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Setting the Scene

 

R


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

 

 

This is a work of fiction, but fiction based on fact. The closest parallel I can draw is of a dramatised re-enactment of actual events in history. I have tried to be historically accurate within this series of books, 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 and sinews 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 people interested in Ancient Egypt.

 

The era of the first pyramid builders covers the third and fourth dynasties of the Old Kingdom, and even though huge stone monuments dominate the landscape at such sites as Giza, Saqqara, and Dahshur, there is still a lot that remains unknown.

The kings of this time are known, for the most part, though nobody can really agree where 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. Khaba, his successor, was not a relative, or at least not a close relative. He was known by the name Hor-Khaba. Generally, I have tried to keep the names by which these kings are popularly known.

How were the pyramids built? I dare say more has been written on this topic than on the whole of the rest of Egyptian history. I know I have read many books on the subject. Theories range from hauling rocks up inclined ramps to floating them up in cylinders of water, from using primitive block and tackle to casting the blocks in situ using a limestone slurry as a cement. Some people even invoke music as a lifting mechanism or suggest aliens built them. I do not pretend to have the definitive answer, but I believe the simplest, most straightforward technique is the most likely. I am sure some of you will disagree with me, but viewed as a whole, I believe the progression of building from mud brick mastaba through stepped pyramid to immense smooth-sided stone pyramid is a step-by-step process started by master architects like Imhotep 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. It is not impossible that he had a young grandson named for him, who followed him into the medical field. After several hundred years, two physicians of the same name could easily be conflated into a single character. 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

 

"C


an I trust you? That is the question uppermost in my mind."

Imhotep looked around the formal throne room of the palace in Inebu-hedj, at the man who had assumed the regency of the kingdoms, at his grandson who commanded the armed men who held the city hostage, and at the soldiers who stood close by, watching him carefully.

"Lord Khaba, I only want what is best for Kemet."

"I am what is best for Kemet," Khaba said. He stared hard at the previous king's Tjaty, as if striving to discern the man's thoughts. "Do you dispute that?"

"You promised to uphold Sennenkhet's claim to the throne, taking for yourself only the role of regent," Imhotep reminded him.

"Sennenkhet is a child."

"He was a child yesterday when you made the promise. Are you going back on your word, Lord Khaba?"

"I am a man of my word," the regent said stiffly. "I rule Kemet in Sennenkhet's name, as agreed by you, Imhotep."

"Yet here we are in the throne room with you sitting on the throne as if you were king. Sennenkhet should be sitting there, not you."

"Have a care, Imhotep," Huni rasped. "You should show more respect to my grandfather. He effectively is the king until the boy is of age."

"And you should show more respect to the person of Sennenkhet," Imhotep retorted. "He is not 'the boy' or any other derogatory term, but the legitimate heir to King Hor-Sekhemkhet."

"Enough of this bickering," Khaba said. "My grandson meant no disrespect. Sennenkhet is the king, and I am his regent as agreed. If I sit upon the throne of Kemet, it is because I represent him."

Imhotep shook his head. "As Tjaty, I represented Netjerikhet and Sekhemkhet on many occasions, yet I would never dare take for myself the rights of kingship. When I stood in place for the king I did so from my own chair, not the throne."

Khaba's jaw clenched but he held his anger in check. "A regent is not the same as a Tjaty."

"So it would seem."

"That is why I ask again, can I trust you? Are you going to oppose me as I rule Kemet...for Sennenkhet?" Khaba asked.

"As long as you do not presume to rule in your own name, I will continue in my duties as Tjaty of the kingdoms, striving to keep the peace and maintain the ma'at."

Khaba grimaced. "What need is there for a Tjaty when there is a regent?"

Imhotep stared. "Only the king can remove me from my post."

"Or you can resign," Huni murmured.

Imhotep glanced at the young man briefly before returning his regard to the regent. "I am not resigning," he said. "The king needs my services more than ever. Until Sennenkhet tells me to step down, I remain as Tjaty."

"I was afraid you were going to say that," Khaba said with a sigh. "Sennenkhet does not need a Tjaty when he has a regent, and I do not need one either."

Shock flickered in Imhotep's eyes, swiftly covered over. "Then what are your intentions, Lord Khaba?"

The regent had noted Imhotep's reaction and smiled. "Do not fear, Imhotep, I will not put you to death. Such an action would be counterproductive...and wasteful. However, I cannot have you publicly disagreeing with my decisions, so I must protect the king."

"Protect yourself, you mean."

Khaba shrugged. "It comes to the same thing."

"It would be safer to have him executed, grandfather," Huni said. "Dead men cannot disagree with your policies."

"I have told you before, Huni, Imhotep is a good man and an excellent official. I will not willingly waste such talent. When he sees that I honour Sennenkhet as Kemet's king, he will agree to serve king and regent in whatever capacity we see fit."

"But you cannot just trust him," Huni said. "I urge you to execute him. There are other men of ability you can raise up."

"Not like Imhotep."

"But you cannot trust him."

Khaba looked thoughtful. "If I was a private citizen, I would trust him implicitly," he said. "However, as the king's regent, I must put aside my personal feelings and do what I perceive to be in the best interests of the kingdoms. Imhotep, you will be held in custody until the kingdoms are stable and at peace. When that happens, we will welcome you back to the service of the king."

Huni grinned in satisfaction. "Take him away," he told the guards.

Imhotep was swiftly restrained by the soldiers, but he bowed to Khaba before being led away. After the door closed behind him, Khaba relaxed and got up from the throne.

"I did as you asked, grandfather," Huni said, "but I really do think it would be safer to do away with him."

"And as I said to you before, killing Imhotep would be a waste. No, you did well suggesting it, so now he will ruminate on the possibility of death. I will allow him to see his family and they will persuade him that life is preferable. He will come to see that service to the king is his path in life."

"Even when you are the king, grandfather?"

"Even then," Khaba said with a smile.

The problem of Imhotep was, in reality, the least of Khaba's problems. Imhotep was inherently loyal to the throne and though he may have been disturbed by the regent's actions, he would not further destabilise the kingdoms by inciting insurrection. The same could not be said of others within Inebu-hedj. Unrest had been growing in the populace for months before Sekhemkhet's death, but had been contained by a reluctance to speak out against the king.

Disease had broken out in the city, and though there was disagreement as to the exact cause, there could be no argument that the water supplies were tainted. Increasingly, water drawn from the river stank of ordure and flecks of faecal material were often found. This was traced back upriver to the nearby outfall of faeces from the Sekera building site. Thousands of workers, over many years, dumped their waste into the river only a few thousand paces upriver from the city. Nobody associated this waste with disease, but the smell and taste of the water sickened the senses.

