, but probably few other people did. The kingdoms had just come through a long civil war that ended with Amenmesse's defeat, yet only a year later, Seti II died and Amenmesse's son was on the throne. Tausret ruled as regent, but why did she favour her nephew over her son? Then a few years later three deaths occurred that changed everything. Were the three deaths coincidence or were they connected?

FLong hours were spent disentangling the blood lines and making reasoned assumptions of relationships and motives. Some of my decisions can be seen at a glance in the Simplified Family Tree of Fall of the House of Ramesses (below), and others appear in the pages of this book.

And so it goes on. The bones of history make the framework of my story and I must decide which opinions will clothe the bones in flesh and skin. If I choose well, my story takes on a life of its own. 

I have researched this period extensively, and while I cannot claim to have read everything, I believe I have weighed up sufficient evidence to make an informed decision. 

 

My main sources have been:

Anglim, Simon et al, 2002, Fighting Techniques of the Ancient World, Thomas Dunne Books

Budge, EA Wallis, 1959, Egyptian Religion: Ideas of the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt, University Books

Budge, EA Wallis, 1967, The Egyptian Book of the Dead, Dover Publications

Dodson, Aidan, 2000, Monarchs of the Nile, The American University in Cairo Press

Dodson, Aidan, 2010, Poisoned Legacy: The Fall of the Nineteenth Egyptian Dynasty, The American University in Cairo Press

Dodson, Aidan & Hilton, Dyan, 2004, The Complete Royal Families of Ancient Egypt, Thames & Hudson

Frood, Elizabeth, 2007, Biographical Texts from Ramessid Egypt, Society of Biblical Literature

Petrie, William Matthew Flinders, 2005, A History of Egypt: Vol III. From the XIXth to the XXXth Dynasties, Adamant Media Corporation

Romer, John, 1984, Ancient Lives: The Story of the Pharaoh's Tombmakers, Guild Publishing

Shaw, Garry J, 2012, The Pharaoh: Life at Court and on Campaign, Thames & Hudson

Tyldesley, Joyce, 2000, Ramesses: Egypt's Greatest Pharaoh, Viking

Wilkinson, Richard H, 2000, The Complete Temples of Ancient Egypt, Thames & Hudson

Wilkinson, Richard H, editor, 2012, Tausret: Forgotten Queen and Pharaoh of Egypt, Oxford University Press

 

I would like to acknowledge Jim Ashton, an Egyptologist, and expert on the Ramesside dynasties, who kindly read through my manuscript, pointing out any errors and inconsistencies. Similarly, Sara Waldheim, an enthusiastic and knowledgeable reader of all things Egyptian, gave my manuscript her careful attention. 

Julie Napier was, as always, my 'First Reader' and I am indebted to her constant attention to my storytelling. She pulls no punches and once told me, over 100,000 words into a previous manuscript, that the story lacked credibility. On re-reading it, I agreed, so I scrapped several months' worth of work and started again. Excellent reviews for the finished product have proven her right. I am truly grateful for her forthrightness and honesty.

Julie Napier also comes in for thanks as my cover artist. A skilled photographer and experienced artist, she has created all of my book covers.

I would like to thank my many readers too. Some of them wrote to me when they reached the end of my Amarnan Kings series, asking if I would write another Egyptian series. At the time, I was writing another book in a completely different genre, but I started doing some reading and eventually put my other work aside and started Fall of the House of Ramesses. I am hoping they will write to me again and tell me what they would like me to write next.

 


 

 

 

Some notes on Fall of the House of Ramesses

 

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, Merenptah means 'Beloved of Ptah', and Tausret means 'Mighty Lady'. 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 Waset 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 Amenmesse's birth name was possibly Messuwy, though this royal name can have various spellings depending on the author's choice. It is also sometimes seen as Amenmesses, Amenmose, Amunmesse and Amunmose. I have used the first of these spellings (Amenmesse) in Fall of the House of Ramesses, and most names that include that of the same god is spelled Amen-. The god himself I have chosen to call Amun. 

Similarly, the king known in Fall of the House of Ramesses as Merenptah is often known as Merneptah. Either spelling is acceptable. 

The names of the kings have been simplified. Egyptian pharaohs had five names, known as the 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 Horus name dates from pre-dynastic times and was given to a king upon his coronation. All kings had a Horus 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 symbolises the reconciliation of Horus and Set, rather than the victory of Horus over Set as the titles are usually non-aggressive in nature.

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

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 nineteenth and twentieth dynasty were Ramesses and Seti. Successive kings with the same birth name did not use the method we use to distinguish between them--namely numbers (Ramesses I and Ramesses II). In fact, the birth name often ceased to be used once they became king and the coronation prenomen distinguished them. Ramesses I became Menpehtyre, and Ramesses II became Usermaatre, while Merenptah became Baenre, and Seti II became Userkheperure. Birth names were still used by family members on informal occasions and I have often used prenomen and nomen together, just so the reader is absolutely sure of the person's identity.

Another simplification has occurred with place names and titles. In the thirteenth and twelfth century B.C.E., 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, and the desert Deshret or The Red Land. Much later, Greeks called it Aigyptos from which we get Egypt. Other common terms for the country were The Two Lands (Upper and Lower Kemet), and the Land of Nine Bows (the nine traditional enemies). Likewise Lower Egypt (to the north) was known as Ta Mehu, and Upper Egypt (to the south) was known as Ta Shemau. The name 'Nile' is also from the Greek, so I have used the usual designation of the time--Great River, or Iteru.

Similarly, the king of Egypt or Kemet 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 decided to remain with the ubiquitous title of 'king'.

During the eighteenth dynasty, the kings ruled from a city known variously as Apet, No-Amun or Waset in the Fourth province or sepat of Ta Shemau, which itself was also called Waset; or just 'niwt' which meant 'city'. This capital city the Greeks called Thebes. The worship of Amun was centred here and the city was sometimes referred to as the City of Amun. I have called this great city by its old name of Waset.

Ramesses II built a new capital city in the eastern delta and called it Per-Ramesses, meaning literally 'House of Ramesses'. Merenptah moved the capital to the ancient city of Men-nefer, known to the Greeks as Memphis, as this city belonged to the god Ptah and Merenptah was literally 'Beloved of Ptah'.

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 unfamiliar gods can be found in the section Places, People, Gods & Things in the Fall of the House of Ramesses at the end of this book.

Mention should be made of the incidence of writing amongst the characters in this book. It is generally accepted that no more than 1% of ancient Egyptians were literate and that knowledge of the complex hieroglyphic writing was the purview of the scribes and priests. Hieroglyphics are commonly seen in the formal inscriptions on temple and tomb walls. However, there was also another form of writing in ancient Egypt. This is called hieratic writing and is a form of cursive script used for writing administrative documents, accounts, legal texts, and letters, as well as medical, literary, and religious texts. This form of writing is commonly found on papyrus scraps, painted on wood or stone, or scratched onto pottery ostraca (shards). Thousands of these have been found, often closely associated with the lower strata of society, and it is believed that many more people were at least marginally literate than is commonly accepted. There is every reason to believe that people for whom some form of notation was essential to their everyday lives were capable of some level of writing.

