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Prologue

1 Shemu Day 26, Year 1 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

 

The morning was cool with a fitful breeze off the river through the Eye of Re, shining down from a cloudless sky, promised heat as the day progressed. A slim man approaching middle age sat on a throne on a raised dais in the forecourt of the Great Temple of Amun in Waset, hearing the sonorous phrases of the priests but not really listening. His own thoughts occupied his attention, and the ceremony conferring on him the Double Crown of Kemet and godhead as Son of Re was little more than an anticlimax after the events of the last three years.

The dawn of that day had seen the new king washed and purified in the temple lake, presented within the dark recesses of the temple to the cobra goddess Wadjet and the great god Amun, and now he sat in state while crown after crown was placed on his head and the blessings of the gods invoked. It was a ceremony the king had seen performed on four men and one woman before him, on Baenre Merenptah, on Userkheperure Seti, on Akhenre Siptah, on Sitre Tausret, and most recently on his own father Userkhaure-Setepenre Setnakhte. The first two coronations he had watched with interest, the third with feelings of disdain and the fourth consumed by anger. Only that of his father had made his chest swell with pride and love and anticipation.

"Let this be an end to it for the lifetime of the youngest person here," he murmured to himself as the priest droned on, placing one crown after another on the new king's head. "The Great Usermaatre reigned for sixty-seven years and I mean to do the same. Kemet has had its fill of kings being crowned every few years..." He broke off as he realised the priest had stopped talking and was looking apprehensively at him.

"Son of Re?"

"Continue."

Five priests now confronted him and addressed the man sitting on the throne.

"Let Heru empower you," cried the first priest. "Your name in Heru shall be Kanakht Aanisut, Strong Bull, Whose Royalty is Great."

The man knew that Strong Bull was a common title, necessary to highlight the king's fertility that would reflect upon the kingdoms; whereas the other phrase served to emphasise his royalty, necessary as his family had only just risen to the pinnacle of power from their former obscurity.

"Nekhabet and Wadjet name you also," the second priest said. "Your name of Nebty shall be Werhabused mi Tatenen, Great of Hebsed like Ptah-Tatenen."

This title had given the uncrowned king many sleepless nights as he wrestled with a way to convey his intentions regarding his reign. He was determined to rule for a long time, making the Hebsed festival of thirty years a regular feature, just as the Great Usermaatre had done. Ptah the Tatenen as god of the primordial mound would signify he also was a creator, fashioning Kemet anew from the chaos of the previous years.

The priests continued their acclamation of the king's names. "The gods recognise you as their son on earth," called out the third. "Heru Nebu names you Userrenput mi Atum, The golden falcon, rich in years like Atum."

Another creator god, this one based in Iunu. Three gods, Amun for Waset, Ptah for Men-nefer, Atum for Iunu. The king knew that the forms were important, that names carried power and by naming the gods in his throne names, he would bind them to his rule.

"Nesut-byt, King of Ta Mehu and Ta Shemau, North and South, cried the fourth priest. "Usermaatre Meriamun, Strong is the Ma'at of Re, beloved of Amun."

Let the Ma'at of Re be strong within me, the king thought, just as it was for the Great Usermaatre. Let Amun and Amun's City welcome me. Waset, so important and yet so dangerous.

"Sa-Re, Son of Re," the fifth priest said. "Ramesisu Heqaiunu, Ramesses, Ruler of Iunu."

As the last words of the priests fell into the silence of the forecourt, the crowd of watching nobles and priests, sons of the new king and army officers, and as many of the common citizens of Waset as could fit into the temple grounds, raised up their voices in praise.

"Usermaatre, Usermaatre, Usermaatre!" Waves of sound crashed into the temple walls, spilling out through gates and between the great pylons, washing over the high walls and disturbing the swallows nesting in the eaves. They flew out, twisting and turning as a thin black cloud in the azure sky, twittering their unrest before returning to their nests and roosts.

Usermaatre Ramesses, son of Setnakhte, stood and surveyed his people, savouring the moment. Three years before he had been just an army commander, today he was King of Kemet, the most powerful nation under Re.

He stepped down from the dais, the tall double crown high on his head, the symbolic beard jutting from his clean-shaven jaw and the robes and emblems of state draped about his muscular limbs. The crowd parted before him and he strode through them, across the forecourt, out through the temple pylon and into the dusty streets of Waset. A roar went up from the common people as they saw their king walk among them, men cheered, women shrieked their delight and called out blessings, and the Medjay ran to keep up, to form a protective cordon around the Son of Re.

It was unexpected. The ceremony had called for the newly crowned king to board the royal barge moored at the temple dock and return across the flooded river to the palace on the western bank. Instead, Ramesses chose to walk the dusty streets of Waset, communing with his people, and they loved him for it.

I am king, he thought. Like the Great Usermaatre before me, and like him I have strong sons to succeed me, even named for his sons. Ramesses smiled and as if he was turning to offer his countenance to the cheering crowds, looked behind him to where his sons walked. Boys, but they will soon be men, Amunhirkhopeshef my first-born, Khaemwaset marked for glory as a priest like his namesake, Meryamun the cheerful one, and Prehirwenemef my serious boy.

Ramesses turned off the main thoroughfare, letting his feet guide him into the streets dedicated to artisans. The shopkeepers gaped at the sight of their king, before breaking into cheers that shook the dust from the linen awnings lining the street. From there he continued on through the broad and narrow streets of Waset, the Medjay jostling the crowds as they pressed close to their king, and on to the palace of the Governor. On the steps of the palace, he stood for a time and basked in the adulation of his people, at last turning his steps toward the docks and the royal barge that would carry him across the river.

I will model myself on him, but I will not fail like him. The House of the elder Ramesses fell, but mine will not. I will leave strong sons behind me to carry my name into eternity. In a hundred years, men will name me Great Ramesses.

This day, all men would see him up close. In days to come, he would withdraw from the sight of common men, assuming the distance and dignity that was expected of a king, of a god, but this day he was their saviour, a king to unite the kingdoms that had been strained and shattered since the glorious days of the Great Usermaatre.

Those days will come again...

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

Year 1 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

"I have ordered the construction of my Mansion of a Million Years."

The three women present in the private quarters of King Ramesses looked at each other, but said nothing for several moments. Then the oldest of them inclined her head and said, "That is as it should be, my son, but how does that concern us?"

"It will not just be a funerary temple where priests will offer up sacrifices to me and for me for eternity, but a palace as well. I have it in mind to construct a new residence worthy of me."

"It will be costly," murmured a middle-aged, rather portly woman. "This palace is quite comfortable and..."

"I am not concerned with the cost, and this palace is old, well over a hundred years. I want something new that will reflect my glory." Ramesses glared at the woman. "I don't expect you to understand that. You have always thought small, but you are no longer the wife of a mere army officer. Learn to think like a royal wife."

The Lady in question visibly flinched, but said nothing.

"I am sure that the Lady Tiye meant nothing by that remark, Son of Re," said the youngest woman. She was fourteen years old, and already displayed a beauty that eclipsed both her mother and the king's wife. "We all think only of your well-being, brother."

Ramesses smiled at the young woman. "I know you do, Tyti. Both you and my mother understand what it is to be royal, but you must no longer call me 'brother'. I am now 'Son of Re' or 'Majesty'...or perhaps just 'my lord'. Even to you."

Tyti smiled and bowed her head submissively, though her eyes flashed her annoyance. "Let it be as you say, Son of Re."

"And what of me, my son?" asked the older woman. "Will you insist that the mouth that kissed you as a babe must now utter formal phrases instead of endearments?"

A smile tugged at the king's lips. "You are Queen Tiy-Merenese, Great Wife of my royal father. I will make an exception for you, in private."

"And...and I?" Tiye whispered. "I am your wife and I alone have shared your bed these last fifteen years. Am I not a Queen also and exempt from having to utter these formal titles?"

