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First Thoughts

 

 

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

When I, as a writer of historical fiction, attempt to tell a tale from the distant past I work with what is given me by serious researchers. But what am I to make of a character like Setnakhte, for instance? He was the first king of the Twentieth Dynasty, and features in my trilogy, but who was he really? The facts are scanty. He had a wife called Tiy-merenese and a son who became King Ramesses III. His parents are unknown, but possibly he was a son or grandson of Ramesses II. He reigned for two to four years and stabilised Egypt after a period of strife, possibly by defeating the forces of his predecessor, Queen Tausret. And that's about it for Setnakhte.

So what do I, as a writer of historical fiction, do when faced with this paucity of factual information? I invent, but I must be careful to remain within the bounds of plausibility. I cannot make Setnakhte a favourite son of Ramesses or an older son, for the immediate succession is clear. Nor can I make him the son of a later king such as Merenptah or Seti, for their sons (or lack thereof) are known. I have to come up with a reasonable way to let him rise to prominence later in the story while remaining hidden early on.

Similarly with other characters. Messuwy may or may not be Amenmesse, depending on which school of thought you follow. I have weighed the evidence and made my decision. Tausret's parents are unknown, but some people think Merenptah was her father. She was evidently important enough to be married to Merenptah's son Seti, which makes her a royal princess. Later on, she led her army against a challenger for the throne, where did she learn her martial skills?

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

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

 

My main sources have been:

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

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

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

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

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

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

Manassa, Colleen, 2003, The Great Karnak Inscription of Merneptah: Grand Strategy in the 13th Century BC, Yale Egyptological Studies 5

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

I must make special acknowledgement of Professor Colleen Manassa of Yale University, who gave me permission to use information from her translation of the 'Great Karnak Inscription of Merneptah', where the account of the Battle of Perire and its aftermath is given. This battle, against the Ribu and allied Sea Peoples, is the most widely known event of that king's reign, and no fictionalised account of Merenptah would be complete without it. I am grateful to Professor Manassa for allowing me to use her translation to get the facts right.

I would also like to acknowledge Jim Ashton, an Egyptologist, and expert on the Ramesside dynasties, who kindly read through my manuscript, pointing out any errors and inconsistencies. 

Sara Waldheim too, as a friend with a great interest and knowledge of Egypt, consented to read my manuscript and pointed out places where I could improve the story. I am grateful for her efforts.

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

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

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

 


 

 

Some notes on Fall of the House of Ramesses

 

 

In any novel about ancient cultures and races, some of the hardest things to get used to are the names of people and places. Often these names are unfamiliar in spelling and pronunciation. It does not help that for reasons dealt with below, the spelling, and hence the pronunciation is sometimes arbitrary. To help readers keep track of the characters in this book I have included some notes on names in the ancient Egyptian language. I hope they will be useful.

In Ancient Egypt a person's name was much more than just an identifying label. A name meant something, it was descriptive, and a part of a person's being. For instance, Merenptah means 'Beloved of Ptah', and Tausret means 'Mighty Lady'. Knowledge of the true name of something gave one power over it, and in primitive societies a person's real name is not revealed to any save the chief or immediate family. A myth tells of the creator god Atum speaking the name of a thing and it would spring fully formed into existence. Another myth says the god Re had a secret name and went to extraordinary lengths to keep it secret.

The Egyptian language, like written Arabic and Hebrew, was without vowels. This produces some confusion when ancient Egyptian words are transliterated. The god of Waset in Egyptian reads mn, but in English this can be represented as Amen, Amon, Ammon or Amun. The form one chooses for proper names is largely arbitrary, but I have tried to keep to accepted forms where possible. King Amenmesse's birth name was possibly Messuwy, though this royal name can have various spellings depending on the author's choice. It is also sometimes seen as Amenmesses, Amenmose, Amunmesse and Amunmose. I have used the first of these spellings (Amenmesse) in Fall of the House of Ramesses, and every name that includes that of the same god is spelled Amen-. The god himself I have chosen to call Amun, largely because the word Amen can have an alternate meaning in Western religious thought. 

Similarly, the king known in Fall of the House of Ramesses as Merenptah is often known as Merneptah. Either spelling is acceptable. There are many people called Seti and Ramesses, even among the common people, as having the name of a king was thought to lend its bearer kingly strength. To avoid undue confusion, you may come across Sethi, or Seth, or even Setau as a variant of Seti, and Ramses and Ramessu as variants of Ramesses.

The names of the kings have been simplified. Egyptian pharaohs had five names, known as the Horus name, the Nebti name, the Golden Falcon name, the Prenomen and the Nomen. Only the Nomen was given at birth, the other names being coronation names. The Horus name dates from pre-dynastic times and was given to a king upon his coronation. All kings had a Horus name, but by the eighteenth dynasty it was seldom used. The Nebti name dates from the time of the unification of Egypt and shows the special relationship the king had to the vulture-goddess Nekhbet of Upper Egypt and the cobra-goddess Wadjet of Lower Egypt. The Golden Falcon name conveys the idea of eternity, as gold neither rusts nor tarnishes, and dates from the Old Kingdom. It perhaps symbolises the reconciliation of Horus and Set, rather than the victory of Horus over Set as the titles are usually non-aggressive in nature.

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

The nomen was the birth name, and this is the name by which the kings in this book are commonly known. The birth names most common in the nineteenth and twentieth dynasty were Ramesses and Seti. Successive kings with the same birth name did not use the method we use to distinguish between them, namely numbers (Ramesses I and Ramesses II). In fact, the birth name often ceased to be used once they became king and the coronation prenomen distinguished them. Ramesses I became Menpehtyre, and Ramesses II became Usermaatre, while Merenptah became Baenre. I have decided to use the coronation prenomen for the most part on formal occasions, and the nomen when the occasion is informal or if I am describing who goes where. Sometimes I use them together just to make sure everyone knows who I am talking about.

Another simplification has occurred with place names and titles. In the thirteenth century B.C.E., Egypt as a name for the country did not exist. The land around the Nile Valley and Delta was called Kemet or The Black Land by its inhabitants, and the desert Deshret or The Red Land. Much later, Greeks called it Aigyptos from which we get Egypt. Other common terms for the country were The Two Lands (Upper and Lower Kemet), and the Land of Nine Bows (the nine traditional enemies). Likewise Lower Egypt (to the north) was known as Ta Mehu, and Upper Egypt (to the south) was known as Ta Shemau. The name 'Nile' is also from the Greek, so I have used the usual designation of the time, Great River, or Iteru.

Similarly, the king of Egypt or Kemet was later known as 'pharaoh', but this term derives from the phrase Per-aa which originally meant the Great House or royal palace. Over the years the meaning changed to encompass the idea of the central government, and later the person of the king himself. The Greeks changed Per-Aa to Pharaoh. I have decided to remain with 'king' as a term that would have been in use at the time.

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

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

The gods of Egypt are largely known to modern readers by their Greek names; for instance, Osiris, Thoth and Horus. I have decided to keep the names as they were originally known to the inhabitants of Kemet, Asar, Djehuti and Heru. The Greek names for unfamiliar gods can be found in the section Places, People, Gods & Things in the Fall of the House of Ramesses at the end of this book.