When I refer to a person writing in Fall of the House of Ramesses, it should not be assumed that the person is fully literate, but instead has knowledge of writing consistent with their place in Egyptian society.
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Chapter 1

Interregnum

 

The rescue attempt took place in the darkness before the dawn on the last day of the last month of Akhet, when the palace guards dozed at their posts and the servants were just rising from their sleep. A small party of armed men slipped ashore at the Waset docks and crept silently through deserted streets, rushing the sleepy guards at the kitchen entrance and invading the palace. They encountered a few yawning servants who barely had time to widen their eyes or open their mouths in surprise before they were cut down. Torches guttered low in the passages and hallways of the great building, scarcely lighting the Kushite soldiers as they rushed toward the inner chamber where King Menmire Amenmesse was housed.

The guards outside the prison suite were tired but still alert when the Kushite warriors hurled themselves out of the shadows with bronze spear heads glinting in the torchlight. Two men died immediately, but the others stood back-to-back and fought with spear, sword and axe. Shouts and screams aroused the palace, but the last guard died before help could arrive. The Kushites broke down the door and found a naked middle-aged man facing them, clutching a chair as if to defend himself.

One of the Kushites dropped to his knees on the cold tiles and stretched out his arms to the naked man. "Greetings, Menmire, Lord of the Two Lands. We have come to release you from the bonds of the enemy."

"Who...who are you?"

The Kushite rose to his feet, towering over his king. He grinned, white teeth gleaming in the fitful light. "I am Qenna, Son of Re. Lord Sethi sent me. We must hurry for already the palace guards are on their way."

Menmire nodded. He dropped the chair and grabbed a kilt from a nearby table, fastening it about his waist and slipping on a pair of sandals. "You have a weapon for me?"

Qenna handed him a sword from a fallen guard. "This way, Son of Re. Come quickly."

Shouts and the stamp of many sandaled feet could be heard outside the chamber and the Kushite warriors called urgently to their leader. Qenna strode to the main passage and saw the glint of metal as guards hurried toward them. He turned and ran back into the suite and pointed toward the window.

"Quickly, into the garden. Perhaps we can lose them if we head past the menagerie."

The warriors vaulted through the window into the shrubbery beneath and helped their king to clamber through. Surrounding Amenmesse with a thin cordon of bronze, they set off across the gardens toward the cages and pits that housed a small collection of wild and exotic animals, while behind them the calm of the night was shattered by the clamour of armed men.

Brightly coloured birds screeched and monkeys screamed as Qenna led his men at a run past the enclosures, and a lion coughed and rushed the bars, snarling at the men just out of reach. Torches flared in the doorways and windows behind them, and soldiers poured out in pursuit.

"There," Qenna panted, pointing to the narrow strip of land that lay between the palace outhouses and the crumbling brick wall of the palace estate. "Once we're in the streets we can lose them."

"How do we leave the city?"

"By boat, Son of Re. I have other men waiting at the docks."

They ran through the gap between building and wall and emerged into a small open space. In the first grey light of dawn they saw the way forward was blocked by a detachment of soldiers led by General Setnakhte. Qenna looked behind them and saw other soldiers cutting off their escape. He grinned, and flexed his spear arm.

"We shall protect you to the end, Son of Re."

"It will not come to that," Amenmesse replied, pointing to where the colours of the opposing soldiers could now be seen in the early light. "They are of the Amun legion and are loyal to me."

Amenmesse strode forward and lifted his arm, calling out, "Stand aside, soldiers of Amun, for it is I, Menmire Amenmesse, who stand before you. Take that traitor Setnakhte into custody or strike him down, and then join me in freeing Amun's City of my brother's yoke."

Setnakhte laughed. "It won't work, Messuwy. These are loyal Amuns, not the weak-livered lot you commanded. They obey me and the rightful king."

"I know not this Messuwy. I am Menmire Amenmesse, rightful king of Ta Shemau, and I order you to stand aside."

"You may have been once, but now you are just plain Messuwy again, traitorous brother of the true king Userkheperure."

Amenmesse cursed, but tried again, appealing to the soldiers now clearly seen in the dawn light. He promised them gold, but none of them responded, standing firm with their weapons at the ready.

"Surrender, Messuwy, and I will let you live--you and your men. Or you can die, here and now--your choice."

"You would not dare," Amenmesse shouted back. "I am an anointed king of Kemet and my body is sacred."

"So was your brother, yet it did not stop you seeking to kill him."

"That was war, and besides, he guaranteed me my life. He made you promise to honour his wish. You dare not kill me."

"Perhaps, but I made no such promise concerning your men. Surrender now or they die." Setnakhte murmured an order and a dozen archers stepped through the ranks and drew their bows, aiming them at the Kushites. "Leave Messuwy unharmed, but cut down every other man on my command."

Amenmesse lowered his head in defeat. "Put down your weapons," he instructed his men.

Qenna threw down his spear and with a quick movement ducked behind his king and then raced for the crumbling wall of the palace estate. A fig tree had loosened the mud brick as its roots slowly tore it apart and the Kushite warrior scrambled up and over even as the first archers loosed their arrows at him.

The other Kushite warriors gripped their weapons and hurled themselves at their enemy, yelling out the war cries of their tribes, but they had barely started forward before arrows cut them down. Only Amenmesse was left standing as his men died around him.

"After that man," Setnakhte cried, pointing to where Qenna had disappeared. "Bring me his head." Soldiers rushed to obey him, some scrambling over the wall and others running to cut him off in the temple grounds that lay beyond.

Meanwhile, Setnakhte sauntered across to where Amenmesse stood dejectedly among the bodies of his Kushite warriors. "You will not get another opportunity to escape," he told him.

Amenmesse shrugged. "That is with the gods."

"Come." Setnakhte led Amenmesse back to his outer chamber and doubled the guards on the door, and adding more outside the window. He left him inside the room and went to speak with the Captain of the Guard.

"There are to be at least ten men awake and alert at all times, Ahhotep. Any man sleeping on duty will be executed, so make sure you change them around often. Any command to the contrary is to be refused and reported directly to me. Understand?"

Setnakhte walked back into the room and crossed to where Amenmesse now sat on a chair. "The king is dead," he said without preamble.

"What?" Amenmesse leapt to his feet and stared at his captor. "My brother is dead? Then...then I am Kemet's only king."

"His son Seti-Merenptah is the natural heir, and in case you think you can best an infant, I dare say Queen Tausret will rule for him, backed by the loyal legions."

"Why are you telling me this?"

Setnakhte smiled. "Not to give you any hope, but rather the contrary. Imagine how much the Queen must hate you, and now that the king has ascended to Re it is only a matter of time before she orders your execution. Make your peace with the gods if you can."

Menmire Amenmesse drew himself up and looked down his nose at the other man. "I do not need to make my peace; I have only done what was right. The gods will not desert me." He turned and walked into his bed chamber, paying no further attention to General Setnakhte.
 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

Interregnum

 

Userkheperure Seti ascended to his father Re at the end of the season of Inundation, just as the cycle of seasons turned to Peret, the time of Emergence. The soil on the banks of Iteru, the Great River, was still damp from the annual flood and the fields were in perfect condition for the planting of crops. Few people availed themselves of this opportunity, however, for the Kingdoms were stunned by the sudden death of their young king. Coming as it did less than a year from the end of the civil war that had racked the kingdoms, when brother warred with brother; it seemed as if the Ma'at of Kemet was to be shattered anew.

