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Setting the Scene

 

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

 

This is a work of fiction, but fiction based on fact. The closest parallel I can draw is of a dramatised re-enactment of actual events in history. I have tried to be historically accurate within this series of books, though I have had to make some assumptions that may not agree with every expert opinion. I did not want it to read like a history lesson, so I have invented dialogue, and many incidents that fill in the stories of men and women, both fictional and real, that lived and died in these years so long ago. I have also tried to make sense of tangled and sometimes contradictory lists of kings and relationships between real characters.

I have read extensively in preparation for this series, consulting the works of both Egyptologists and other authors for whom the mystery of the pyramids is the centre-point of their lives. These researches 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 era of the first pyramid builders covers the third and fourth dynasties of the Old Kingdom, and even though huge stone monuments dominate the landscape at such sites as Giza, Saqqara, and Dahshur, there is still a lot that remains unknown.

The kings of this time are known, for the most part, though nobody can really agree where Sanakht fits into the king list, or whether Khaba and Huni are the same person or different kings. Even the relationships between the kings, their wives and courtiers are a matter of conjecture.

This brings us to the almost mythical person of Imhotep, First Minister of King Djoser, architect, mathematician, priest and physician, whose reputation swelled with the passage of time until he was worshipped as a god hundreds of years after his death. Nobody knows who he was or where he came from, but as influential people were usually recruited from the highest families, it is at least possible that he was related to the king.

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

Many of the names I have used in my books may be unfamiliar, as I like to use the names that would be recognised by the people of the times. Thus, modern Luxor is ancient Waset, modern Memphis is ancient Inebu-hedj. Heliopolis was once Iunu, Abydos used to be Abdju, and Saqqara was Sekera. In the same way, Egypt is derived from the Greek Aegyptos, but the people of those times referred to their country as Kemet and of themselves as Kemetu. The names of the gods differed too. Horus was Horu, Thoth was Djehuti, Osiris was Asar. Some people may disagree with my choice, but it just felt wrong to put Greek words in ancient Egyptian mouths.

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

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

 

One last note on fictional characters. Many of the characters you meet in these books are real, lifted from the history books. They lived real lives, performed real deeds, and eventually died. Others are fictional, either created whole from my imagination, or based on other real characters from the times about which I am writing. Sometimes the two merge. For instance, very little is known about Imhotep beyond the fact of his existence and later legends told about him. He was the main architect of Djoser's step pyramid and may have been involved in the construction of stone temples and even Sekhemkhet's pyramid, but apart from this, nothing is known about the man, his ancestry, descendants or associates. Those I have had to invent. Again, I hope that my interpretation of real characters does not detract from your own ideas.

 

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

 


 

 

Chapter 1

 

"I have made a decision, Tjaty Imhotep, the first of my reign," Sekhemkhet said. "I want you to build me a mer and associated city of the dead, like that of my father, but bigger and better."

There was nothing Imhotep could say to that but bow and withdraw with his assistant Den to discuss the matter. As soon as they were outside, Den started to talk, but Imhotep shushed him and strode along the corridors of the palace to his offices. Here, he dismissed his servants and sank into a padded chair with a sigh.

"How could you agree to that?" Den demanded, pacing the room. "You just bowed and left without a word of protest."

"He is the king," Imhotep pointed out. "What would you have me say?"

"But it is an act of madness. Every deben of gold that comes into the king's treasury goes out again to create a monument of stone that aggrandises the king at the expense of..."

"Let me stop you there, Den. This is why I did not want you speaking where anyone might overhear you. No matter what you might privately think, you cannot go about denigrating the king or his actions."

"So you agree with him? You think we should just turn around and build another great city of the dead?"

"That seems to be what he wants...and he is the king, after all."

"We have spent the better part of our lives creating a huge stone structure that has no purpose but to house a dead body. Now you want to spend the rest of our lives building another one."

Imhotep sighed again. "Sit down, Den, your pacing is very distracting. Attend upon my words; there is no higher purpose for us as loyal Kemetu than to do the will of our king, and no greater service we could perform than to ensure his everlasting life. Now his son, who is also our king, wants us to do the same for him. That seems like a reasonable request, don't you think?"

Den shrugged and sat down. "I suppose so."

"Do you want to resign your position as my personal assistant?" Imhotep asked. "If you do, just say so. I will not hold it against you if you want to go back to scribing. I can find someone else to help me."

Den stared. "No! No, that is not what I want."

"Then let me hear no more on the matter. We will carry out the words of our king as we are commanded."

"Of course, sir. I... I don't know why I..."

"I do," Imhotep said quietly. "I share your sentiments but I am not such a fool as to voice them publicly." He got up and opened the door, calling for a servant to bring beer. "We have just finished a massive project that has taken years to complete. Naturally, we are feeling relieved that it is over, and the last thing either of us expected was to face the same task again." 

The servant appeared with a pot of beer and two cups. Setting them on the table, he bowed and left the room. Imhotep poured beer into the cups and handed one to Den.

"Time for us to start planning. What are your first thoughts?"

Den took the cup and drank thirstily. "What does he mean by bigger and better?"

Imhotep shrugged. "I think if he had something specific in mind he would have said. Bigger and better could be whatever we say it is. If we take the plans to him, he may just agree with what we set out."

"So if Netjerikhet's mer was six levels, Sekhemkhet's could be seven or eight."

"That's the sort of thing," Imhotep agreed. "Can it be done? Can we go higher than six levels?"

"I do not see why not," Den said. "We could have put another small level on top of Netjerikhet's; but would that have been enough for 'bigger and better'?"

"Perhaps not, but say we drew up plans for seven good-sized layers, build an enclosure wall, a mortuary temple and other structures; we would at least have something to take to the king."

Den stifled a belch, and then got up and poured himself another beer. "My spirit quails at the thought of another fifteen or twenty years building another city."

"You are forgetting something," Imhotep said with a smile. He held out his cup and Den poured more beer into it. "We built the last one not knowing what we were doing. We have learnt a lot since then. None of the mistakes we made need be repeated. In addition, we have a sizeable workforce trained in construction. It will be good to use them for some useful purpose."

Imhotep's office had baskets of scrolls and writing materials, so Den took what he needed and started scribbling notes and making calculations. For many minutes, the only sound in the room was the scratching of reed pen on papyrus or the scrape of stylus on waxen tablet. Imhotep was content to sit back and let Den work. The young man was skilled in computation and generally accurate. He would come up with figures that would need to be checked, but he was sure they would give a good indication of what was required. At last, Den threw down his pen and leaned back, stretching.

"Well, it can be done," he said.

"Bigger and better?"

"Seven levels, pleasing to the eye, cased in fine Troyu limestone."

"And an enclosure, with temples and courts?"

"That still needs some work, but yes."

"How big?"

"The mer will measure two hundred and twenty mehi on a side, square, and rising one hundred and forty mehi. It will be surrounded by an enclosure wall one thousand mehi on a side, rising twenty mehi."

