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Hyksos is the Greek name for the heqa khasut or 'Rulers of Foreign Lands'
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Setting the Scene

 

This is a work of fiction, but fiction based on fact. The closest parallel I can draw is of a dramatised re-enactment of actual events in history.

I have tried to be historically accurate within this series of books, but I did not want it to read like a history lesson. I have invented dialogue, and many incidents that fill in the stories of men and women, both fictional and real, that lived and died in these trouble-filled years. I have also tried to make sense of tangled and sometimes contradictory lists of kings and relationships between real characters.

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

I would also like to thank Sara Jane Sesay who is my first reader. She takes the time to go through my manuscript and is quick to point out any mistakes and places where my ideas need clarification.

My cover art is by Julie Napier. I have long admired her work and over the years she has designed all my book covers.

I am grateful too to my many readers. Without readers, a writer's efforts are just a personal exercise in telling a story. I would probably write them anyway, even if nobody read them, but I like to think I am bringing enjoyment to someone.

 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

 

The ancient Egyptians believed that a name was more than just an identifying label. A name meant something, it was descriptive, and a part of a person's being. For instance, Rahotep means 'Re is satisfied', and his other names Sekhemre Wahkhau means something like 'Mighty is Re, enduring of apparitions'. I have simplified the names of the kings. Egyptian pharaohs had five names, two of which are important as far as these stories go--the prenomen and the nomen. Only the nomen was given at birth, the prenomen being a coronation name. I have generally used the birth names on informal occasions and limited the use of the prenomen to more formal occasions or when referring to past kings. Another reason to use a prenomen is that kings did not have a numbering system like us (Henry III, Henry IV), so Sobekemsaf I had the prenomen Sekhemre Wadjkhaw, and Sobekemsaf II had the prenomen Sekhemre Shedtawy.

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

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

One last note on fictional characters. Many of the characters you meet in these books are real, lifted from the history books. They lived real lives, performed real deeds, and eventually died. Others are fictional, either created whole from my imagination, or based on other real characters from the times about which I am writing. Sometimes the two merge. For instance, nothing is known about the parentage of King Sewoserenre Bebiankh of the 16th Dynasty but it is perhaps reasonable to assume that this king whose name means 'Bebi lives' was descended from the elder of the two sons of Sobekhotep we met in Book 4. That elder son was given the birth name of Bebi, but changed it to Djehuty, later becoming King Sekhemre Sementawy Djehuty. 

 

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

 

Rahotep, newly crowned king of Kemet, looked up once more at the disc of the sun blazing down from the pale blue dome of the sky and smiled. The king was styled Son of Re and Rahotep knew this day would prove whether Re really cared for his son on earth. Ahead of him lay the army of the heqa khasut, led by their new king Apophis, one of the most feared names of the northern invader. Such was the arrogance of Apophis that he had come south from Waset to face the Kemetu army with only a fraction of his true strength.

That fraction was still formidable, though. At least three hundred chariots and four thousand men faced the Kemetu, a daunting sight. Rahotep looked left and right at the forces he commanded--two hundred chariots and another fifty chariots with novice drivers, and two thousand foot soldiers--but he refused to show fear. The heqa khasut was at the height of its power, having captured Waset, the capital of the southern kingdom just the year before, and Kemet was at its weakest, but the gods had called Rahotep to the throne at this critical time, and that must mean something. There must be a purpose in all this, he thought, and the disparity in the forces ranged on that sun-beaten plain meant nothing in the face of the will of the gods.

"Do we wait for their attack?" Sobekemsaf the Elder called across from his chariot. "Our infantry may be able to withstand their charge if we pick the ground."

"No, brother," the king replied. "The gods are with us. We attack."

Rahotep nodded at the waiting Officer of Signals, noting that the young man was sweating and trembling. The officer passed on the command, rams' horns blew and pennants dipped, releasing the Kemetu army. Chariots rolled forward, Rahotep at the head of one squadron, his brother Sobekemsaf at the head of another, and his nephew Intef-Aa leading a third. They gathered speed, dust billowing up from two thousand hooves and five hundred wheels, while behind them the infantry charged forward, axes and swords at the ready.

The enemy waited, strung out in a thin line of men that stretched far beyond the Kemetu line, their own chariots embedded within their infantry, and despite their superior numbers, Rahotep saw them shift and draw back as if fearful of the oncoming Kemetu. He raised his voice in a paean of defiance, a challenge to the enemy king, and his men picked up his cry, clamouring in an effort to disguise the fear they felt. The chariot commanders drew ahead and the others altered course, turning a wave of chariots into three spearheads hurled into the ranks of the stationary enemy. The crash of wood and bronze, of pounding hooves and rumbling wheels carried the Kemetu deep into the enemy formation.

Doubt was swept aside as the men fought for their lives, fear thrust away as sword and axe rose and fell, archers loosing shaft after shaft, and the thud of bronze on wood, the clash of metal on metal rose deafeningly. Soon the screams of wounded and dying men and horses added to the cacophony, the lines heaving and pushing with scarcely enough room to swing a weapon or raise a shield, the horses scarcely moving at more than walking pace as the infantry hedged them about.

The flanks of the enemy line curled around the Kemetu, threatening to envelope them, but Rahotep paid no attention, urging his charioteer to carry him closer to the banners of Apophis. He raised his curved sword and pointed, yelling to his men to thrust the attack in that direction.

"Strike down Apophis!" he cried. "The day is ours if he falls."

Commander Intef-Nub, rallied his foot soldiers and directed his archers to concentrate on the banners of Apophis, shield and axemen offering them protection, and arrows slashed across the heads of a thousand struggling men, thumping into the enemy king's chariot and killing his driver. Apophis leapt down and was lost to sight behind his men.

The enemy hammered at the Kemetu flanks, forcing them back, and for several long minutes the Kemetu army looked on the brink of breaking, but Intef-Heruhir and Sobekemsaf the Younger rallied the men on either side and held firm. Rahotep scanned the field of battle and wiped the sweat and crusted dirt from his face, then beckoned to his brother, waiting until Sobekemsaf could manoeuver his chariot alongside.

"The battle can go either way," Sobekemsaf said. "What do we do?"

"There is only one thing to do," Rahotep replied. "We must kill Apophis."

Sobekemsaf shaded his eyes with one hand, peering through the dust clouds. "Where is he? I don't see him."

"With his banners...he must be. Come brother, rally your squadron and let us end this."

The two brothers marshalled their men and attacked once more, forcing their chariots through the throng of men between them and the enemy banners. Foot soldiers ran with them, throwing themselves at enemy infantry and clearing the way with their blood and bodies. The enemy fought back, but as more men came to protect the banners and their king, their absence weakened the rest of the army. One wing wavered and broke, pulling back in disarray, and men were sent back from the centre to shore up the failing line. Closer and closer moved Rahotep's chariots until spears could bridge the gap. Rahotep's charioteer fell, but another man leapt forward to take his place, urging the horses nearer.

"There, there!" Sobekemsaf cried, pointing to where Apophis stood, rallying his men on foot.

A fresh storm of arrows slashed into the cluster of men and the Amurran banners swayed and fell. With a great cry of victory, the Kemetu foot soldiers pressed forward and the enemy fell back. Now Rahotep's chariots could move again and the army followed them, overrunning the enemy positions. A soldier picked up a tattered banner and held it aloft in triumph and the sight disheartened the enemy, who fell back, hovering on the brink of defeat. The numbers were too great for outright capitulation, though, so the Kemetu let them withdraw to the north, leaving behind their dead and dying, together with weapons and damaged chariots.

"We have them, by the gods," Intef-Aa said, shaking his head in wonderment.

"And it was Apophis we beat," his brother Intef-Nub added. "Not just one of his generals."