Ramesses pursed his lips and looked at Tiye thoughtfully. "You are the wife of my youth, and were content to be the companion of a lowly army officer. You have borne my sons and stood by my side all these years and thus will always stand high in my estimation..." His voice trailed off.

After a few moments, when the king seemed disinclined to continue his thought, Tiye cleared her throat and prompted her husband. "I will always stand high in your estimation, my lord?"

"Yes, but a wife and a Queen are two different things." Ramesses sighed. "You were born a commoner..."

"As were you, my lord," Tiye blurted. She went pale and her eyes opened wide as she realised what she had said, but forged ahead, determined to make her point. "We were all born common, my lord, but now we are royal."

Ramesses frowned. "I am the son of a king, this lady here..." he gestured toward Tiy-Merenese, "is mother of a king, and Tyti is daughter and sister of a king. What are you?"

"I am the wife of the king," Tiye said. Her voice trembled slightly but she held her head up.

Ramesses nodded. "And you will always be wife of the king, but a king has responsibilities to the kingdoms; responsibilities that he must face no matter what are his personal inclinations."

"What are these responsibilities, my son?" Tiy-merenese asked.

"I am Bull of Heru, and I must be seen to be fertile, more fertile than those around me..."

Tiy-Merenese and Tyti nodded, murmuring, "It is the king's responsibility."

Tiye looked stricken. "I have given you four healthy sons that live and five daughters, though only two yet live. What are you saying, royal husband?"

"I am saying that as king I must plough many fields. A king must have a Per-Khemret stocked with many women to bear the king's children."

"Even your father took other women when he became king," Tiy-Merenese conceded. "I would expect no less of you, my son."

"The king may do as he pleases," Tyti agreed. "There are no limits placed on the person of the King."

"Of course you will have concubines," Tiye admitted. "Lesser women on whom to father children to become scribes, priests and court officials. It is expected."

"Not just concubines," Ramesses said. "A king may have more than one wife, and I mean to."

"You promised me when you first brought me to your father's house that I would be your only wife," Tiye whispered.

"You are talking nonsense," Tiy-Merenese snapped. "My son was a lowly army officer at the time, but now he is king. It is his right to enjoy as many women as he pleases."

"I agree," Tyti said. "My brother the king...Son of Re...knows his duty. He will have many wives and father a great sheaf of sons. Have you picked out your new wives yet?"

"I have picked out one."

"Will you tell us, Majesty? Is it perhaps some young woman of the court in Waset who has caught your eye? Or in Men-nefer?"

Ramesses smiled. "She is in Waset."

"She is well born?" Tyti asked. "Of course, she would have to be if you mean to make her your wife." She turned to her mother. "Who do we know that is noble enough to be joined to the King's House?"

Queen Tiy-Merenese laughed. "There is only one woman of high enough birth to marry a king and become not only a wife but also Queen."

"Who?" Tyti demanded. "Who is this paragon...?" Her mouth gaped open as she stared at her mother and then turned to face her brother. "Tell me, brother."

"You know who it is, Tyti my sister. Do you think I would let just any man marry my sister and join his blood to ours? No, you will be my wife and my Queen, Tyti, and have many sons with me."

"But she is your sister..." Tiye murmured.

"Foolish woman," Tiy-Merenese said. "What is forbidden to common men is the purview of kings. What could be more fitting, a royal wife for a king?" 

Tiye looked at the young girl in some distress. "You cannot agree to this..."

Tyti shook her head, setting the gold beads in her wig softly clattering. She turned to Ramesses. "I will be Queen?" she asked. When the king nodded, she grinned and bowed. "Son of Re, do with me as you will." 

Behind her, Tiye wept softly.
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Work started on the Mansion of a Million Years, and on the adjoining palace, walls of stone and mud brick soaring upward as a thousand workers transformed the bare soil of the western shore. Further inland, in the dry, dusty valley of Ta-Sekhet-Ma'at, the king's tomb proceeded apace with the specialised tomb workers transforming bare cut rock into majestic chambers and corridors, walls already ablaze with coloured inscriptions and images. Work had started on it in the days of his father Userkhaure-Setepenre Setnakhte, an open entryway followed by a corridor with two side chambers, and another corridor with eight chambers leading off it. 

Tyti, daughter of Userkhaure-Setepenre Setnakhte, married her brother Usermaatre Ramesses, though the event attracted little notice. Typically, a woman moved from her father's house to her husband's house, taking her personal possessions and a symbolic pot of fire from the family hearth. There was no ceremony, civil or religious, though the scribes made the appropriate notations in the temple records. Tyti was already a part of the king's Per-Khemret, or Women's Residence, the wing of the palace where the women lived. She merely changed rooms, moving from the suites that housed a dozen women of the king's household into one that befitted her new station as King's Wife. The best room in the Per-Khemret was occupied by the king's mother, Tiy-Merenese, and the second best by Tiye, but when Tiye returned to her suite the evening of Tyti's elevation, she found many of her sumptuous furnishings had been removed from her rooms.

Tiye grimaced and stamped her foot in annoyance, but there was nothing she could do. The items had been removed on the king's orders, so she just had to make do with whatever she could take from women lower down the social order. She stalked from room to room, servants in tow, and removed a chair here, a wall hanging there, ignoring the protests of their owners. One item could not be replaced though, a small table inlaid with turquoise and malachite that had been a wedding gift from her father many years before. This loss was not to be borne, and the next day she set out in search of the king to protest its confiscation.

She found the king at his noon meal, and entered the room boldly, though her confidence received a jolt when she saw young Tyti sitting on a couch with the king. The king and queen were feeding each other morsels of food, making a game of it.

"My lord." Tiye bowed as required when entering the king's presence but rose again quickly.

Ramesses did not appear to notice, wiping a spot of grease off Tyti's lips with clean linen. "Have you come to join us, Tiye? I would have you be friends with Tyti."

"As my lord commands, but I came to ask for the return of my table."

"What table is this?" The king selected a ripe fig from the plate on a side table and broke it open, revealing the pink flesh inside. He fed half to the young woman beside him and bit into the other half.

"The turquoise and malachite inlaid table that was removed from my room. The servants said that it was removed on your orders and taken to the rooms of...of your new companion."

Ramesses smiled at Tyti. "You have such a table, my love?" 

"I believe so. It is a very nice table."

"Well, I did tell my servants to find the very best furnishings for you."

"My lord is most kind," Tyti said.

"But do I get my table back?" Tiye asked. "It was a gift from my father."

Ramesses frowned and touched the corner of his mouth where a fig seed had stuck. "Is a gift from your father, who was, after all, a commoner, more important than a gift from the king? I have given it as a gift to my queen as a token of my love. Would you have me go back on my word?"

"My lord, it...it was not yours to give..."

"Not mine? Are you mad, Tiye? Everything in Kemet belongs to the king. The contents of this palace are mine, and if I choose to give something in it to someone, that is my right. No one could possibly..." Ramesses broke off as Tiye started sobbing. "What is this, Tiye? What is the matter?"

"It...it was a gift, my lord, from my father. Now that he is dead, I have nothing else of his, and I desired that it should remain with me in my rooms until I died, at which time it should be buried with me."

Ramesses sighed. "I have already gifted it to another."

Tiye thought for a moment as she wiped the tears from her eyes. "Yet by your words the table remains your property, my lord, as do all things in Kemet. You could just give it back to me."

"But then I would be deprived of its use," Tyti remonstrated.

"Your words have merit, Tiye," the king admitted. "As do yours, my beloved Tyti." He frowned in thought. "Will you give the table back to Tiye, my Queen?"

"Is this your wish, my lord?" Tyti asked.

"It would keep the peace within Per Khemret, preserve the Ma'at of the palace and soothe my spirit."