As long as Sekhemkhet was having his tomb constructed at Sekera, nobody publicly complained, but now that the king had died, muttering grew into loud complaint. Khaba effectively ruled the city but his control was not absolute. He trod cautiously, careful not to upset people, and did not interfere with the continuing construction of the tomb. In the absence of direction to the contrary, Den kept the labourers working, striving to complete the underground galleries and burial chamber, raise the mer to its next level, and hurried the construction of the enclosure wall and concomitant structures.

"How much more will we have to build?" Scribe Khawy asked his father. "The king is dead, after all."

"He will still need his House of Eternity," Den pointed out. "Until we are told otherwise, we continue the work--accelerate it even--so that it will be fit to take his body."

Imhotep might have told them to finish things off and start no new work, but he was in no position to do so from his prison cell, and Khaba gave the matter no thought. He was more concerned with limiting the power of those who openly supported Sennenkhet, and staving off any thoughts of rebellion.

The Tjaty had reached an agreement to hand over the regency to Khaba, but that action was not supported by others within the court hierarchy. Ayah, mother of the heir, desired the regency for herself, and as Khaba's grip tightened on the city, found that many others flocked to her standard. Khemtet, mother of Sekhemkhet, naturally supported her son's son, and was deeply suspicious of Khaba. Though she had no great liking for Ayah, she recognised that the concubine held a position of power.

"My son Sennenkhet is undoubtedly king of Kemet," Ayah declared. "He was made Sekhemkhet's heir while the king still lived, and there are no other male descendants to dispute his rights."

"I am in full agreement," Khemtet said.

Ayah regarded the king's mother thoughtfully. "Despite your words, I discern a certain reluctance to commit fully."

Khemtet hesitated before answering. "For your son and my grandson, I am fully committed."

"Then where lies your hesitation."

"Forgive my harsh words, mother of the king, but I doubt your ability to govern in your son's name."

"You would rather that northern general did so?"

"By no means, but..." Khemtet shrugged delicately. To say more would be rude, but the occasion called for more than just a circumlocution. "Your lack of...of experience, I suppose."

"What woman in the palace could possibly have experience of government?" Ayah asked. "You know as well as I that government belongs to men. I can advise my son, though, and..."

"Hetephernebti has more experience than any other woman," Khemtet said. "I do not particularly like her, but I recognise her position as sister to Sekhemkhet gave her access to more knowledge than others."

"Are you suggesting she should be regent?"

"No, but I am suggesting it would help to have her on our side," Khemtet said.

"I was not aware there was an 'our' side," Ayah said coldly. "Sennenkhet is my son, and I mean to be his regent."

Khemtet shrugged. "Of course, but he is also my grandson and I want what is best for him. I suggest that what is best for him is for us to work together, with Hetephernebti if necessary, to oust Khaba."

"Very well...as long as you recognise my pre-eminence in these matters."

Khemtet nodded, not wanting to admit to any such thing. "How will you become regent?"

Ayah grimaced, faced with having to show her ignorance. "Khaba's position is strong," she said, "but not unassailable. If enough people demand he step aside, he will do so."

Khemtet was appalled to think that Ayah was that naïve, but decided not to take her to task. At the moment, the concubine was the only alternative to Khaba, and it was just possible that others would rally to Ayah's side.

"What people?" she asked.

"There are many who enjoyed favour under Sekhemkhet," Ayah said. "They will support me."

"Unless they see a greater advantage in supporting Khaba," Khemtet said. "He has an army to back him up."

Khaba's northern army, reinforced by men from his estate and surrounding land, had taken possession of the city, leaving the king's army sitting impotently on the eastern side of the river. The new regent had sent his personal retainers home, but the trained soldiers of the northern army that remained were enough to hold the city in thrall. Patrols roamed the streets, which a strong force guarded the palace and the person of the regent.

"I need the king's army across the river," Ayah said. "With them, I could remove Khaba, or at least get him to step aside."

Khemtet agreed that such a course was the best available, but that there was still one obstacle to overcome.

"You must send someone to the commander of the king's army and tell him of your plight," Khemtet said. "Of course, you still have to bring the army across and fight the enemy."

"I have someone I can send," Ayah said, "an officer of the palace guard dismissed by Khaba. He will carry a message for me."

Ayah lacked sufficient learning to construct and write a coherent letter, so had to rely on a scribe for that duty. Khemtet recommended one, but neither woman could read the message after it was written and could only hope that it said what they intended. The scribe, however, was cognisant of where the power lay in the new regime, and made another copy of the letter from his rough copy, sending this one to Khaba. In this way, Ayah was betrayed almost before she started. Khaba sent officers to arrest Ayah and Khemtet, but then, to make as little fuss as possible, went to see them in the Women's Quarters.

"I am disappointed," Khaba said. "Is this how you repay me for taking on the task of being regent for Sennenkhet? You are planning an armed uprising against me."

Ayah and Khemtet tried to deny it at first, but Khaba produced the copy of the letter and then the scribe, and they were forced to admit their action.

"I am Sennenkhet's mother," Ayah said. "Do you blame me for wanting to protect him?"

"No, but against me? I am the duly designated regent and it is in my interests to keep your son safe. I have no position without him."

"I should be the regent. As his mother..."

"As his mother you have other duties and responsibilities," Khaba said. "The duties of a regent are to rule the kingdoms in the name of the king. Have you had experience in such matters?"

"Have you?" Ayah shot back.

"I have ruled men in my capacity as General of the Northern Army. I rule my estate in Per-Bast, and I can command men." Khaba softened his tone. "Ayah, I appreciate your concerns, but believe me when I say I am the best person to rule Kemet in your son's name."

"But I am his mother. I know what is best for my son."

"And I for my grandson," Khemtet added.

Khaba sighed. "Sennenkhet is more than just a son and a grandson. He is also a king, and a king needs a strong, capable minister to act for him. I am such a man."

"What about Imhotep?" Khemtet asked. "He was Tjaty for Sekhemkhet, why can't he act for Sennenkhet?"

"Imhotep must prove his loyalty before he can be considered for such a position. Besides, being a Tjaty is not the same as being regent. He knows that, which is why he agreed to make me regent." Khaba grimaced but nodded confidingly. "Ladies, when all things have been considered I, like anyone else in Kemet, must answer to the king. When he attains his majority, I want to be able to hand over the government to him in the knowledge that I have done my very best for him and the kingdoms. I need for the kingdoms to be at peace, without discord, and I need you to openly be in support of my rule."

Ayah looked at Khemtet for a few moments. "I don't know that I can do that," she told Khaba. "You are asking me to give everything, to let you control every aspect of my son's life, but I need to know that I have some say in my son's upbringing."

Khemtet nodded. "I support Ayah in this, and would argue for my own involvement."