"Brother, take your squadron and shadow the enemy," Rahotep said. "Make sure they do not turn back."

"If they do, I'll teach them another lesson," Sobekemsaf said with a grin.

"No. We have a victory; I will not risk that by having your squadron take on their whole army. Just find out whether they continue north or regroup."

"Yes, Son of Re."

The king's brother reported an hour or so later that the Amurran army was making its way north and seemed to be heading for Waset. Rahotep and his generals considered the report and what it meant for the future.

"I have to admit I never really thought we would win that battle," Sobekemsaf the Elder said. "The question is now; do we consolidate our forces here, or go back to Behdet?"

"Neither," Rahotep said. "We march on Waset."

"What? Is that wise?" Intef-Nub suddenly seemed to recollect whom he was addressing and flushed. "Your pardon, Son of Re, but Waset contains the rest of the enemy."

"My son is correct though, brother," Sobekemsaf said. "We faced a fraction of the Amurran army and somehow won. Do we want to risk that victory by facing a defeat at Waset?"

"What would you have me do then?" Rahotep demanded. "Run back to Behdet like a whipped cur?"

"No, Son of Re, but I would have you march back victorious. Use this victory wisely. Men who a month ago believed you could not win will now flock to your banners. In six months you will have an army double the size of our present one."

Rahotep looked round at his other commanders. "What say the rest of you? Will you all counsel caution?" When nobody said anything, he looked annoyed. "Speak freely."

"My lord," Intef-Aa said hesitantly. "We were fortunate to win this battle against a superior force. The odds will be much greater when Apophis marshals his full army."

Intef-Nub nodded. "My brother speaks the truth; Son of Re. Apophis has an army twice the size or more in Waset."

"Better to return in triumph to Behdet than die outside Waset," Sobekemsaf the Younger said.

"No." Intef-Heruhir shook his head. "Apophis will always have a bigger army, more chariots, than us. We have one advantage over him, so I say we use it. Now. Today."

"And what is this seeming advantage that we have all overlooked, cousin?" Intef-Aa asked.

"For the first time in this long war, the Amurrans know they can be beaten in a set battle, despite being led by their foremost general. If we go back to Behdet, we give them time to forget that, to strengthen their morale. I say we strike north as fast as we can, catch their retreating army and deal it another blow. Let them know that Kemet and our king, Rahotep, Lord of the Two Lands, is a force to be reckoned with."

"Even if we do, what is to stop the army in Waset--an army we have not defeated, by the way--coming out and overwhelming us?"

"Only the gods of Kemet," Intef-Heruhir replied. "They were clearly on our side today. Are we to take their gift and throw it away through inaction and caution?"

"And there we come to it, gentlemen," Rahotep said. "The gods granted us victory today, and we must ask ourselves why. Did they give it to us on a whim, or because it means something?"

Intef-Aa shrugged. "Who can know the minds of the gods?"

"I am the Son of Re," Rahotep replied. "I cannot believe that my father gave me the victory just so I could go home and do nothing with it. He raised me up to the throne of my father and means for me to reclaim the Two Kingdoms, throwing out the heqa khasut from our sacred lands. The first step in that reclamation is the recapture of Waset, and that is what I intend to do. Who will join me?"

"Willingly, Son of Re," Intef-Heruhir said at once.

"We are all with you, brother," Sobekemsaf the Elder said. "Never doubt that."

"Every man in your army will follow whether victory or death awaits us," Intef-Nub said.

"You are our king," Intef-Aa said. "Command us."

"Then gather the men together," Rahotep said. "Intef-Nub, you will stay behind with the physicians and do what you can for all the wounded men. Salvage as many horses and chariots as you can--both ours, and ones abandoned by the enemy. Intef-Heruhir, I give you command of the infantry. Bring them north as fast as you can."

"Bring them north? Where will you be, my lord?"

"I will be there waiting for you, having dealt a death blow to the enemy. Sobekemsaf, father and son, and Intef-Aa, you will command our chariot squadrons. We will follow the enemy and strike them once more, completing our victory."

"Son of Re, we barely have two hundred intact chariots," Intef-Aa said.

"It will be enough, with the gods on our side."

Rahotep led his chariots out within the hour, racing northward in pursuit of the retreating enemy, eager to catch up with them before nightfall. The sun was already sinking toward the western horizon and the king felt the urgency grip him as the sun god was his father and he needed the sun still to be in the sky when they caught up with Apophis. In the end it was a close-run thing, shadows of the western hills spreading over the river and the green fields and beyond to the desert road. The rear-guard of Apophis's army came in sight, and it was obvious that they had not considered pursuit a likely event, for they moved slowly, dispiritedly, and had set no scouts.

The king looked to the west, groaning when he saw that the disc of the sun was no longer visible. Then, ahead of him, he saw the main chariot force of the enemy move into a patch of sunlight. Opposite that place on the eastern road, the western hills parted, forming a classic horizon, and the disc of the sun still hung above the desert, the blazing eye of the god staring out and watching his earthly son. Rahotep raised his hand in salutation and drove his fist forward, and the charioteers urged their tired horses into one last effort.

Two hundred Kemetu chariots attacked three hundred Amurran ones and two thousand foot soldiers besides. Viewed dispassionately, there was no hope of success, but the Amurrans had suffered one defeat already that day. When the Kemetu chariots crashed into the rear of the infantry, scattering them like chaff before the storm, and carrying on into the Amurran chariot squadrons, the enemy did not stop to count how few men attacked them, but fled. Chariots abandoned their officers and raced for the safety of Waset, while the foot soldiers scattered into the desert or threw down their arms and begged for mercy.

"Where is Apophis?" Rahotep demanded. "Find him, whether he lives or not."

They searched, but he was nowhere to be found among the living or the dead. Prisoners were questioned and they revealed that King Apophis had suffered a head wound in the first encounter that day and had, upon their retreat, gone back to Waset ahead of his troops.

Night fell, and Rahotep ordered his men to make camp and to send back for the rest of the army to join them. The mood of the men reflected the two unexpected victories, and the king walked among his army that night, sharing a flask of water and a crust of bread, talking to them of the way the gods of Kemet had fought for them and would continue to do so.

"Tomorrow we march on Waset," he told them.

His officers still worried, despite the destruction of the Amurran army. Only a part had been defeated and Apophis had a fearsome reputation as a warrior and as a general.

"His head wound must have contributed to our victory," Intef-Nub said. "How else could we overcome him?"

"You don't believe the gods gave us the victory?" Intef-Heruhir asked.

Intef-Nub shrugged. "We say that the gods did this, or the gods did that, but it all comes to the same thing in the end. Armies win or lose by their own efforts."

"Do not let the king hear you speak that way. He is convinced Re won the battle for him."

"In the king's hearing, I am a firm believer, cousin, never fear."

The other princes and officers kept their own counsel, but many of them worried over what might happen when they came to Waset.
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Apophis had his head wound treated by a physician when he returned to Waset ahead of his army. An arrow point had scraped his skull, parting the skin down to the bone. It looked worse than it was; a cascade of blood turning his face into a gory mask, but after the wound was stitched up and smeared liberally with honey, all he was left with was a headache. The news that arrived from the south angered him, and made him rant at the incompetence of the officers he had left in charge, but it was news from the north that quieted him.

"My lord, a dispatch from Avaris," General Aliyan said. "From Governor Arakurtu."

"It can wait. I have more pressing business--like taking the army out to crush that upstart, Rahotep. I knew I should have taken the whole army and done a proper job of it, but I thought Kemet was all but beaten. Well, I won't make that mistake again."

"My lord, you should read this dispatch now."

"Rahotep can have no more than two hundred chariots and two or three thousand men. I can field..."