Imhotep choked on his beer, putting the cup down and coughing hard. "That big? Perhaps you took the king's instructions too literally. The mer dimensions are reasonable, given the need to rise seven levels, but that is a huge enclosure. Can we scale it back so it still looks big?"

"Anything is possible, sir," Den said. "You are the Tjaty and King's Architect."

"And you are the man who will turn an idea into reality, Den."

The two men sat down to plan the city of the dead in greater detail, roughing out plans on tablets and papyrus before getting teams of scribes to carefully copy out the drawings and annotate them with measurements. After the neat plans came back to them, Den examined them carefully for mistakes, but because they had rigorously trained the scribes, there were few found. From the detailed plans, scale models were constructed out of wax and wood. It rapidly became apparent that an enclosure wall of a thousand mehi on a side was too large, as too many structures would be needed to fill it.

"We can do it," Den said, "but it will keep us busy for twenty years, even knowing what we do now about building these things."

"Too long," Imhotep opined. "The king is a young man, but I doubt he will want to commit to such a long project; not when there are so many other things that need attention. What can we cut back on?"

"If we keep to the same overall design as Netjerikhet's, we have the mer, which if it is to be seven levels, needs a base of that size. Then we need a mortuary temple to the north, a courtyard and tomb to the south. With all those in place, we need the thousand mehi on the north-south axis." Den examined the drawings, and the model. "We have included elaborate temples, courts and halls to east and west, but they are not really needed. If we draw in the sides, it will save a lot of stone and effort on the enclosure. There is the added benefit of accentuating the towering height of the mer."

"Try it. See how it looks."

Den drew a line through the old drawings and sent them back to the team of scribes with new instructions, and by the time the new model arose, both Imhotep and Den were nodding in satisfaction.

Imhotep had the model carried to the king for his appraisal. The young man walked around it slowly, bending to examine it from the point of view of a man, standing tall and looking down as if he was one of the gods.

"This is bigger than that of my father?" Sekhemkhet asked.

"It is, my lord," Imhotep replied. "As you can see, the mer is seven layers, whereas you father's was only six."

Sekhemkhet grunted, counting the levels again. "Why only seven?" he asked. "Why not eight or more?"

"It is not simply a matter of piling more rock on top to make another level, my lord. The higher you go, the wider must be the base or else the whole thing becomes unstable. It would be a disaster if it was nearly built and it collapsed."

"Very well, if you say it cannot be more. I will issue a draft for the treasury, enabling you to draw whatever you need, but Imhotep; I rely on you to make my tomb as much a wonder as you did my father's."

"It shall be done, my lord. There is now just the place to be decided. I recommend we build in Sekera again."

"I thought somewhere else," Sekhemkhet said. "Sekera will always be associated with my father's tomb. I should have mine elsewhere, so that it stands out."

"There are advantages to Sekera, my lord. First, there is a thriving workers' village on the site, so it will save greatly on costs if we do not have to duplicate it elsewhere." Imhotep smiled, recognising that the king's greatest concern was not the cost. "Your tomb will be larger and more magnificent than that of your father, but people will not know that if they are in different areas. Build yours close to your father's and everyone will be able to see at a glance that your tomb is bigger and better."

Armed with the king's permission, Imhotep collected Den and several scribes and set sail for the building site at Sekera. They were there in less than a day, and made their way up from the river to where the village lay. Crowds of workers came out to greet them, asking if there was more work. It pleased Imhotep to be able to reassure them that he had been commissioned to build another tomb close by, and that there would shortly be work for all.

Imhotep and Den ventured out onto the plateau to search for a suitable site for the king's tomb. Sheets of limestone rock capped the plateau, but desert sand lay in drifts, obscuring some of the rock layers. Cracks, hollows and humps marred the rock surfaces, so it was not just about building anywhere. A suitable place would have to be found. There were places to the north where level limestone beckoned, but faults in the rock warned them off. To the southwest, several hundred paces from Djoser's city of the dead, lay a sheet of rock sufficiently big to accommodate the planned structures, but it was far from level.

"We cannot build here," Den said. "The whole thing would be tilted, or one side would be higher than the other."

"Unless we levelled it first," Imhotep said. "Build up the sunken areas, so that we have a flat base, and then construct the tomb on top of that."

"It would be simpler to find a level piece of rock. We have not looked farther to the west."

"Any farther, and you would not be able to compare the two tombs. The king is adamant that people must be able to see both tombs together so they know his is bigger."

"And I thought that we had already made a city as large as we could," Den grumbled. "Now we have to build a bigger one, so what comes next? A bigger one still? Where will it end?"

"One step at a time, Den. Our job is to build this one, and by the time Sekhemkhet's son is ready to build his, it will be someone else's problem."

"Then let us hope for the sake of our sons who follow us, that future kings lose interest in having such large tombs."

Deciding on the place, Imhotep sent a runner back to the village to bring up masons with surveying equipment to start marking out the boundaries of the city. Within an hour, they were busy setting up lines, pacing out distances, and making sightings between stakes to work out the rise and fall of the rock surfaces. Scribes accompanied them, making copious notes that Den would later compile into a detailed plan of the area. Two days later, he had the first sketches ready and he and Imhotep started planning where the various structures would fit and which areas needed to be built up.

"That is a lot of terracing work just to make the site level," Den said. "It might be better to look for somewhere else."

"There is nothing else close enough to Djoser's tomb," Imhotep said. "The king made it plain that he wants his close to his father's. Anything else is too far away."

"Yes, but the amount of rock we need to build the terraces..."

"We have rock already. There are piles of it we never got to use."

They paced out the limits of the sheet of limestone, following the guidelines the masons had laid out with their red ochre markings and string, checking the distances and making fresh compilations. Then they looked at the stockpiled rock, quickly determining that there was enough there to make a start on the terracing.

"Enough for half a month," Imhotep estimated. "If we order more from the Troyu quarry immediately, the first deliveries of casing stone will be here by the time the builders need it."

Den nodded, consulting his plans once more. "I will get the teams organised at once, and appoint overseers. Once the terraces are under way, we can start marking out the placement of the mer and the vertical shaft down to the underground tomb." Imhotep grimaced, looking uncomfortable, and Den frowned, and asking him what was the matter. "You disagree with what I said."

"No...no, not exactly. The actions are correct. It is just that...well, I want you to spend more time on the planning and calculations, rather than on overseeing the site."

"I can do both. I did before."

"Yes, and you did a good job, Den. Nobody disputes that."

"Then what is the problem, sir?"

"My son Rahotep will act as my deputy on site. He will be the overall Overseer of Sekhemkhet's city of the dead."

Den frowned, but said nothing. There was little he could say. Occupations in Kemet tended to follow along family lines; son succeeded father, from the king through the Tjaty, nobility, the ranks of officialdom down to the lowliest street sweeper or dung carrier. It was just the way things were organised, and Den knew that his own experience of breaking away from being a simple scribe like his father to become personal assistant to the Tjaty was unusual. Now, the King's Architect was setting his own son on the first rung of the ladder that would lead to him taking up his father's responsibilities one day. It was to be expected, even though it was personally disappointing.