"Then I will be glad to do so, for your sake, my lord. Only..."

"Yes?"

"Allow me to keep the table for one more day. It is pleasing to the eye and I would gaze upon its beauty once more."

"That seems reasonable. You agree, Tiye?"

"If it pleases my lord."

"It does please me. Return the table tomorrow morning and I shall commission another table for you that will be twice as beautiful."

 

 

The table was returned the following morning, but one of the legs now had deep scratches on it, and several pieces of the stone inlay had been loosened or were missing. Tiye glowered at the servants who delivered it, but said nothing, knowing she would lose standing if she railed at them. They were only servants, after all. Instead, she sent for a scribe and had him pen a short note thanking Tyti for its return, and including a small gift of jewellery. It was a minor victory of the spirit at best, but Tiye felt better for it.

There was peace for a time within the Per-Khemret of the Waset palace. Ramesses spent many nights with his new wife, so it was no surprise that within two months of the marriage, Tyti was with child. She was examined by the court physicians and her urine taken for testing; the chief physician being delighted that he could report to the king that the grains had germinated in such a way as to indicate the child would be a boy. The king's delight at this news caused Tiye to scowl once more and berate her servants.

"Why does the king delight in this news of a son?" she asked. "Have I not already given him four strong sons in whom to rejoice?"

Of course, there was nothing the servants could say to this, or even dared to, should they be so inclined. This was wise as it was well known that the king did not look kindly on any criticism, and their wellbeing would be in jeopardy should word of an ill-judged comment be reported to him. So they kept their counsel and waited for the storm winds of a slighted wife to blow over.

Word of Tiye's anger reached the king's ears, however. Whispers ruled the palace, so it was inevitable that his wife's words would be reported eventually. Ramesses was inclined to send for her and berate her, but then thought it over.

"It is hard for her to grasp as she is of common birth," Ramesses told his Tjaty, "but a son born to me and my sister-wife is of great importance to the kingdoms. I can see she feels this as a slight, though it is not intended as such. I will make it up to her."

"Your words are wisdom, Son of Re," the Tjaty said.

 


 

 

Chapter 2

Year 1 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

 

The old palace of Waset, these days used as the Governor's mansion, had been taken over by the king and his family for the coronation celebrations. Servants swarmed like the distraught inhabitants of an overturned beehive, hurrying hither and thither with linen cloths, utensils and food, and all chattering about the recent ceremony and the new king. Usermaatre Ramesses, the new king, was now in the inner chambers, bathing to remove the dust and sweat clinging to his body, after which he would refresh himself with the choicest foods and wine. All attention was focussed on the divine person of the king, and little thought was spared for the four young sons of the king.

They had walked in the procession behind the throne bearing their father, and had revelled in the adulation of the crowds, buoyed up by the excitement of the occasion, and only just becoming aware of their exalted position in Kemetu society. Yesterday, they had been sons of the Heir, and only two years before had been merely the sons of an army officer. The eldest son, Amunhirkhopeshef, could clearly remember those days, as could his brother Khaemwaset, two years the younger. Even the babies, younger brothers Meryamun and Prehirwenemef, said they could remember visits to the barracks in Waset. Those days had evaporated, though, their futures as ordinary soldiers dissipating like the river mist in the heat of the rising sun. Now their futures would be far grander, as generals, as priests, as important officials in the court of the king their father.

"I am the heir to the throne of Kemet," Amunhirkhopeshef declared, stripping off his sweat-stained headdress and throwing it carelessly to the floor. One of the ubiquitous servants snatched it up and hurried it off to the palace laundry, but the young princes paid the servant no attention.

"Not yet, you aren't," Meryamun said. "Father has to declare you the heir."

"And he will. I'm the eldest. It is my right, so I will be king one day."

"It's not fair," Prehirwenemef said. "I want to be king too. Why shouldn't I be the heir?"

"Silly boy," Amunhirkhopeshef muttered. "Go play with your toys."

"It's not the way it works," Khaemwaset said gently. "The eldest brother is always...well, usually anyway...the heir to the throne. Father has to announce it to make it official, but it is almost certainly going to happen."

"There's no 'almost' about it. I will be heir. So don't you go getting any ideas above your station."

"I don't want to be king," Khaemwaset said.

"Of course you do. Anyone would."

Khaemwaset shook his head. He took his headdress off, wiped his face with it and held it out for a servant to take. "I'm going to be a priest."

Amunhirkhopeshef stared at his brother. "Why? Because father named you for that other son of the Great Usermaatre? That's no reason to throw your life away."

"I want to be a priest."

"But you could be a soldier," Meryamun said. "I'm going to be a great general and defeat the Nine Bows."

"So am I," Prehirwenemef added. "I bet I'll kill more enemies than you."

"Won't."

"Will."

"Seriously, Khaem', you actually want to be a priest?" Amunhirkhopeshef asked.

Khaemwaset nodded slowly. "I've spent time with the priests in the Great Temple of Amun. The sanctuary is awe-inspiring. I was even there one time when the god spoke. It made me think..."

"The god spoke? Truly?"

"Well, I only heard a grating noise like a heavy statue being dragged over stone, but the priest with me declared it was the voice of Amun. He said it only sounded like a noise because I was uninitiated."

"What did the god say?"

"I don't know. The priest wouldn't tell me. That's one of the reasons I want to be a priest--so that I can hear the gods clearly and know what they are saying."

Amunhirkhopeshef whistled. "I wish I'd heard the god." He shrugged. "Still, I suppose when I'm king I'll be a god too, so I'll be able to understand when the other gods talk."

"That will be years away."

"Of course. I would not wish ill to our father. I have no doubt he will reign for many years."

Servants took away the stained clothing of the princes and brought them fresh linens, which they changed into there and then, unmindful of the presence of male and female servants. Nakedness was not something to trouble their minds, and it had not been many years since they had run around without clothing. Other servants brought a selection of plain armbands and pectorals for the older children, as well as reed sandals and fresh headdresses. 

Prehirwenemef stopped in the middle of fastening his kilt and looked at Khaemwaset, who stood naked as he selected an armband.

"Your thingy looks funny, Khaem'. What have you done to it?"

"What are you talking about?"

"Your thingy...your member."

Khaemwaset looked down, his eyebrows drawing together in a frown. "My penis? What do you mean? It doesn't...ah, I see; it's been cut."

"Cut?" Preherwernef looked horrified. "How did you cut it?"

"He didn't," Amunhirkhopeshef said. "It was cut for him by a priest of Min." The older boy chuckled. "You have that to look forward to, Preher'."

The two younger boys gaped, and Prehirwenemef went pale.

"This...this is a joke, isn't it? Why would a priest of Min do that to you? Have you told father? He'll punish him."

"Stupid boy," Amunhirkhopeshef sneered. "Haven't you heard people talk about circumcision? That's what being cut means."

"It's a ceremony that happens about the same time as the shaving of your side lock," Khaemwaset said. His hand strayed to his shaved head. "You must have heard of it." He took a clean kilt from a servant and fastened it around his waist.

"Yes, but I didn't know what it meant."

"And it's performed by the priest of Min because he's the god of sex," Amunhirkhopeshef said. "You've seen men and women do that, I know, and one day you'll do it too."

"But...but what do they cut off?" Meryamun asked. His hands cupped his genitals protectively and he looked around furtively as if expecting a priest of Min to leap out at him.

"Just the skin at the tip of your penis," Khaemwaset said.

"Though sometimes the flint knife slips and they cut the whole thing off," said Amunhirkhopeshef, grinning. "Then they whip off your sack too and make you a eunuch in the Per-Khemret."

Prehirwenemef started crying.

"Stop it, 'Herke'," Khaemwaset said. "You're just frightening him. It's all right, Preher', when your time comes it will all go well, I promise you. The priests are skilled and hardly ever make a mistake. And they'll be extra careful with the son of a king."