The powers within the kingdoms were aware of the unsettling effect of the king's death too, and were working to settle things down, though they had different ideas about how to accomplish it. The problem was that the young king had left only an infant son to succeed him, and his traitorous brother a son only a few years older. Whichever boy eventually mounted the throne of Kemet, he would face many years of minority rule under the guidance of a regent.

This regent would almost certainly be Queen Tausret, the widow of the dead king, and mother of the king's infant son. There was no doubt in her mind as to the identity of the next king, but anger tightened her features as she stared at men standing in the throne room of the palace in Men-nefer--men who dared oppose her, who dared suggest the son of the traitor.

"There can be no debate," Tausret said. "The king's son Seti-Merenptah must succeed him on the throne of his father."

"With respect, Great Wife, that has not yet been decided."

"You forget your place, Tjaty Hori," the Queen said, glowering at Ta Mehu's Chief Minister. "I have decided, and I need no other opinion."

"Please, Beloved Queen, listen to your ministers," pleaded Chancellor Bay, "for we have the good of Kemet in our hearts."

"Of course you would say that, Bay, for the only other choice is your nephew Siptah."

"Your nephew too, Majesty."

"Do not remind me of my relationship."

"Userkheperure accepted him, Majesty."

"Only as an innocent son of his father. Never as king."

"We cannot be certain of that, Great Wife," Hori interposed.

"I am certain of it," Tausret said flatly, slashing with her hand to cut off further argument.

"So we are to accept an infant on the throne of Kemet?" General Iurudef asked. "That way lies unrest and chaos."

"Seti-Merenptah is the only son of Userkheperure," Besenmut, Commander of the Ptah legion, pointed out. "As such, he is the natural heir."

"And a baby," Commander Emsaf said. "We need a strong king; someone who can defend Kemet against the Nine Bows."

"That's what we're for," Ament growled. "Strong generals and strong commanders--though I have my doubts about some commanders."

"I am as loyal as the next man," Emsaf protested. "I know my duty. I was just pointing out..."

"Emsaf is right in one respect though," General Iurudef said. "The men will fight better for a strong leader than for an infant."

"They will fight for Seti-Merenptah because he is the son of Userkheperure," Besenmut declared. "And if that's not enough, then we have Queen Tausret. Have you forgotten how she held the city of Perire for four days until the army of Baenre could arrive, or destroyed the nobles who sought to rebel against Userkheperure? The men would follow her anywhere."

"Yet she is a woman," Hori pointed out. "Forgive me, Great Lady, I state that not to lessen you but only to point out that a man must lead Kemet. It is custom."

"Yes, it is custom," the other Hori said--the one who was Hem-netjer of Ptah and father to Tjaty Hori. "Yet no matter which boy sits on the throne of his father--and both have royal fathers--it is likely that Queen Tausret will act as regent."

"That is my intention."

"And as a woman regent you will need strong men about you--experienced men who can advise you and act for you."

"Loyal men," Tausret added.

"Of course loyal men," Hori the Elder said. He looked around at the men in the throne room. "Every man here is loyal to Kemet and seeks what is best for the Ma'at of the Two Lands."

"Then there is no argument. My son Seti-Merenptah ascends the throne and I rule as regent until he comes of age."

Tjaty Hori cleared his throat and looked down at the tiled floor. "I regret, Great Lady, that there is still disagreement on that point."

Tausret's jaw clenched and her hands gripped the arms of the throne. "I am the Queen of the Two Kingdoms. I rule, Hori, not you."

"Undoubtedly, Great Lady, yet..." The Tjaty shrugged his shoulders.

Tausret glared at her chief minister in the north. "Yet?"

"I am sure no man would openly oppose you, Great Wife, but the rule of an infant is a recipe for disaster, even with a regent in place. The people..."

"The people love me."

"Indeed, Great Lady, but they love peace more. We have just come through a war that set kingdom against kingdom, brother against brother, and the prospect of a return to those times would lead to great unrest, a lack of confidence, a rise in crime."

"And the alternative is to put Siptah on the throne instead of the rightful heir? How is that restoring Ma'at?" Tausret cast a hostile glare at the gathered men. "Are you all against me in this? Speak, for I would hear it from your own lips--each of you."

"Never against you, my lady," Ament murmured.

"Faithful Ament." Tausret bestowed a brief smile on the commander. "And the rest of you?"

"General Setnakhte also supports you, my lady," Ament said. "He told me of his thoughts before I left Waset."

"He is biased," Iurudef declared. "A child is preferable to an infant, no matter his parentage. I am loyal to you, Great Wife, but I say Siptah should be king."

"As do I, Great Lady."

"Of course you do, Chancellor Bay. I would expect nothing else. Tjaty Hori, you have already argued against my son, so I know your thoughts. What about you, Hem-netjer Hori? Will you turn against me too?"

"The grandfather of both boys was 'beloved of Ptah'. The god has not made his preference known."

"Commander Besenmut?"

"For your son, Great Lady."

"Commander Disebek?"

"Your son."

"Commander Emsaf?"

"I must stress my loyalty to you personally, Majesty, but I believe Kemet is best served by the older child."

"Commander Samut?"

"The Amun legion declares for Seti-Merenptah, as does Tjaty Paraemheb. I was instructed to pass on his support, Majesty."

"Commander Panhesy? You too are from Waset. Is your loyalty also to the rightful heir?"

Panhesy of the Mut legion licked his lips and glanced about him nervously. "Majesty, there is another candidate. An anointed king already exists, ready to sit once more on the throne. I speak of Menmire Amenmesse..."

"Traitor!" yelled Besenmut and Samut together. Even Iurudef and Tjaty Hori, who openly supported Siptah, shook their heads and muttered.

"You cannot countenance handing the throne to that man," Ament shouted. "Why did we all fight him if we are now to bend our knees to him?"

"Unheard of," Emsaf murmured.

"And it is not going to happen," Tausret stated. "Not while I live."

"Majesty, it is not without precedent for brother to succeed brother," Chief Scribe Anapepy said. "I hasten to add that I support only the will of your Majesty, but it would be a solution."

"And he is a grown man," Panhesy added. "He has already ruled as king in the south and as King's Son of Kush before that. He is the eldest son of Baenre Merenptah and brother to Userkheperure Seti. What better antecedents could he have?"

"Except that he rebelled against my husband the king and sought to take his life," Tausret said. "Some even say that the black rot that killed him came from the hand of that man. I will not allow him to triumph."

"And yet Userkheperure allowed him to live," Panhesy persevered. "Perhaps he foresaw just such a need as now arises."

"Nobody else supports him, Majesty," Iurudef declared. "Dismiss him from your mind."

"I have. So, five of you support me and three oppose--four if you count Panhesy and his traitorous utterance..."

"We do not oppose you, Great Lady," Tjaty Hori said. "Only your choice of king...and not necessarily even that."

"What do you mean?"

"Circumstances change, Great Lady. We need a credible king on the throne of Kemet to restore Ma'at after the recent troubles, and Siptah is nine years old--almost as old as Nebkheperure Tutankhamen when he became king. But in eight or nine years, what then? Your son Seti-Merenptah is old enough to succeed, and Siptah is a sickly child with a withered leg. Who can say what the future holds?"

"What are you saying?" Ament demanded. "That Siptah would only hold the throne for Seti-Merenptah? How would that work?"

"It could not," Hori the Elder declared. "A man is raised to the godhead by the coronation process and he remains god-on-earth until he ascends to join his father Re. He cannot step down and relinquish his divinity."