"My lord, you must read this," Aliyan interrupted.

Apophis stared at his sister's husband, amazed that even a relative would so forget himself as to interrupt his king. "Show me, then," he commanded, holding out his hand.

He opened the letter and scanned the contents swiftly, his dark features becoming pale as he did so. "Is this true? The Hurrians have dared to invade?"

"We have no independent verification, my lord, but I can think of no reason to doubt Governor Arakurtu."

"Send men north immediately, by the fastest means at your disposal. I would know the truth of it."

Aliyan immediately sent men out, by chariot and by ship, on his king's business, and then returned to the king's chamber with his brother Anakbaal, another general newly allied to the king through marriage to his other sister.

"I have done as you commanded, my lord," Aliyan said.

"How long until I know?"

"If it is true, they will intercept reports as far south as Ankh-Tawy or Henen-nesut. Half a month maybe. A month if they must go as far as Avaris."

"Too long. A month to know and another three to respond. Who knows what damage might be wrought in the meantime?"

"What will you do, my lord?" Anakbaal asked.

"Put them down, of course," Apophis snapped. "And quickly. If I don't, I'll have uprisings from Syria to Kemet."

"Of course, my lord...but I meant Rahotep. What will you do about him?"

Apophis scowled. "I shall crush him and hang him from the walls of Waset."

The brothers looked at each other, and Aliyan, as the elder, sighed. "My lord, if the Hurrians have indeed invaded your lands, you will need every man you can muster. Can you afford another costly battle against the Kemetu?"

"Can I afford not to? How will it look if the Kemetu are not destroyed?"

"My lord, the Kemetu has taken a hundred years to be conquered. Surely, another one or two will not matter. Take your army north and destroy the Hurrians, then come south again and finish off the Kemetu."

"And in the meantime?" Apophis demanded. "Am I to just turn a blind eye to them as they reconquer Waset and drive me out of their lands? I will not let it be said that I was defeated by Rahotep."

"My lord, it was not that many years ago that Khayan was faced with a similar choice," Anakbaal said. "He sent me to negotiate a peace with Waset, whereby he would withdraw his army from outside the city in return for tribute. It did not prevent him from returning a little later and capturing Waset. Let me do the same for you."

"No man could claim you were defeated by Rahotep if he paid you an annual tribute, my lord," Aliyan said. "The winner does not pay the loser."

"But we would lose Waset."

"We captured it once; we can do so again."

"I will think on this." Apophis walked off and considered the view from the palace window. The city of Waset lay spread out before him, partly in ruins and the scars of the fires still apparent. He hated the city and this hot southern kingdom, much preferring the comforts of Ankh-Tawy or the familiarity of Avaris. Living in either place would be preferable to living in Waset.

"Set up a meeting with Rahotep," Apophis instructed. "I will let him occupy Waset in return for an annual tribute."

"He may not want to bargain, my lord," Anakbaal said. "He believes he has won a great battle and is a conqueror."

"Then you must disabuse him of that notion. To win a single battle is not the same as winning a war. Remind him that I have a great army here within these walls, and if I choose, I could stamp him into the dust."

"And if he asks why you do not?"

"Then say whatever you like, Anakbaal. Just secure me an honourable peace so that I have the time to destroy the Hurrians without having to fight these cursed Kemetu at the same time."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Anakbaal rode out with only a small entourage to confront the advancing Kemetu army and let it be known through the offices of a herald that he had come to offer terms to King Rahotep of Kemet. He was escorted into the presence of the king and his princely advisers in a command tent hurriedly erected for the purpose. Anakbaal was affable and friendly, greeting many people he had met years earlier when on a similar mission, but he looked all around him as he walked through the enemy camp. If the talks came to nothing, Apophis would be interested in the troops he had to face.

"Ambassador Anakbaal," Rahotep said. "You are as welcome among us today as you were in the days of Sekhemre Shedwaset, when I last clapped eyes on you. To what do I owe this visit?"

"My lord Rahotep, Son of Re, and king of the southern kingdom of Kemet," Anakbaal replied. "I bear with me the greetings of Nebkhepeshre Apophis, King of Amurru, Lebanon, Syria, Kanaan and Kemet, Lord of Waset, and ask you in his name why you march toward us in the panoply of war?"

"Perhaps because we are at war."

"We need not be, Lord Rahotep. My king desires only peace."

"I rather doubt that, Ambassador Anakbaal. We have seen what your king and his predecessors think of peace. They have carried war into every part of our kingdoms."

"Yet I ask, on behalf of King Apophis, whether this state of war must continue, or whether we can agree on a peace that would benefit both kingdoms?"

"These talks are pointless," Rahotep said. "I will not consider any peace treaty while Apophis remains in Waset."

"Then let us not be too hasty to end them."

Rahotep looked astonished. "You would leave Waset?"

"I think such a thing should not be ruled out," Anakbaal said.

"Do not trust the words of an Amurran, Son of Re," Intef-Nub said. "He keeps you talking, discussing things that will never occur, while Apophis girds his loins for war."

Anakbaal smiled. "My lord Apophis has a thousand chariots and ten thousand men at his disposal right now. Do you suppose he needs any more time to gird his supposed loins?"

"Then why does he wait?" Sobekemsaf the Younger challenged. "If his army is so great, so dominant, then why does he not immediately move against us? Why does he send his lackey to talk to us so condescendingly?"

"Those are unkind words, Prince Sobekemsaf, yet I will answer them politely. Lord Apophis genuinely desires peace with Kemet. He recognises that war damages both winner and loser, and peaceful trade will enrich both kingdoms. So desirous of peace is he that he will make generous concessions, in the hope that my lord Rahotep will see fit to do likewise."

Rahotep weighed the words of Apophis's ambassador and found them intriguing. "Bring wine and food," he instructed his servants. "I will sit down in friendship with you, Ambassador Anakbaal, and we shall talk together. It may be that we can reach agreement."

Servants brought the food and wine, though the fare was simple as befitted an army on the march, but neither men commented on that fact. It was enough that hospitality was offered and accepted. When both men had eaten their fill and their cups had been filled once more with sour wine, Rahotep signalled to Anakbaal that their talks should begin.

"What is it that Apophis requires of me?"

"That you cease waging war on him."

"The reason I do so is that you Amurrans occupy my lands. If you were to withdraw from Kemet, I would have no reason to wage war."

"Apophis, and the kings that preceded him, have laboured long and hard to conquer the lands they now possess. You cannot seriously ask him to give all that up and march meekly back to Amurru. There must be some compromise we can reach."

Rahotep considered, still unsure as to the motives of Apophis. "I want all of Kemet," he said. "Make me a counter offer."

"Waset."

A day before, Rahotep would have regarded Waset as the pinnacle of his ambition, and he could not prevent his eyebrows lifting in surprise.

"Apophis will hand over Waset to me? What does he want in return?"

Anakbaal shrugged. "Peace."

Rahotep made a derisive noise with his lips. "I thought we had moved past such platitudes and were reaching a real agreement. Peace will come if we can agree, so tell me what your master wants. Plain language, Anakbaal."

"Very well. Apophis will look weak if he just withdraws from Waset and allows you to march in unopposed. Weakness, or the appearance thereof, can be fatal for kings. He wants something in return for his generosity--gold."

"I thought he would have had enough of that when he took the city."

"Apophis desires more, and Kemet has gold."

"Let me be clear on this," Rahotep said. "I am to buy peace with Kemet's gold?"

"You say that as if it is a bad thing, my lord."

"It is dishonourable."

"Let me ask you something then, Son of Re," Anakbaal said. "If you were at peace, in a secure kingdom, with no enemies on your borders, and you had gold--what would you spend it on?"