"Does it hurt?" Meryamun asked.

"Dreadfully," Amunhirkhopeshef said. "You'll scream for days."

"Don't pay any attention to him," Khaemwaset said. "He's just being a beast. It hurts for a time, but not too much, and if you remember why they are doing it, it's bearable."

"Why are they doing it?"

"To make you a man. Same as shaving your side lock off. You put away your toys and the symbols of your childhood and become a man."

"Do...do girls do it too?"

"No, stupid," Amunhirkhopeshef laughed. "They don't have anything to cut, and they can't become men."

"Girls do other things," Khaemwaset said. "Don't ask me what, though." 

"When do they do it?" Meryamun asked. "The cutting?" 

"Getting worried? You've got a while yet; you're only a baby. Khaem' had his done a few months back and he's only just turned eleven. Another year, maybe."

"I don't want it done at all," Prehirwenemef said.

"You've got to."

"Not everybody has it done," Meryamun said. "I've seen some of the servants, fully grown men, and they...they didn't look like that."

"That's true," Khaemwaset said. "It's mostly the nobles that circumcise their sons. It's a sign of godly favour to offer up your skin on the altar of the god Min."

"Well, I don't want to."

"How can the people ever know you're suited for nobility and a life of service if you can't show you can put up with a little pain?" Amunhirkhopeshef asked.

"I'll do something else then. I've seen soldiers that looked like me down there."

"You can be a common soldier, but you could never be a General. And I doubt if they'd let a son of the king refuse to be cut."

"If I tell father I don't want to..."

"He'll think you're afraid. He won't want a coward as a son."

Meryamun started sniffling, and soon both younger boys were sobbing.

"Now look what you've done," Khaemwaset said.

"What did I do? I just told them the truth. If they're too much of a baby to face up to it, that's nothing to do with me."

"Well, I think it was a nasty thing to say, and I'm going to tell father."

Amunhirkhopeshef scowled. "Don't you dare."

Khaemwaset made a face and turned away. His older brother reached out to restrain him, grabbing an arm.

"Let go of me."

"Not until you say you won't tell father."

"Tell him, Khaem', Meryamun sobbed. "He's bad and father will whip him."

"You be quiet too, or I'll...I'll do...something."

Khaemwaset tried to pull free but Amunhirkhopeshef seized his brother and started to drag him away from the door. Meryamun tried to interpose himself and even Prehirwenemef tugged at Amunhirkhopeshef's kilt. The servants looked worried, but none dared intervene physically, and the most senior one present sent a man to notify the king.

The older boys were wrestling on the floor, with the younger ones plucking at limbs and kilts in half-hearted efforts to separate them, when the surrounding servants melted away and the room grew quiet.

"What is the meaning of this?"

Meryamun and Prehirwenemef shrank back, brushing away tears, and the two older boys looked up and hurriedly disengaged. They remained kneeling on the floor and looked up at the angry face of the king.

"What is the meaning of this?" Ramesses repeated. "Amunhirkhopeshef, you are the eldest; tell me why you are fighting."

Amunhirkhopeshef glanced at his brothers, and then faced his father, head held high. "They would not obey me."

"Why should they obey you?"

"I am the eldest; your heir."

"You are my eldest son, but who made you heir?"

Amunhirkhopeshef looked down at the ground, unable to meet the king's stare.

"Well? Who made you heir?"

"The eldest son is always heir."

"Not always, but even if you were to become my heir, it would happen when I say so, not before. Do you understand?"

"Yes, father."

"Now tell the king you understand."

"Wh...what?"

"This is a matter concerning the king and the kingdoms, not just a dispute between father and son. Tell the king you understand."

Amunhirkhopeshef stared in some confusion, but Khaemwaset leaned closer and whispered, "Yes, Son of Re."

The elder prince glanced at his brother for a moment before comprehension washed over him. He turned and bowed to the king. "Yes, Son of Re. I understand."

"Now, in what way would they not obey you?"

"I...I'd rather not say."

"He was bad, father," Meryamun piped up. "He was saying nasty things...ow." He shot an aggrieved look at Khaemwaset as the boy lightly cuffed his young brother.

"A prince does not go telling tales."

"But you were going to. You said you were going to tell father..."

"I would not have done it."

"Enough, all of you," Ramesses said. "You will tell me now what you say you would not have told me."

"It was nothing, father," Khaemwaset said. "Youthful teasing, nothing more. If our younger brothers believed us, then I apologise, but..."

"Khaemwaset had nothing to do with it," Amunhirkhopeshef said. "I was the one teasing them, and Khaem' was trying to stop me."

"How were you teasing them?"

"I described the circumcision ceremony in such a way as to inspire fear."

"He said the priest might cut everything off," Prehirwenemef said, sniffing loudly.

Ramesses looked from one to the other before replying. "I am disappointed in you, Amunhirkhopeshef. As the eldest son you have a responsibility to look after your younger brothers. You want me to make you my heir, but an heir becomes a king and a king must learn wisdom. The kings of Kemet rule by the will of the gods, and the love of the people. To achieve both, you must have peace within the kingdoms, and this quarrelling is not the way to achieve peace. I, as king, seek ma'at within the kingdoms. You, as my sons, must seek ma'at within this palace. How can I rule properly over my people if my sons are rebellious and fight among themselves?"

"I am sorry, father," Amunhirkhopeshef said. "I will try not to disturb your ma'at again."

"See that you do not. I will be watching you as I consider who will become my heir. As for you, Khaemwaset, it was bravely done seeking to take the blame upon your shoulders, but it was still an ill-considered action. How is your brother to learn if he allows another to pay for his actions? It was only his nobility of spirit that led him to own up." The king turned to his two youngest sons. "And you Meryamun...Prehirwenemef...you must learn discernment. How can you possibly think that I would allow harm to come to my sons? I will ask the Nem-netjer of Min to describe to you the ceremony of circumcision. He will allay your fears, so that when the time comes for you to offer up your foreskins on the altar of Min, you will see it for the honour it is."

With that, the king told his sons to report to the scribes in charge of their education. "Not even the coronation of your father should get in the way of your lessons. Go now, and behave as young princes rather than unruly boys."

"Yes, father," chorused the four of them. The older two bowed respectfully, but the two young ones hugged their father quickly before scampering from the room.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

Year 1 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

The flood ended and the king made preparations to sail north from Waset. Before he left, he visited the west bank once more and toured his rapidly rising Mansion of a Million Years. He pored over plans and made suggestions that the architects were quick to incorporate, pacing out new courtyards, tearing down newly erected walls and ordering in fresh loads of building stone. The size of the adjoining palace was increased, with gardens to be laid out for the enjoyment of the residents of the Per-Khemret.

The royal barge was outfitted and readied for the voyage north, cabins being erected on the deck for two passengers.

"I am leaving you in charge of the Waset Per-Khemret, mother," he informed Queen Tiy-Merenese. "And I am leaving Queen Tyti behind too. She is with child and I desire that her son be born in Waset."

"As my lord commands. Will you be taking any women with you for your comfort?"

"There will be women in the north, but I will take Tiye with me. She is feeling slighted by my attention to my sister-wife."

"That is wise, my son," Tiy-Merenese murmured. "An unhappy wife sours the lives of those around her. Tiye is the wife of your youth and if you smile on her as you once did, she will rejoice."

The royal barge pulled out into the current, its red-tipped oars thrashing the water into foam as it steadied itself for the voyage north. Sunlight caused the gold on its prow and sides to flash and gleam, creating a spectacle that raised a cheer from the watchers crowding the docks of Waset. A light breeze blew from the north, dispelling the odours of the city and bringing with it aromas redolent of growing things and the fresh waters of the Great River.