"There is a way," Khaba said, "and I ask you to consider it seriously. I lack a wife, and though at my age I am content to live without a woman, I put this forward as a way in which Sennenkhet may benefit. Marry me, Ayah...you too, Khemtet. As my wife...or wives...you will have greater access to Sennenkhet, and can advise me on matters pertaining to his upbringing." He saw the frowns on the faces of the royal women and held up a hand to forestall any objections. "You would be wives in name only. You need have no fear that I would force you to lie with me. I offer this freely so that we might be in accord as regards the young king, not for any ulterior motive."

"I...I will need to think about this," Ayah said.

"And I," Khemtet murmured, though the look on her face spoke of her interest.

"Take what time you need," Khaba said. He bowed to the two women and left the Women's Quarters, withdrawing the guards who had arrested them.

Ayah stared at Khemtet after the regent had left. "You are considering his offer of marriage, aren't you? I can see it in your face."

"I would be a fool not to at least consider it," Khemtet said. "I do not want to be excluded from my grandson's presence. Who knows what poisonous thoughts Khaba will drip in his ears in our absence? You must see the advantages it offers us."

"Why then does he offer them, in that case?" Ayah asked.

Khemtet shrugged. "He is an old man, and though he denies wanting a woman, I think he does."

"I have no desire for such a thing," Ayah said.

"You are still young and can easily remember what it was like to be ploughed by a virile young man. It has been many years since I welcomed a man between my legs and I would do so again, even if the man were old. Khaba swears he will not touch us..." Khemtet smiled, "...but I think I could change his mind. Once he has changed his mind on that, he can change it for other things. You know as well as I that the way to power in a man's world lies between our legs."

"I do not desire him," Ayah said again. "The very thought makes me shudder."

"Then leave me to manage his lusts," Khemtet said. "You concentrate on rearing Sennenkhet in the way you want. Khaba cannot live much longer, and once he has gone, nothing stands in our way."

"Why not just wait for him to die then?"

"What will he do in the meantime? How can you protect Sennenkhet if he denies you access? He has said we can share in his upbringing if we agree to this."

Ayah scowled, but gave the matter some thought. At length, she nodded. "I do not like it, but I can see that our best opportunity lies in marriage. I will agree for my son's sake."

Huni was incensed when he heard of his grandfather's offer. He bit back the bitter retort that sprang to his lips, maintaining a semblance of manners.

"Why would you consider such a course?" he asked. "They were quite plainly in open rebellion against you, treating with the commanders across the river. You could have had them swiftly tried and executed, but instead you offer to marry them. I do not understand you, grandfather."

"Plainly. Well, let me set it out for you. Their act was not open rebellion, as the letter to the army commanders was never sent. Only the two women, the scribe who wrote it, and I, was even aware of its existence. If it had reached its intended recipient, and if they had somehow brought the army over the river to contend against me, then other discontented parties would have flocked to their banners. I would have faced a major battle, which I could not be sure of winning. Instead, I have turned the women aside by the promise of marriage; the rebellion has been pulled up by the roots, and I have the opportunity of finding out who might have supported them."

"It would have been easier to identify them if they took up arms against us," Huni grumbled. "A lot less trouble to strike them down, too."

"The issue would have been in doubt," Khaba said. "I am not yet strong enough to do as I please. Until such time, I must placate those who object to my regency, bargain with those who oppose me, and remove those I can one at a time."

"Like Imhotep?"

"He is one, yes. Ayah and Khemtet are others, as are the older royal women like Hetephernebti. There are some nobles too, court officials and army commanders."

"So why not simply imprison the concubine and the wife? Why marry them?"

"You really should study people more," Khaba observed. "You have a lot to learn. Look, Sennenkhet is the son of Ayah and the grandson of Khemtet. As mother and grandmother, they would do anything to preserve and protect the new king. If I threw them in prison, people would say I was acting unnaturally, against the family, but by marrying them I give them the illusion of protecting him and I show everyone else I have his interests at heart. Opposition declines and the natural ma'at of the kingdoms is restored."

"That simple?"

"No, of course not, but it is a start. My position is strong as long as my army resides in the city, but that cannot last forever. Eventually, I must disband them, and then I will need the willing support of the nobles and commoners. If they see me as the father of the king and husband of his mother, they will think of me as less of a threat to the succession."

Huni considered his grandfather's words. "You could remove your enemies altogether by killing Sennenkhet and his relatives. Sweep clean the writing in the sand and found your own family dynasty. With none of Sekhemkhet's family alive, you would be the logical choice."

"Civil war would erupt and the kingdoms would be back in the days before King Khasekhemwy restored order. I have no desire to see those days return." Khaba regarded his grandson patiently. "Young men desire things to change swiftly, but you will see that my way is better."

Huni scowled. "Sometimes the best path is the most direct, but..." he held up a hand as Khaba frowned, "...I will seek patience, grandfather."

"Good."

"But marriage? Could you not have taken them as mere concubines and achieved the same ends? What if you have a son by one of them? Will you favour him over me?"

Khaba laughed. "Neither woman attracts me, so I am scarcely likely to lie with either one apart from the obligatory consummation. They must believe I am committed to the king's continued welfare."

Huni cocked his head to one side. "But you are not?"

"We have been over this, Huni. Sennenkhet is king only as long as it takes me to consolidate my position."

 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

D


en was in a quandary. His workforce of nearly five thousand continued its work on Sekhemkhet's City of the Dead, getting the site ready to erect the third layer of the mer, when the news came through of the death of the king. Work stopped immediately as men gathered in groups discussing the news and creating rumours that threatened the peace. It was with the greatest difficulty that Den and his overseers managed to restore order.

"What is happening?" the workers wanted to know, as did Den himself. "Is the king really dead, and what does that mean for us?"

Den called for quiet and addressed representatives of each team. "If the king is dead, he will need his House of Eternity very soon; if he is not dead, then it is business as usual. Either way, we will get no thanks if we stop work, so look to your supervisors and overseers and return to your tasks."

The men returned to work, dragging their feet and gossiping, and Den went home to think about what would happen. He called his sons Khawy and Khepankh to him and asked for a report on the site accounts.

"You should have given me more time to prepare them, father," Khawy grumbled. "I have the figures, of course, but they are in bits."

Den suppressed a sigh, not for the first time regretting that he had let go his nephew Kagemni. That young man would not have needed time to prepare an accounting, having the necessary figures in the forefront of his mind at all times. Still, it was all water past the docks; Kagemni and Khawy had quarrelled and naturally, he had to favour his son over his brother's son.

"Can you at least tell me if we have enough to keep the building going between now and the next payment?"

"Probably," Khawy muttered. "That is if there is another payment. What will happen if the king really is dead?"

"These things happen," Den said. "Even kings are mortal."

"Yes, but will payments stop now?"

"I do not see why they should. His son Sennenkhet will be the new king and he will naturally want to see his father buried in a finished tomb. Tjaty Imhotep will ensure that the transition goes smoothly."

"Then why, father...with respect...are you concerned about the accounts?"

Den hesitated, but then decided to take his sons into his confidence. "There is other news, but I must ask you to keep this a secret for the time being."