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

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

Year 5 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

 

Heat rippled the air and acrid dust bit at the throat of the young man standing in the chariot on the low swell of land overlooking the river. The two horses in the traces of the chariot stamped and blew, their muscles shivering and the sweat of their exertion drying on their flanks. Leaning his bow against the front of the chariot, the young man used both hands to remove the blue leather war crown from his sweating head and pass it to the shield-bearer standing beside him. The shield-bearer said nothing, but looked meaningfully toward the river and the scenes of devastation along its western banks.

"We have them, Menna," murmured the young man. "See how they flee before the might of my victorious army."

Menna knew the mistakes the king had made and how close they had come to defeat but said nothing, not wanting to bring the anger of the king down upon his head. His position as shield-bearer brought him much honour and wealth back in Per-Ramesses, but it would count as nothing in the face of the king's displeasure. What had been given could as easily be taken away.

"My son acquitted himself well today, did he not?"

Menna felt himself on safer ground here and nodded his agreement. "Indeed, Great One. Only fourteen years old but already Prince Amunherkhepeshef has proved himself a valiant leader." The shield-bearer hesitated, and ventured a little further. "His legion arrived at just the right moment, turning the tide of the battle in our favour."

The king frowned. "Are you saying the battle was lost before the prince arrived?"

Menna paled, suddenly realising what his words might imply. "N...no, Usermaatre. I...I only meant that..."

"I did not need the prince's legion to defeat the Hatti. A moment more and Muwatalli would have fled. I had destroyed his chariots and routed his army." King Usermaatre flung out his hand toward where the Hittites were struggling across the Orontes River. "This is a great victory, this is my victory. I have defeated the enemy and brought this land under the control of Kemet for all time."

"Of course, Great One. I misspoke, being...being in awe of your...your strength and wisdom." Movement on the river plain rescued Menna and he pointed. "See Usermaatre, one of our chariots approaches."

The king shaded his eyes and stared. "It is my eldest son." He donned his blue war crown once more and picked up his bow, casting aside his weariness to greet his son and heir.

Crown Prince Amunherkhepeshef handled the horses of his chariot with ease, circling the royal chariot and drawing alongside. He tied off the reins and turned to greet his father with a great smile on his face.

"Greetings Usermaatre Setepenre Ramesses, Lord of the Two Lands. You have dealt a mighty blow to the enemy today. The craven Hatti flees before your army."

Usermaatre smiled but a shadow crossed his eyes. "You are hurt?" He pointed at the dried blood that streaked his son's left arm and chest.

Amunherkhepeshef looked down and he flicked a crust of blood from his chest. "This? This is from my charioteer. A lance struck him down in the midst of battle."

"And your shield-bearer?"

"Dead also." The Prince shrugged. "I am unharmed."

"Then truly the gods of Kemet have smiled upon us this day, my son."

The Crown Prince nodded. "Yet even the gods need the strong right hand of a valiant warrior to overcome an earthly enemy. See how the enemy flees before your victorious majesty."

"How many enemy dead?"

"Thousands."

"And of our own?"

Amunherkhepeshef shrugged. "Who knows? Not as many." He fidgeted, the light leather and wicker framework of his chariot creaking beneath him. "The battle is not yet over, father. We have yet to capture the town of Kadesh."

The king frowned and stared at his son, feeling the implied criticism in the remark. "The town is unimportant. The Hatti are on the run."

"We must capture the town. Without it in our hands, Muwatalli still holds the field..."

"Enough," Usermaatre snapped. "The Hatti are defeated. Kadesh is unimportant."

Amunherkhepeshef noted the bloom of anger in his father's cheeks and bowed his head. "Of course, Divine Father. I am but a stripling without understanding. Your wisdom guides us all."

The king relented and smiled at his eldest son. "We shall return to the army and gather them together. Will you act as my charioteer, Amunherkhepeshef?"

"I would be honoured, Divine One."

The Crown Prince stepped across to the king's chariot, taking over the reins from Menna, who took charge of the prince's chariot. The Prince shook the reins, calling to the stallions to move forward, down the hill. Conscious of the king, his father, beside him, he yelled in triumph.

"Long may the House of Ramesses reign over Kemet."

"A thousand years, my son," murmured Usermaatre. "My House will last a thousand years."

 


 

 

Chapter 1

 

Tausret speaks:

 

Legend has it that the ancestress of Per-aa, the royal family of Kemet, was a warrior queen named for the little beetle that rolls its ball of dung across the sand in imitation of the Greater Khepre rolling the disk of the sun across the heavens. 

Maia was my nurse's name, and when I was old enough to be taking an interest in things around me, she was already an old woman, no longer capable of giving suck to the children in her care. There were others to feed the royal babies though, and she spent much of her time telling us stories like the one concerning Queen Scarab. 

This Scarab (she said) was a queen who fought alongside the armies of three brothers against the enemies of Kemet, which included their wicked uncle. The brothers and their uncle all died in a series of battles, but Scarab survived and married a young officer from one of the armies of the three brothers. She bore him a son, and called him Seti. He in turn had a son called Ramesses, the Great One who rules all Kemet today, and he in turn had a son called Sethi, and I am a daughter born to this prince of the Great King. 

My name is Tausret Setepenmut, royal daughter of Sethi, ninth son of Usermaatre Setepenre Ramesses. Everyone knows the truth of my family's rise to power, and while it is true that the first Ramesses was a soldier, Paramessu son of another Seti, the facts that are taught to us are different from the legend. Paramessu took as his wife a woman of good birth named Sitre, who bore him a son called Seti. 

It would be nice to have a warrior queen as my ancestress, but nobody will admit to any connection between my family and that of the Heretic King. All his line died out (they say) as a punishment from the gods for the blasphemy he tried to impose on Kemet. Even the scribes who are fond of telling stories smile and fall silent when I ask about Scarab. Perhaps it is this very reticence that kept her in my mind, for as I grew older I found myself desiring to know more of war.

Royal children, even girls whose fate is often nothing more than to serve as consorts for the king or his successors, are educated to some degree. I can read and write the common hieratic script with a fair hand, and even decipher some of the formal writing inscribed on the walls of temples and stelae. I can count, I can give the orders that will rule a household, though I will always have servants to do that for me, and I can converse on a wide range of subjects should it please my husband. 

It may surprise you to learn that I can read and write and count without using my fingers and toes, for daughters even of royalty are not always given much education beyond what will help them to be better wives and mothers. As a royal princess, and later as consort or queen, I would have little to do beyond ruling my household and commanding others, and if it had been left to the Scribes of the Household, that is all I would be able to do. I remember Mene, the Head Scribe, gently but firmly turning me away from the colonnade beside the gardens when I tried to join my brothers and cousins at their lessons. 

I must have been no more than four or five years old. I ran crying to my room that day, but I thought about it and decided that no servant would prevent me learning. I went to my uncle Merenptah who, since the death of my father Sethi had accepted oversight of his brother's daughter. I found him in his chambers dallying with one of the palace women. A palace child learns at an early age what passes between men and women, and I paid no attention to his hand upon her breast or his state of excitement but burst in upon them full of my own troubles.