"Of course, sir," Den murmured.

"He needs the responsibility," Imhotep went on. "He is a grown man and although he is a priest of Re, I want him to get into government..."

"I understand, sir."

"This is not a criticism of you, Den. I am fully cognisant of your years of service as my personal assistant and you will continue to hold a favoured position with me."

"Thank you, sir."

"I would give Rahotep a position under you as he lacks experience, but he is nearly the same age as you and he...uh...is of higher rank."

Den wished to spare the Tjaty further embarrassment when it was not really needed. "I understand, sir, I really do. Your son is a member of the king's household and such oversight is only his due. Will your other son also take on responsibilities?"

Imhotep looked relieved that the subject had been steered away from the Sekera site. "Yes, I will put Sekhemre in charge of the Troyu quarry. He has been working there already, and he shows enthusiasm for the task."

"I am glad, sir, that both of your sons will have the opportunity to rise in the world. It is their due."

Imhotep had not yet broken the news to his sons, the decision having just been made in his own mind, so he called his sons back to Inebu-hedj to tell them about their futures. Rahotep had to come from Iunu, where he was a priest of Re, but Sekhemre was only at Troyu, across the river, so he learnt of his father's decision first.

"Overseer? Of the whole quarry? I mean, I know you intended this, but are you sure, father? It is a big responsibility."

"One that I feel you are ready for," Imhotep said. "Nebra agrees. He has been watching you, assessing you, and it is his considered opinion that you have matured in the last several months. He thinks you are ready to take over the supervision..." Imhotep smiled at his son, "...and so do I. What do you say?"

Sekhemre fell to his knees and grasped his father's legs. "Father, I am honoured beyond measure. I will not let you down."

Somewhat embarrassed, Imhotep raised his son to his feet and embraced him. "It is no more than your due, my son, and you deserve this position. It need only be the start, you know. I have the king's ear, and he will heed my recommendations."

Sekhemre grinned. "There is something else, father. I hesitated to raise the subject while I was only an apprentice, but now that I am supervisor of the quarry, I can afford to get married."

"I was not aware you were thinking of that," Imhotep said. "You have a woman in mind?"

"Yes, father."

"Well, do not keep me in suspense. Who is she? Of good family, I trust?"

"She is Perimset, the daughter of Ipysankh."

Imhotep frowned. "I don't think I know this Ipysankh. Where is he from?"

"Per-Bast, father. He is a trader of some note there. He owns ships which trade with the cities of Kanaan and..."

"A trader? He is not of the nobility?"

Now Sekhemre frowned, sensing his father was troubled. "No, father. Does it matter? I wish to marry his daughter, not enter into business with him."

"You are son of the Tjaty, cousin to the king. You have a high rank in Kemetu society, whereas your intended wife is merely the daughter of a trader."

"I love her, father."

Imhotep sighed. "Why could you not fall in love with someone of suitable rank? Are you sure it is love and not just a desire to lie with her? I am sure she would deem it an honour to have the son of the Tjaty sow his seed in her."

"I am no longer a callow youth, father. I know my own mind. I love Perimset and she loves me. If...if you will not give me your blessing, I will marry her without it."

"I did not say I would not give my blessing. If you have given the matter due consideration and this is what you truly desire, then I will not stand in your way."

"Thank you, father."

"To show that I support you in this, I will cause to be built a fine house of limestone for you both near the Troyu quarries. Here, you may oversee the work and raise a family."

Sekhemre went off happily to tell Perimset the welcome news and to make the necessary arrangements for transferring her abode from that of her father to her husband's house.

Rahotep arrived in Inebu-hedj a few days later, apologising to his father for the delay, telling him that his duties as a priest of Re precluded his immediate departure.

"Well, you will not have to worry about that anymore," Imhotep said. "As Hem-netjer of Re at the Iunu temple, I release you from your vows and your duties there."

Rahotep went pale. "How have I displeased you, father...Hem-netjer?"

"You have not displeased me," Imhotep reassured him. "In fact, I have new duties that will please you, I am sure. You were always interested in architecture; I remember the enthusiasm with which you assisted in the building of the temple."

"That is true, father. Fashioning a temple out of stone is akin to being a god. It is an act of creation that excites me."

"Then you will like your next task. King Sekhemkhet desires a tomb that excels that of his father. I am putting you in charge of it."

Rahotep gaped. "I... I am h...honoured, but, father, that is too great a responsibility. I had a hand in the creation of the temple of Re, but it was already planned out and... and..."

"The tomb will be planned out too. I have been doing this with Den...you remember him? My personal assistant? He is a skilled scribe and architect, and will be working under you. I strongly recommend that you consult with him in all things, but of course, that will be your decision."

"I am truly honoured by your faith in me, father, but...forgive me if I appear ungrateful, but why do you not just assign this task to Den? If he is so skilled and knows the site and plans so well, wouldn't he be the best man for the job?"

"Den is a good man, but he is a commoner. The position of Overseer of the king's city of the dead should be the purview of nobility. I cannot think of a man more suited to the position than my own son."

"Then I gladly accept, father."

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

Sekhemkhet was delighted with his accession to the double throne of Kemet. He had always lived in luxury, with virtually every whim catered to, but he had been conscious that everything depended on the continuing goodwill of his father. His future life had never been in doubt--he was the only son and sole heir to the throne--but it rankled that his life was dictated to rather than being under his control. Now it was. He was the king, reigning under the name of Hor-Sekhemkhet, and his word was the law of the land. The king owned every property, be it land or house; every part of Kemet belonged to him. It was a heady feeling. For the first time in his life he could do as he pleased, without regard for other people's wishes.

Immediately after coming to the throne, he took his sister Inetkawes in marriage. There was no lust and little desire involved, though she was a beautiful young woman of nineteen, but it was expected of a king. The ruler of Kemet guarded his power jealously, and allowing a man from outside the family to marry into it was foolish. Such a man might claim the throne and even if his attempt failed, it would still disrupt the ma'at of the realm. Better that brother should marry sister and keep the power within the ruling family. Inetkawes had not objected to the union. It was expected and though it seemed strange to lie with her brother, having known him since they both ran naked around their father's palace, she was able to put aside her feelings.

"It is what we do," her grandmother Nimaathap told her just after the official announcement of the marriage. The old queen was stooped and wrinkled, mumbling through a mouth almost bereft of teeth. About the only pleasure left in her life was taking an interest in her granddaughters.

"You did not have to," Inetkawes said.

"No, but I had no choice either. My sister and I were daughters of a defeated king and were taken as wives by Khasekhemwy. I bore Djoser and his sister Hetephernebti, and in due course they married as was expected of them. Do you imagine your mother was unhappy with the arrangement?"

"She has never said anything about it."

"Nor will she," Nimaathap mumbled. "She knows her duty to her family is more important than personal pleasure. Mind you," Nimaathap cackled, "there is nothing wrong with having pleasure mixed with duty. Your brother is virile, and if half of what is said by the gossips of the palace is true, his member will give you much enjoyment."