The young men looked at each other. "What other news?" Khepankh asked.

"Lord Khaba has surrounded the city with his army."

Khawy frowned. "I thought the king's army had defeated the northerners."

"It was Nubsekhem anyway, wasn't it?" Khepankh added. "He died fighting the king, so why is Lord Khaba here?"

"Nubsekhem was the son of Khaba," Den said. "If your son had died, wouldn't you want to avenge his death? I am only guessing, but it seems like a reasonable one."

"But if the northerners were defeated before and Nubsekhem killed, then the king's army will be able to defeat them again, won't they?" Khawy asked.

"I am no military man," Den said, "but the king led the army and he is now dead."

"There must be other officers who could lead," Khepankh said.

"I am sure there are, but the king's army is on the eastern shore, and Khaba is on the city side with his army. There is only the palace guard to oppose him."

"I do not see how this affects us," Khawy said. "Let them fight it out in the city as long as they leave us alone."

"Will they though?" Khepankh asked. "If what you say is true, father, then Khaba will probably win. What happens to us then?"

"Why should anything happen?" Khawy demanded. "We are scribes and builders, not military men or nobles. We are no danger to Khaba."

"No, but what use are we?" Den asked. "We are building King Sekhemkhet's tomb, the very king that Khaba fought against and defeated. Do you think that he will want to spend gold on building his enemy's tomb?"

"You mean we might find ourselves out of a job?" Khepankh asked.

"That is why I need an accounting," Den said. "It is two months before the next payment from the treasury--a payment which will probably not arrive. I need to know if we can keep the workforce in employment or if we should look to dismissing some of them."

"Dismissing men is something for Imhotep to decide, surely?" Khawy asked.

"Until the city reopens, one way or another, I cannot ask him. So, Scribe Khawy, do you have those figures for me?"

"And as I said, Overseer Den," Khawy growled, "I have the figures, but they are separate rather than collated. If you had given me more warning..."

"I can help Khawy put them together, father," Khepankh said. "We could have them for you tomorrow."

"You have your own work."

"I am up-to-date. We can collate it quickly, I am sure."

Khepankh accompanied his brother back to his office and regarded the scrolls and tablets that littered the room, stuck into baskets in no particular order, with dismay. Khawy just shrugged when his younger brother commented, saying only that he knew what he was doing. After a few minutes of desultorily pushing scrolls around, Khawy went out, leaving Khepankh to work alone. He did not return until late that night, and found his brother still working by the light of an oil lamp.

"Where were you?" Khepankh asked. "I could have done with your help."

"I had things to do," Khawy said. "Did you find everything?"

Khepankh gestured at a basket of scrolls beside him and one spread out before him. "You need a filing system," he grumbled. "You have them in no discernible order."

"I can find what I want, when I want it," Khawy said. He yawned and scratched his belly. "I am off to bed. Are you coming?"

"I have work to do," Khepankh said, stressing the personal pronoun.

Khawy shrugged. "Up to you." He closed the door behind him on the way out.

Khepankh kept working until close to dawn, bringing together the figures from scrolls submitted by supervisors and overseers, writing them out neatly on a fresh scroll. He yawned and stretched, getting up to stand in the open doorway and listen to the silence that enveloped the Sekera plateau. It was still dark, though the sky was marginally lighter in the east. The air was chilly and invigorating after the close, warm air of the workroom.

He found a tub of water and splashed his face and limbs, waking himself up. Then he sought out one of the midden jars and relieved himself, watching as the approaching god heralded the new day. When the first rays of the sun broke free of the eastern horizon, he muttered a brief prayer to Khepri and went back inside. He checked over the figures, extinguished the oil lamp and took the scroll with him as he trudged through the early morning light toward his father's house. Workers were already shuffling toward their work stations, so he greeted them cordially, wishing them well and, because he was well liked, being greeted in turn.

Inside his father's house, he found the servants awake and preparing for the new day. He estimated his father would not be ready to meet with them for another hour or two, so he decided to get some rest. Putting the scroll down on a table in the entranceway, he went to his room and fell into an exhausted sleep, not even bothering to disrobe.

A servant shook him awake mid-morning, telling Khepankh that his father was asking for him. He washed and changed his crumpled clothes, grabbed a heel of bread and a cup of beer, and went to collect the scroll before the meeting. It was gone, and when he asked the servants, all they could say was that they thought the master had taken it this morning.

Khepankh finished his skimpy meal and hurried off toward the building site, trying to marshal the thoughts in his muzzy head. When he got to the site office, he found his father and brother talking to the senior overseers and supervisors. Den looked up as Khepankh entered.

"About time; the work day is half over. I am just telling everyone the news, so sit down and listen."

Khepankh did as he was told, ignoring the smug look on his brother's face. Den spoke about the situation in Inebu-hedj and what it might mean for the workers at Sekera.

"We know that we can support ourselves for the next month at least," Den said. "There was some doubt about our ability to do so, but my son Khawy worked tirelessly through the night to provide the figures I need to make that prediction..." He flourished the scroll over which Khepankh had laboured. "We know that King Hor-Sekhemkhet is dead, so he will need his tomb completed as soon as possible. We will concentrate on completing what we can in the time remaining to us." 

"We cannot hope to complete the mer in that time, Overseer Den," said one of the supervisors. "Even if we did nothing else."

"That is why we will leave that for the time being. We will work on the burial chamber and underground galleries, as well as the mortuary temple within the enclosure."

"But we do have enough supplies to keep the workforce going for a month?" asked another supervisor.

"We do," Den confirmed. "Thanks to Khawy's report, I can confirm we have what we need for a month, maybe even two if we are careful. It should last us..."

It was too much for Khepankh. "It is my report, father. Why do you ignore me?"

Den grimaced. "Khawy has told me that you were of some help to him in finding scrolls, but you should not claim to have compiled the report." He cast an affectionate look at his eldest son. "Khawy laboured all night to produce this report, so he must receive the greater portion of thanks. Of course we are proud of you too, but..."

"That is not right," Khepankh said. "I did everything, after Khawy walked out..."

"That is quite enough, Khepankh," Den snapped. "If you cannot behave in an appropriate manner, then leave."

Khepankh sat back down, his face burning. He cast a murderous look on his older brother who merely smiled, and then started thinking about what he could say to resurrect his father's goodwill. Nothing occurred to him, so he sat and listened to his father talk.

"Lord Khaba is now in possession of the city," Den told them. "He has accepted the post of regent to Sennenkhet until the king is older, and...and I regret to say that Tjaty Imhotep has been imprisoned."

The overseers and supervisors cried aloud at this news, and one of the Kushite overseers asked if Den was worried for his own family.

"We all know you were adopted by the great Imhotep, Overseer Den, and it is a matter of some concern that the same fate might overtake you."