Ramesses stood beneath an awning that had been erected over the rear deck, feeling the slight tremor that ran through the planking when the oars bit into the water. Now that the current had gripped them, the oars were only used to modify their course when the steering oars at the stern were insufficient to the task. Tiye stood beside him, her face carefully neutral while she tried to work out why the king had invited her along on the voyage. She was not left in doubt for long.

"I have been neglecting you, Tiye."

Tiye bowed her head to hide a smile. While it was gratifying to hear her husband admit his fault, she knew that the king must not be seen to take the blame for anything.

"My lord, you have been busy with affairs of state, and any attention you pay me fills me with delight."

"Nevertheless." 

Ramesses turned and contemplated the vistas of water, sky and growing things that spread out before them. Rippling waters, spreading waterlilies, reed-lined banks and grassy fields beyond abounded with wildlife, ducks and egrets, jumping fish and the disturbance where a crocodile or a pehe-mau slipped below the surface of the water. Above everything, in the clear heat-hazed air, hawks and vultures wheeled, and the twittering of birds carried across the waters from the reed beds.

"Our lands are rich indeed," he murmured.

"My lord?"

"Can you not see how we are blessed by the gods? They give us a river that supplies our every need, its life-giving waters growing every good thing, its wide expanse allowing us to travel freely the length of the kingdoms. Gold and silver and copper, good building stone abounds, a population with every skill necessary for our high civilisation and a good source of labour. Nations on our borders that fear us." He looked at Tiye again and smiled. "Do you see what this means?"

"No, my lord."

Ramesses nodded as if she had supplied the answer. "It means that I can become the greatest king that Kemet has ever seen, that the world has ever seen. I grew up thinking that my namesake, the Great Usermaatre Ramesses, was the greatest king ever, but I see now that I have it in me to excel all his feats. I will lead the armies of Kemet to victory over the Nine Bows, fill the kingdoms with beautiful temples and shrines to all the gods, have every mouth uttering my praises, and leave my kingdoms to my strong sons that they might reign after me for a thousand years."

"Yes, my lord," Tiye agreed. "You will be the greatest king of Kemet and our sons shall rule after you." She stressed the possessive modifier. "Amunhirkhopeshef, our eldest son, will be a worthy successor."

"He is young yet."

"Thirteen years, but capable. His father's son."

"True, but the future lies with the gods."

"I have given you four strong sons, my lord. One of them will reign after you."

"I may have more sons."

"I hope I will bear you many more, my lord, but these four will always be your eldest."

"You are concerned that I will favour the son of my sister-wife Tyti over one of your sons?"

Tiye hesitated. "My lord will do what is right."

"You need have no fear on that score. Besides, who knows what the future holds? I intend to be on the throne for fifty years at least. My sons will be old men by the time they inherit."

"May that day be far removed indeed, my lord." Tiye got slowly to her knees and grasped her husband's knees, kissing them. "Thank you, my lord. I feared you had turned your face from me."

Ramesses bent and drew his wife to her feet again, kissing her forehead. "Never may that happen, beloved. You are the wife of my youth and none can take that from you." He regarded Tiye quizzically. "You think I put my sister before you?"

"You made her Queen, my lord."

"Yes, I did, but I have explained this to you already. She is the daughter of a king and deserves no less."

"But I do?" Tiye asked boldly.

"You are the mother of my heir. In time you will be King's Mother. Let that content you."

Ramesses stroked his wife's cheek and kissed her. Shortly, he took her into his cabin and ploughed her fertile field vigorously. He left her lying languidly on his bed and washed before donning a fresh kilt, sandals and nemes headdress. Then he went onto the deck and sat in the front of the barge drinking river-cooled wine and thinking his own thoughts.
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The banks of the Great River were dotted with villages and towns, each dependent on the farms that sprawled across the low land at the water's edge. Hemmed in by cliffs and the desert beyond, the kingdoms unfurled as a green ribbon of fertility of varying width set in the red desert. The populace of town and farm spilled out to watch the royal barge pass, and if the vessel passed close to one shore or the other, cheers floated across the dark waters to lift the spirits of the king.

When he saw a temple, either within the town boundaries or alone on a mound or clifftop, Ramesses would, as often as not, instruct the barge captain to turn aside and moor at the local docks. The king would then walk through the streets, accompanied by a small cordon of sailors, and worship at the local shrine or temple. Amun, Heru, Re, Min, Ptah, Het-hor or Set were all fellow gods and the king's presence brought honour to their local cult as well as paying his respects. The priests bowed and danced in attendance, and were rewarded by gold or the promise of it. Ramesses took notice of any temple disrepair and promised help, saying that his masons would restore each temple and shrine to its former glory.

Tiye joined him for some of these forays ashore and women crowded the streets to see the king and his wife walk together. Stories had spread through the kingdoms of the king's new wife, his sister Tyti, daughter of the old king, and many had wondered whether this had put a strain on the relationship of the king and his first wife. It was now evident that it had not, and that the king loved Tiye as much as he ever did.

The barge came to Men-nefer many days later and they broke their journey there. Tiye welcomed the opportunity to bathe properly and sleep in a bed that did not move, to walk about in gardens and talk to other women. She consulted with Tjayiri, who was also called Userkhaurenakht, the Great Overseer of the Per-Khemret in Men-nefer, regarding the dispositions of the rooms, and necessary modifications that would have to be made to the gardens and pools within the tiled courtyards. If she was required to spend time there, Tiye was determined it must meet her standards of comfort. Pere, junior scribe of the Per-Khemret, took down copious notes and had them drawn up into a series of instructions for the masons and gardeners.

The king, meanwhile, consulted with court officials and received reports of the affairs of the northern kingdom and the state of the borders. Tjaty Herwernef called together the Great Khenbet Council to discuss these matters and received reports from the assistant to the Assistant Overseer of the Treasurer, Mentemtowe, as to the financial state of the kingdoms. Priests of all the major gods were present to report on the state of the temples within the city, and Ramesses honoured his second son Khaemwaset by allowing him to sit in on the deliberations of the Tjaty's Council in Waset. Khaemwaset was only eleven years old but was almost ready to enter the temple of Ptah as an acolyte. The king was encouraging him to emulate the son of the same name of the Great Ramesses who had become a Sem Priest of Ptah.

After two months of activity within the northern capital, Ramesses felt restless, and was determined to carry on with his tour of the kingdoms, carrying on downriver to Per-Ramesses with a view to inspecting the northern corps. Tiye asked to be excused, and did so with a triumphant smile on her face.

"I am with child again, my lord." She clasped her as yet unrevealing belly as if cradling a future heir. "I feel sure it is a boy, another in the quiverful of sons I will produce for you."

"I am overjoyed, my beloved," Ramesses said, taking his wife in his arms. "You shall want for nothing while I am away. I put the Per-Khemret of Men-nefer in your charge. Do with it as you will."

"Hurry back, my lord, for I greatly desire you to see your son when he is born."

"I shall be back long before then. A month or two at the most."

 


 

 

Chapter 4

Year 2 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

The king had sailed north to Men-nefer with his mother months before, and now word had come south by messenger commanding Amunhirkhopeshef to join him in the northern capital. Trepidation and excitement filled the prince in equal parts for although he had never left the comfortable confines of Waset, he had often dreamed of taking his place in the wider world of the two kingdoms.

"How will I go?" he asked Tjaty Hori, on being told the news. "Along the desert road? By chariot with soldiers?"

"By barge," Hori said. "The road is long and dusty and beset by bandits."

"I am not afraid. I will scatter any bandits and trample them beneath my horses' hooves. The heir of Usermaatre can do no less."

"I did not imagine for one moment that you could, young sir," Hori replied, hiding a smile. "I do this more for myself. How could I explain to the king if I put you in the path of danger?"

Amunhirkhopeshef scowled. "I can drive a chariot...and I am skilled with the bow."