Inetkawes grimaced. "Every time I look at him I see that grubby little child who used to annoy me when we were children."

"Drive that thought from your mind," Nimaathap said sharply. "He is the king now, and you will be his queen, bearing his sons."

"Will I be his queen though? He married that Djeser-Ti girl and seems happy with her."

"He has not made her queen though, and he will not. Sekhemkhet is young, but he can see sense. Djeser-Ti ranks far below you, and though she is expecting a child already, you will be the one to produce an heir."

"What if she bears a son?"

"Pray she does not, but if she does, well..." The old queen shrugged her shoulders. "It still has to live long enough to become king."

Inetkawes looked shocked. "You would not wish harm on the child?"

"Of course not, but more children die than live to become adults. It is just the way of the world. If Djeser-Ti bears a son and he lives, then Sekhemkhet may well make him his heir."

"And make Djeser-Ti his queen."

"That does not follow. You are a royal princess. He will make you queen."

"When?"

"When it pleases him; he is the king."

The lack of ceremony involved in a Kemetu marriage was even more pronounced on the day Inetkawes married the king. Normally, the woman was brought to her husband by her father, while servants carried traditional gifts of fire and water, along with a portion of the father's wealth. This time, of course, there was even less. Her father the king was dead, and she already lived in the palace, so all that could take place was a parading of the princess through the halls of the palace, followed by the king visiting her rooms to consummate the marriage. Officials and nobility gathered to witness the king taking his sister in marriage, lining the hallways and rooms as the couple walked through them, bowing to the king and his consort. 

Djeser-Ti was there, her face twisted in a mix of emotions as she faced her husband's sister. She bowed to the king, and then to Inetkawes, though her obeisance to the princess bordered on insult.

"Greetings, husband. I congratulate you on your marriage, and pray that it will be as fruitful as your marriage to me." She flashed a look of triumph at Inetkawes, and ostentatiously stroked her swollen belly.

"Djeser-Ti," Inetkawes said, inclining her head politely. "You are well?"

"I carry the king's son and heir in my belly."

"A daughter, I think. I wish you and your daughter joy," Inetkawes said. She turned her face from Djeser-Ti and walked toward the marital chamber, with Sekhemkhet a step behind.

Djeser-Ti took the comment to be a curse on the gender of her child and quickly muttered words that would turn the curse aside, while adding a few phrases of her own that might visit ill upon the princess. Magic was an imprecise art at the best of times, and Djeser-Ti took comfort in the absence of any magical charms that might strengthen the princess's curse. Still, it would do no harm to take precautions. She hurried away to seek a purification spell that would protect the gender of her unborn child, though only time would tell is the spell was efficacious.

Inetkawes now faced the performance of a duty that she could no longer avoid. When she was younger, she had toyed with the idea of gaining sexual experience as most Kemetu youths did. Her father had forbidden it with any man except her brother, so she had refrained. Well, almost. She smiled as she recollected the fumbling of a young girl and boy as they sought to make sense of an adult pastime. The act had given her no pleasure, and it was not repeated, but at least she knew what to expect when she lay with her husband-brother.

It was over quickly. Sekhemkhet stayed for a while, making polite conversation and sharing a cup of wine, but he excused himself and left Inetkawes to the ministrations of her ladies, retiring to his own rooms. Inetkawes washed herself thoroughly and donned fresh apparel, before going to her bed. She lay awake for a time, exploring her thoughts, remembering sensations, and concluded she could live with being her brother's wife as long as she became queen.

"I will talk to him about it tomorrow," she murmured to herself.

Djeser-Ti, in the meantime, spent the night awake. She could not keep from imagining the scene in the royal chambers. It was not that she resented the king having relations with another woman--that happened all the time. Sekhemkhet was young and virile, and he often lay with one or other of the palace women. It was expected of a king and meant little. What did anger Djeser-Ti was the king taking another wife, and especially one of higher rank than herself. Inetkawes had the advantage of her birth, but perhaps she could negate that by producing a son and heir. 

Lying awake all night did nothing for her looks, so as soon as the sun's rays lit up the palace she washed and applied fresh makeup, dressed in garments that increased her beauty, and presented herself at the king's suite of rooms just after he rose. Sekhemkhet welcomed her and asked after her health before sitting and calling for food and drink, which he shared with his wife.

"How was your evening, my lord?" Djeser-Ti asked. "Inetkawes is a beautiful young woman. I hope she brought you much pleasure." 

Sekhemkhet nodded, reaching for another slice of roast goose. He licked his fingers before replying. "My sister fulfilled her duty quite pleasantly," he said.

"And I warrant you were as virile as you always are, my lord. Even now she will be with child."

"That is in the hands of the gods." 

Sekhemkhet wiped his hands on clean linen and took a drink of cool river water. He smiled at Djeser-Ti. "The gods looked favourably upon our union from the first day, Ti. I thank them daily for the child in your belly."

"A son, my lord, I am sure of it. A son and heir."

"I pray it is so."

"My lord, I hesitate to bring it up, but I must speak with you earnestly on a related matter..."

"I think I know what it is," Sekhemkhet said. "Perhaps it would be better if it remained unsaid."

"I must, my lord," Djeser-Ti said. "If not for my sake, then for the sake of our unborn son."

The young king frowned, and signed to a servant to bring him the plate of figs. "Speak then, if you must." He selected a ripe piece of fruit and bit into it with enjoyment.

"My lord, it is only proper that the mother of your heir bears the title of Queen."

"My own mother did not," Sekhemkhet pointed out. 

"She should have," Djeser-Ti said. "It was an injustice that she did not."

"Are you accusing King Netjerikhet of being unjust?"

Djeser-Ti realised she had gone too far, and hurried to correct her mistake. "Forgive me, my lord, if I misspoke. My words were those of a woman, feeling the hurt of your mother at being denied a richly deserved title. I intended no criticism of your father."

"It is as well that you do not. The king's word is law."

"In the days of your father, his word was indeed the law, my lord, but you are king now. That means your word is the law and if you speak of your own will rather than that of your father, who can dispute it?"

Sekhemkhet was pleased to be reminded of his absolute power, but less so that his wife was attempting to influence him. He threw the remains of the fig he had been eating onto the floor and stood up. "I have work to do," he announced.

Djeser-Ti also rose and bowed to her husband. "You will think about my words?" she asked.

"I have heard your words," the king said noncommittally. 

He took up his duties in the law courts, but his mind was not on the cases before him. After he made two dubious decisions, the chief scribe tactfully suggested that the king might like to pursue other interests while leaving the drudgery of the law to a lesser judge. Nodding, Sekhemkhet left the throne room and summoned Imhotep.

"Congratulations on your marriage, my lord," the Tjaty said as he entered the room. "With two such notable wives, your dynastic future is assured."

"Yes, I shall have many sons." 

The king frowned and walked to the window, looking out toward the city. He stayed silent for several minutes and Imhotep waited patiently. Sekhemkhet would make his wishes known in due course, and it was not up to him to hurry the king.