"I thank you for your concern, Psamu, but my information is that Imhotep has been imprisoned for his own safety. There is unrest within the city."

"How can you know that, father, if the city is under Lord Khaba's control?" Khepankh asked.

"Khawy took it upon himself to go to Inebu-hedj last night, gathering information so we might better gauge the situation here," Den said.

"He must have run like a gazelle if he got there and back as well as compiling that report."

"Enough, Khepankh. Be thankful that your brother works so hard on our behalf."

The injustice of it made Khepankh want to scream or hit something, but he bit back a complaint, knowing that his brother had completely fooled their father. Any further argument could only drive his brother and father closer together. He bowed his head and sat down, striving not to let the tears in his eyes show.

Den dismissed the overseers and supervisors, telling them to organise their teams and get the men back to work. Only when he was alone with his sons did he return his attention to Khepankh.

"We have work to do. Can you put aside your supposed grievances and be of assistance, or must I look for another scribe?"

Tears held back now spilled out. Khepankh brushed them away with his hands. "I will, of course, do everything I can, father." He looked toward his brother. "I applaud Khawy for taking upon himself the task of running to Inebu-hedj to find out the situation there. It was while he was away that I compiled the report."

Den sighed. "It is tiresome to have sons who are always bickering. I have no doubt you helped your brother, Khepankh, but gathering the material and writing the report are two different things. We both thank you for your contribution..." Den held up a hand as Khepankh opened his mouth. "...but let this be an end to it." He turned away and started talking to Khawy, letting Khepankh wipe his face on his tunic and compose himself.

The young men accepted their assignments for the day, and Khepankh hurried off to the underground workings, glad to be alone to nurse his hurt feelings. The entrance to the tomb was on the northern side of the mer, and he watched as the worker teams received their instructions and headed underground armed with their tools and a supply of oil lamps. Taking a last look around at the desert landscape, already heating up under the fierce morning sun, he trudged down into the shade of the tomb entrance. For a few moments, the temperature dropped, but as he moved further in, the air became close and hot. He took a lit oil lamp and walked down the steps that led into the underground passageways. The workers were busy in side galleries, chiselling off rough edges and finishing off chambers that had already been carved out, all under the eyes of the team supervisors. No new chambers would be created without specific instructions from the regent, and all their efforts would go toward making the existing chambers suitable to house the body of the dead king for eternity.

Khepankh thought the darkened passages and the dull sounds of copper on stone, muffled voices and the stink of burning oil and rock dust, intensely depressing. He tried to imagine it deserted and sealed, with the spirit of Sekhemkhet its only inhabitant, his spirit body walking the gloomy corridors, and shuddered. Then he realised that it would not be in darkness to spirit eyes, and that the many shabti would populate it with servants dedicated to serving the king through eternity. He would have furniture, clothing, weapons, food and drink, and a million years in which to enjoy it, undisturbed by worries.

"I would not mind that myself," Khepankh muttered, "but as a scribe I will have to settle for a lot less."

The overseer in charge of the nearest team looked at Khepankh, so he nodded in his direction and moved deeper into the tomb, heading for the burial chamber. The chamber was large but unfinished, its walls rough and the pillars that supported the stone roof rough and uneven. He picked his way over the limestone chips and rubble toward the centre of the chamber where the only finished aspect sat. It was a carved and polished sarcophagus fashioned from a single block of ala-Bast stone, and even in the flickering light of an oil lamp it gleamed like a precious thing. Khepankh ran his hands over the smooth stone, marvelling at the skill of its creator.

"The most beautiful thing in all of Sekera, in my opinion."

The voice from the shadows made Khepankh start and he almost dropped his lamp. He swung round as a man stepped into the little pool of light and he almost gasped with relief to see it was one of the Kushite overseers.

"Psamu, isn't it? I was not expecting you."

"Sorry if I startled you, young sir," Psamu said. "I often come down here to gaze upon its beauty."

"I can understand that," Khepankh said. "I have never seen anything quite like it. It is unfinished though, isn't it? It has not been hollowed out yet and there is no lid."

Psamu smiled. "If you will stay where you are and lend me your lamp, I will show you a wonder, young sir."

After a moment of hesitation, Khepankh handed Psamu his lamp. The Kushite moved to one end of the sarcophagus and bent down. Khepankh heard a soft rasping sound and then gasped aloud as a glorious glow lit the polished stone sarcophagus from within.

"Spectacular, isn't it?" Psamu asked.

"How? What did you do?"

"Come around to where I am." 

The glow faded as he moved, the light of the lamp once more taking over. Rounding the end of the sarcophagus, Khepankh saw that there was a rectangular entrance carved in the stone, and by the fitful light saw the guide rails and the thin sheet of polished stone that closed off the entrance.

"I do not know how the mason thought of it," Psamu said, "but this is the most original sarcophagus I have ever seen."

Khepankh ran his hands over the doorway and inside the stone chamber, finding that the walls of the sarcophagus were thin. He realised then that the light of the lamp within the stone had shined out through the translucent ala-Bast, making the whole thing glow.

"Sekhemkhet will be the first king to lie in something like this," Khepankh said.

"If he does," Psamu said. "The king changed his mind and ordered a sarcophagus made of red granite."

"Even if he did, the beauty of granite could not compare to this."

Psamu shrugged and straightened up, handing the lamp back to the young scribe. "Such decisions are not ours to make, young sir, and I dare say whichever sarcophagus he eventually inhabits, he will not mind."

Khepankh left Psamu in the burial chamber and made his way to the surface once more. He did not mind enclosed spaces and the thought of the huge weight of rock above him only briefly occupied his mind, but it was still a good feeling to be out in the bright sunshine and direct heat from the god. Enquiries led him to a team of masons in a mud brick workroom, where the red granite sarcophagus lay. Although not as beautiful as the ala-Bast, the dense solidity of the granite lent solemnity and gravity to the proceedings. If a king wanted to project his strength and power, then granite was the obvious choice. The ala-Bast was beautiful, to be sure, but was mere beauty suitable for a king of Kemet? He stood awhile and watched the masons and their labourers at work, thinking to himself that his own duties seemed light in comparison to theirs.

Although it was still early in the day, the heat had mounted swiftly and sweat ran freely over the bodies of the workers as they scraped and shoved ceaselessly. Granite was a hard stone and copper tools were insufficient to wear away the rock, so they either used a harder rock or scattered sand over the surface. Either way, the process called for a lot of effort. They had been working on the red granite sarcophagus for two years now, yet the hollowed out section was scarcely deep enough to accommodate a dead body. The muscles of the workers pushing slabs of stone over abrasive sand daily wore away the granite a hair's breadth at a time over a small area. It made Khepankh tired just watching them.

Khepankh found other things to do over the next few days--things his father assigned to him, and other things that kept him away from his family. He turned up for meals, but they were hurried affairs and at night he delayed long enough to avoid his father and brother. However, he could not avoid the special meeting Den called less than half a month after the death of Sekhemkhet.