Rahotep thought for a few moments, trying to see what the Amurran meant by his question, wondering if a trap had been laid for him. He could discern nothing, so he answered.

"If I was at peace and prosperous, I would rebuild the temples and shrines, pour gold into the coffers of the gods, and encourage trade with my neighbours."

"You would not rebuild your army?"

There was the trap. "Only a fool does away with his defences. That would invite attack by envious nations."

Anakbaal nodded slowly. "All these things can be accomplished if there is peace and prosperity," he agreed. "If you were in possession of Waset you could do all these things, and all it would cost you is a little gold. Imagine that, Son of Re--instead of facing an overwhelming army, you enter the city to the acclaim of the populace, are crowned king, and do everything your heart desires. Men will praise you as the saviour of Waset. Is that not worth a little gold?"

"And what of my army? As well as paying tribute, will I be forced to accept an army of occupation? Is that what I will become? A subject king reigning at the whim of Apophis?"

"That is not what my master desires. He will march out of Waset completely, leaving it in your hands. Is that not worth a little gold?"

"And if I desire to build up my army? Will Apophis then decide he wants to take back Waset?"

Anakbaal smiled to himself and shrugged. "You may do as you see fit, Son of Re. Spend all your gold on building a large army if that will make you feel safer, but with Amurru to the north, you may be sure that no foreign nation will attack you from that direction."

"Imagine how safe that makes me feel," Rahotep murmured. Louder, he asked, "How much tribute does Apophis require?"

"Khayan asked for ten thousand deben of fine gold..."

"Ridiculous."

"...but he settled for five thousand."

"That is still too much. You may believe Kemet is rich, and perhaps in past years it was, but no more. Five hundred deben."

Anakbaal laughed. "A thousand...annually."

Rahotep thought for a few minutes. He knew they had close to that amount in the treasury, and a single payment would all but bankrupt them. Still, peace might be worth it. If they could have a few years in which to recover...

"We might be able to manage that, but I remain unconvinced that Apophis is truly going to withdraw from Waset. If you remember, when Khayan withdrew, he only went north a few iteru and returned almost immediately. Perhaps this is your master's intention too."

"What can I say?" Anakbaal asked. "Apophis has assured me of his good intentions in this regard."

"How far north will he go?"

"How far would you like?" Anakbaal asked with a grin. "And do not be facetious, I pray."

"Then I want the Amurran army to withdraw as far as Henen-nesut where they were before Khayan pushed south twenty years ago. I want the cities of Abdju, Tjenu, and Gebtu, as well as Waset."

Anakbaal whistled through his teeth. "You ask for a lot."

"If your king truly desires peace, he will grant it. Remember, he will not have to administer these cities, and he is being paid a thousand deben every year."

"I will convey these terms to Apophis," Anakbaal said.
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After Anakbaal had left, Rahotep admitted his princely advisers and apprised them of the terms that had been discussed.

"I tell you openly," Rahotep said, "I do not like the idea of paying tribute to Apophis. It makes my position that of a vassal king."

"I agree, brother," Sobekemsaf the Elder said. "You are vassal to no one, and the payment of tribute is an insult."

"If we bargained from a strong point, I might agree, Son of Re, but I owe it to you to be honest," Intef-Aa said. "Look where we are, my lord. We have a handful of chariots and a couple of thousand men, and we sit outside Waset. Apophis could crush us with his army, but he does not. I ask myself why?"

"And do you have an answer, brother?" Intef-Nub asked.

"Apophis would not offer such unexpected terms unless it benefitted him too. What does he gain by vacating Waset?"

"Gold," Sobekemsaf the Younger said. "A thousand deben a year is a lot."

"A thousand is neither here nor there," Intef-Aa said. "Apophis is getting something more from this, but what?"

"He does not have to face me in battle again," Rahotep said. "I beat him twice in one day. Perhaps he is now afraid of us."

"With all due respect, Son of Re, we were lucky. If Apophis had not been wounded and left the field, we might have been sorely pressed to escape destruction."

"Your words do not please me," Rahotep said, "but I will forgive them as I asked you to speak freely."

"The gods were obviously on our side, brother," Sobekemsaf the Elder said. "Yet my son has raised an interesting question. Apophis stands to gain by this agreement, but I can discern no advantage to him save administrative costs and a small sum of gold each year. The region from Henen-nesut to Waset and beyond is worth far more."

"Are we to guess, father?" Sobekemsaf the Younger said. "Unless Apophis chooses to tell us, I cannot think we will ever know. Perhaps we should just take the terms as they are offered. They seem very advantageous."

"That is the question," Rahotep said. "Let me lay out what seem to be the advantages and disadvantages. We gain an immediate cessation of fighting, effectively winning the war without spilling more blood. We gain not only Waset, which was our immediate aim, but also the cities of Abdju, Tjenu, and Gebtu. On the other hand, we lose a thousand deben of gold annually. Have I missed anything?"

"Only the unknown factor that leads Apophis to offer these terms in the first place," Sobekemsaf the Elder said.

"And a thousand deben of gold is a small price to pay for all that," Intef-Aa said. "We can make that up in the mines without too much trouble."
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Apophis grumbled when Anakbaal reported to him and his brother Aliyan. "You have given away a lot for very little return," he said. "I asked you to negotiate terms, not surrender utterly."

"I have secured for you what you wanted, my lord," Anakbaal replied. "The Kemetu king would be a fool not to accept this offer. It gives him everything he could possibly want and will lull him into feelings of security."

"But to withdraw as far as Henen-nesut? That can only look like defeat."

"How can it be defeat when you allow a vassal king to occupy his lands and pay tribute? Rahotep's gold will pay for your war against the Hurrians."

"That is true," Apophis said, slightly mollified. "And it need not be forever. Mind you, there is always the danger that having given Rahotep so much, he will want more."

"You must leave a strong man in charge of your southern army, my lord. One who will not be cowed by the Kemetu, and is a proven warrior."

"You want the job, I suppose?"

Anakbaal bowed. "My lord, you do me a great honour."

"It would be a great honour," Apophis admitted. "You are not ready for it, however. I have another task for you."

"Then who, my lord?"

"Your brother Aliyan. You will accompany me north and help me put down the Hurrians."

"My lord king," Aliyan said. "You will not regret your decision."

"If I have cause to regret it, my sister Tani will have cause to be looking for a new husband. Bear that in mind."

"You will not have cause for regret, my lord, but there is one thing that should be added to any agreement with the Kemetu king. If we are to maintain the fiction of Kemet being a vassal state, we need a military presence of some sort. Five hundred men in Waset would be perfect."

"I cannot see Rahotep agreeing to that," Anakbaal said. "The Kemetu regard Waset as a holy city dedicated to their god Amun, and regard any foreign intrusion as anathema."

"Somewhere else then," Apophis said. "There must be a city that is less threatening to their tender sensibilities."

"Abdju, perhaps?" Aliyan suggested.

"Too close to Henen-nesut," Anakbaal said. "A southern city would be better, and one with a decent port so we can maintain contact with ships. There are a few possibilities. I will give it some thought and see what I can get Rahotep to agree to."

"Do it quickly," Apophis instructed. "I cannot delay in Waset too long."
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Anakbaal went back to Rahotep's camp the next day and was quickly ushered into the king's presence. This time, the king's princely advisers were there to hear the words of Apophis.

"Well, Ambassador Anakbaal, do we have an agreement?"

"Yes, we do, Son of Re."

"Enumerate the terms for my advisers, so that we may all know what is being decided before I send for my scribes to copy down our words."

"Very well, Rahotep, Son of Re. My lord Apophis will withdraw his army and his people north to Henen-nesut and the lands previously occupied, allowing freedom of trade north and south to both parties."

"That is a new wrinkle," Rahotep said. "However, trade is beneficial to everyone. Go on, Ambassador."