Anapepy cleared his throat. "Again, there is precedent. The Heretic stepped down..."

"And look at the horror that was visited on the land for that impious act," Besenmut said.

"But there is also a co-regency," the Chief Scribe continued. "There is a lot of precedence for a king to elevate another man to share the burden of rulership. Perhaps Siptah could rule alone until Seti-Merenptah comes of age and then they can rule as kings together?"

"That might work," Tjaty Hori said.

"And what if Siptah has a son before then and decides he wants him to succeed rather than his father's brother's son?"

"Queen Tausret would still be Regent," Iurudef mused. "For another five years at least. Siptah could not act alone while she rules."

"It might be the answer," Disebek said.

"Clarify your thoughts," Tausret demanded. "What are they saying, Ament?"

"If I understand correctly, they propose that Siptah be made king and that Seti-Merenptah be made co-regent with him when he comes of age, or at such time as you choose, my lady."

"Is that what you mean, Hori? Iurudef? You are keeping very quiet, Bay."

"Yes, Majesty," Bay replied. "It might perhaps be wiser for me to stay out of this argument. I will serve you and the new king faithfully, no matter what the outcome."

"That applies to us all," Iurudef growled. "We may have differing opinions, but we all know our duty." He faced the Queen once more. "Yes, Majesty, that is in essence what Hori and I propose. Siptah is made king, with you as regent, and then when Seti-Merenptah comes of age, he is elevated to the throne alongside Siptah."

"Who inherits?" Emsaf asked. "Say both kings have sons--which one inherits the throne?"

"The eldest," Hori said.

"The son of Siptah would be logical," Iurudef added.

"Then we have a problem," Tausret concluded. "I will not see my son's as-yet-unborn son dispossessed of his inheritance."

"Can we not leave that to the gods?" Bay murmured.

"That would be best," the elder Hori said.

"There is something we could do." Ament spoke into the silence that followed the Chancellor's question and the priest's opinion. "Make Siptah king under Queen Tausret's regency, but have Siptah sign an irrevocable declaration that Seti-Merenptah is his heir even if sons are born of his body. Seti-Merenptah can still be made co-regent when he comes of age, and he will always be the next king."

"Is that fair to Siptah?" Emsaf asked. "He will be king now, but will know that he cannot hand it on."

Iurudef nodded, frowning. "Ament is right; it is the answer. The whole argument for having Siptah as king instead of Seti-Merenptah is so we have an older boy instead of a baby on the throne, not that he is inherently better. This way, he is a temporary measure until the rightful heir can take his place."

"I could perhaps accept that," Tausret admitted.

"Well, if we are looking for a temporary king only, then why not go with my suggestion?" Panhesy asked. "Make Menmire Amenmesse king until Seti-Merenptah is old enough to rule alone."

"No," Tausret said flatly. "Do not suggest it again."

"Forgive me, Majesty," Hori the priest said, "but the father would be better than the son to hold the throne open for your child. Menmire has already ruled as king, and he is a son of Baenre."

Ament snorted derisively. "And what would be his first act after being placed on the throne once more? He would kill the queen and her son, reinstate Siptah as heir, and do away with anyone who had ever opposed him. It is a ridiculous suggestion."

"And I tell you it is not going to happen," Tausret said quietly. "I will accept Siptah as sole king under my regency until such time as Seti-Merenptah can rule alongside him, and as long as my son is made official heir immediately."

"Then we are in agreement, are we not, gentlemen?" Ament said. "Are any opposed?" he stared at Panhesy as he asked the latter question.

Panhesy flushed and looked away. The officials and other commanders looked at one another. Some shrugged, others nodded, and Tjaty Hori said, "If it be the will of Queen Tausret, then let it be so."

"It is," Tausret stated.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

Interregnum

 

Deputy Commander Ament hurried from the throne room when the Queen dismissed her advisers and commanders, and made straight for the docks of Men-nefer, where the fast boat he had come north on waited for him. He showed his identification to the dock officials, and his orders signed by General Setnakhte and countersigned by Tjaty of the South Paraemheb. 

"I obeyed the Queen's summons, and now I return to my station in Waset."

The Overseer of the Docks instructed his scribe to make a suitable notation in the scrolls and dismissed Ament.

The sun had scarce moved in the heavens before the boat slipped its moorings and made its way out into the river's current. A north-easterly breeze blew and the little sail caught the wind, heeling the boat over as the master pointed his craft upriver. Ament felt on edge, the recent arguments running through his mind continually, with the conclusions plucking at his heart. There was not enough room on the boat to pace, so Ament settled himself in the bow and tried to lose himself in the beauty of the river.

Although he had made the trip between Men-nefer and Waset many times, his mind drifted back to the first time. Years before, when the dead king had been a boy, Ament had been blackmailed into taking him and his sister Tausret to Waset, in direct opposition to the wishes of King Baenre. The voyage had been free of major incident and in fact had been the first step on his staircase of advancement, but Ament sometimes wished for the simple life of a soldier he had enjoyed before the royal children happened along, or even as a fisherman before that, plying his trade in his father's boat on the Great River.

He had forgotten just how beautiful the river was. A great expanse of dark green water spread out before him, reflecting back the dome of the blue sky and silver shimmers of sunlight. The sail above and behind him snapped in the vagaries of the breeze from the northeast, pushing the boat against the slow current close to the western shore. Now that they had left the city and surrounding farms behind, the land and waters displayed fewer signs of mankind. Reed beds abounded and in the quieter backwaters, water lilies dotted the surface, and the lotus stems crowded the margin between water and land. Herons and egrets stalked the muddy margins, hunting for frogs and small fish, while ducks squabbled and dabbled in large flocks near the reeds. 

Away from the water's edge, grass grew thickly, though much of it was matted and bedraggled where the silt from the recent flood still blanketed the low-lying areas. Further inland, tall palms broke up the skyline, and beyond that he could catch glimpses of red desert and the yellow western cliffs.

Balance, he thought. That is what Kemet has--balance between water and land, between the black soil of the river valley and the red sand of the desert. Life and death, gods and man...man and woman, for that matter. That started his mind off on another path, as he remembered the young girl Tausret had been when he first met her and the powerful Queen she had become. I desired her then, and but for the difference in our stations...and now? Ament considered the present situation. I still love her, but she is even further out of my reach.

He looked up at the clear blue sky and noted that the day was further advanced than he thought. They would scarcely be out of sight of Men-nefer by sunset, and they would have to stop for the night. That was no great imposition as Ament carried a writ that enabled him to claim food and lodging at any village or town along the way. If worst came to worst, then he could camp on the riverbank--he had done it before.

They found a village that night, a tiny collection of mud and straw huts. The village elder greeted the visitors and stared blankly at the writ Ament carried, unable to decipher any of the cursive writing on the papyrus, but he was seemingly impressed by the demeanour of the military man and ordered that the meagre wealth of the village be put at the visitors' disposal. Ament thanked him warmly, and in the morning gifted a copper bangle to the headman, worth far more than the food they had eaten.

Another twelve days and thirteen nights were eaten up as the little boat forged its way south against the current. Sometimes the wind blew strongly, other times it died away or backed to the south and on those days they made little headway. At last they reached the great bend in the river and caught sight of the great walls of Amun's City, just after dawn. The walls glowed warmly in the rich morning light and the smell of freshly baked bread carried to them across the water. The boat master guided his little craft through the fishing boats and ferries already plying the river near Waset, and into the docks, where slaves grabbed the ropes and tied them to the wooden mooring posts.