"I have received a formal letter of instruction from Lord Khaba, regent for king Sennenkhet," Den said, holding up a scroll with a broken clay seal. "In it, the regent lays out his orders for us here at Sekera." 

He hesitated, prompting Khawy to say, "Do not keep us in suspense, father. Do we have jobs or not?"

"There will be no more payments for the Sekera building site..."

A hubbub broke out among the overseers and supervisors, protesting Den's words, railing against the decision of the regent, and questioning Den's interpretation of the letter. Den waited for the disturbance to die down before continuing.

"Regent Khaba bids us continue our work while we have supplies, but when those run out, work on the tomb of Sekhemkhet and any other associated buildings is to cease."

"Cease entirely or temporarily?" Psamu asked. "Surely King Sennenkhet will not leave his father's tomb unfinished?"

"That is the question," Den admitted, "but the letter does not say."

"What does it say...exactly?"

"As I indicated," Den said patiently. He found the place in the scroll and read out the regent's words. "Work on the dead king's House of Eternity is to continue as long as supplies already given hold out, then work is to cease."

Nobody else seemed to be asking the question, so Khepankh cleared his throat.

"What does that mean for us, father? We do not have enough material or food to last more than a month, and we cannot hope to finish the whole thing in that time. Do we try and complete the mer? Construct the enclosure wall and internal buildings? Finish off the tomb? Or do we do a little more on everything until we run out of time?"

Den frowned, but he nodded slowly. "The letter says nothing about that, so we must decide on our own. Does anyone have an opinion?"

At once, a chorus of voices created babble within the meeting room and Den had to call for silence, instructing them to talk one at a time. The overseers and supervisors did so, but it was quickly evident that each man spoke for his own area of responsibility. Overseers of the tomb wanted that finished, those in charge of the enclosure wall stressed the importance of that structure, and similar arguments were put forward for every other aspect of the site.

"We cannot complete everything," Psamu observed. "I would like the tomb and galleries finished, because that is where the king's body will be interred, and I think it should be ready for him, but I recognise that other things are important also."

"What can we reasonably hope to complete before our time and supplies run out?" Khepankh asked. "We could finish the tomb if we put everyone to work on it, but could we build the enclosure or the mer? I do not think so."

"On the other hand, we cannot just walk away and leave everything so obviously unfinished," Den said. "What would it say about Sekhemkhet or our work if men looked at our site and saw only a jumble of half-completed buildings?"

"Who cares?" Khawy asked. "Sekhemkhet is dead and our workforce is being disbanded. We can just walk away and get other jobs."

"I care," Khepankh murmured, "and so should anyone who has pride in their work."

"You are a fool to care about something you cannot control," Khawy said angrily.

"I cannot control the overall building site, but I can control how other people view me in relation to it," Khepankh said. "We should finish what we can, and do it well."

Den put a hand on Khawy's arm to restrain his next outburst, telling his younger son to speak. "What can we do specifically?"

"The mer is two layers high. It is effectively a double-layered per-djet, most of which is covered with fine Troyu limestone. We can complete that. The enclosure wall is nowhere near the finished height, but we could complete a low wall all around. There is no possibility of finishing off the mortuary temples or other structures within the enclosure, so let us complete the South Tomb and a mortuary shrine. The underground structures are invisible, but I think it is important to finish what is already started. No new rooms or corridors."

Khawy scoffed, but refrained from commenting when he saw that his father was considering his brother's words seriously. Overseers and supervisors nodded and whispered to each other, and Psamu said what they all thought.

"This enables us to walk away with pride, Overseer Den. Let us do as your son suggests and work hard while our supplies last. We cannot give our dead king the House he wanted, but we can still give him a comfortable place for eternity."

 


 

 

Chapter 3
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haba quietly but surely began gathering power about him. His friends, sycophants, and those who could further his ambitions were granted positions within the court, while those who voiced opposition or were deemed to be too closely allied to the dead king or his son found themselves stripped of rights and responsibilities. Imhotep continued to languish in a prison cell near the palace, and other cells were built near him to accommodate others who might pose a threat to the regent's rule.

He married Ayah and Khemtet, confining them within the Women's Quarters. At first, the women were allowed out to visit markets and purveyors of jewellery or fine cloth, but they were watched by soldiers of the Northern Army. Ostensibly it was to protect them during the delicate days of establishing the new order, but they were not blind to the ubiquitous presence of armed guards and what it meant for their freedom of movement. They complained to Khaba, but he merely smiled and increased the guards, gradually tightening his control over them until they could no longer leave their rooms.

Sennenkhet's activities were curtailed too. Khaba postponed the official coronation, insisting that order should be restored before contemplating such a thing. People would want to celebrate, he said, and the situation was just too uncertain. Enemies could take advantage, he went on. He did not identify who these enemies were, though, just shut down any discussion of the actual dangers.

The only formal occasion allowed was the bestowing of his regency, the Hem-netjers of the principal gods using brand new ceremonies to elevate Khaba almost to the status of a king. No man had ruled as a formal regent before, so the ceremonies were invented by priests whose temples found they were suddenly wealthy. In another break with tradition, Khaba elevated Huni to the office of Crown Prince shortly thereafter, causing much gossip.

"How can a man who is only the grandson of the regent become heir to the king?" bolder voices in the city asked.

Khaba did not feel strong enough to silence those voices by force, so resorted to reason. "The king is only a child and there is no other son of the dead king. In order for there to be order and continuity in the kingdoms, it is necessary to name an heir. If the gods are kind, there will never be a need for one, and when the young king has a son of his own, Huni will step down."

"You should be the heir, grandfather," Huni said dutifully. "You want to be king, after all."

"I cannot be regent and heir," Khaba said. "People would say my interests conflict. As regent, I act for the king, but as heir I would not be human if I did not look forward to becoming king. No, it is better this way. I will represent the king and you will prepare to become his successor."

"And if he should die?"

"Then you would still be heir."

"Not king?"

"Do not look so disappointed," Khaba said with a laugh. "I have life in me yet and I believe I would be a good king. You will have your opportunity yet."

Conversations between the regent and the heir were necessarily private, with all servants excluded, but such things were not kept secret from the other grandson, Khakhet. He had been somewhat overwhelmed by the change in family fortunes over the last month, as the family went from military officers to rebels and now to one step from the throne. If what his brother said was true, that last step would take place soon enough. He was not sure exactly what he thought of that, as he was more closely related to the king than his brother.

"My mother is Imhotep's daughter," he explained to Huni, "and Imhotep was brother to Netjerikhet, grandfather to the present king. That makes him family as well."

"Distantly," Huni admitted. "What is more important to you, your brother and grandfather, or a relationship through a woman who spread her legs for half the men in the city?"

Khakhet went pale at the insult and then flushed as anger overtook him. "How dare you say such a thing? That is my mother you are insulting and I won't have it."