"Apophis declares that the kingdom of Amurru will provide a bulwark against enemies of Kemet encroaching from the north. Similarly, Kemet will provide a military bulwark against nations to the south."

"Again, this is something that was not previously discussed, but it is acceptable. Go on."

"Apophis will completely vacate the city of Waset within the month, and withdraw to Henen-nesut with all his occupying forces within three months."

"That, too, is acceptable."

"In return for these territorial concessions, you and your successors will pay Apophis one thousand deben of fine gold every year, in the form of fingers of gold, the first of these payments to be made as the last of Apophis's forces leaves Waset."

Rahotep looked around at his advisers, but none of them offered any comment.

"Very well, Ambassador Anakbaal, we have an agreement." The king nodded to Tjaty Sobekemsaf. "Send for my scribes."

"A moment, Son of Re," Anakbaal said. "There is one other provision that King Apophis insists upon."

"Ah...now we see the mind of Apophis," Intef-Aa said. "This will be the demand that negates all that has gone before."

"This is not something that has been discussed already?" Rahotep asked.

"No, Son of Re, yet it is only a little thing."

"A little thing that he did not think to mention before? Perhaps because he knew it would be rejected out of hand?" Rahotep sighed. "I knew there had to be something. Speak on, Anakbaal, that we may know this little thing from the mind of Apophis."

"Apophis will lose face in the eyes of the nations by withdrawing from Waset and the other Kemetu cities," Anakbaal said. "He is prepared to allow this for the sake of peace, but he asks a small concession that will mitigate the humiliation he will suffer."

"And what is this small concession? Sobekemsaf the Younger asked.

"A small military presence."

"Define small," Rahotep said.

"And where?" Intef-Nub asked. "If you are saying we must house Amurran troops in Waset; that is completely unacceptable."

"A thousand men, no more," Anakbaal said, "and not in Waset. I told Apophis that you would not agree to that."

"Absolutely correct," Rahotep said. "Waset is a city dedicated to Amun and must remain free of foreign taint."

Anakbaal ignored the insult, expecting nothing less. "Kemet is a land where every city and town is dedicated to some god or other, but I am sure we can agree upon a place where our presence would be tolerated."

"Some gods might raise no objection," Rahotep conceded.

"I thought perhaps Ta-senet," Anakbaal said.

"Khnum would not allow it," Intef-Aa said.

"Behdet, then?"

"Heru would not tolerate a foreign presence there," Intef-Heruhir said.

Anakbaal shrugged. "Abu?"

"Khnum again," Intef-Aa said.

"I could go on naming cities and towns and let you object to them all," Anakbaal said, "but perhaps it would be better for you to suggest a place."

Rahotep gave Anakbaal permission to withdraw while he considered the notion. The princes conferred briefly with Rahotep, asking if the king would allow a foreign presence at all, or whether this condition should just be rejected.

"I do not like the thought of any Amurran troops on Kemetu soil," Rahotep said, "but we must accept they will still taint the Black Land from Avaris to Henen-nesut, even if this agreement goes ahead. A few more will make little difference, providing we can find a suitable place for them."

"They should be close to Waset," Sobekemsaf the Elder said. "If they are far removed from our sight there is no telling what mischief they might cause. Rather, we should keep them close where we can monitor their actions and, if necessary, curtail them."

"You have a place in mind, brother?"

"Per-Hathor. There is a small ruined fort there. I think it would be suitable."

"I think I know it. Too small for a thousand men, though."

"Half that at most. The idea of a thousand men makes me uncomfortable anyway."

Rahotep called Anakbaal back into his presence and notified him that he had made a decision. "You may house no more than five hundred men in a fort at Per-Hathor."

Anakbaal bowed. "That is entirely satisfactory, Son of Re."

Rahotep called for his scribes and the two men sat down to dictate the exact terms of the agreement between Kemet and Amurru. When they had agreed on the exact wording, Rahotep had two copies made and affixed his seal to both of them. Then Anakbaal took the copies and had the seal of Apophis added to them, before bringing one back for Rahotep.

Rahotep remained a little south of Waset for the month it took for Apophis to vacate Waset, and in the meantime, sent his Tjaty back to Behdet to collect the contents of the treasury and turn it into finger ingots. He also instructed him to transport the court and families of his princes to Ta-senet. It was a smaller city and not as comfortable, but it was a lot closer to Waset, and the king wanted everyone present when he was formally crowned in the temple of Amun.

The day arrived, and Anakbaal came himself to apprise Rahotep of the readiness for the handover of Waset and to take possession of the tribute in gold.

"I do not want to hand the gold over in the presence of Apophis," Rahotep said. "Whatever the realities of the situation; that would smack too plainly of tribute paid by a vassal king to his overlord. I will not put myself in that position."

"Then you need not be concerned, Son of Re," Anakbaal replied. "Apophis has already left the city by ship, together with his court and much of his army. I am to lead the last five thousand men out and march them north, together with the gold. If you are agreeable, I will formally hand over the city and you may disguise the handing over of the gold in any way you please."

Rahotep opted for a quiet and discreet payment, and sent his Tjaty to watch as the last of the Amurrans marched out of Waset and headed north. The king wanted to enter the city at once, but his advisers persuaded him to wait until the place was secure. Officers led squads of men into the city and scoured it from one end to the other, looking for anything that might be amiss. Intef-Nub reported to Tjaty Sobekemsaf.

"They have gone, sir, of that there can be no doubt."

"What is the state of the city?"

"There will have to be a lot of rebuilding, sir. Many buildings are in ruins, though the palace is still in good repair."

"And the people?"

"Subdued. They have suffered the final battle and a year of Amurran rule, and I do not think they yet realise the enemy has finally left."

"Have it announced on every street corner that King Rahotep has returned and ousted Apophis. They have nothing more to fear from the Amurrans."

Rahotep entered Waset five days later. His troops lined the streets and cheered as he rode in accompanied by every one of the princes in their chariots. At first, the reaction of the crowds that gathered was desultory, but as more and more Kemetu troops entered, as the princes rode through all the main streets, they started to believe that they were free once more. The cheering started, and people brought out carefully hoarded food and beer, and celebrated the return of the king.

There was little in the city granaries, and the troops had to be fed first, so people went hungry for a time, but the presence of a king in Waset reinvigorated the countryside, and soon food flowed into the city. Rahotep organised his formal coronation in the temple of Amun as a means of setting a seal on his ascent to the throne and the eviction of Apophis.

Kings came and went with alarming frequency in Kemet, but people wanted to believe that their saviour was here to stay, so they turned out in large numbers to watch Rahotep walk to the temple dressed simply in clean linen without adornment. They watched as he was ritually purified in a newly blessed lake within the temple precinct, dressed once more and escorted into the depths of Amun's temple, there to commune with the god. He emerged an hour later and was crowned and anointed in the full sight of the people of Waset taking on the throne names of Sekhemre, Mighty is Re, Wahkhau, enduring of apparitions, Wahankh, enduring of life, User-Renput, powerful in years, Rahotep, Re is satisfied.

The king felt all those things as he strode through the streets of Waset toward the royal palace, smiling at the cheering crowds. Waset was his at last, and though he had come to the throne of his father late in life, he looked forward to a long and successful life. 

The first task that faced him was to restore the wealth of Kemet. When Apophis withdrew from Waset, he stripped the city of everything valuable, emptied the temple coffers and even looted statues of gods and past kings, carrying them away to Avaris. More gold would be needed if the city was to be restored, and that could only come from the gold mines in the eastern and southern deserts. There was a lot of work needed, but Rahotep felt confident in his ability to succeed.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

When Apophis was wounded in the battle against Rahotep and returned to Waset covered in blood, Queen Ashiya prayed to her gods for his death. Scarcely a day had passed in her marriage to the Amurran king that she had not done so, but Apophis frustratingly remained in good health. He recovered from his wound swiftly but evidently feeling his mortality through his brush with death, had forced his attentions on her once more.