"I know you can do all those things, and I am sure that your father will see fit to give you opportunities in the future, but for now you must put your desires to one side. King Usermaatre Ramesses calls you north by water and you must obey. It is my duty to ensure your prompt obedience. The barge leaves in two days' time."

And so it was. Amunhirkhopeshef stood on the wooden wharves of Waset suddenly overcome by the realisation that he was bidding farewell to everything he knew and was familiar with, facing an exciting but uncertain future. The only things that stopped him from exhibiting his fear, beyond a slight tremble of his lower lip, were the presence of his brothers and a large segment of the city population. Meryamun and Prehirwenemef wept openly, and Khaemwaset was even more solemn than usual. Amunhirkhopeshef would have liked to hug his brothers and would not have minded dampening their shoulders if they had been alone, but the presence of so many others was a restraining influence.

The city population had turned out in force, eager for any show, and while many watched silently from behind the cordon of soldiers, some called out loudly for bread and beer to be dispensed in honour of the occasion. Tjaty Hori sent a few Medjay into the crowd to crack a few heads with their staffs. Priests were on hand too, ever ready to pray for the safe passage of the heir in the hopes of having a little more gold passed their way, but the hand of Amun lay heavily on his city, and his priests controlled the farewell.

One thing that made the voyage less daunting was the presence of a friend. Panhesy, the local garrison commander in the city of Waset was sending his son Ptahmose north to join the Amun corps in Men-nefer, and had prevailed upon Tjaty Hori to allow his son passage on the barge that carried the heir. Ptahmose and Amunhirkhopeshef had known each other for several years, and while their futures were going to be very different, that had not impeded their friendship. Ptahmose was a very junior officer, but his filial connection to Commander Panhesy offered many opportunities for future advancement. The young man was aware that friendship with the heir could be very important, but his duty was made easier by the fact that he genuinely liked the eldest son of the king.

"Come, my lord," Ptahmose said. "Your barge awaits."

Amunhirkhopeshef raised an eyebrow at the formality, but allowed himself to be escorted aboard the vessel. The barge captain showed the prince to his quarters just forward of the steering oars and to Ptahmose's sleeping mat just outside the reed screen door.

"That won't do at all," Amunhirkhopeshef said. "Ptahmose is my friend. He sleeps inside with me."

"My lord, it is not seemly," the barge captain protested.

"It's all right, Hirkho," Ptahmose murmured.

"No, it's not, Mose. Have it done, captain."

The captain capitulated, telling a sailor to transfer the sleeping mat to the prince's quarters. Then he excused himself and gave the orders to cast off.

Naked sailors leapt to the dock and unwound the heavy ropes while others raised the gangplank. Temple horns sounded and the crowd cheered. Dock workers pushed the barge away with poles, and as a water gap appeared, oars were thrust into the water.

"Farewell," shouted the young princes on shore.

Amunhirkhopeshef lifted a hand in acknowledgement, but otherwise tried to appear aloof and regal, though tears flooded his eyes. Ptahmose stood a pace behind his companion, and kept his own counsel, not wanting to intrude on what was apparently a sorrowful occasion. He grinned as the deck lurched beneath his feet, the current catching the vessel as it drew away from the dock.

"We're on our way, Hirkho," he murmured. "Glory awaits us both in the north."

Amunhirkhopeshef brushed the tears from his eyes and nodded. "A few years and we'll both be leading corps into battle. This is the start of our lives, Mose."

The barge moved out over the expanse of green water, eased north by the current. A steady breeze blew in their faces, but this did not matter as the sails would not be used on the voyage. Steering oars and the occasional use of the main banks of oars were sufficient to enable the shallow-bottomed vessel to make its way.

Both youths had ventured out of Waset before, but neither had experienced the vistas that opened up before them as the barge drifted north on the current. The river was a broad expanse of water bordered by vegetation and beyond that the yellows, browns and reds of the desert. At times, cliffs raised themselves high, crowding the fertile land, and at other times they withdrew and diminished, allowing arable land to spread almost as far as the eye could see. 

Amunhirkhopeshef stood in the bow, eyes wide as he drank in the unfolding wonder that was Kemet. Ptahmose stood beside him almost silent, similarly overcome. From time to time, one or other would point out something of interest--a swirl where a crocodile or pehe-mau broke the surface, a flock of birds rising like thunder from the reed beds as the barge passed, the way the sunlight lit up the painted walls of a temple or drew shadowed patterns on high sandstone cliffs. Fishing boats peppered the water surface close to villages, the white sails sweeping them away from the barge's route as their owners caught sight of the royal flag flying from the mast head.

Odours assailed their nostrils--a swirling mix of growing things, the wet smells of water and mud, scent trails from orchards and less salubrious ones from village middens, the acrid overlay of desert dust, and closer at hand the sweat of sailors after a stint at the oars.

At first it seemed as if the barge travelled in silence, so intense was their concentration on the visual, but after a while the noises of their passage grew on them. The hull of the boat hissed through the rippled water, the breeze in their faces gusted with the faintest of sighs, mingling with their breathing; timbers creaked, while mutters of soft conversation arose from the oarsmen awaiting the next command. Across the waters, they could hear the splash of fish leaping, the cries of water birds, and high above them in the hazy blue shell of the sky, a hawk circled and uttered shill cries. Sometimes, when the barge drew closer to land, muted voices drifted across the water, the sound of mattocks striking earth, and the lowing of cattle.

It was almost too much for Amunhirkhopeshef. He turned away, a stricken look on his face. "I...I had no idea Kemet was so large. It's overwhelming."

"We've only seen a little bit of it," Ptahmose pointed out. "We've got days to go yet."

"I know, but...I'm not sure I can explain, Mose. I've really only seen the city and the palace, together with a few visits to farms and temples...but all this..." he waved his arms expansively. "My father is king of all this...there's so much of it. It fills me and...and I've only seen a tiny part. I don't know I can take it all in."

"It is impressive, I admit, but we'll get used to it. Let's get a drink and something to eat. Perhaps if we concentrate on our bellies, our hearts will make sense of all we've seen." Ptahmose looked round and called to the captain, "Hey, Captain. Can we get something to eat?"

The prince and his companion ate well on cold roasted goose, crisp vegetables and bread baked only that morning in Waset. They were offered cool river water, but being young men, turned it down, preferring to quaff long draughts of foaming beer. After eating, they sat in the shade of an awning erected in the stern and watched the interminable banks of the Great River slide past.

"You know, Mose, it's made me think," Amunhirkhopeshef said.

Ptahmose picked with a fingernail at a bit of goose flesh caught in his teeth. "What's that?"

"All this out there...the size of Kemet."

"Um...all right...what are you thinking?"

"The king made me his heir officially before he went north, and I started to think what it would be like to be king. Not that I want to be any time soon, of course," he added hurriedly.

"Of course not. The king is still young and will likely reign for many years yet."

"Even so, as heir I have to think about the future. I only knew the city and the palace...almost nothing about the rest of Kemet beyond the fact that it was there and that people from all over petitioned the king and that the Nine Bows are out there somewhere...anyway, I suppose I thought that Kemet was just a slightly larger version of Waset. Now, seeing it spreading out all around us, I wonder how any man can possibly control it all. When my time comes to mount the throne, how can I possibly rule all this?"

"That's why you have a Tjaty and Governors," Ptahmose said.

"What do you mean?"

"Well, a king has a Tjaty of the North and a Tjaty of the South who act for him, right? They are like little kings. Then there are the Governors of the forty-something sepats up and down the length of Iteru--they rule over their own sepat in the name of the king. Below them are the mayors of the cities and towns, the elders of even the meanest village, all controlling their own little kingdom and reporting upward. As well as all that, you have thousands of priests and a host of government officials all ruling their own pieces, with the army and Medjay keeping order."

"It sounds complex."