"Are women more troublesome with the passage of time, Imhotep, or is it just that I have become king?"

"In what way, my lord?"

"Djeser-Ti seeks to importune me constantly. When we first got married, she was pleasant and amenable in all things, deferring to me and never disagreeing. Now, however..."

"I have only ever had one wife, my lord," Imhotep said. "Nefertsen has always been agreeable. How...ah...has Djeser-Ti changed?"

"She dins my ears on the question of becoming Queen."

Imhotep nodded slowly. "It is natural that a wife seeks to know her station in life, especially the wife of a king. In addition, you have just taken another wife, and that must be unsettling for her. She will accept your decision as king, my lord."

"What is my decision?"

"There can only be one, my lord. Your sister Inetkawes is daughter of the king and must be made your queen."

"Djeser-Ti believes the mother of my son and heir should be queen."

Imhotep hesitated, treading delicately on treacherous ground. "As yet, you have no son and heir, Hor-Sekhemkhet."

"No, but Djeser-Ti will shortly be brought to the birthing chamber. If that child is a son, then doesn't she deserve to be queen?"

"Djeser-Ti is a beautiful young woman, and worthy of being your wife, my lord, but she is not descended from royalty. Her father, Asarhotep, is of the nobility, but only for three generations. Inetkawes, on the other hand, has the same illustrious ancestry as you."

"So she cannot be queen?"

"I would advise against it, my lord," Imhotep said.

"But if she bears a son? He would be my heir."

"One does not necessarily follow the other. Your own mother was not queen."

"I have used that argument with Djeser-Ti already."

"It is a good argument, my lord. Inetkawes is a royal princess and should be made queen. The Crown prince could come from her or Djeser-Ti. If they both bear sons who live to become men, then you can choose your heir. Otherwise, let the gods decide. They will give sons as they see fit."

"That is why you are my Tjaty, Imhotep, as you were for my father. Great is your wisdom."

Sekhemkhet immediately set about preparing for his sister-wife Inetkawes to assume the position of queen, but this immediately led to veiled recriminations from Djeser-Ti. She attended the coronation, but glowered darkly and excused herself at the earliest opportunity.

Djeser-Ti soon had other things to distract her, as her labour pains started. It was a hard birth, and the young woman was exhausted by the time the child made its way into the world. She was elated that she had brought forth a son for the king, but concerned that the baby's first cries were weak. A healthy child was expected to cry lustily, exhibiting rage when denied the wet-nurse's breast, but this boy whimpered, or grizzled weakly.

Hesy-Ra, the court physician, examined the infant, but could find nothing explicitly wrong. He hesitated to give the parents bad news, but neither could he be unduly optimistic about the child's chances.

"His life is in the hands of the gods," he said. "Let him suckle, keep him warm and clean, and we shall see."

While the health of the royal child still hung in the balance, there was nothing wrong with the king's virility. Djeser-Ti spent some time recovering from her ordeal, and the king paid greater attention to Inetkawes, and before long her hesmen failed, much to the satisfaction of Sekhemkhet.

"It will be another son," he exclaimed.

Another son would be a welcome addition to the royal family as the infant boy became steadily weaker. He had trouble feeding, and often vomited up his latest meal. His eyes grew dull, his limbs listless, and his cries became no more than faint moans. Hesy-Ra prescribed tonics, but the baby could not keep them down. Prayers written on scraps of papyrus and bound to the baby's body held out the only hope now. In an effort to gain strength through the magic of names, Sekhemkhet named the child Khasekhem after his grandfather.

"Khasekhem was a strong king, uniting the two kingdoms," he declared. "Let his strength flow into this child named for him."

If the gods were listening, they turned their backs. Barely two months old, Khasekhem faded away and died. Djeser-Ti's cries of anguish were heart-rending, both for the lost baby and also for her own ambitions. Inetkawes commiserated with the king, but gently insinuated the idea that her own child would be the longed-for heir. Sekhemkhet was philosophical, grieving for a lost son, but also recognising that he was still a young man and would undoubtedly father many more sons.

"I will prepare a place in my city of the dead for my first son. He shall enjoy the afterlife with all his brothers and sisters yet to be born."

He gave the necessary instructions to Imhotep, who incorporated them into his plans for the South Tomb within the king's enclosure. Having arranged for the burial, Hor-Sekhemkhet's attention turned to the living. Inetkawes's pregnancy continued without problems, but Djeser-Ti lost her child through an early miscarriage. As soon as was decent, Sekhemkhet lay with Djeser-Ti again, determined to sow another son. He also started looking elsewhere, and sent for his younger sister.

"Meresankh, I am minded to take you as a wife also, alongside Inetkawes. You, too, shall bear sons for me."

She made no reply, knowing her brother could do what he liked, but lacking any desire to be married. Instead, she excused herself and hurried away, her mind in turmoil. When she calmed down, she thought about what she could do, and decided to take her problem to her uncle Imhotep.

"Help me, Uncle. I don't know who else to turn to."

"If I can. What is the problem?"

"The problem is my brother. He is talking about marrying me and I have no desire to do so. How can I dissuade him?"

"Wait, Meresankh. This is something new. Your brother has just married Inetkawes, and he has another wife whom he loves very much. Why should he want to marry you?"

"He is obsessed with having sons."

"Everyone needs sons to be his heirs," Imhotep said. "Kings even more so."

"I know, but he has two wives already and he can have whatever woman he pleases. Why does he have to turn to me?"

"You are a royal princess, daughter of a king, and whoever marries you has a claim to the throne of Kemet. It makes sense for the king to marry his sisters."

"I thought you would support me," Meresankh said bitterly.

"I do support you, but we must also obey our king, and if he desires you as a wife, then it is your duty to agree."

"Never."

Imhotep frowned at Meresankh's vehemence. "Would it be so bad?" he asked gently. "You know Sekhemkhet; you grew up together. He loves Djeser-Ti; you can see it in his every look, touch or word. He would be a gentle and caring husband."

"Let him be a gentle and caring husband to Djeser-Ti then. He can be a brother to me."

A thought occurred to Imhotep, and he smiled. "You are in love with some other man? Who is this paragon for whom you would reject the king?"

"There is no man," Meresankh said firmly. "I have no interest in men."

"You have not yet fallen in love, and are inexperienced in the intimacies that are shared by a man and a woman. I understand, Meresankh..."

"No, you do not understand, Uncle. I am not completely inexperienced. How could I be in Kemetu society? I just have no interest whatsoever in doing what men and women do together."

"You will fall in love one day..."

"Never with a man."

Imhotep smiled condescendingly. "You say that now, but one day you will meet the right man and be happy with him, want to marry him..."

"Uncle, that will not happen," Meresankh interrupted. "I will never fall in love with a man because...because I love a woman."

"I don't see why that should preclude love and marriage. It is good for young women to have close friendships with other women."

"Not friendship, Uncle; love. I would live with her as if I was married."

Imhotep stared at his niece. "Am I missing something here? You seem to be saying you want to lie with a woman as if with a man."