Early on in their marriage, while the blood of her father Khayan, her mother Ishta and brother Yanassi, was still fresh on her husband's hands, she had contemplated suicide, but had shrunk back from that solution. Then she had contemplated murder, but that option was elusive. She might be the daughter of Khayan, but with Apophis now in full control of the empire, she was effectively powerless. Nobody would risk anything on her behalf, and she had few means of rewarding anyone, even if she could find someone willing to help her.

Apophis visited her quarters often in the early days of marriage, but not from any feelings of affection. For him, taking Ashiya forcibly was an expression of power, and at first she fought him, kicking, biting and scratching. He would laugh and overpower her, taking what he wanted. When she saw she could not prevent her repeated rape, she changed her tactics, pretending to acquiesce, though in her heart she continued to hate him. For a time, she forced back her feelings of revulsion and let him have his way with her, even seeming to welcome him. As his intentions toward her had been to humiliate and exhibit his total power over this daughter of the former king, he started to lose interest in her, staying away for days at a time. She gave thanks to her gods, but cursed anew when she found herself with child.

"What is this I hear, Ashiya?" Apophis asked when he heard the news. "You are pregnant?"

"May all our gods curse you, Apophis. I am sickened by the thought of bringing your child into the world."

Apophis laughed. "If it is a boy, he will rule after me. If not...well, we can do it again."

"I'd rather die. I'll strangle the infant at birth and spare the world your son."

"He will be your son too, and a grandson to Khayan. You will not harm him, Ashiya. I'll see to it."

Ashiya was brought to the birthing stool in due course and was delivered of a boy whom Apophis named Apepi, after himself. Apophis had the child guarded in case Ashiya tried to fulfil her vow, but Ashiya could not prevent herself falling in love with her son.

"You may be the son of that monster, your father," she told him as he lay uncomprehending in his cradle, "but you also have the blood of Khayan and that may redeem you. I will do my utmost to save you from whatever evil intentions he has."

Apophis renewed his interest in his wife, expressing a desire to engender another son. He took her to bed as soon as she had recovered from the birth, and by the time Apophis left Waset, she had given birth to a daughter. The king shrugged when told the gender of his second child.

"A girl may still be useful," he said, "though a son would have been better."

Ashiya named her daughter Herit, and sorrowed over her inevitable fate. "You will be given to some unfeeling or cruel man who will use you for his pleasure."

Apophis was too busy looting Waset and sending the spoils north to Avaris to pay her much attention, so Ashiya spent her time playing with her infant children, and because the palace was in an uproar over the upcoming retreat, she was too busy to foster feelings of hatred toward her husband. It was only after she boarded a ship for the north, that she had the leisure to think about revenge.

"I have not forgotten the deaths of my family," she whispered to the waters of the river as the ship drifted with the current, or forged ahead under the power of its oars. "I swear I will be avenged on Apophis."

It was one thing to desire the king's death, quite another to accomplish it. Often on the long voyage northward, she left her children in the care of nurses and stood alone at the prow. She would seem to stare at the wide waters, the reed beds and farmland, or the sand and high cliffs where the desert pressed close to the river, but she saw little, her attention turned inward on her problem. From time to time, she would murmur to herself, but never loud enough to be overheard.

"A year ago I would have welcomed death if I could have sent Apophis on first, but now I have my children to think of. I want to kill him and remain alive, and that may be harder."

High above, in the faded blue sky, a hawk screamed shrilly, and she looked up, wondering if it was a portent. Had the gods heard her, and if so, what were they saying? She watched it circling until the passage of the ship carried them away, but there was no other sign from gods or bird.

"I could get a knife without too much trouble, but he is trained to arms and I am not. Unless I struck him dead at once, he would disarm me and that would be the end of it."

Ashiya looked up again, wondering if her last words might stimulate a response from the gods. If a hawk cried again they were in favour of her attempt. She waited, but nothing happened.

"It would not work anyway. The only time he would be vulnerable is if he slept after having sex, but he never does. What else then? Poison? But what poison and where would I get it? How would I administer it?" She stamped her foot in frustration before concluding sorrowfully, "No, that is not a possibility."

A cow lowed on the pasture on the near side of the river, and another joined in. For a moment, Ashiya's pulse quickened, and then she shook her head wryly, wondering how desperate she had become to look for signs from the gods in the discontented utterances of a cow.

"Think, Ashiya, there must be a way. Unless you kill him, your parents will go unavenged."

Thinking of her mother Ishta, she recollected that her uncle Melqart had two sons who had risen high in the army of Apophis. Aliyan and Anakbaal were both generals, with a lot of power. It was a generally accepted fact that ambition and power walked hand in hand, so one of these men might be susceptible to a bribe.

"What do I have to offer, though?" she whispered bitterly. "But if not for reward, then maybe for revenge, like me? My mother Ishta was their father's sister; does not blood count for something?"

Aliyan had been a close associate and friend of Apophis for many years, so he was unlikely to turn against him, but Anakbaal had been captain of Khayan's bodyguard not so long ago. The trouble was, he had betrayed his master and cast his lot with Apophis, going so far as to marry Ziwat, the sister of Apophis. She sighed, knowing that neither man would be likely to help her.

"Who then? There must be someone."

The thought did not enter her mind for two days, by which time they neared Ankh-Tawy. Apophis meant to disembark there while he waited for Anakbaal to catch up with him. The general was bringing an army up from Waset. Thinking about the campaign Apophis meant to wage in the north made her think of her father's relatives in Amurru. None of them were especially close relatives, but their blood was that of Khayan, and it might mean something.

"Could I contact them somehow, write them a letter?" she wondered. "Would they help me put down the pretender? And if they did, would they want the throne too?" Ashiya shrugged. If they did, she would support them. All she wanted was the death of her husband.

She thought about her father's family back in Amurru, considering who still lived and who would be supportive. Khayan's father Azirayan, of the family of Laharatu, was dead, but he had a brother Eshak with a son Shu-Sin who had married his cousin Asheran, who was Khayan's sister. They had a son Kurdu-Har, who happened to be a military man of some note in Amurru. Perhaps he would consider avenging his relative. Ashiya resolved to write to him as soon as they reached Ankh-Tawy.

"Kurdu-Har, son of Shu-Sin, of the family of Laharatu, from Ashiya, daughter of Khayan, King of Amurru, of the family of Laharatu, greetings," she wrote. "Your father and mine were cousins, and I write today to remind you of that family connection. General Apophis, who has since claimed the throne of Amurru, foully murdered my father Khayan, King of Amurru, along with my mother Ishta and brother Yanassi. I am the only one of his line left alive, but I am a woman and my ability to wage war on the usurper and avenge my family's murder is constrained. I beg of you, Kurdu-Har, to take up arms against Apophis. His position among the Amurru is not yet one of strength and he has been defeated in battle with the Kemetu. If you will avenge my father and bring honour on our family, I swear that I will support your efforts to the best of my ability, and great shall be your reward."

Ashiya penned the letter in her own hand, having learned to read and write in her father's household, thus keeping her thoughts secret from any in the palace. She sealed the letter and entrusted it to a servant who had once served Khayan, believing him to be trustworthy. The man took her gift of jewellery and departed from Ankh-Tawy at once. It would take a month or more to reach Amurru and return, so Ashiya was not concerned when many days passed.