Ament found soldiers of the Amun and Mut legions on the docks and dispatched one at a run to notify General Setnakhte of his arrival, taking some of the others as an honour guard as he made his way up to the old eastern palace where the Tjaty and General resided. He was met on the palace steps by a messenger from Setnakhte bidding him bathe and take refreshment before he met with him in the lesser audience chamber. Ament was grateful for the consideration shown and repaired to his own residence near the City Barracks, where he bathed and took a light meal of freshly baked bread and fatty beef. Then, dressed in clean clothing and wearing the emblems of his office, he reported to the audience chamber.

Setnakhte eliminated the pleasantries of welcome and got straight down to business. "Well, what happened?" he demanded.

Ament greeted the only other man in the chamber--Tjaty Paraemheb--and then his General. "Fairly straightforward, sir. The Council was divided between Seti-Merenptah and Siptah as the next king, either with Tausret as regent. There is little doubt the king's son would have been accepted without question had it not been for his age, but that was the deciding factor." He shook his head. "Siptah is to be king, but..."

"Siptah?" Setnakhte interrupted. "That limping cripple? That mewling brat spawned of a traitor and an Amorite serving wench? Have they all taken leave of their senses? I hope you spoke out for the royal son on my behalf."

"I did sir, but it's not as bad as you might imagine..."

"How can it not be? Do you imagine I'm going to bend my knee to him? The next thing that will happen is his traitor father will be invited to court and he'll become the power behind the throne. What are they thinking?" Setnakhte rounded on the Tjaty. "What do you say, Paraemheb? Am I mistaken?"

"I think you have grasped the danger nicely, General, but I think Ament has more news to impart."

"So, speak, Ament. Don't hold back. Pour the foul decisions of the Queen's Council into our ears."

"Yes, sir. Siptah is to be king with the Queen acting as regent, but Seti-Merenptah is to be made official heir immediately, and co-regent alongside Siptah as soon as he comes of age. Userkheperure's son has not been ousted from the succession, nor Messuwy's insinuated into it."

Setnakhte snorted. "And what happens when Siptah father's a brat of his own? He'll want it to succeed him rather than Seti-Merenptah."

"Can't happen, sir. Siptah must vow on the gods to honour the agreement before he is crowned."

"He'll be king. You imagine he won't break even a sacred vow to ensure his family on the throne? I know I would."

"With respect, sir, I don't believe you would. And besides, the Queen will remain as regent to enforce the king's obedience."

"Until such time as the king decides he can do without the restraints of the regency. Ten years at the most, maybe even less." Setnakhte scowled and started pacing the chamber, his sandals slapping the tiled floor and echoing back from the pillars and walls. "Who spoke out for Siptah?"

"Chancellor Bay, as might be expected. Tjaty Hori also, General Iurudef, and Commander Emsaf."

"Those names surprise me. Samut now--I would expect it of him. How did he speak?"

"For Seti-Merenptah, sir. Quite forcefully. If he was ever in support of Messuwy he has changed his heart."

"And everyone else was for Seti-Merenptah?"

"The other Hori, the Hem-netjer of Ptah, and the Chief Scribe Anapepy took no side. They advised, but supported the Queen in all her decisions." Ament hesitated. "Panhesy..."

"The Commander of Mut," Paraemheb asked. "What about him? Don't tell me he refused to take sides."

"Not exactly, sir. He spoke for Messuwy."

"What?"

"He called him Menmire Amenmesse and suggested that, as an anointed king, he was the most suitable person to mount the throne."

"Set's bollocks, I did not take him for a follower of the traitor. The rot spreads deeper than I thought."

"What will you do with him?"

"Panhesy? Nothing. He's a good soldier and an able commander."

"You know your own men best."

 "Exactly. You were aware we had a rescue attempt recently?"

Ament stared. "What happened?"

"You know Sethi's deputy, Qenna? Well, Qenna and some men gained entry to the palace, slew the guards and took Messuwy out of his room. They nearly made it to the streets before they were stopped."

"That is not good news, sir. I take it Messuwy is still in custody?"

"I did say it was a rescue attempt."

"So you did, sir. Sorry. Is he...was he harmed in your er...recapture?"

"No, but in light of Panhesy's defection, I rather wish I had 'harmed' him. That man will ever be a centre of disaffection. Evidently, there are still men out there who would see him restored to the throne."

"There is a solution," Paraemheb said. "You cannot restore a dead king."

Ament raised an eyebrow in surprise. "A bit bloodthirsty, Paraemheb."

"Not really, Ament. Have you forgotten he killed my uncle Neferronpet, for no greater crime than loyalty to his king?"

"I'm sorry...yes, of course you wish him dead."

"Regrettably, it is my duty to guard him and protect him," Setnakhte said.

"Even if it endangers the kingdoms?" Ament asked.

"Do you even have to ask? I swore an oath to Userkheperure, though it went against everything I knew to be just and sensible. If I was released from that vow I would kill him without a moment's hesitation. While he remains alive he endangers the Ma'at of Kemet."

"Then look the other way and I will kill him," Paraemheb said. "You agree with me don't you, Ament?"

Ament grimaced. "I dislike the thought of slaughtering a helpless captive, but sometimes it must be done. I think our beloved Userkheperure would have changed his mind about keeping him alive had he lived."

"Had he lived, we would not be beset by the problems of succession," Setnakhte pointed out.

"One could argue that your vow died with the death of the king," Paraemheb went on.

Setnakhte grunted. "Would the gods see it that way?"

"I believe they would," the Tjaty replied. "Ever since my uncle's death I have prayed to the gods for the death of that man. I asked them to send me a sign if I should forget my thoughts of vengeance." Paraemheb bared his teeth in a mirthless grin. "I received no such sign."

"What more do you need?" Ament asked dryly. "Even the gods have withdrawn their support from him."

Setnakhte considered their words. "It would certainly ease my burden if I could lay him in his tomb, but a vow is a vow."

"On the other hand, Userkheperure is a god now that he has ascended to his father Re. If he desired you to stay your hand, would he not have sent a sign to Paraemheb?"

"I could lay this burden on the Queen. Let her decide."

"She will shortly be regent to King Siptah, who is the son of this man," Ament pointed out. "It may be difficult for her to order the death of the king's father." He waited to let the weightiness of his words sink in before adding, "If the decision was taken out of her hands, however, she might well be grateful."

"But if I misread her wishes, she may order my execution."

"There is always that," Ament admitted. "However, we must weigh up the costs and benefits of removing this man. We have seen already that his followers have tried to release him, and now Panhesy of the Mut legion speaks for him. Are we to wait until a rescue attempt is successful before acting? What will the judgment of the gods be if we tip the Two Lands into another bitter war?"

"Siptah will never forgive the killers of his father."

"Do you care? He is a child, and under the control of the regent. Who knows what will happen in the years between now and him becoming sole ruler?"

"Say...just say I decide to remove this man. How is it to be done? I risk unrest in the city if I openly execute him."

"It seems to me that Qenna has provided you with the answer, General," Ament said after a few moments thought. "He tried to rescue the man a little while ago. Surely he will try again."

"I doubt it," Setnakhte said. "He gave my men the slip and is probably in Kush by now."