"Not as if with a man. I care nothing for the sowing of seed in my belly, but I value instead companionship and intimacy with another woman. Men think in terms of ruling their woman, of sowing their seed, while true friendship they limit to their male comrades. I have met a woman who, like me, seeks true friendship and intimacy with a woman who can return it in equal measure."

"I did not think such things happened," Imhotep said.

"Probably more than you might think, Uncle, but most women believe they must marry and have children, so they put aside their love for other women."

"Who is this woman?"

Meresankh hesitated. "I would rather not say. I do not wish to visit trouble upon her."

"I would not do that," Imhotep said.

"Perhaps not, but others might, if they knew."

"If you live with her, others will know soon enough."

"I would still rather not reveal her name yet. It would be proper to ask her permission first."

 "I can understand that, at least." Imhotep nodded. "Very well, Meresankh, what do you want me to do?"

"Persuade my brother not to marry me."

Imhotep grimaced at the thought of trying to turn the king's desires aside. If he was to succeed he would need a better argument than the truth. He went away to consider how he might do this.

The king was in an expansive mood when Imhotep came to see him. He greeted his uncle with a grin despite the recent death of his infant son, telling him that Inetkawes was with child, as well as several palace women.

"I will populate Inebu-hedj with my progeny."

"My congratulations on your virility, my lord, but if I must speak to you on an important matter..."

"And I have it in mind to take another wife. Can you guess who, Uncle?"

Imhotep had a very good idea and knew he had to speak first if he was to turn the king's intentions aside.

"I pray it is not who I think it might be, my lord, for I have had a dream."

"A dream? A true dream? One that foretells the future? Have you consulted the priests to decipher the meaning?"

"My lord, you forget that I am the Hem-netjer of Re at Iunu. The interpretation of dreams is part of my duties. In this case, the gods sent it directly to me, knowing I had the ear of the king."

"Yes...yes, I can see that," Sekhemkhet said. "What was the dream?"

"My lord, I saw a funeral procession with mourners lining the streets."

Sekhemkhet went pale. "Whose funeral was it?"

"That was hidden from my sight. The whole scene appeared as if seen through smoke. Only one thing stood clear, my lord, and that was your sister Meresankh. She stood mourning her husband."

"Her husband?"

"Indeed, my lord. The meaning of this dream is clear. Whoever marries Meresankh faces the certainty of a premature death."

Sekhemkhet's right hand sketched out the lines of the Eye of Horu, seeking to turn aside fate.

"There can be no other interpretation?" the king asked.

"No, my lord. If Meresankh marries a man, he will swiftly die."

Sekhemkhet sat down, looking pale. "I had intended to marry her myself. That is what I was going to tell you."

"I would strongly advise against it, my lord. The will of the gods could not be plainer."

"A pity. Marriage to both of my sisters would be a kingly thing to do." His worried look suddenly cleared. "What if she got married to someone else...someone expendable...and then when he died, I could marry her?"

"I do not believe the gods can be cheated, my lord. Besides, even if your ruse worked, a son born to her afterward would be of suspect parentage."

"The man need not lie with her."

"An unconsummated marriage is no marriage, my lord. There is one other aspect that must be considered too. The dream did not indicate which husband of Meresankh would die. It is entirely possible that it was a second husband. The identity was obscured."

"But if the dream is a warning from the gods, why would they obscure the identity?"

"That is plain, my lord, to one skilled in the interpretation of dreams. The identity of the dead husband is hidden so that you might make a choice. If you choose to marry Meresankh anyway, you know your fate; but if you choose not to, then some other man will have that fate. The future is not yet written."

"Then I cannot marry Meresankh," Sekhemkhet declared. "Though I pity her, knowing that her husband must swiftly die."

"I will counsel her, my lord," Imhotep said. "It may be that if she puts off marriage for a time, the gods will relent and allow her the marital happiness that we enjoy."

 

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

Den faced the choice of hiring a woman to look after his children after the death of his wife Khasenet, but as this would necessitate leaving them in Inebu-hedj while he worked at Sekera, he decided he would like to take them with him. Financially, he drew a good wage from the treasury as Imhotep's assistant, but even that was in doubt now that Rahotep had been promoted over him. He might lose the use of the house at Sekera too, and that would prevent him caring for his children. There was only one thing to do, and that was to apply to the Tjaty for an increased wage.

"I am not paying you enough already?" Imhotep asked, looking up from his papers.

Den stood awkwardly in front of the Tjaty's worktable. Imhotep had not asked him to sit, or otherwise put him at his ease, another disturbing sign of their worsening relationship. Perhaps this was not a good time to ask for a better wage, he thought.

"I have a family of five...four children, my lord, and must maintain a house in Inebu-hedj for them and also one in Sekera. I no longer have a wife to care for them but must hire a woman. These things are a severe drain on my income."

Imhotep did not comment on Den's slip of the tongue, claiming five children for a moment before changing it to four. He assumed that Den had been referring to his wife, so recently deceased, as a dependent.

"Sell your house in the city and take your children to Sekera," he said. "That way you will have only one household to maintain." 

"Overseer Rahotep has taken over my house at Sekera."

Imhotep grunted, seeing where this was going. "That house was built with treasury funds, Den. It does not belong to you, so Rahotep has a right to live there."

"Yes, my lord, but where then am I to live? My children too?"

"Move back to Inebu-hedj then. You are still my assistant, and you can work for me in the city. Your main duties now are planning and calculations anyway."

"Yes, my lord, but those duties entail having ready access to the building site, so I can ensure that the plans are being accurately translated."

"So take trips to Sekera as needed. I really don't see what the problem is."

"If I take regular trips to Sekera, I will be away for days at a time. Therefore, I need to hire a woman to look after my family, and I cannot afford that."

It was on the tip of Imhotep's tongue to suggest Den get married again as a solution to his problem, but caught himself in time. Not enough time had passed to assuage the pain of Khasenet's passing. Instead, he sighed and sat thinking for a few moments. Den was a valuable member of his staff, and it was only his need to foster Rahotep's career that had led to Den being pushed aside. Imhotep did not want to lose Den's service, so he had to do something to ensure his continued loyalty.

"Very well, I appreciate your problem. Find a woman to look after your household in Inebu-hedj for three months." He held up a hand as Den opened his mouth to once more protest his poverty. "I will pay her wages for that time. You will go to Sekera and build another house for you and your family. Thereafter, you will live at Sekera permanently."

"I... I cannot afford to build a house out of my own purse, my lord."

"The treasury will pay for it. Does that meet your needs, Den?"

"You are most generous, my lord. Thank you."

Imhotep told Den to write out the necessary permits to draw on treasury funds for the housekeeper and the new building, leaving the latter sufficiently open-ended so he could build whatever he needed, and Imhotep put his seal to the documents. Then Den went away rejoicing. Selling the house in Inebu-hedj and moving his family to Sekera, to a house built to his specifications without cost to himself, was all that he needed.

He hired a housekeeper, and took stock of his financial situation, drawing up the plans for his new house. With the treasury to draw upon, he intended to make it large enough to cater for any future additions to his family, as well as his present four children.