"Uncle," I cried. "That beast Mene turned me away when I tried to join the others at writing. I want you to have him beaten."

Merenptah's mouth twitched and he sighed as his hand slipped from the young woman's ripe body. "What were you doing there, Tausret?" he asked. "You do not need to learn such things as reading and writing. You should learn womanly skills."

"I want to read and write and...and other things." My uncle sat and stared at me in silence, so I stamped my foot in frustration. "How can I know what there is to learn if nobody will teach me? Tell Mene to let me in. But beat him first," I added.

"The Head Scribe is responsible for the sons of the King's Body, and his grandsons. He was in his rights to turn you away. Was he rude or did he lay hands on you?"

I scowled, knowing I must be truthful. "No."

"Then I will not have him beaten for doing his duty."

I hung my head.

"Why do you want to learn these things, Tausret? Will reading and writing make you a better wife? Will counting make you a better mother?"

"I s'pose not, but I want...I want to do things. My brothers will grow up to be 'portant people and...and maybe even soldiers and...and kings, but all I'll ever get to do is look after a household and have babies."

"Don't you want to get married and have babies?"

I shrugged. "I s'pose, but I want to do exciting things too, like...like..." Only one name sprung to mind. "...Queen Scarab."

My uncle's smile broadened, and he chuckled. The woman beside him had the manners to hide her grin behind her hands, at least. "Ah, child, your nurse has been filling your head with stories again."

"That's what I want to do," I said stubbornly. "Go to war, be 'portant, rather than just be a wife or mother. It's not fair that I should be only a girl."

"Life is not always fair, Tausret." Merenptah sat and considered my words for a short time, and then said. "Leave me now and I will think about it." He looked at the woman beside him and stroked her arm gently. "Tia here will be thinking I do not love her. I must pay her more attention."

I bowed and left them to their play, but my uncle Merenptah, for reasons which he never told me, gave me a freer rein than was normal for a girl, and put me under the tutelage of one of the junior scribes. I learned much that was useful and still more that was not, but more of that later.

My grandfather Usermaatre reigned for a long time and lived even longer, stamping his footprint over Kemet and the lands bordering on ours. Men were born, lived their lives and died, knowing only Usermaatre Setepenre Ramesses as king of the Two Lands. Even very old men have difficulty remembering a time when my grandfather was not on the throne. Having a king live that long is good as the whole country settles into a period of stability, and Ma'at rules all. On the other hand, when the king dies after such a long reign, people are lost, and the foundations of the kingdoms are rocked. Unless a strong king replaces the previous one, there is trouble on all levels of society. But again, more of that later. For now, King Usermaatre reigned and the Two Kingdoms were at peace.

When he was young, Usermaatre Ramesses was a handsome, strong and virile man, holding our land of Kemet in his right hand, smiting our enemies, and bringing a period of prosperity to Kemet greater than anyone could remember. He was also mighty in a manly way, having numerous wives and concubines and begetting a hundred sons and daughters. The palace swarms with brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles, cousins and more distant relations, so many that it is impossible to keep track of them all.

I was born late in my grandfather's reign, and by the time I was fully aware of the things that happened around me, he was an old man, nearing the time when the gods would call him to join them. I saw him more as a harmless old dodderer than as a great king, a small, hunchbacked figure with a fringe of white hair who shuffled through the corridors of the palace, muttering to himself or moaning from the pains in his teeth and in his joints. He was always attended by a servant or two, ready to support him if he faltered, or to wipe away his spittle if he dribbled from the side of his mouth. If he happened upon one of the smaller children, like me or any of a hundred other brothers, sisters, or cousins, he would stop and peer, stroking a shaved head and tug its side lock, mutter a few words and then totter onward. He had been imposing in his young manhood, but by the time I remember him, the business of the Kingdoms was managed by his son and heir, and his duties as priest within the temples taken over by his other sons. He had had several heirs over the long years, but his old age brought him sorrow, for he outlived many of his wives and sons.

Amunherkhepeshef was the king's eldest son and had accompanied him to war, making a name for himself second only to that of Usermaatre. He was made Crown Prince and should have ruled afterward, but he died many years before I was born. Then Prince Ramesses took his place at his father's side as Crown Prince. A fever claimed him and Khaemwaset, fourth son, became heir. His elder brother Pareherwenemef should have been Crown Prince, but he had died of a small cut that had turned first red and then rotted, just the year before. My uncle Khaemwaset only enjoyed the fruits of his inheritance for five years before he too died. By now, many people said (under their breath, of course) that Usermaatre would outlive all his sons, and foresaw disaster for the kingdoms, but of course there were many grandsons who could inherit were that to happen. Many royal sons died during the long years of his reign, struck down by war and accident and sickness, but eventually my uncle Merenptah became heir, though he was the thirteenth son to spring from the loins of his father.

My own father Sethi, ninth son, died in Year 53 of Usermaatre. I was only five years old, scarcely old enough to have memories, yet I remember him with a fierce clarity. He was a strong man, with the first grey hairs showing in the fringe of short red hair round his head. His face was lined and careworn, with a gaze that looked beyond the physical to a place where the great love of his life, my mother Henuttaneb had gone. Yet whenever he looked upon me, his eyes would focus and soften, his mouth would form a smile and he would murmur my name.

'Tausret,' he would say. 'You are well named, for you must be a mighty lady if you are to survive. Your mother is no longer here to love you and protect you.'

My mother died in childbirth, and I have no memories of her, save for those planted in my mind by my father. She had dark hair like most Kemetu, whereas my father had hair like the king's. I have seen a likeness of her painted on a temple wall, for she was a daughter of Usermaatre, just as my father was a son. She was beautiful in my eyes at least, though it is hard to detect individuality in the stylised portraits on walls. Her upper body faces me, one breast viewed side on, her head in profile and one foot is placed slightly in front of the other. Arms are held stiffly out as she pours wine for the god, and her face is expressionless. It signifies nothing, for all temple and tomb pictures are thus. Pictures are not meant to be an accurate representation of the person but to act for the person in the presence of the gods or the king. It is enough that I know it is her.

Red hair is found in the peoples to the north of Kemet and many wives and concubines have come from those nations, adding their blood to ours. It is reasonable to suppose the redness comes from these women of the nations. The king has red hair, or had before it all turned white, my father had red hair, and I have it too, though of course, as a child, it was shaved off save for the customary side lock.

As I have said, there were times when I was growing up that I wished the gods had not made me a girl. If I had been a male child, I would have been educated properly and taken my place within society, performing some useful function, or becoming a soldier and winning battles for the king against all of Kemet's enemies. That was never going to happen though, solely because I am a girl.

That is not to say that being a girl was a punishment, for women are held in high regard in Kemet. We can own property, engage in business, run a household or estate, take a man to court, have lovers, and even divorce a husband, retaining a share of the common chattels. Name me another nation where a woman has such freedom. Yet I railed against my lot and sought the things my brothers and male cousins enjoyed. All that I had to look forward to was marriage, no doubt to one of my brothers or cousins, and babies, one after another, until I died in childbirth or became worn out and bitter. That fate held little appeal and I was determined to fight against it. The obvious first step was to gain an education, and I have related how my uncle Merenptah fostered this.