"The man Qenna is not actually necessary," Ament said patiently. "Only the idea of Qenna. If someone broke into the palace and tried to rescue Messuwy, but oh so sadly Messuwy was killed while trying to escape, who would grieve for him? And if they grieved, what could they do about it. They would perhaps even blame Qenna."

"Ah, I see, but who would play the part of Qenna and actually kill Messuwy?" Setnakhte asked.

"I would," Paraemheb said. "Gladly."

"There is no better person," Ament said. "No blame attaches to you, and Paraemheb secures vengeance for his uncle's death."

"I will need one thing from you though, General."

"What's that?"

"Access to Messuwy. I am known and I cannot just walk into his room with a knife. Your guards are alert after Qenna's attempt."

Setnakhte thought about this and nodded slowly. "I gave them instructions to be cautious."

"So how will you remedy the situation?" Ament asked. "We are agreed Messuwy cannot be allowed to live, and if he is to die it must be before Tausret brings Siptah to Waset for the coronation."

"Or we wait until he goes north again. There is no great urgency."

"With respect, General, there is. What if Siptah demands his father attend his coronation, or even accompany him back north? He might even insist that Messuwy becomes the regent in place of Tausret. What then?"

"It must be soon," Paraemheb agreed. "Every day we delay gives Messuwy another opportunity to escape, or for someone to persuade the Queen to release him."

"All right, I can see that," Setnakhte said. "But I cannot be seen to be responsible for his death. It must come by a seeming mischance."

"When?"

"If I leave the same guards in place, there is always the chance that Messuwy will suborn one--and one may be all it takes to effect an escape. To ward against this, I should rotate the guards regularly, and if by chance some inexperienced men should be on duty...well, these things happen."

"Where are the guards placed now?" Ament asked.

"Four outside the chambers, another two inside, and four more outside the window. They have instructions to raise the alarm as well as repel any attempts to get to Messuwy."

Ament thought for a few minutes. "Have the men inside join the others outside..."

"Won't that look suspicious?"

"Not if you say that you don't want men too close to the prisoner. Hint that he might offer a bribe. Also, move the men back from under his window. Have them guard the entrances to the gardens, and increase their numbers. It will look as if you have heard there might be a rescue and are guarding against it."

Setnakhte nodded. "That can be done. When would you act?"

"Better you don't know, General."
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Setnakhte made the necessary changes to the guards the next day and two nights later, Ament and Paraemheb exited from their hiding place in the palace menagerie and looked toward the darkened palace.

"Everything's quiet," Ament muttered. "No guards are in sight."

Paraemheb brushed his clothing down, grumbling. "Did you have to put us in with the animal feed? I'm covered in hay and there were mice in there, I swear."

Ament grinned. "Come now, what are a few mice when the good of the kingdoms is in our hands. I've faced much worse in the field."

"I'm sure you have but you're a soldier and I'm not," said the Tjaty. "My duties are governing this southern kingdom."

"Well now you have a chance to strike a real blow. Are you ready?"

Paraemheb nodded, and loosened the dagger in the sheath at his belt. "Let's do this."

The two men moved quietly through the darkened gardens toward the palace, slipping from the cover of trees to shrubbery while keeping their eyes open for any hint of the soldiers guarding the prisoner. They saw no one and only moments passed before they were outside the low window of Messuwy's suite. Ament peered over the edge, scanning the room swiftly and then ducking back down again.

"The room's deserted," he whispered. "A single torch to give us some light. I'll go first and make sure there's nobody hiding." Ament hauled himself up and over the sill, and disappeared into the room. 

Silence followed, and Paraemheb crouched below the window waiting. He rose slowly and looked over the sill and almost cried out as Ament's head appeared before him.

"Come on," Ament said. He helped Paraemheb into the room and pointed toward the darkened doorway to the bedchamber. "He's in there, fast asleep. No guards or servants."

Paraemheb took out his dagger and strode into the bedchamber, Ament on his heels. A simple bed lay at the far end of the room and a man lay on it, half covered by a linen sheet, breathing heavily. There was little other furniture in the room and as their eyes became accustomed to the gloom, the two men made their way over to the bed. They stood and looked down at the sleeping man and Paraemheb shuffled his feet, changing his grip on the dagger, but making no other move.

"Strike," Ament whispered.

"He's asleep."

"Well, of course he is." Ament stared at the young Tjaty incredulously. "You want to wake him up before you kill him?"

"It...it doesn't seem right to send him to the gods without a chance to make his peace with them."

"I can see you're not a soldier," Ament muttered. "All right, I'll wake him up, but you must be ready to kill him swiftly, before he can raise the alarm."

"Would it matter?" Paraemheb asked. "The guards are on our side."

"Of course it would. They'd have to intervene as their orders are to protect him. Now, give me a moment, and when he wakes, strike swiftly for his heart." Ament moved to the head of the bed and took up a position where he could grasp Messuwy firmly, and clap a hand over his mouth to prevent him crying out. "Ready?"

Paraemheb nodded and Ament took hold of the sleeping man. Messuwy awakened and immediately began struggling, issuing muffled cries for help.

"Strike," Ament said. "Quickly."

Paraemheb hesitated, and then instead of stabbing his victim, spoke. "Messuwy, you executed my uncle Neferronpet, though his only crime was obeying his king. For this you must die..."

"Get on with it," Ament rasped, fighting to hold the struggling man on the bed.

"...and I will carry out this sentence of death as my uncle's nearest relative." The Tjaty thrust forward with the dagger, piercing Messuwy's chest.

Messuwy heaved violently as the blade went in, and Ament lost his grip. The wounded man struggled to sit up, but the only sounds that escaped his lips were strangled gasps and whimpers. 

Ament threw himself onto the bed and wrestled Messuwy down. "Again, Paraemheb, before he can raise the alarm."

Paraemheb stabbed tentatively, the blade barely breaking skin, and Ament swore softly, released his hold on Messuwy's mouth, reached across to the Tjaty's hand and rammed the blade home.

Messuwy convulsed, and uttered a croak as he fell back, his fingers fluttering weakly on the blood-soaked sheets. "Eh...pl...please..." he whispered. "Don't..."

"What is he trying to say?" Paraemheb gasped, dropping the dagger with a clatter to the tiles.

"He's just trying to stop us," Ament said. "Now pick up the knife and finish him off."

"N...no. Please don't...don't hurt...my son...innocent..."

Ament groaned and, stepping around the bed, he scooped the knife off the floor and bent over Messuwy. Pressing the blade to the man's throat, he started to thrust and then stopped, looking into Messuwy's eyes only a hand span from his own. "Rest easy, Messuwy. They've just made your son king."

Messuwy's fingers ceased their fluttering and gripped Ament's tunic. "T...truly?"

"I swear on all the gods, Messuwy. Siptah will be crowned king."

A bubble of blood formed on Messuwy's lips as he tried to smile. "Th...then I have...have won."

"No, Messuwy, you lose," Ament whispered. He leaned forward and thrust the knife blade deep into the man's throat.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Tausret speaks:

 

I have in my hands a report from Paraemheb, Tjaty of Ta Shemau, in which he says that an unknown person broke into the old eastern palace of Waset and murdered the man Messuwy, sometimes known as Menmire Amenmesse, who once claimed to be Lord of the Two Lands.