"It is, but it works. Think of the army as an example. How could it work if it was just a mass of people with bows and spears? Every man would just fight where he chose or go home; nothing would be achieved. Instead you have corps commanders, troop commanders, and leaders of fifty, ten and so on, all acting to maintain order--to maintain ma'at, if you will. The corps is Kemet's weapon and the king wields it, directing it at the enemy. Or think about this barge. What a waste of time and effort it would be if the king had to tell every oarsman when to pull on his oar. Instead, you have a captain who does that because the Tjaty told him to take you to Men-nefer, and because the king told him."

"So it's a series of hierarchies?"

"Exactly."

Amunhirkhopeshef frowned. "You make it sound as if the king has nothing to do."

"The king has plenty to do, but all the people who work for him take the drudgery of everyday concerns from him. He doesn't have to deal with all the little things that happen each day. Tjaties and governors and mayors and officials and priests do all that."

"So what does the king do?"

"You know that already," Ptahmose replied. "A king is the High Priest of every god. He is the Son of Re and through him, the gods bless Kemet. He is the final arbiter of every dispute, and his strength of arms keeps Kemet safe against every foreign enemy. Without him, Kemet would descend into chaos."

Amunhirkhopeshef thought about this. "How is it you know so much about it when I, as heir to the throne, do not?"

"I am older than you, and have turned my mind to governance. I am an army officer, though only an aide, but I hope one day to command a corps or even become a general."

"If you are not already a general when I am king, I will make you one."

"Thank you, but as you are likely to be old when you become king, I'll probably be dead by then."

"Then I'll give you a splendid funeral, lavishing much gold on your tomb."

"You are very generous, O Son of the Son of Re," Ptahmose said with a grin. "However, you should be careful what you promise, as circumstances might change. I put it down to your extreme youth. When you are as old and wise as me, you'll realise..."

"Enough of your boasting, Mose," Amunhirkhopeshef cried. "You are but a year older and certainly no wiser. As for other things, you may be an army officer but I can outdo you in the use of weapons."

"Prove it."

"By the gods, I shall." Amunhirkhopeshef sprang to his feet and hailed the captain of the barge. "Ho, captain, take us ashore. I wish to hunt for wildfowl in the reed beds."

The captain had no option but to pull into the western shore just upriver from a great spread of reeds that lined the bank. In the pre-dawn chill of the next morning, small boats were launched and the two youths were paddled into position. There they crouched, shivering, while they waited for the sun to lift above the eastern horizon and the flocks of ducks roosting in the reed beds to arise.

As the first rays touched the western shore, the ducks awoke and took to the air, their wings sounding like a storm where the rushing wind beats down the trees and flattens the crops. Amunhirkhopeshef offered up a muttered prayer to Re and stood, sending arrow after arrow into the massed flocks wheeling above him. Ptahmose did the same, laughing with delight as birds started falling into the water and reed beds, from whence naked sailors retrieved them.

The arrows used in the competition had coloured threads attached to them so a score could be kept, and the ducks were laid out on the barge in two long rows. Sailors had started the day in high spirits, yelling out as each stricken duck was retrieved, but as the minutes passed, they grew quieter, looking apprehensively at the prince as Ptahmose's line grew longer.

The surviving ducks had winged away to the croplands on the eastern shore, and the last of the victims retrieved, when the two youths boarded the barge. Ptahmose saw at a glance that he had won the competition. Ordinarily, he would have exulted, but he saw the anger that washed over his friend's face. He walked down each line of corpses and thought hard how he could salvage the situation.

"These birds have not been sorted properly, Hirkho," Ptahmose said. "A duck pierced through the wing without an arrow in place cannot be counted."

Amunhirkhopeshef scowled but nodded, allowing Ptahmose to throw aside these birds. He brightened when he saw that many more were taken from his opponent's line than his own.

"Further," Ptahmose went on, "a bird pierced in the body is worth more than one pierced in the wing. It is the difference between skill and luck."

"Luck comes from the gods."

"Indeed, but it does not outweigh skill. Look, Hirkho, if we count a body blow as worth two, then you have clearly won this contest."

"I suppose so..."

"It is obvious," Ptahmose said forcefully. "I merely loosed my arrows into the flock above us. They were so tightly packed I could not miss, whereas you placed your arrows precisely into the breasts of each bird. That is more than luck--that is skill and luck together--truly a princely attribute. Do you not agree, captain?"

The captain nodded sagely and the sailors cheered the result. Amunhirkhopeshef smiled and accepted the praise of the crew, now examining each bird carefully and boasting about the numbers struck firmly in the breast. While he was engaged thus, the captain drew Ptahmose aside.

"That was wisely done, lad."

"He is the better archer, captain. I saw no reason to let my luck get in the way of the heir's enjoyment."

"Whatever you say, but I saw you in action, and you had the better technique."

"He is the heir."

"Indeed he is, and that means more than skill or luck."

Ptahmose nodded. "And we shall eat well tonight. I'll suggest it to the prince that we celebrate by letting the crew feast. I think we have killed enough to let each man have a duck."

 


 

 

Chapter 5

Year 2 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

 

Ramesses sent word by fast chariot that he would be arriving in the north shortly, and that he desired all his army generals and commanders to be on hand for his inspection. His eldest son Amunhirkhopeshef, newly arrived in Men-nefer, would accompany him as the king thought it time that the youth get his first experience of the army. In a private ceremony attended only by the Tjaty and General Hori, he made the inexperienced youth a General of the Army.

"You are my eldest son and heir. One day you will be king but before that you must learn of war. I am making you a General."

"Does that mean I can lead the army into battle?" Amunhirkhopeshef asked excitedly.

"Indeed it does, my son, but you would be wise to accept the advice of a more experienced commander. You are only thirteen and have never led men against the enemy."

"I shall be like a lion taking down a wild ass," boasted the boy. "Men shall fall before my bow by the hundred; I shall crush them beneath my chariot wheels and win a mighty victory for you, father."

"The Nine Bows will tremble at your name," Herwernef observed with a smile.

"What it is to be young!" General Hori exclaimed.

Ramesses laughed and embraced his son. "We must find you a worthy enemy, but in the meantime, learn the craft of war from General Hori here, and my northern commanders."

Amunhirkhopeshef wanted to travel north by chariot rather than by barge, so Ramesses indulged him. The king ordered out the chariot squadrons of the resident Ptah corps and, after being ferried across the river to the eastern bank, took the road north and east. Ramesses led the squadrons, driving his own war chariot, and Amunhirkhopeshef proudly drove his own chariot, refusing to have a charioteer drive him, and keeping a scant horse's length behind his father.

Ramesses saw the barely contained energy within his son and allowed the boy to vent it from time to time. He would slow his own chariot and wave his son onward, calling to him to scout the way and report back. Three or four chariots would always accompany the prince, driven by trusted men; men who could be relied on to keep the headstrong youth from harm. At other times, king and heir would drive well ahead of the other chariots, whipping their horses to greater efforts while the other charioteers allowed them some privacy.

They stopped at Iunu one night, and king and heir visited the temples of the Nine arranged on their spiral roadway, ending up at the temple of Atum. Here they offered to the creator god, but Ramesses was also careful to avoid offending any of the other eight gods, paying special attention to Set.

"Set is the god of armies," Ramesses explained to his son. "You are named for Amun and when you are king you will have a special relationship with Re, but as a General, you should never forget Set."

"I won't father, but when do we reach the corps? I want to lead my army."

"In a few days. First we must go to Per-Ramesses and inspect the fortifications there."

The city that had been built by the Great Usermaatre dominated the eastern part of Ta Mehu, its high walls and fortifications acting as a bulwark against any foreign invasion. Another corps was to be found housed in its barracks, but the identity of the corps was never certain. The corps that guarded the northern borders took it in turn to come back to Per-Ramesses, ostensibly to man its walls as part of the defensive wall of Kemet, but in practice as a much-needed break from the onerous duties of the corps in the field. So it was that the first sight they had as they drove their chariots in through the southern gate of the eastern city was of drunken soldiers.