The junior scribe who became my tutor was named Amenhotep, and he was the son of one of the more senior scribes, himself a distant relation of mine. He was not pleased to be given this assignment, but he made the best of it because Merenptah asked it of him. I daresay he thought it would be a short-lived assignment as a girl would soon lose interest. How wrong he was.

I should say something about names. I do not know how men and women are named among the nations, but in Kemet a name has meaning. For instance, my own is Tausret Setepenmut, and this means 'Mighty Lady, Chosen of Mut', and I think that my father gave me that name to protect me as I lost my mother so early in life. Mighty, so that I would be strong, and under the protection of the great mother goddess Mut.

Names are very important because knowledge of a name gives one power over it. One of our greatest fears is to be nameless, or to have one's name forgotten after our death. Should a person's name disappear, then that person would die again in the Afterlife, a dreadful prospect. Kings, and important or rich men made sure that their names were carved into the walls of temples, inscribed on stelae and on statues, and painted on tomb walls, all so their names would never be forgotten. 

Some names are common, others less so. Naturally, a name of strength attracts good fortune, so many are called Ramesses or Seti. A beautiful woman like Queen Isetnofret has girl babies named after her, and I suppose it can be quite confusing unless you are brought up in the royal palace where everyone is known.

I am the only Tausret though.

 


 

 

Chapter 2

Year 55 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

The barge put out from the docks of Per-Ramesses amidst subdued rejoicing. People's spirits were low, knowing that not only was the king in poor health, but also that his heir, Crown Prince Khaemwaset had taken to his bed and it was whispered he would never rise from it. There was much discussion as to who would become heir next, for Prince Merenptah was already an old man. Some said one of the younger sons of Usermaatre would rise in status, but nobody could decide which one would be favoured.

In the meantime, news had arrived that the Viceroy of Kush, Setau, was sick and that his military adviser, Mernudjem, had assumed control until the Viceroy recovered or the king could appoint a new one. Now the king had made his decision, and Prince Merenptah's eldest son Messuwy had been given the signal honour of becoming a Royal Son of Kush, though still subordinate to Setau should he recover.

Messuwy had left the palace that morning by the main gate, accompanied by a small group of his hand-picked advisers, mostly companions of his youth who now looked for swift advancement in his wake. An honour guard of palace troops marched behind them, and a group of priests of all the major gods, and a sprinkling of minor ones, to offer up praises and supplications on behalf of the new Viceroy. The commotion attracted the populace of Per-Ramesses, and crowds gathered, almost preventing the passage of the viceregal procession by the time it reached the docks.

Men cheered and women, or at least the most sophisticated ones, fluttered eyelashes at the young nobles, and not a few opened their tunics to display firm pale breasts with hennaed nipples in an open invitation. Commoner women copied their actions with the soldiers, and a few prostitutes went so far as to display everything they had. Although the soldiers were disciplined enough not to break ranks, the women found custom enough from the city men. Through and around the procession and crowds raced small children, their shrill voices raised in laughter and excitement. Finally, the soldiers had to clear a way through to the docks, where the royal barge 'Wisdom of Ptah' stood waiting to conduct the Deputy Viceroy to his post far to the south.

Trumpets blew and drums beat out a staccato rhythm as the gangplank was hauled in and the rowers strained, the barge slowly moving down the canal toward the river. The soldiers of the guard maintained their position of readiness more for show than in any real likelihood of action. Not even the most daring bandit or Sea People raider would dare to attack a royal barge this close to the seat of Kemet's power. The young noblemen stood around under a sail that had been erected to keep the worst of the sun's heat off them, laughing and chattering with the excitement of their new positions.

"Did you see the women in the crowd? If we'd had more time..."

"You already have a wife and son, Pinehesy."

Braying laughter. "Why should that stop me?"

"How far are we going today?"

"Doesn't matter. We can keep going through the night or put into shore wherever we are."

"Men-nefer perhaps."

"We'll get to see Waset. I've never been there."

"You've never been anywhere."

"Well, we're going now. Imagine it, Kush, land of gold."

"We'll be rich..."

"...and powerful. We can do whatever we like in Aniba."

"Where?"

"Aniba. It's the administrative capital of Lower Kush," Sethi said. "On the western bank, about halfway between the first and second cataract. The capital is Napata, further south, where Sutau rules as King's Son."

"Been there before have you?"

"No, but I bothered to ask the scribes and people who have."

"You should have been a scribe yourself," jeered Huy. "Too much writing and not enough doing."

"Are you calling me a coward?"

Within moments the two young men were faced off, chest to chest and glaring at each other.

"Enough." Messuwy's voice, though not loud, cut through the hubbub like a hardened bronze knife. When the antagonists parted, he addressed the group of his friends and companions in a firm but quiet voice.

"You are acting like children being taken to see the animals in the palace menagerie, rather than responsible young men being handed a great honour by the king. If any of you feel you cannot measure up to the standard I, as King's Son of Kush, expect of you, it is not too late to turn back. We have not yet reached the river and the barge captain will let you off if I command it."

"None of us want to turn back, Messuwy," Sethi said.

Most of the other young men shook their heads and murmured agreement.

"Good, because I want you to be aware of something." Messuwy waited to make sure he had their full attention. "I take my appointment seriously. I am the son of Prince Merenptah and grandson of Usermaatre Ramesses, and I have been named King's Son of Kush, Viceroy of the Gold Lands. It is a position of great responsibility and I intend to acquit myself well. Any of you who do not meet my exacting standards will be sent home in disgrace."

"We won't disappoint you, Messuwy," Ramose declared.

"Just tell us what you want and we'll do it," Nebamen added.

"Very well. Here is my first command. I am King's Son of Kush, you are my companions. That means that when we are alone together where none can overhear us, you may call me Messuwy, but when others are present, like these soldiers and sailors, you will address me fittingly. 'My Lord Viceroy' will do, or 'King's Son of Kush', or even 'Overseer of the Gold Lands of the Lord of the Two Lands'."

"Bit of a mouthful," Merymose muttered.

A smile tugged at Messuwy's lips. 'King's Son' will do."

"But, er, that's not right, is it?" Ahmose said with a grin. "'King's Son of Kush', but...perhaps 'King's Grandson of Kush'?"

"'King's Son' and I'll tell you why, though you should know this. First of all, 'King's Son' is an honorific and the actual viceroy may even be a commoner, unrelated to the king. Secondly, you all know Prince Khaemwaset is dying, but who do you think will be heir after him? Almost certainly my father, Merenptah. When that happens, it is likely I will be recalled to Per-Ramesses, but even if I'm not, I will be all but the king's son. When Usermaatre dies..."

"May that day be long delayed," Siese said piously.

"Indeed, but when that day arrives, my father will be king and I will be heir to the throne." Messuwy shrugged. "My father is an old man himself. How long do you think it will be before I become king?" He smiled at the expressions of his companions. "It would be well if you all remembered that."

Messuwy's companions looked at each other and vied with one another to declare their loyalty and friendship.