According to the report, the murderer broke in through the window, stabbed Messuwy to death and vanished. None of the guards saw anything, and the death was not reported until the next morning when a servant came to wash and dress him. It is the opinion of General Setnakhte, the report says, that the murderer was a person who had a grudge against the man who was lately king of Ta Shemau, and he says there are many of those. Setnakhte says that a search for the murderer has been made, but he has vanished without trace.

I read it in the presence of my northern Tjaty, Hori, as we were conducting business in the Hall of Audiences, and of course I sent everyone except Hori away so I could digest the news in private. I read the words again, my lips silently sounding out the syllables, and when I finished I rolled it up and handed it to my Tjaty.

"I'm going to have to tell Siptah, I suppose."

"He should know his father is dead."

"But how will he take it?"

"He will grieve, but does he need to know he was murdered?" Hori asked. "All he really needs to know is that his father has died."

"He'll find out eventually."

"There will be rumours, but once he is buried in his rock-cut tomb that is all there will be."

"I suppose he must be buried? He was responsible for the death of my Seti."

"Whatever else he was, the man was anointed king and is, moreover, the father of the new king. You must give him the honours due to his station. We can make the actual burial a quiet ceremony with only the immediate family present."

Hori was right, of course. A rock-cut tomb could be found to house his remains, though I would make sure that his name was erased from monuments throughout the kingdoms. He was responsible for the death of my beloved Seti, and I was determined to have his name chiselled out and recarved to the memory and honour of Userkheperure Seti. I expect Siptah will take exception to my actions, but there is little he can do. He will be king, but a king lacking all power--that will reside in my hands--the hands of the regent.

It is nearly time to accompany the body of my husband south to the Great Field and there inter him with all due ceremony. His tomb is unfinished and unready to take the body of a king--another act to be laid at the door of his brother. When Messuwy claimed the throne in the south he had all work on my Seti's tomb abandoned, but through an oversight, work continued on mine. Consequently, my tomb is nearly finished and I shall let my husband lie within my tomb until his is ready.

I had thought to put off the crowning of the new king for a time, while I gathered the reins of power into my own hands, but Hori and Bay argued most strenuously against it. They have said that the Two Lands are in turmoil since the war of the brothers and the subsequent death of the king. It would calm the kingdoms, they said, to have a king on the throne once more. Confidence in the continuation of the House of Ramesses must be fostered, and in truth the foundations of that House are presently built on sand. Forgetting the multitude of lesser descendants of Usermaatre, there are only three surviving members of the central royal family--me, my son and my nephew.

I will never marry again, and Siptah is weak and crippled, hardly kingly material, so everything rests on the tiny shoulders of my darling Seti-Merenptah. It is a great burden for one so young, but I will make sure he survives, marries, and brings forth a quiverful of sons. In the meantime, I suppose I must allow Siptah to play at being king.

Shortly, we take the Royal Barge to Waset, there to lay my husband in his temporary tomb. Siptah will perform the Ceremony of the Opening of the Mouth, under my supervision, and then I will see him crowned king in Waset. I have had to think up a suitable throne name for him--something that honours the main gods of his house, but not Set. I will not have him bearing the name of my beloved Seti. A name that honours Re and Ptah, of course, and Amun, for we must get the enthusiastic support of Waset behind his reign.

Sekhaienre Meryamun Ramesses-Siptah--'He whom Re causes to appear, Beloved of Amun, Re fashioned him, son of Ptah'. What grand names for a little boy who still has his side-lock and plays with toy chariots. And what blasphemy is inherent in his names--to accuse the great god Re of fashioning such a crippled king. Still, there is little I can do about it--for now, at least. It will not always be so, for in a few years--eight or nine--Seti-Merenptah will be old enough to be crowned king, and then we shall see. The son of my traitorous brother-in-law will disappear from the throne and from memory, along with all his supporters, and my own son will reign as the worthy successor to the great Userkheperure Seti. The House of Ramesses will build itself anew and rise to greater heights than ever it was in the days of my grandfather Usermaatre Ramesses.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

Year 1 of Sekhaienre Ramesses-Siptah

 

 

With a great effort of will, Queen Tausret set aside her personal feelings and put in train the arrangements for the coronation. The preserved and richly wrapped body of Userkheperure was loaded onto the royal barge with priests and an accompanying honour guard of senior army officers. The funeral barge would make its slow progression to Waset and thence to the king's funerary temple on the west bank, where it would lie in state until the new king and regent arrived.

Another barge was outfitted with the luxuries necessary for conveying living royalty and, accompanied by Chancellor Bay, Tjaty Hori, General Iurudef and Commander Ament, Tausret and Siptah went on board. Tausret insisted on taking her infant Seti-Merenptah with her, despite the exhausting schedule planned, for the young boy was the Crown Prince, and the populace needed to see him as well as their next king.

The citizens and slaves of Men-nefer turned out to see them off, crowded together within sight of the wharves, lining the riverbank, and a not inconsiderable number standing and cheering from the unstable platforms of small boats up and down the river. Priests of every god gathered, uttering loud prayers for the safety and well-being of the regent, king and heir, and bright banners flew from every vantage point. Tausret fostered the good will of the populace by ordering many cattle slaughtered and roasted, and released grain from the city granaries to make enough bread and beer to satisfy everyone.

And so, amid an aura of celebration, the royal barge set out on its progress throughout the kingdoms. The captain shouted his commands, slaves slipped the mooring ropes, and the oarsmen dug deep into the cool green waters, easing the barge out into the current. No sail was raised to catch the light northerly wind, for the first part of the voyage lay within the delta, where the Great River divided and branched out, holding the rich farmlands of Ta Mehu within its encompassing arms.

The sun shone warmly from the lapis vault of the heavens, a cool wind blew, and high above a circling hawk screamed. Members of the royal party, appreciative of the tensions that pulled at the unity of the coming reign, eagerly sought out any omen in their surroundings that could be interpreted as approval by the many gods of Kemet. The disc of Re was unblemished; Heru in the form of a hawk circled overhead and then dipped to the north, pointing the direction, and Hapi as god of the Great River ran smoothly, assisting them on their way. A ripple from a crocodile in the shallows spoke of Sobek's approval, and a flight of sacred ibis flying from west to east brought forth a murmur of joy from the watchers on board. Viewed correctly, almost any natural feature of land, sky or river could be viewed as an expression of the gods, and when the gods' approval was so desperately sought, those expressions were interpreted in a favourable way.

Siptah sat in the bows, rejoicing as the barge, propelled by the sweep of oars, carved its way through the wide waters. He pointed and exclaimed as a fish broke the surface or a bird took flight, looking back to where his Uncle Bay sat, eager to share the wonders. For all that he was the new King of all Kemet; he was also a young boy of ten years and fidgeted with excitement.

"I wish my father was here," Siptah said wistfully. "How did he die?"

Bay frowned, debating how much information to offer his young nephew, how much sense the boy could make of recent events.

"All men die," he replied quietly, "and your father, while not as old as Baenre or Usermaatre, was still older than many men. He is with the gods now."

"He has ascended to Re? He was king after all, wasn't he?"

Bay nodded. "He was king in the south."

"But I will be king over all Kemet, won't I?" Siptah rubbed his hand over his shaved head, hesitating over the smooth surface where his side lock had been only days before.

"You will indeed, Majesty. Queen Tausret will act as regent until you come of age, but you will be king."