Apophis waited in Ankh-Tawy for the arrival of Anakbaal and the army he would take north to stamp out the Hurrian invasion. The outriders from the army appeared and a few days later, the main body of men marched onto the plains across the river from the white-walled city. Apophis went across to inspect his army and confirm the details of the march with Anakbaal, and while there fresh messengers arrived from the north and reported to the king.

A few days after that, Ashiya was summoned to the king's presence and stood before him in the main audience chamber of the Ankh-Tawy palace. She was mildly disturbed by the summons, but reasoned that it was just another occasion in which she would be humiliated in front of the court. To lessen the effect, she brought along her children, earning herself a frown from Apophis when she led them in. The king shrugged and bade her sit on the chair provided. She did so, taking her time to adjust her skirts and settle herself comfortably, while glancing around the room to see who would witness the king's words. To her surprise, only her kin Anakbaal and Aliyan were present, aside from a brace of guards on the door, and she found herself wishing she could have persuaded the brothers to her cause. How easy it would have been to strike him down now.

"Ashiya; you are well?" Apophis asked.

"I am well, thank you, my lord."

"You are probably wondering why I have summoned you."

"I am sure my lord will tell me when it pleases him."

"How is your family?"

"I have no family, my lord, as you well know."

"You have relatives in Amurru, though? I understood that your father had cousins there--what were their names, Aliyan? Shu-Sin? Kurdu-Har? One of them is a high-ranking officer in the army there, I believe."

"Kurdu-Har, my lord," Aliyan said.

"Yes." Apophis looked at his wife coldly. "Have you heard from your family in Amurru lately?"

Fear gripped Ashiya. He knew. She forced herself to whisper, "No, my lord."

"Nor will you," Apophis said. 

He signed to the guards at the door and they went out, returning a few moments later with a wooden chest that they brought over and set down in front of Ashiya. At a command from the king, one of the guards opened the chest.

Ashiya looked down, puzzled by what she saw. The chest appeared to be filled with salt upon which lay matted strands of black fibres. One of the guards reached down and grasped the fibres, tugging, and hauling an object from the salt. She stared, not knowing what she looked at for a few moments and then she screamed. At once, little Apepi started wailing and Herit joined in. Anakbaal strode over and led the children aside, calming them before leading them from the room.

Ashiya scarcely noticed their absence as the guard threw the salt-encrusted head onto the tiled floor and grasped the hair of another one--then a third, a fourth, and a fifth. She suddenly turned aside, slipped from her chair onto her knees and vomited.

Apophis waited for her to finish, and when she weakly struggled back onto her chair, white-faced and eyes averted from the horrible pile of heads, he leaned forward with an amused look.

"Greet your father's family, Ashiya."

Ashiya just shook her head faintly and said nothing.

"Ah, I forgot; you have never met them, have you? Now you never will. The family of Laharatu has ceased to exist, though you see before you only the principal members. As for the rest--man, woman and child--they have been exterminated and can no longer come to your aid. Your letter was their death warrant."

Tears sprang to Ashiya's eyes and she opened and shut her mouth several times before managing to utter a few words. "What...what of...of me?"

"I considered killing you too, my dear, but then I would deprive my children of their mother, and while Apepi hardly needs a woman's presence, Herit might benefit from it. The only question I ask is whether you still have designs on my life."

Ashiya glanced at the heads and shuddered. She shook her head. "No, I...no."

"Plead for your life, Ashiya."

"Just kill me," she whispered.

"If I kill you, I kill your children as well."

"No...no, you cannot. They are your children too."

"I can always father more children. If you want them to live, then plead for your life."

Ashiya wept, but then knelt on the tiled floor in front of the throne and asked Apophis to spare the life of herself and her children.

"Is that the best you can do?"

Ashiya tried again, but Apophis shook his head.

"I am losing patience with you, wife. You plotted to kill me, and I have every right to have you executed. Unless you can convince me that you see the error of your ways, I will rid myself of you and your children and start again with a more faithful wife."

Ashiya imagined she looked once more upon the bloodied bodies of her family, saw her father and mother in agony, her brother cut down before her very eyes, and this time the tears were not forced. She wept uncontrollably and lay prostrate on the floor, stretching out her hands in supplication, wailing and begging loudly for the king to show mercy toward her.

Apophis let her continue until she fell silent, though snuffling sobs continued to issue from her. "Get up," he said. He watched as she got to her feet unsteadily and stood in front of him, eyes red and face puffy from her weeping. "Get yourself cleaned up, and attend to your children."

Ashiya bowed and all but ran from the room. Apophis told the guards to clean up the mess on the floor, and then called Anakbaal and Aliyan to stand in front of him.

"Tell me what you think of my action toward the family of Khayan," the king instructed.

"My lord, you could do nothing else," Aliyan said.

"Traitors must be stamped out." Anakbaal said.

"The women and children were not traitors," Apophis pointed out.

"Not yet, my lord, but had they been left alive, thoughts of revenge might have entered their heads. It was necessary."

Apophis nodded, looking thoughtful. "And now the family of Khayan is extinct...almost. You two are also of that family, are you not? Your father's sister was Ishta, wife of Khayan. Do I need to think of you as traitors?"

Aliyan at once knelt. "My lord, you know that I have always been faithful to you, and always will be."

Anakbaal also dropped to his knees. "We are no longer of Khayan's family, my lord, but of yours. We are both married to your sisters and have children by them. You are our king and our father."

"We are alone now that the guards have left with the chest of heads," Apophis pointed out. "If you want to kill me, now is the perfect opportunity."

Aliyan drew his sword and laid it down in front of him, and after a moment, Anakbaal did the same, saying, "Better that you should strike us down now, my lord, than suspect us of treachery."

Apophis contemplated the two men kneeling before him, the minutes dragging out. He rose from the throne and stepped down from the dais, standing in front of them, and then he bent and picked up Aliyan's sword, weighing its balance in his hand. Casually, he walked round behind the brothers.

"I believe you are both loyal to me...and yet it might be a wise move to kill you."

"As my lord desires," Aliyan said.

"We are loyal to you unto death, my lord," Anakbaal added.

Apophis just stood behind them in silence, and then he reached out and touched the tip of the sword to the back of Anakbaal's neck. Anakbaal jumped and despite himself, uttered a faint cry, quickly suppressed. The king repeated the action with Aliyan but forewarned, he did not flinch.

Apophis laughed and walked round in front of the brothers, dropping the sword with a clang on the tiled floor.

"I will let you live," the king said, "But learn from today. I am ruthless when it comes to my enemies and if I decide to act against a traitor, my sword will fall upon their necks as silently and unexpectedly as did your sword today upon yours. Now, leave me, both of you. I am sure you have duties to attend to."

Aliyan and Anakbaal rose to their feet and bowed, leaving their swords where they lay. Given the king's feelings toward them, neither man wanted to risk picking up a weapon in his presence. They left the king and managed to hold themselves together until they were outside.

"I really thought we were dead men," Anakbaal sighed.

"Gods curse that fool Ashiya," Aliyan said. "Thanks to her, innocent lives have been lost and ours may have been among them."

"What now, brother?"

"Now?" Aliyan shrugged. "We go about our duties as if nothing has happened. To do otherwise would be to draw down suspicion on us. I have command of the southern army, so I shall sail immediately for Henen-nesut. What about you?"

"There is an army on the eastern bank waiting to march north to Avaris and beyond."

"May the gods go with you, brother."

"And you."

Anakbaal took a ferry over the river and started issuing commands for the chariots and infantry to ready themselves for the journey up the eastern road through Iunu and up to Avaris. Things were well in hand and the last matters were being put in place when word reached him that the king had just arrived from Ankh-Tawy. Anakbaal was not expecting him and he immediately started thinking that Apophis had changed his mind and was about to arrest and execute him. He trembled, but managed to hide his fear, though he wondered how far he would get if he just fled. Not far enough, he knew. Instead, he went out to greet the king and find out his fate.