The 'Wisdom of Ptah' reached the end of the canal and plunged into the river, turning into the current, the oarsmen redoubling their efforts. After an hour, a light northerly wind picked up, so the captain ordered the sail set, and though the barge did not run ahead of the wind, but rather at an angle, the craft maintained sufficient forward motion against the current to allow the oarsmen to rest.

The captain ordered a meal prepared for his men, coarse bread, onions and light beer, and a somewhat more sumptuous feast for his important passengers. Messuwy and his companions sat down to cold roast goose, fine bread, fruits and river chilled wine. After the meal, they sat around on the deck, under an awning, and continued to drink, some of them playing Senet, others rolling dice or sitting with their legs over the side spitting date stones into the water and talking.

Messuwy played Senet with fierce concentration, believing that success at this game of chance reflected success in the greater game of life. Most of his companions were careful to lose to the Viceroy, but not Sethi. He played to win, and by the time the wind changed, backing to the west, Messuwy was down five games to three.

"The dust demons take you, Sethi." Messuwy scowled and knocked the Senet box over, scattering the pieces. "None of the others are near as good as you, and Siese lost every game, even against others."

Sethi looked around at the other young men disporting themselves nearby and smiled. "That is because they try not to win against you. They hope instead to win your favour by losing the game."

"And you do not?"

"Not by deliberately losing a game of Senet. I hope to win your favour by being your strong right arm in Kush."

"What makes you think I need one? I am quite capable of managing my own destiny."

"I do not doubt it, King's Son of Kush, but there may arise circumstances when you cannot be seen to act openly because of your position. I can, however, act for you in secret."

Messuwy looked calculatingly at Sethi. "Can I trust you, Sethi? It is said that the gods turn their faces from a man who loses at Senet and favour a man who wins. Such a man may seek to further his own destiny rather than mine."

"You are a king's grandson, and probably soon to be a king's son and maybe even king, whereas I am a commoner, a son of a grain factor. A commoner can only rise so far by his own efforts, but if he finds favour in the eyes of a powerful man, he can rise much higher. I hope to prove myself loyal and useful, King's Son of Kush, so that I might find favour in your eyes. If the gods do indeed favour me, it will be because they also favour you."

"I will test your loyalty and usefulness, Sethi."

"Tell me what I must do and it is done, my lord Viceroy."

"I will let you know." He gestured in dismissal.

Sethi rose and started to walk away, but hesitated. "Siese is unlucky, My Lord Viceroy. I would get rid of him." 

He walked over to join the other young men, while Messuwy sipped at his wine and contemplated the uses that might be made of a man prepared to do anything to win favour.

The barge pulled ashore that night where the easternmost branch of the river met its neighbour. There were extensive reed beds nearby, and while the sailors and soldiers set up camp, a number of the young men took bows and went hunting wildfowl. They returned within the hour, subdued and shaken, for while they had caught a number of ducks, one of their number, Siese, was carried from the reed beds and laid upon the soft grass beside one of the camp fires.

"What happened?" the captain asked.

"The goddess Wadjet struck him down," Huy replied.

"What?"

"He leaned down to retrieve a spent arrow and a cobra, hidden in the reeds, bit him in the neck," Ahmose said. "He cried out to the gods, but they turned their face from him..."

Messuwy looked across the fire at Sethi, recalling his words.

"...and he was dead before we could carry him out," Ahmose finished.

"What should we do with his body?" Pinehesy asked.

Messuwy looked again at Sethi and inclined his head slightly.

"We will take him to Men-nefer tomorrow, that he may rest in the Place of Beauty as befits his station as Companion of the King's Son of Kush," Sethi said.

The captain looked enquiringly at Messuwy. "My lord Viceroy?"

"Let it be as Lord Sethi says. He speaks for me."

Nobody said anything, but the young men edged away from Sethi, knowing he had been favoured by the new Viceroy. They looked at one another, recognising the first step in the building of a hierarchy, and each man wondered what he could do to secure a high position for himself.

The mood was subdued on the barge the next day, with the body of Siese stowed below. Already the body showed signs of bloating and anyone close by could detect the first stench of decay. It was not far upriver to Men-nefer however, and the sailors bent their backs willingly to the task of bringing the young man's body swiftly to the embalmers.

At Men-nefer, Sethi took charge of the body, and had it transported quickly to the House of the Dead, also arranging for a messenger to carry word of Siese's death to his family in Per-Ramesses. The rest of the companions accompanied Messuwy to the Governor's palace, where the Governor himself, Ptahhotep, greeted the King's Son of Kush and ordered a banquet to be given in his honour. The revels occupied most of the night, and the next day most of the young men were in no state to continue their voyage. Messuwy had drunk wine sparingly and the next day, while his companions sought the ministrations of the palace physician and the barge loaded up with extra stores, he and Sethi sought out men who had returned from Kush and questioned them on every aspect of the district.

There was a map of Kush too, though it showed little more than the great loop of the river, the principal towns, and the roads that led off into the wilderness where the gold mines were. Sethi tapped the map near the fourth cataract.

"What's this?"

"The southern city of Napata," Messuwy said, after peering closely at the map.

"No, Lord Viceroy, I meant this notation here, near the city."

Messuwy shook his head and called over the scribe who had supplied the map. He tapped the papyrus.

"That is the site of a great battle many years ago, King's Son of Kush," the scribe said. "General Horemheb defeated some rebels there."

"Horemheb? The same Horemheb who became King Djeserkheperure?"

"Yes, King's Son of Kush."

"Interesting," Messuwy mused. "Perhaps we shall get an opportunity to do some fighting."

"Who would dare rebel against Usermaatre, or his grandson?" Sethi smiled. "I dare say there will always be bandits though."

Messuwy nodded. "The gold mines would always be a temptation."

"We must guard them well, Lord Viceroy, and if a bandit was successful in stealing gold, we must ensure he is brought to justice and the gold returned to the king's coffers." Sethi touched the tip of his tongue to his upper lip and caught Messuwy's gaze. "Of course, if the bandit had hidden his stolen gold and died before revealing its hiding place, there would be nothing we could do."

Messuwy nodded slowly. "I think I shall make you my military Lieutenant in Kush, Lord Sethi. You seem to know what needs doing."

"Thank you, My Lord Viceroy. I will endeavour to live up to your expectations."

"There is one other thing you should know, Lord Sethi. I have indeed been made Royal Son of Kush, but in a subordinate role to Setau, the present Viceroy. I have the king's promise that he will make me full Viceroy."

"Let that day be soon, King's Son." Sethi smiled. "And it may well be soon for Setau is an old man."

Three days later, the 'Wisdom of Ptah' sailed upriver once more, taking advantage of a following wind to hoist the sail. The captain kept his men busy scrubbing down the decks and making rope, while the soldiers lounged and Messuwy's young men relaxed and watched the riverbanks slide past.

For a day south of Men-nefer, the river was busy with craft, small fishing boats plying their trade in the green waters, or loaded with produce from riverside farms supplying the great city. When the last of the small boats had been left behind, their only companions on the swirling river were the occasional long-distance trader and the teeming wildlife.