"I could marry again," he murmured, as he drew up his building plans. "A fine, new house and the favour of the Tjaty will attract the interest of women."

How can you think of bringing a new woman into your life so soon? Khasenet is barely in her tomb.

"I need someone...and the children need a mother rather than a housekeeper."

What would Khasenet think? You were not a good husband while you were alive. Will you now compound your error by marrying again so soon?

"I did not want to hurt her... it was just that I was in love with Ranefert."

Nevertheless, you were married to Khasenet. Does your word mean nothing?

Den groaned, pushing aside his plans. He could not help but feel guilty over Khasenet's death. She was probably...possibly...unaware of his infidelity, but she had become pregnant in an effort to win Den back, and that pregnancy had killed her. Dying in childbirth, their daughter had survived, and was a daily reminder to Den of his crime.

"Not a crime in the legal sense," he muttered.

A crime, nonetheless, he thought. You betrayed her and she died because of it.

"I cannot turn back the days. I would if I could, but I cannot. What is, is."

Would he though? he wondered. He had only married Khasenet in the first place because he was barred from marrying Ranefert. His later infidelity with Ranefert was proof of his abiding obsession with the Tjaty's daughter. Khasenet had been happy enough, Den told himself, and childbirth was often dangerous for women. Her death had not been his fault. The gods had ordained it for some reason known only to them.

"I am free to seek another wife," Den murmured. "Life moves on."

Are you thinking of yourself or your children?

"Why cannot it be both? My children are young and need a mother's influence, while I am still young and lustful. We all need a woman in our lives."

You can satisfy your lust with a woman off the streets.

"I am a man of position and responsibility. A wife would be better, and with my new house in Sekera I can afford one."

Ranefert?

The thought gave Den pause. He was unmarried and so was she. Moreover, they had a child together, a young boy called Khamose who lived with her, and he would benefit from being raised with his other children.

"Why not? I will go and see her. I am sure she will see the sense of such a mutually advantageous arrangement."

 Den dressed in his best clothes, donning jewellery as befitted his station in life, and selected gifts for Ranefert and his son Khamose. A fine onyx ring would appeal to her, he thought, and a wooden soldier, carved and armed with a shield and spear, would be welcomed by any small boy. He left his house and made his way to Ranefert's home bearing the gifts. A servant opened the door and showed him into the courtyard of the house, saying he would inform the mistress of his arrival, and after several minutes Ranefert appeared, though she did not look as if she welcomed the visit.

"Why are you here, Den?"

"I cannot call on a friend?"

"Is that what we are? You should have requested an audience; I might have been entertaining an invited guest."

This was not going according to Den's plan. "I would also like to see Khamose. I brought gifts. For you too, Ranefert. See?" He brought out the onyx ring and the toy soldier.

Ranefert examined the setting of the ring and the sheen of the stone, slipped it onto her finger and admired it for a few moments. "It is nice...thank you."

"Is Khamose here? I would like to give him his gift."

"What will you tell him about who you are?"

"What do you mean? I am his father."

"He believes Nubsekhem is his father, and that his parents are estranged. I will not have him told otherwise."

"Why would you do that?" Den demanded. "He should know who his real father is."

"And that his mother committed an act of infidelity with her father's scribe? I think not. Nubsekhem may not acknowledge him publicly, but that is better for him than being a by-blow of adultery."

"You are ashamed of me?"

"I do not think of you at all. You have your life to live, and I have mine. As for Khamose, you are not really his father, and if you say otherwise I will make trouble for you. I am sure my father will want to protect the good name of his grandson."

Den wanted to weep with frustration at the turn the conversation had taken. Did she not realise his situation?

"You are unmarried, Ranefert, and raising our child. I, too, am unmarried, and...and I thought that..."

"That I would fall into your arms, grateful that any man would want me?"

"We loved each other..."

"You might have." Ranefert shrugged. "I was bored."

Den stared at her. "You do not mean that. You seduced me..."

Ranefert laughed. "And you were only too willing to forget your wife in favour of someone more exciting. To enjoy ploughing a field outside of marriage. Face up to the facts, Den. We both enjoyed a few months together. If it gives you any consolation, you are a better lover than Nubsekhem ever was..." She paused, a smile on her lips, "...but then again, there is a farm labourer whose name I forget that was better than either of you."

"You are cruel," Den whispered. "I must bear the guilt of betraying Khasenet, knowing that my behaviour might have led to her death, but I genuinely loved you. I still do."

Ranefert sighed. "I do not mean to hurt you, Den, but I have to make you understand that whatever we had is over. It was a passing thing and we must both move on from there."

"And Khamose?"

"Khamose is a constant reminder of my mistake, but he is also my son, and I will raise him properly."

"He is also my son," Den said.

"You cannot prove that, and I will continue to aver that he is Nubsekhem's son, even though he denies him."

"Wouldn't it be better for him if he lived with both his parent? You and I could give him a real home. He has brothers and sisters who would welcome him."

"You offer marriage?"

"Yes."

"I must decline."

"How can I persuade you? I love you; I cannot just walk away."

"And yet that is what you must do, Den. Leave now and do not return. There is nothing for you here."

Ranefert called her servants to escort Den from her house and bade them refuse him entry should he ever call on her again. Den left, sorrowing and wondering how he could return to Ranefert's house, but his duties called to him and soon he left his family in the care of a housekeeper and went to Sekera, where he reported to Rahotep.

Overseer Rahotep consulted with Den on the plans drawn up for Hor-Sekhemkhet's city of the dead, marvelling at the size and complexity of the planned structures.

"I have walked through the enclosure of Netjerikhet's city and was amazed at what I saw there. Now you plan a mer and city of greater size. Is it really possible?"

"It is, sir," Den said. "I have experience with these things."

Rahotep scowled at Den's comment, taking it as a criticism of his own lack of experience. He gave Den his orders and dismissed him. Den went off to set things in motion among the masons and labourers, making sure each of them understood the part they were to play in the proposed structures. The terraces that levelled the building site were almost complete, so Den walked the boundaries once more, checking the measurements against his own calculations. Everything seemed to be in order, so he left the various overseers to organise the work teams and went scouting elsewhere on the plateau.

His previous house, now taken over by Rahotep, had commanded an outcrop that gave a wonderful view of the river and the approaches to the building site. At the time it had been built, Den thought that it was the best place for his purposes, but now he was looking for something different. It still had to be close to the site, but it also had to serve as a home for his family. Climbing up and down the approaches to the plateau, wandering along the riverbank and the rim of the high ground, he found a place where the early morning light poured in, but by the time the heat of the day set in, the cliffs and trees shaded it. Furthermore, the prevailing north wind in the valley cooled the site, and would make the house pleasant to live in.

Den paced off the boundaries of a large house and grounds, making sketches on a scrap of papyrus, which he drew up later into detailed plans. There was ample mud brick and limestone associated with the old building site to use on his new house, so he called a team of builders away from the king's tomb and set them to work on his own behalf.