"Peace, brother, I meant no insult to you, but the truth is the truth, isn't it? Imhotep has a certain nobility to him, but the same cannot be said for his daughter. It is no fault of yours...you cannot choose your parents...so be thankful that Nubsekhem was our father, rather than the common scribe who presently ploughs her furrow."

Not for the first time, Khakhet wished he was older than his present thirteen years and could challenge his brother to armed conflict. His relationship with Huni was never amicable, but at times like this, dislike flared into hatred. He would willingly strike his brother, but he knew what would happen if he tried that. Better to put aside his hurt and anger, nursing his hatred until an opportunity for revenge presented itself.

"I would appreciate it if you did not talk about my mother," Khakhet said stiffly.

Huni shrugged and smiled placatingly. "I am sorry if I upset you, little brother, but I merely sought to remind you that our common descent through Khaba and Nubsekhem is more important than a tenuous one to the child currently on the throne."

Khakhet thrust his anger aside, hating too the diminutive description his brother heaped on his shoulders. He realised it was important that Huni felt secure enough to keep him in his confidence.

"I understand, but...Sennenkhet is still the king. Grandfather will be regent for only another few years and then what happens? We go back to the estates in Per-Bast, I suppose."

"A lot can happen in a few years, little brother. You know Khaba wants to be king and if he achieves that, then I am his heir." Huni smiled. "I am the heir, so you know what that means."

"The only way Khaba can become king is if Sennenkhet dies before he fathers an heir," Khakhet said, frowning. "He...he would not..."

"Of course not," Huni said with mock indignation. "He is regent and has sworn to protect the king."

"Good. Sennenkhet is only a child." Khakhet looked at his brother. "You would not wish him harm...?"

Huni laughed. "I am a young man and quite content to wait a few years. As heir I will be rewarded one way or another without having to take matters into my own hands. Besides, I have other more pleasant matters to occupy my time. I am thinking about getting married."

"Really? To whom?"

"Meresankh, sister of Sekhemkhet."

"That would bring you great status with her being sister to the dead king, but is that to your liking? I mean...I thought she had been forbidden relations with men? Did the gods not forbid it in a dream to Imhotep?"

"What the gods forbid one day, they can undo the next."

Khakhet looked puzzled. "I suppose, but they might not. Would you want a marriage where you never lie with your wife?"

Huni chuckled. "I sometimes forget you are little more than a child. Meresankh will have no choice in the matter, once the gods send a dream telling her their prohibition is over. Now that Imhotep is locked up, that dream will have to go to someone else, won't it? Perhaps even me."

"You seem awfully certain that the gods will rescind their order."

"Why not? All I need is to have the right dream." Huni grinned and winked at his brother. "Who could argue with me if I said I had had such a dream?"

"You...you would not make it up, would you? Speak for the gods...lie about it?"

"Well, think about it, little brother. We know the gods favour men and women having children, so why should they deny Meresankh that right? The only possible reason I can think is that they were saving her for me. Either that or this was all some scheme thought up by Imhotep and Meresankh to keep her untouched. It is time for that to end. I will marry her and father sons on her that will reign as kings."

Khakhet said nothing, but his mind was connecting the things his brother had revealed. Huni's intention was to reign as king and marry Meresankh, tying himself securely to the line of the dead king. Only Sennenkhet and a dream stood in the way, and Khakhet realised both obstacles could be removed so easily.

He made his excuses and left his brother, debating what to do with his newfound knowledge. What he regretted most of all was the lack of a close friend, someone he could talk to without fear of his voiced thoughts being repeated elsewhere. There was nobody like that. In Hut-waret there had been some army officers' sons he liked, and in Per-Bast there were other young men with whom he had shared confidences, but Inebu-hedj was seemingly inhabited by strangers.

"I would talk to Imhotep if I could," he murmured, as he walked the corridors of the palace. "As my maternal grandfather, he would respect my privacy. He is in prison though, so who can I talk to?"

Imhotep had sons who were, in theory, his uncles, and might be trustworthy. Rahotep was a priest of Anpu north of the city, and Sekhemre was a quarry overseer across the river somewhere. Khakhet did not think he would be allowed to visit them.

"There is my mother, I suppose, but she is in Sekera with her husband and family, and I would not be allowed there either."

Khakhet tried to ignore the strange looks he got from passing servants. An old man talking to himself might excite no comment, but a youth of thirteen would attract attention. Not that he was actually muttering anything worth hearing, but he did not want to get a reputation for strangeness. He decided that there was one person he could talk to--someone who had a stake in the future. Turning around, he headed toward the Women's Quarters.

Queens, wives and concubines lived in a special wing of the palace, where an army of servants catered for all their needs. Soldiers stood guard at salient points in the approaches to the suites, not to keep the women imprisoned therein, but to prevent them being bothered by unwanted visitors. There were ways in and out of the Quarters that were unguarded, and women would use these on occasion if they wanted to visit a market, take a stroll in the gardens, or walk along the riverbank. Less frequently, a woman would seek a dalliance with a virile young man, but this was more common amongst the maidservants and the concubines. Even here they were careful to prevent unwanted pregnancies because if there was ever a whiff of scandal regarding a child supposedly issuing from the king's loins, it resulted in shame and dismissal.

Few would risk this, and the higher up the hierarchy, the more there was to lose. Wives seldom strayed, at least partly because of the ubiquitous nature of servants. It was hard to move from room to room in the palace without one or more servants in attendance. Even an indiscreet look or fleeting touch could start stories flying, and no woman liked to be the subject of malicious gossip.

Khakhet had little difficulty penetrating the inner chambers of the Women's Quarters. The palace guard knew him by sight, as did most of the servants, and his age offered him protection as well--a youth of thirteen was no threat. He made it all the way to Meresankh's rooms before being politely challenged.

"I desire to speak with Queen Meresankh," he said. "Please tell her that Khakhet, grandson of Regent Khaba waits upon her."

The guard carried the message in and relayed it to one of the maidservants, who spoke in turn to Meresankh. She gave her permission and waited in her inner chamber with two maidservants in attendance. Khakhet entered and bowed, offering up words of greeting and thanks for allowing him to see her.

"I am curious as to why you would call upon me, Khakhet," Meresankh said. "Surely you are too young to carry a formal message from Lord Khaba?"

"You are correct, my lady," Khakhet replied. "I have come on my own account, hoping to have words with you concerning..." He looked at the maidservants seated nearby, their attention fixed on him. "Well...I hoped I might speak with you privately."

"You are not afraid of the gossiping tongues that would accuse us of improprieties?"

Khakhet blushed. "I cannot imagine anyone maligning you, my lady."

"I can," Meresankh said. "So I will not see you alone, but my ladies will withdraw to the far side of the room. As long as there is distance between us, no one can accuse us of anything. Will that suffice?"