"I have come to farewell you, General Anakbaal," Apophis said. "You carry my strength with you on the march to Avaris, and as a reward for your faithful service, I shall bestow an honour upon you in the northern city."

"Thank you, my lord. May I...er...ask the nature of this honour?"

Apophis smiled. "All in good time. Now, parade your men before me and start on your journey. I will take a ship to Avaris and will be there to welcome you."

Anakbaal bowed and issued the orders. Chariots and infantry lined up, the baggage train bringing up the rear, and the army filed past the king, saluting him as they went. It took a long time for five hundred chariots and five thousand men to pass, and the sun was setting by the time the last of them was heading north. Anakbaal took his leave of the king and hurried after his army, knowing that they would already be camping for the night scarcely beyond their starting place. Still, that was a king's prerogative, and not to be argued with.

The journey north was uneventful and progressed at the pace of the slowest units, that being the supply wagons. Some of these started hours before dawn and set up a camp an iter or so along the way, ready for when the first of the foot soldiers arrived toward dusk. The charioteers became bored with the slow pace and would often speed off into the eastern desert or indulge in a little hunting. Anakbaal allowed this, preferring that his men hone their skills rather than do nothing.

Iunu was the first large city they came to and Anakbaal allowed his troops a day to rest and enjoy whatever entertainment the city could provide. Men and women turned out to see the soldiers, and many women stayed behind to offer them a little jollity in return for copper or jewellery. Some men visited the holy mount with its nine temples dedicated to the nine gods and goddesses of Iunu, making offerings in the hope of gaining favour. Anakbaal went into the city to meet with Hardu, the commander of the garrison.

His meetings were amicable. Hardu gave him access to the local armourers and artisans, so repairs could be made to equipment. Anakbaal wanted his army to be in good order and ready for anything when he delivered it to the king in Avaris. After spending an hour with the garrison commander, and enjoying a convivial flask of wine with him, Anakbaal went in search of Mayor Hori, intending to circumvent any troubles that might arise from the presence of an army just outside the gates of the city. He found him at home, entertaining members of his family.

Hori seemed nervous, and Anakbaal wondered why. The mayor was the highest-ranking Kemetu in the city, and although his daughter Nebetia was present with her husband, Anakbaal thought it strange that the mayor should be so deferential toward the young man. He could be no more than fifteen years old, newly married, and a junior priest of the Kemetu creator god Atum, yet his bearing was one of nobility.

"Introduce me to your family, Mayor Hori," Anakbaal said.

"Of course, General Anakbaal. This is my son-in-law Djedamen, a priest of Atum here on the holy mount. He is married to my daughter Nebetia."

"You are commander of the army we see outside our city?" Djedamen asked.

Anakbaal did not care for the young man's tone, but as he desired a peaceful transition of his army on the road north, he merely affirmed Djedamen's statement. "I am."

"It is a sad day for Iunu when a foreign army invades it."

"You are young and a priest besides, so perhaps you have little knowledge of the situation outside this city or your temple," Anakbaal said evenly. "The army I command is not foreign, as Iunu and the delta kingdom are part of the Amurran Empire, and we are not invading, merely travelling to Avaris as our king commands."

"Not my king," Djedamen said.

Nebetia took her husband by the arm, and Hori frowned, gesturing to his daughter to take the young man out.

"Your pardon, General Anakbaal," Hori said. He watched as Djedamen stalked from the room, with Nebetia hurrying after him. "He is a young man and has, as you surmised, little experience of the outside world. Djedamen has just married my daughter and he is a decent young man, even if uneducated about worldly things. I humbly ask that you overlook his rash sentiments and put it down to youthful bravado."

"We were all young and foolish once," Anakbaal said. "I am prepared to overlook words that could be construed as treasonous this once, Mayor Hori, but may I suggest you take your new son-in-law in hand and teach him the facts of life? Expressing such thoughts in the company of others less forbearing could have unwelcome consequences."

"Thank you, General," Hori said. "You are generous and understanding. I will do as you suggest."

"Good; now let us discuss what my army needs from Iunu. I hope that as I have been generous, so too will you be. My requests are as follows..."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

Atumenre, son of Amenenre, was aghast when news of his son's words reached him. He immediately called Djedamen into his presence and berated him, and this time the young man bowed his head to his father, though the tightening of the muscles in his neck and jaw spoke of a rebellious nature.

"What were you thinking?" Atumenre asked. "That man was an Amurran general, with over five thousand men at his command. Where was your army that you felt you could safely challenge him?"

"But he is a foreigner, father, one of the heqa khasut, and Apophis will never be my king."

"Then who is your king?"

Djedamen shrugged. "I don't know, father. One of the Waset kings, I suppose, though I have never felt any great loyalty to them."

"Nor should you. The best that can be said about them is that they fight the invader, but the true line of Kemetu kings lies elsewhere."

"It does?" Djedamen looked surprised. "Who is the true king, then?"

"I would rather not answer that today, my son. Let me speak to the Hem-netjer of Atum tonight and maybe I can tell you tomorrow."

"Why should that be? What does the Hem-netjer have to do with anything?"

"I am a priest in the temple; the same temple you will join as an acolyte next year. As head of the priests, he must give permission for some things."

"If you say so, father, but if you already know who the king is, I cannot imagine why you need permission to tell me."

"Speak to me tomorrow, Djedamen."

The young man grimaced. "If you say so...is it someone we know, father? Is that why you are not telling me?"

"Speak to me tomorrow."

Djedamen had to be content, because his father would not say another word on the matter. He went home to his wife Nebetia, put he did not find solace in her arms that night, for his father's words intrigued him. There was a mystery here, and he was determined to solve it, whether the Hem-netjer allowed it or not. Early the next morning, before dawn, he called upon the Hem-netjer, and asked permission to see him. A little to his surprise, as he had no standing in the temple, the priest received him.

"I was not expecting you, Djedamen," Hem-netjer Atumhotep said. "How may I help you?"

Djedamen bowed low to the priest. "Forgive my intrusion, your holiness, but I am consumed by a mystery that I am led to believe only you can solve."

"You intrigue me. What mystery is this?"

The young man resisted the impulse to pace within the Hem-netjer's private quarters, but fidgeted nonetheless. "Holiness, I was visiting Mayor Hori yesterday when General Anakbaal of that Amurran army outside our walls came calling. He and I exchanged words and I disavowed Apophis, saying he was not my king. Later, my father Atumenre took me to task and in so doing he intimated that the true line of Kemetu kings lay not with the king in Waset, but elsewhere."

"Did he, indeed?" mused the priest.

"I asked him who the true king was, but he would not answer me, saying that he must talk to you first. That is why I am here, Holiness, and I have a question of my own. If my father knows who the real king is, then why must he talk to you before he tells me?"

Atumhotep sighed. "If I asked you to go away and forget this question, would you do so?"

Djedamen shook his head. "I cannot. It will eat at me until I know."

The Hem-netjer walked to the door of his apartment and called a servant, instructing him to find Atumenre and bring him to his rooms immediately.

"We will wait for your father."

Djedamen looked apprehensive but stood aside as the Hem-netjer sat and thought about the situation that had arisen. When Atumenre was shown in, he looked surprised to see his son there, but bowed to his superior and waited for him to speak.

"It was always likely to come out if you lived in Iunu rather than Hapu's Blessing," Atumhotep said. "Things are said here that would be out of place in a village and inevitably questions are asked."

"What do I do, Holiness?" Atumenre asked.

"That is up to you," the Hem-netjer said. "Only you can weigh the risks of telling him. An injudicious remark and all is lost, but it is his destiny, so perhaps it is better that he knows."
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