Ten or more soldiers spilled out of a tavern roaring out a drunken song. Two of them grabbed a passing woman and started fondling her body despite her loud protests, while the others gathered round and cheered them on. A few townspeople gathered in groups, but none seemed prepared to aid the woman. They and the drunken soldiers failed to notice the chariots of the king and his son as they came to a halt near them.

"What are they doing to that woman?" Amunhirkhopeshef asked. He looked around for the other members of the chariot squadron and for the first time regretted having outpaced them so comprehensively.

Ramesses did not answer, but the muscles of his jaw tightened. He leapt down from the chariot and strode forward, shoving men aside, and hauled one of the men off the crying woman.

"Here, what do you think you're doing?" the man cried out as he staggered back.

Ramesses stooped and dragged the other man off and shoved him aside. "Get out of here before I call the Medjay."

The first man laughed and looked at his fellow soldiers for support. "You think they're going to trouble the fighting Herus? They know better than to mess with us."

"You are men of the Heru corps? What are your names?"

"What do you want to know for?" called out one. 

"And what business is it of yours anyway?" asked another.

"Soldiers do not go around attacking Kemetu women," Ramesses said.

"He's a lord of some sort," said one of the men. "Thinks he's better than us."

"We're only having a bit of fun, now stand aside, whoever you are."

"Give me your names."

"I'm getting a bit tired of your attitude," said the first man. "You nobles are all the same; driving around in your chariots lording it over us, while we're the ones who win the wars for you lot. If you don't believe me, ask our commander."

"You tell him, Beku," called out one of the other soldiers.

Beku grinned and stepped forward, poking Ramesses in the chest. "There, now you know my name. Last chance, fellow. Walk away or get what's coming to you."

Ramesses slapped the man's hand away. "You dare lay a hand on me? On your knees, Beku of Heru. And the rest of you," he added, looking at the other soldiers.

The tone of command cut through the fog in the minds of some of them, and one or two started shuffling backward. Beku laughed and raised his fist, but a voice pitched high with nervousness stopped him.

"Do not lay hands on the king," Amunhirkhopeshef cried. "It is death to do so."

"Eh, who's that?" Beku asked, looking toward the two chariots. "What's that whelp chattering about?"

"He says he's the king, Beku..."

"Don't be stupid. Where's his crown and gold jewellery? He's just some minor lord in a dusty kilt."

"He has the look of his father..."

"Nonsense, the king's in Waset. Besides, he travels around with lots of people, not just with a boy..."

The roar of chariot wheels and pounding hooves drowned him out as the chariot squadron raced through the gate and pulled up in the wide street in a cloud of dust. Men leapt down and ran forward, swords drawn. The drunken soldiers tried to run, but any who did so were cut down, and the rest fell to their knees and held out their hands, begging for mercy. Beku went pale and prostrated himself in the dust.

"F...forgive me," he stuttered. "How was...was I to know?"

"Arrest all these men," Ramesses ordered, "but these two..." he pointed to Beku grovelling at his feet and the other man who had been assaulting the woman, "...keep them separate." He stepped over the prostrate man and returned to his chariot, urging his team on toward the Governor's residence. Amunhirkhopeshef followed his father but he said nothing, the words he had meant to say dried up by the look of fury on the face of the king.
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The commander of the Heru corps knelt on the stone floor of the audience chamber, his outstretched hands trembling. Commander Nakhtmin was new to the position, having replaced Merymose only a year before when the man's loyalty was called into question. Nakhtmin had seen first-hand how ruthless the ruling family could be when it came to stamping out opposition. Now he was in fear for his life, all because of some drunken soldiers.

"I am disappointed, Commander," Ramesses said. "I had been led to believe your corps was one of the best. Instead I find it populated by drunken oafs who rape women and assault their king. Are you incapable of maintaining discipline or do you just not care for your good name and that of your king?"

Governor Kamose sucked his teeth and watched keenly, wondering how Nakhtmin would crawl out of this latest dilemma. Admitting incompetence could lead to his dismissal, whereas bringing shame on the king's name could lead to a worse fate.

"I am waiting for your answer."

"Your pardon, Son of Re," Nakhtmin said. "I feared to interrupt your Majesty. I, too, am sorely disappointed in the behaviour of what is a very small number of men in the Heru corps. My men have returned recently from duty on the northern borders and succumbed to drink and the desire for women. Their conduct is inexcusable, of course, and I will deal with it firmly."

"How?"

"How will I deal with them, Son of Re? Well, er...it is my understanding that eight men did no more than stand around. I thought perhaps a reprimand and..."

"They spoke disrespectfully to me and encouraged the other two."

"Er...a whipping? Ten lashes each, Majesty?"

"Make it fifty. Next, the rape of the woman."

"They did not actually..."

"The intention was there. If I had not stepped in they would have raped her. You know the penalty for rape."

"Yes, Majesty. But what of the one who laid a hand on you? The penalty for that is death, but if he is already to die for rape..."

"I cannot kill him twice, so the manner of his death must serve as a lesson. Assemble the corps and punish the guilty men. Fifty lashes each for the lesser charges, death by beheading for the rapist, death by impalement for the one called Beku."

"And er...burial, Son of Re? Are they to be denied?"

Ramesses considered for a few moments. "I am feeling generous. Let their families claim the bodies for a proper burial."

"Yes, Son of Re."

Nakhtmin remained on his knees, not having been dismissed. Ramesses regarded him thoughtfully.

"What should I do with you, Commander? Some of the responsibility for the actions of your men must lie on your shoulders."

"I am at your mercy, Son of Re."

"I will consider the matter," Ramesses said. "Go now and attend to your duties."

Nakhtmin rose to his feet and stumbled backward, his head bowed as he left the presence of the king. When he had left the chamber, Ramesses turned to Governor Kamose.

"What have you to say on this matter?"

Kamose bowed, but hid any fear he might have been feeling. "I am the civil authority, Son of Re. I have limited control over the military. Had you not intervened, the woman might have complained to me, whereupon I would have acted to limit further harm, probably in consultation with Nakhtmin. I have Medjay to keep some sort of control, but they are helpless against seasoned troops, even drunken ones."

Ramesses nodded. "Maybe the punishments will discourage further abuses."

"I shall pray they do, Son of Re."

Kamose hesitated, waiting to see if the king had anything further to say on the matter, and when he had not, spoke again.

"I would be honoured if you and your son would join me at dinner this evening, Majesty. A mere fifty or sixty guests, but one you might find interesting, a Syrian princess has fled the Hatti and seeks refuge in Kemet. I have granted her temporary accommodation, dependent on your final decision, of course."

"A princess of Syria? Well, they breed like conies up there, so I won't attach too much importance to it."

"She is rather good looking, Majesty."

Ramesses looked at the governor. "And?"

Kamose smiled. "If you were looking to stock your local Per-Khemret, she might be a suitable addition. I am sure she would consider it an honour to become your concubine. Her daughter too, for that matter. Sixteen years old and untouched; a dark-haired beauty."

"I shall look upon her...upon them...with interest."
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The feast took place at sunset, in an open courtyard of the governor's palace. Each guest was greeted by servants and allowed cones of scented beeswax to be strapped to their heads. The heat of the evening would gradually melt the wax, letting it drip flower scents through the plaited wigs, down the bodies of the guests and their clothing.

Ramesses and Amunhirkhopeshef sat on couches with Governor Kamose beneath a spreading tamarind tree. Small birds swarmed in the branches, twittering deafeningly as they settled for the night. Debris and droppings rained down, but the Governor had erected wide linen awnings so that none would soil the feasters below. As the light faded from the sky, little bats flitted and darted in the evening air, their high-pitched cries heard only by the younger guests.
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