Reed beds harboured wildfowl in abundance, and the passing barge disturbed the tranquillity, sending flocks exploding into the air. Sometimes, the young men would loose arrows into the flocks for sport, but when the captain refused to turn aside to retrieve the downed birds, they grumbled a bit and then desisted. Other times, a large fish would break the surface, or ripples spread from the scaly back of a crocodile as it sank into the waters ahead of them. Pehe-mau snorted and blew in the shallows and great-tusked bulls faced the oncoming barge before submerging as it grew closer. On the banks, herons stalked the water's edge, alert for frogs or little fish. A long beak would stab downward and jerk upward, silver scales gleaming momentarily before disappearing down a feathered gullet.

Other times, the barge passed through farmlands, and the passengers would see herds of cattle grazing on the lush grass, small boys keeping control of them, or fields of crops, lettuce, onions, melons and cucumbers, sun-darkened men and women toiling in the heat with hoes and digging-sticks. If the wind backed suddenly, the odours of farm life carried across the waters, manure and rich black earth, sweat and the aroma of growing things. Between farms and fields were rows of trees, date palms and tamarisk, sant and willow, sycamore and acacia. Occasionally they would pass an orchard of pomegranate, olive, fig, and persea, with men toiling to prune limbs or water the soil.

Days passed, and when the wind dropped, the captain ordered the oarsmen into position, and the barge would beat the water into a froth as it forced its way against the current. At these times, he would steer the barge closer to one bank or other to take advantage of the slower current in the shallower water.

It was during one such time that they came across an area where the cliffs drew back on the eastern side in a great crescent, the cliff top marked by a great notch. Mud brick buildings, falling into disrepair, were scattered through the crescent and as the young men lined the side of the barge, staring at what seemed an almost deserted city, one pointed out a large ruined building.

"Look at that building," Ahmose exclaimed. "It looks big enough to be a palace, but who would build one out here in the desert?"

"A king built it," the captain said. "The Heretic. Do you not know the story?"

"I think I have," Nebamen said. "My father is a priest of Amun and he says that many years ago someone tried to supplant Amun with the Aten."

"How can you supplant a god?" Merymose asked. "It sounds like nonsense to me."

"Yet that is what the Heretic tried to do," the barge captain said. "The son of Nebmaatre Amenhotep worshipped only the Aten, and moved his whole court from Waset to this new city here. He called it Akhet-Aten, because he saw the disc of the sun rise through that notch there." He pointed as the barge crept slowly past.

"But what happened to it? It's in ruins. And to the Heretic?"

The captain shrugged. "He offended the gods, as you might expect, and disappeared. The kings that came after him restored the old faiths, but they didn't last long. I think the gods had turned their faces from the whole family. They fell into death and our present glorious Usermaatre took control of the Double Kingdom."

"Life, Health, Prosperity!" Sethi and Ahmose cried out together.

"Indeed, young sirs," the captain went on. "The city fell into disrepair when the people left. Most returned to Waset and took up the worship of Amun again in his holy city."

"There were other stories associated with the Heretic," Nebamen said. "I remember my nurse talking about a warrior queen who fought against the Heretic, or maybe it was with him, I can't remember, and then she married an army officer and gave birth to Menpehtyre Ramesses."

"I remember it as her marrying Ramesses and that Menmaatre Seti was her son," Merymose said and then laughed. "My nurse swore it was true. This Queen supposedly had red hair and that's where Usermaatre got it from."

"You would both do well to think before you prattle on about nursery stories," Sethi warned. "Must I remind you that you are accusing our king of not being the true grandson of Menpehtyre and Queen Sitre, being descended from this supposed warrior queen? It's utter nonsense, and by chattering on about it you are also impugning the descent of our own King's Son of Kush. For this you should beg his forgiveness."

Both Nebamen and Merymose looked horror-struck, and immediately dropped to their knees before Messuwy, holding out their hands in supplication.

"Forgive us, My Lord Viceroy..."

"...we spoke without thought and..."

"...and did not mean to imply anything..."

"...Forgive us, please."

Messuwy stared at them impassively for a few moments, enjoying their fear, and then nodded. "I, too, have heard these stories, but I thrust them aside even as a child, knowing from whence the House of Ramesses arises. You are forgiven, but speak of it no more."

They pressed on upriver, sailing when the wind was favourable, relying on their  oarsmen when it was not. The cliffs drew in close to the river in places and the farms gave way to scrub and desert. Odours of living things vanished, to be replaced by the dry, acrid smells of sand and rock, baked under the unrelenting assault of the sun god. Their course turned to the southeast and then east before resuming its southward march once more, and twenty-five days after leaving Men-nefer, the 'Wisdom of Ptah' drew in toward the docks of Waset, the great capital city of Ta Shemau and holy city of Amun.

"At last," cried Huy. "I've had enough of life on a boat. I want a proper bed and a woman or two."

"Make the most of it," Sethi said dryly. "We're only halfway to Aniba and we'll be leaving Waset in about three days."

Khay, Governor of Waset, welcomed Messuwy and his companions to the Great Palace, carefully obsequious to the king's grandson and mindful of the power of a King's Son of Kush. He ordered feasts and entertainments, and Huy found all the women he wanted over the next few days. They readied themselves to leave for Kush on the third day, but a chariot-courier from the north delayed them. The Governor called Messuwy and Sethi into his presence and indicated the kneeling messenger, still in his travel-stained clothes.

"News from Per-Ramesses, My Lord Viceroy," Khay said, his voice trembling with excitement. "Crown Prince Khaemwaset has died and Prince Merenptah has been made heir." The Governor rose from his chair and grasped Messuwy's shoulders. "May I be the first to offer my congratulations, My Lord Viceroy. As eldest son of Crown Prince Merenptah, you are now in line to ascend the Double Throne."

Messuwy looked bemused. "Already? Well, better now than in a month's time when I'm in Aniba." He turned to the kneeling messenger. "You bring orders for my recall?"

"Er, no sir..." 

"Address him as King's Son of Kush, you fool," Khay hissed.

"Yes Excellency...er, no, King's Son of Kush. The news was the only thing I brought to Waset."

"Perhaps your recall comes by a separate messenger," Sethi said.

"Where is the sense in that?"

"News of the death of Khaemwaset and his replacement as heir would have gone out immediately to every sepat, so that people are reassured, but your father will now be assessing who he needs around him. No doubt he will want you back in Per-Ramesses to help him, but a message to that effect must have gone out later."

Messuwy nodded. "Yes, that must be it. We will wait in Waset for its arrival."

"Hmm." Governor Khay considered Sethi's explanation. "When did you leave Per-Ramesses, fellow?"

The courier thought for a moment. "Fourteen days ago...maybe fifteen, Excellency."

"And Prince Khaemwaset died when?"

"Four days before that, Excellency."

"So it seems there was no great urgency to spread the news far afield," Khay mused. "And one would think four days was enough to formulate a letter of recall if your father intended it."

"What are you saying?" Messuwy demanded. "That I am not to be recalled?"

"It is possible, My Lord Viceroy."

"I am to be ignored? Passed over in favour of...whom? There is no one else."