"Yes, my lady."

The two maidservants withdrew, somewhat reluctantly, and sat down again; though one could almost see them straining to hear what might be said. Meresankh smiled and signed Khakhet to speak his mind.

"My lady, I scarce know where to start."

"Well, choose a place swiftly. The novelty of your visit will swiftly wear off if you ramble."

"Yes, my lady." Khakhet glanced at the maidservants and leaned forward, lowering his voice. "Regent Khaba and Lord Huni, my brother, sometimes confide in me, and Huni has related to me their intentions regarding the future."

"Go on."

"I fear for the life of King Sennenkhet, my lady."

Meresankh frowned, staring intently at Khakhet. "They have threatened his life?"

"Not in so many words, my lady, but they speak of Khaba being king and of Huni inheriting the throne. I do not see how that can happen while Sennenkhet lives."

Meresankh thought for a few moments. "What can I do about it?" she asked. "I have no power in court."

"You are Sekhemkhet's queen and sister to Netjerikhet, my lady. I cannot think of anyone with more influence than you. Speak, and people will listen."

"Yes, they will listen, but they will not act. If Tjaty Imhotep were at liberty, I could count on his support." Meresankh shrugged. "I can talk to Ayah...other women close to the king...but your grandfather could negate that with a word. You must know this already, for despite your youth you stand close to the seat of power in our new court."

Khakhet grimaced and nodded. "I know, my lady," he said softly.

"So the real reason you came to me was because you had nobody else to talk to, wasn't it?"

"In part, my lady," Khakhet admitted, "but Huni talked about something else--something that pertains to you. He intends to marry you."

"I have been married before," Meresankh said. "I dare say I can bear to be married again. Such matters have little effect on me."

"But he means to..." Khakhet broke off, blushing. "Forgive my outspokenness, my lady, but he means to make you a wife in reality, not just in name. He speaks of fathering sons on you."

Meresankh smiled. "He cannot do that; the gods forbid it."

"Huni...he is aware that the gods' prohibition is based on a dream--a dream given to Tjaty Imhotep. He says that what one dream prohibits, another can allow."

Meresankh shook her head. "Why would the gods change their minds?"

Khakhet looked unhappy. "My lady, if someone of importance declared they had a dream that they said came from the gods, how would you disprove it?"

"I would not have to," Meresankh declared. "Such a dream would not happen."

"Are you sure of that, my lady? No one questioned Imhotep; not even the king."

"Imhotep was...is...Hem-netjer of Re and above reproach. To doubt him would be to accuse the gods of lying."

"Or that he lied to keep you safe," Khakhet murmured.

"No; he had a dream...a true dream."

Khakhet looked pensive for a few moments. "My lady, I have read the records of this declaration, and I do not mean to imply any impropriety on your behalf, but did Imhotep reveal the dream before or after you declared your desire not to...er, lie with a man?"

Meresankh grimaced but said nothing.

"You see the problem, my lady?" Khakhet went on. "Imhotep is your uncle and was very fond of you and your sister Inetkawes. Might he not have invented a dream to help you? And if he would, then might not somebody else invent a dream that will lead to your marriage to Huni?"

"I do not believe you," Meresankh said. "You are trying to trick me into an admission that the dream did not come from the gods. I will never do that because it is not true; Imhotep had a true dream. I do believe, however, that your grandfather the regent seeks the throne and that your brother Huni is just as ambitious. You are a bull from the same herd and seek to discredit Imhotep, Sennenkhet, and me, so that you and your family can reign over Kemet."

"That is not so, my lady," Khakhet cried. "I have nothing but high regard for you. I would...I would do anything to protect you and the king."

Meresankh shrugged and called to her maidservants to draw close. "Your visit is at an end, emissary of Lord Khaba. You will withdraw from my presence."

Looking as if he might cry, Khakhet stood up, bowed, and departed. Meresankh waited until he had left before sending one of her servants for refreshment.

"I need some strong wine to wash that boy from my mind."

While the woman was off fetching wine and something to eat, Meresankh confided in the other maidservant.

"You heard what he had to say, Initah?"

"Some of it, my lady."

"He speaks with Lord Khaba's tongue."

Initah hesitated before saying. "Forgive me, my lady, but I thought he spoke honestly. Some of what he said reflected the regent's views, but I believe he sought to warn you of Huni's intentions."

"I think he has pulled the fleece over your eyes, Initah. I have more experience of such things."

"As my lady says, so will I believe," Initah murmured.

The other maidservant returned with wine and sweet figs, and Meresankh shared the meal with them, chatting about inconsequential things, the daily routine of the Women's Quarters under the humdrum regime of a boy king. Later, after the dishes had been cleaned away, Meresankh went for a walk in the palace gardens with only Initah for company. They found a stone bench under a tamarisk tree near a red-bordered pond and sat, watching red and blue dragonflies dart above the surface of the water.

"I have considered what you said, Initah," Meresankh said quietly, "and while I think Khakhet speaks for his elders, I do believe him in some things. I believe he came to warn me of Huni's desire for marriage. There was no need for him to do that. If he and Huni were of like mind, he would give no warning, but let me find out on the day I was forced onto my husband's couch."

"Would Huni be so bad, my lady? He is a handsome man and one with a high future in the kingdoms."

"He is an adventurer, a military man who seeks conquest...and a man. You know I disdain the company of men."

"You married your brother Sekhemkhet, my lady."

"That was no real marriage. I became queen but I kept my own rooms and the king never entered them. You know this."

"What will you do if Lord Khaba orders your marriage?" Initah asked. "Huni will not keep to himself unless the gods specifically forbid it...and maybe not even then."

Meresankh said nothing for several minutes, staring at a kingfisher sitting on a nearby branch. It studied the water beneath and suddenly folded its wings and plummeted into the pond, emerging a moment later in a spray of water with a small silvery fish in its beak. Flying back to its perch, it tipped its head back and swallowed the fish. Then it ruffled its feathers and began to preen.

"Strike first," Meresankh murmured.

"Your pardon, my lady?"

"I must speak with Imhotep."

"He is imprisoned."

"Still, I must find a way."

"Lord Khaba will prevent it."

"Lord Khaba must not know."

A small silence ensued as both women contemplated the difficulty of visiting Imhotep without the regent finding out.

"I think there might be a way, my lady," Initah said. "I know one of the men who sometimes guards the Tjaty. I might be able to persuade him to leave his post for a few minutes. Long enough for hurried words anyway."

Initah found when her friend was on duty alone and led Meresankh to the cells, telling her to stand back out of sight while she spoke to the man. She approached the guard, murmuring his name and he grinned but refused to budge from his post.

"I cannot, Initah. If the Captain came round on a surprise inspection, I would find myself drawing duty at some remote outpost like Ta Mefkat."

"Is that likely?" Initah asked.

"Perhaps not, but I know my duty."
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