Work progressed rapidly on the house, as the builders were all experienced men and all the materials were to hand. Scores of labourers worked to lay the foundations, erect the walls and fashion wooden beams to hold the roof in place. Soon, they turned their attentions to smoothing down the interior walls with mortar and applying lime to freshen the atmosphere. Furniture from the finest carpenters of Inebu-hedj who willingly sent their wares to Sekera, filled the new house. Den brought servants in to clean the house, to cook and launder the clothing, while others would care for the grounds. A small fortune was spent on his new home, far more than he could afford, but Den presented all the bills to the treasury, where Imhotep's writ took care of every payment.

Within two months, the house was ready and Den brought his family from the city, together with Init, the housekeeper paid for by Imhotep. She would continue her service. The new house completely overshadowed Rahotep's house on the plateau, and he wrote a letter of complaint to his father, protesting that his subordinate lived in greater luxury than he did. His language was intemperate, and Imhotep arrived within days to see for himself. He stalked through Den's new house, wincing at the cost of the building and its furnishings, before accosting his scribe.

"I gave permission for you to build a new house at Sekera at the treasury's cost, but I did not imagine you would spend this amount." Imhotep waved a piece of paper under Den's nose. "When I heard of your supposed extravagance, I pulled out the treasury records, and I am appalled. This house of yours is more expensive than my own in Inebu-hedj, and I am the Tjaty. You are only my assistant and my scribe; why do you live in more luxury than half than nobles in the court?"

"My lord, I told you my circumstances and you most generously offered to help me. At no time did you put limits on my spending, so I created a home that would cater for my needs and those of my family."

"Catering for your needs or catering for your desires, Den?"

"My needs, my lord. If I might point out one aspect you seem to be overlooking, it is that this house was built at treasury expense, and using labour drawn from the workforce here at Sekera. It does not belong to me, but is the king's house, lent to me and my family while I am employed as his architect."

"That employment could easily come to an end," Imhotep said. "One word from me and you would be looking for other work."

"I pray you do not utter that word, my lord, as I believe my skills are useful to you."

Imhotep grunted, and looked out at the vista of the river visible from the main veranda of the house.

"You live in greater luxury than my son Rahotep, who is the Overseer of this entire site. He is your overseer too."

"My lord, your son Rahotep is unmarried, whereas I have four children to take care of. I need a larger house for them and the necessary servants to look after the household. If Rahotep deserves more, then what is to prevent him from using the labourers on the site to refurbish his house? I have no desire to live above my station, my lord, and I was only doing what I deemed necessary under the circumstances."

Imhotep grimaced. "It is my own fault," he said. "I did not set adequate boundaries. Well, this is an end to it. The treasury writ is at an end, and the servants with which you have stocked your house are dismissed. Find other servants at your own expense."

"Of course, my lord," Den said. 

Imhotep went and spoke to his son, telling him that he had curtailed Den's spending and that he should look at expanding his own house at Sekera.

"You are the Overseer and should live according to your station. Do whatever is necessary to ensure your comfort."

"Including dismissing Den?"

"No. Den is my assistant, not yours, and he serves me well. He is yours to command however, so work him as you will." Imhotep noted the look of satisfaction on Rahotep's face, so added, "Do not abuse your authority over him. I value Den highly; otherwise, I would have dismissed him myself. I do not want him seeking employment elsewhere because you make his life here miserable."

Den was not particularly concerned about the dismissal of his servants, as there were plenty of other men and women associated with the building site. Some of them would be happy to exchange their onerous jobs for the relative ease of looking after a household. He switched duties for a number of promising men and women, and added Init to the payroll so she could continue as housekeeper. None of these appointments was at his own expense as they were already employed by the king. He was merely reassigning them.

Den's household was a busy one. His eldest son Khawy was nine years old and already starting to put away his childhood toys, swapping them for the tools of his father's trade. He could write in the common script, and haltingly read the priestly language, was taking the first uncertain steps into mathematical calculations, and could recognise one rock from another. Den had assured him that when he was older, there was a place for him on the building site.

"If we are still building tombs by then," Den said. "If not, there is always work for a competent scribe."

His younger son Khepankh, only seven years old, had only the rudiments of reading and writing, but his interests lay elsewhere. Khepankh loved the physical aspects of construction and had prevailed upon his father to make hundreds of little clay blocks, no longer than a man's finger joint. These he guided and manipulated into copies of the buildings his father erected, and even experimented with new creations, some of which caused Den to smile and shake his head.

"I can see that you too will follow me into the building profession," Den told him, delighting the young boy.

Merit, his oldest daughter, was six, but her interests lay with her young sister Khasenet. She doted over the baby, ably assisting Init the housekeeper, who also acted as a wet-nurse. The young girl watched every aspect of the infant's upbringing avidly, and listened to every tale Init spun. Her avowed intent was to become a mother and have lots of babies, and this too, Den supported, buying her cloth dolls as presents.

Den enjoyed the company of his three eldest children and spent time with him whenever he could. The only one he consciously avoided was Khasenet, as her little face reminded him of his dead wife, and he felt his heart pierced with renewed guilt every time he saw her. Khamose, his son with Ranefert, was a child he wanted to see more of, but his mother refused him access.

"I will work on her," he swore. "The day will come when she will accept me, and she and Khamose will live in my household."

 


 

 

Chapter 4

 

General Khaba increasingly felt his age, particularly on the colder mornings of the winter months, or whenever the north wind blew strongly. His joints stiffened, his muscles were less inclined to drive him with the same strength an intensity of his youth, and his teeth hurt when he bit into anything sweet. One thing remained for him; his mind was as active at sixty as it had been in his youth, and he was still capable of commanding Kemet's small army of the north. He was ably assisted by his First Officer, his son Nubsekhem, and his newly appointed grandson Huni.

His men were at Hut-waret in the far northeast of Kemet, close to the border with Kanaan and its warlike tribes. The fortress there was their base of operations as any threat to the lands of Kemet was most likely to come from Kanaan or the adjacent Land of Sin, a great wedge of mountains and desert to the east. These lands were sources of copper and turquoise and valuable possessions of the king of Kemet.

The borders were at peace now, but that situation would not last. Khaba knew that his men had to be in a constant state of readiness, and that was expensive. Throughout the reign of Netjerikhet Djoser, letters had come from the king and treasury, complaining about the gold being spent on a permanent army. Djoser had even sent for Khaba, demanding the general report in person.

"You have said it yourself, Khaba. The border tribes are at peace. Why do you insist on spending my gold on five hundred men who would be better employed elsewhere?"

"My lord king, the border is at peace because those five hundred men, and five hundred others, beat back the warring tribes."

"Yes, but they are not fighting now. Let them go back to being farmers and fishermen, labourers and artisans. That way they can contribute to the treasury rather than being a drain on it."

"I could do that, my lord king, but when a tribe invades our land, I must then round up my men or train new ones. That takes time, and while I do so, the enemy plunders our land. It is better to keep an army trained and ready for anything. Cheaper too, in the long run."
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