"Perhaps not passed over, King's Son," Sethi said quietly. "The position of King's Son of Kush is a powerful one, second only in power to the king himself. You protect the southern borders, provide men for the army, and produce the gold that enriches all of Kemet. Maybe your father intends you to be his strong right hand here in the south and, when the time is right, help your father secure the throne."

"You talk of replacing Usermaatre?" Khay asked uneasily. "That is treason."

"You misunderstand, Excellency. There is no treasonable talk here. May Usermaatre live a thousand years but...he is an old man. When Merenptah ascends the Double Throne he must feel secure, and how better to ensure that than with the support of a loyal King's Son of Kush. On the day he becomes Lord of the Two Lands, you father will call you back to become Crown Prince. I am certain of it."

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

Tausret speaks:

 

I am a royal princess and I live in the palace built by my grandfather Usermaatre in the city of Per-Ramesses, the capital of Kemet. It is the greatest city ever to have existed and though men speak of Men-nefer and Waset as glorious cities, their time has passed. I have seen these cities and many others with my own eyes, and while Men-nefer is beautiful and Waset reeks of the ages, Per-Ramesses towers above them in its glory. Per-Ramesses surpasses anything else, either in our lands or those of our neighbours, and I am confident it will still be the capital city of the House of Ramesses a thousand years hence.

It was not the first gathering of people to dwell on this spot, and it is said that a village existed here even before the great pyramids of stone were erected on the western plateau near Men-nefer. Later, the village grew to be a town, lying as it does near the eastern trade routes, and eventually it became a city, although one built by foreign invaders.

The city of Hut-waret was built by the Heqa Khaseshet tribes when they swept out of Retenu five hundred years before the reign of Usermaatre and subjected the land of Kemet to their vile depredations. They built the city to be their capital and fortress, close to the base of their power in the northeast. When Nebpehtire Ahmose finally expelled the invaders, the city was abandoned and fell into disrepair. Later, though the cities of Men-nefer and Waset still flourished, Menpehtyre Ramesses rebuilt a fort on the spot, and his son Menmaatre Seti expanded it, building up a trading town around the fort. Later still, Usermaatre Ramesses made it his capital city, renaming it Per-Ramesses, the House of Ramesses.

It was built on the easternmost branch of the Great River Iteru, where it divides in the rich farmland of Ta Mehu. Though not the largest city in Kemet, Per-Ramesses boasts the glorious palace of the king as well as richly appointed temples dedicated to all the main gods, but especially Amun, Re, Ptah, and Set.

Foreigners sometimes wonder why the god Set is so prominent in our city of Per-Ramesses, but a moment's thought should tell them why. Set is a god of the harsh deserts, a soldiers' god, and his colour is red, like the desert sands and blood. He early set his mark on our family, giving them red hair and bestowing his military favours on us. The first Ramesses was dark haired as was his wife Sitre, but interestingly his son Seti had red hair as befitted a man named for the god. Usermaatre had red hair too, or had before it turned white, and my father Sethi had it too The god made my family valiant warriors, and as their blood courses through me, so does their desire to make my mark on the history of Kemet.

It is unlikely I will have the opportunity, however, as I was born female. Though I can do most things that a man can do, and some that a man cannot, warfare is not one of them. Leave aside my mythical ancestress Queen Scarab, or even that great Queen who became a king, Maatkare Hatshepsut, or even further back, Menkaura Nitiqreti, all women who are said to have taken up arms and fought; it is unlikely I will be allowed to even train for it.

My father died a year before Crown Prince Khaemwaset, else he would have been heir. Instead, my uncle Merenptah was raised up, and my whole life changed. I have mentioned how Merenptah allowed me to learn at the feet of a scribe, progressing far beyond what is commonly taught to women, but other things happened around me, other things that changed my life utterly.

Merenptah had sons, first Messuwy by his wife Takhat, and then Seti by his wife Isetnofret. Messuwy is some twenty-five years older than Seti and has always had difficulty taking him seriously. How could any child, he reasoned, possibly compete with a man who was King's Son of Kush, and so obviously heir to the throne when Merenptah became king? Well, men (and women) scheme, but the gods do as they will.

Messuwy became King's Son of Kush, but before he had even reached Aniba, two things happened that affected everyone. First, Merenptah became heir when Khaemwaset died, and second, his eldest son was not recalled to the court. The position of King's Son of Kush is a sign of especial favour, guarding the southern boundaries of the Double Kingdom, but many people assumed that Merenptah, already an old man, would want his son present to aid him in his work. Instead, his son Seti was born, and though the presence of yet another royal baby was not deemed important, after all, even if Merenptah became king it was unlikely Seti would inherit, it later became apparent that this birth was as important as the two other things that happened at that time.

It is like the building of a temple. Stones are quarried and laid end to end, and one atop another, but for a long time it does not look as if anything is happening. Then, one day, the temple takes shape, and all the unimportant stones become a necessary part of the finished building. Merenptah was such a stone, as was Messuwy, and Seti, and even I, though I could not see it for a time. Later, we all became part of the great edifice that is the House of Ramesses, and all played a part in its existence and its demise.

One other stone had yet to make his appearance, perhaps because he was far removed from the court, being a Syrian servant in the Viceroy's palace at Aniba. He was only ten years old when Messuwy arrived in Kush, the son of other palace servants, but he had a sister called Suterere who was, by all accounts, beautiful. Men being what they are, beautiful women can have much influence over affairs of State. This Suterere caught the eye of Messuwy, and her brother Bay rode on her back to high office in Kemet.

This was all in the future though, and back in Per-Ramesses in the last years of Usermaatre Ramesses, I grew to like the little boy-child born to Merenptah and named for the god Set. I am about seven years older than him and as I was all but a daughter to Merenptah his father, I became a sister to him. From the first, I would tag along with his nurse whenever my tutor would give me leave. I chattered away, though of course he did not understand a word; bathed him and cleaned him when he messed himself, and took him (when he was a little older) to see the animals in the park beside the palace.

Monkeys made him laugh, and he would look uneasily at the crocodile and pehe-mau in their pools of water, but it was the lion he liked best. He became very still and would stare at the tawny beast with its huge mane, hardly daring to breathe.

"I'm going to hunt them when I'm older," he said.

"You'll have to learn to use a bow before you can do that," I replied. 

The palace guards made him a toy bow and he took great delight in loosing little warped sticks at any object that presented itself. Several times, he had hit servants with his blunt arrows and nobody cared, but when he compromised the dignity of Prehotep, the Tjaty, in front of visiting dignitaries from Hatti, his carefree days of childhood came to an end.

A servant would normally have the duty of administering a beating for some childish infraction, but in this case the incident was deemed serious enough to warrant the attention of his father. Merenptah took Seti aside (I watched through a doorway) and explained the matter to him in great detail, impressing upon him the necessity of maintaining a dignified appearance in front of foreigners. He then beat him with a willow switch, and though it evidently pained him to hurt his son, he did not soften the blows.

Seti bore it with as much composure as one could expect from a six year old, that is to say, not much at all. When he was finished, Merenptah wiped away tears and mucus, comforted his weeping son, and broke his toy bow. When this brought forth fresh tears, he offered a small but perfectly crafted version of a proper archer's weapon, together with a dozen straight-shafted arrows.