"I wish you'd be regent, Uncle. The Queen frightens me." Siptah shivered, despite the warmth of the sun, and looked back down the length of the boat to where Tausret sat with her baby in her arms. "Sometimes she looks at me as if...as if...I don't know...as if she wanted me dead. Is that silly, Uncle?"

"Yes it is, Majesty. All the officials of the court and all the army commanders got together and persuaded the Queen that you should be king, and that her baby should be Crown Prince. She accepted our advice, so you should not worry about anything."

Siptah thought about this for a time. "If little Seti is Crown Prince, then what happens when I get married and have a son of my own? Won't he then become Crown Prince?"

"Again, Majesty, this is not something for you to worry about. That is why you have a regent and many advisers who love you. They have only your best interests at heart."

"I suppose...oh, look, Uncle...did you see that fish? It leapt up and turned a somersault in the air. What do you suppose it means?"

Bay smiled. "It might mean that a crocodile was chasing it, or it might just mean the fish was very happy and wanted to see the young boy who was its new king."

Siptah laughed and stood up, stumbling a bit on his withered left leg. He gripped the prow of the boat and looked out over the river, letting loose a cry of pure joy.

 

[image: Image]

 

Heads turned as the laughter rang out and despite her worries, Tausret smiled. She restrained her child who had hauled himself to his feet and was attempting a shaky walk across the planking of the deck.

"Someone's enjoying themselves, aren't they, dear Seti?" Tausret said.

"Why shouldn't he?"

Tausret looked round in surprise. "I did not see you there, Ament. I forget how small these boats are."

"Your pardon if I intrude, Great Lady, but I couldn't help but overhear and I don't think little Seti is ready to give you an answer."

Tausret smiled again. "Well, Siptah will find out all too soon what it means to be king. I don't begrudge him a little longer to play the child. I remember my own sense of wonder on the river when I wasn't much older than him."

"I remember, Great Lady. You and..." Ament hesitated a moment, and then ploughed on. "When you and the king made the trip to Waset all those years ago. You might have been having fun but I certainly was not."

"Poor Ament. Still you came out of it well enough."

"Perhaps, though sometimes I wish for the simple life of the common soldier. None of the decisions and all I had to worry about was where my next pot of beer was coming from."

"You wouldn't have Jerem and Ephrim in your life. How are they? I presume they're on your sister's estate?"

Ament nodded. "Acting the uncles to her swarming brats, and loving every day."

"How many now?"

"Six, and she's expecting again."

"The Kaftor are evidently a fertile breed." The smile on her face slipped and she hugged Seti close. "I wish he had brothers and sisters."

Ament said nothing. He watched the Queen closely until it appeared as if the mood had lifted, and said, "Have you identified all your enemies, Great Lady?"

"I'm not sure I have enemies now that Messuwy is dead. I have you to thank for that, I know. You carried word to Setnakhte, and he made it happen. I could not have gone against my husband's wishes, though I begged him to do it, so the act is not unwelcome."

"I merely did what I thought was best, and with respect, Great Lady, you are wrong. You still have enemies and one of them is up at the front of the boat, no doubt planning your downfall."

"What? Siptah? He's but a boy."

"I meant Chancellor Bay."

Tausret looked troubled. "Bay has always been loyal."

"Bay was always good at playing both sides. He was loyal to you while he advanced in your court, but I believe he fed information to Messuwy at the same time. Thus, whoever won the war, he could expect their gratitude."

"Can you prove that?"

Ament shook his head. "Rumours and hearsay. He's very careful."

"And very powerful. Don't accuse him without proof, Ament. If you do, I may not be able to save you."

Ament smiled. "I always thought of you as the most powerful person in Kemet after the king."

"Oh, I'm the most powerful woman, but the laden table that is Kemet has been overturned, and while we are all picking up the pieces, none can yet say who will end up with the choicest dishes."

"I have faith in you, Great Lady."

"Thank you, Ament. Let us hope I have other loyal men who remember who their king was and who is his son."

Ament looked across to where Tjaty Hori stood conversing with General Iurudef and Commander Besenmut of the Ptah legion. "You have some loyal men, Great Lady, and some who have yet to learn where their loyalty lies."
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Tjaty Hori looked up as if he felt Ament's gaze upon him. He glanced over to where the Commander stood near the Queen, and a slight frown wrinkled his brow. Iurudef had continued talking, but Hori had now lost the thread of the conversation.

"I'm sorry," he muttered. "What did you say?"

Iurudef shook his head. "Evidently nothing of great interest. I was merely talking about the preparedness of the northern legions. It is only a matter of time before the Sea Peoples test our resolve again. A change of kings is ever an unsettling time."

"The changeover is going to be a smooth transition," Hori said. "The old king is dead and we have a new one ready to be crowned. Nothing unsettling about it."

"You can't possibly imagine it will be as simple as that," Besenmut said. "The boy's father ripped the kingdoms apart. People will remember that and look for the son to repeat his actions."

"There is no reason for him to do so," Hori replied. "Siptah will be king of both kingdoms, so who will oppose him? You? You spoke against him in Council."

"I spoke for the son of the true king," Besenmut said with some heat. "But the Council decided and I will abide by the decision."

"Good. It gladdens me that some Commanders, at least, know where their duty lies. That one..." Hori glanced toward Ament and the others turned to look. "That one took it upon himself to have Menmire...Messuwy killed. Do you think he will be any less hostile to his son?"

"He's a good man and an able commander," Iurudef said. "Also, he's a confidant of the Queen. She has agreed to Siptah's accession, so he'll follow along, I'm sure."

"Meanwhile, she rules as regent," Hori went on. "And what happens if the unthinkable happens and Siptah dies? The only other choice is her son Seti-Merenptah. In effect, she becomes king."

"A woman as king?" Besenmut asked. He looked uneasy. "That couldn't happen, could it?"

"It is not unheard of. Maatkare Hatshepsut most recently, but Merneith and Sobek-kare Sobekneferu before her."

"I've never heard of those others."

"It doesn't matter," Hori said. "The point is that women have been king before, and I think Tausret would grasp the throne with both hands if the opportunity presented itself."

"Or maybe create the opportunity," Iurudef murmured.

"Precisely."

"I think you tread a dangerous path, Tjaty Hori," Besenmut said. "You put yourself in opposition to Queen Tausret, who as regent holds the power of the kingdoms in her hands. It would be a small matter for her to strip you of your office and consign you to a prison cell or worse."

"I am completely loyal to king and regent," Hori declared. "Do not confuse my musings with actions, Besenmut. Your position is a lot more precarious."

"The position of Legion Commander is within my purview," Iurudef noted. "I make and break commanders."

Besenmut bowed stiffly. "Then you must do as you see fit, General, and no doubt you will break Ament and other loyal commanders at the same time." He made as if to leave and then turned back to face the senior officer. "It seems that troubled times have returned to us already, and the king not even crowned yet."

Hori glanced at Iurudef. "Calm down, Besenmut," he said. "Nobody said anything about replacing you or any other commander. I know you are loyal and would have you by my side under any circumstance."

Besenmut bowed again, but made no further move to leave.

"I would replace Ament," Iurudef said. "He has shown himself dangerous already and will no doubt act in the Queen's interest again."

"Is that necessarily a bad thing?" Besenmut asked. "She is the queen after all."

"As long as she does not covet a higher office. If she stretches out her hand for the throne, then she will set her dog on it."
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