"It is time you learned to handle a bow properly," Merenptah said. "I will see you have the required instruction."

And so it was that a six year old boy took on the task of passing on what he learned, of instructing his thirteen year old sister in the arts of war. His instruction did not end with archery skills, but expanded into use of the sword and spear, of exercise designed to toughen him, and the management and care of horses. I learned these things through him, and because I had a greater control of my mind and limbs, I soon matched his skill, and even passed him in archery. 

We would seek a quiet place away from the palace, in a distant corner of the park or in a deserted courtyard, and practice with bow and arrow, aiming at tufts of grass or a bundle of clothing. Other times we would take up staves or wooden swords, hacking and stabbing at each other with joyful cries until one or other of us laughingly surrendered. Seti hated to lose, I found, so to keep the peace I let him win most of our contests. After all, a boy is taught to conquer and a girl to surrender.

In return for his military tuition, I instilled in him what I learned from the scribes of writing and calculation. Seti was not really interested in these things, now that the military had claimed him. He always said that as king, he would have scribes to read and write for him, and a treasurer to keep the accounts, while he fought the battles, winning territory and defeating the enemy. 

"I shall be like the great Menmaatre Seti, my great-grandfather," he said, "and my son will be another Usermaatre Ramesses, king of the whole world."

Well, he was only a little boy then. What could he possibly know?

 


 

 

Chapter 4

Year 67 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

Crown Prince Merenptah was exhausted after a strenuous morning's work in the law courts, the strain of listening to long-winded arguments having drained him of enthusiasm and energy. His back ached, and the joints of his legs flared with pain when he walked. No matter how long he sat in judgment, listening to petitions and grievances; no matter how many men or women queued outside the palace, the line never seemed to shorten. He had a team of specially trained scribes, well versed in common law, who spoke to the lower classes as they lined up, often resolving their petty issues before they even entered the law courts. Only the trickier cases, the ones involving the nobility or merchants, ever came before the royal presence.

At last it was time for the noon meal, so he hobbled out of the law courts and lowered himself onto a padded chair in a private room, regarding the meal set before him. Merenptah ripped off a piece of beef and chewed at it gingerly, savouring the rich juices that ran down his throat but wincing as pressure was put on the cavities in his teeth. Fine-ground bread followed, liberally smeared with butter and washed down with river-cooled beer. He would have liked a cup of rich dark wine from his own vineyards, but knew the necessity of keeping a clear head for the afternoon session. Throwing the crust of bread back on the table, he bit into a radish and felt a sneeze coming on as the peppery odours assailed his nostrils. He immediately spat the offending morsel out and pinched his nostrils, fighting back the urge.

The servants in the room noticed the omen and made surreptitious warding gestures against the bad luck presaged by a sneeze. Merenptah looked at them sourly and gestured for them to clear the table. As the servants filed out bearing the hardly touched dishes, a low-level official slipped into the room and dropped to his knees in front of the Prince.

"O King's Son, Royal Scribe, Noble in all the Land, Begotten of..."

"Yes, yes, yes," Merenptah said irritably, suppressing a yawn. "You may dispense with the titles...Bay, is it? That may be how you do things in Kush, but not here in Per-Ramesses. You know who I am; I know who I am, so get on with it. What did you come here to say?"

"Yes, King's Son. Tjaty Prehotep asks that you come to the Throne room. A messenger has arrived from the western lands."

"The west? The Ribu?"

"I do not know, King's Son. Tjaty Prehotep told me to find you."

"Then return to him and tell him I will be with him shortly."

Bay rose and bowed, before backing out of the room.

Merenptah frowned. Something about the man disturbed him. He was Syrian, but there were plenty of loyal Syrians in and around the court, so that was not the reason. Perhaps it was just that he came from his son Messuwy's court in Aniba. The old Viceroy Setau had recently died and Messuwy had taken over as full King's Son of Kush after twelve frustrating years as his Deputy.

I sympathise with him. I have waited years to ascend the throne but my father keeps living, the gods alone know how. Messuwy obviously has patience to stay twelve years without complaint. That is good to know.

Thinking of his eldest son distracted Merenptah from what disturbed him about the Syrian servant Bay, and he put the man from his mind. Now pressure in his bladder made itself known. Merenptah rose and went through into a small chamber where a servant held a pottery bowl in front of him while another slipped the royal member out, guiding the Prince's stream into the bowl. When he finished, the servant dabbed him dry and rearranged his kilt. 

Prehotep waited in the Throne room, pacing up and down and wringing his hands. He looked up as Merenptah entered, relief flooding over his face.

"Thank the gods," Prehotep said. "We must inform the king and mobilise the army..."

"What is the threat?" Merenptah cut in. "The Ribu?"

"Ribu?" A look of confusion came over the old Tjaty. "I was told Lubia."

Merenptah shrugged. "It is all one. They are both western tribes that are growing in strength."

"Anyway, it seems the Lubia...or Ribu...have invaded and are marching on..."

"Wait. Send for the messenger. I would hear it from his own lips."

Prehotep sent a servant off to find the messenger.

"How many more cases are waiting for judgment?" Merenptah asked.

"Three, King's Son. Two are relatively straightforward but one is somewhat more complex involving land that was leased, and then subleased to a third party, only to have the primary lessee die without obvious heirs..."

"Send them away. I will see them tomorrow."

The messenger arrived, still dusty and dishevelled, and chewing on a piece of bread. He knelt in from of Merenptah and Prehotep, holding out his arms and bowing his head.

"Get up, man," Merenptah said. He looked at the man who was swaying with exhaustion, and motioned him toward a chair. "Sit." When the man looked uncomfortable at the thought, Merenptah smiled. "Today, you are my guest and have leave to sit in my presence. Tell me your name."

"Meny, My Lord."

"Good. Now sit down and tell me the message."

The messenger all but collapsed into the chair, but struggled to sit up straight as he delivered his report.

"My Lord Merenptah, Tjaty Prehotep, I come from Governor Kament-Huy at Imu in the Ahment sepat. Eight days past, Ribu tribesmen entered the farmlands from the desert, burning and looting as they went. Governor Kament-Huy raised a troop of soldiers and countered them, throwing them back, but three days ago, the Ribu returned in larger numbers and now besiege the city of Imu. Governor Kament-Huy begs your majesties to come and rout the enemy."

"How many men has Kament-Huy?"

"A hundred, My Lord."

"And the Ribu?"

"Perhaps five times that."

"They are presently investing the city of Imu?"

"Yes, My Lord."

Merenptah considered the information, and whether he needed more to come to a decision. "Thank you, Meny," he said to the weary messenger. "You have done well and will be rewarded. Now get cleaned up and sleep. I will send for you later, when you must be prepared to report to Usermaatre."

Meny saluted both the Prince and the Tjaty, and left the room.

"Where are the legions?" Merenptah asked, when the messenger had left the room.

Prehotep thought for a moment. "Ptah is near Men-nefer, Set is here in Per-Ramesses, Re and Heru in the north, near the Retenu border. Ptah is under-strength. I presume you do not need to know about the southern legions?"

Merenptah grunted. "Send word to Ptah...who is the commander?"

"Djedhet, My Lord."

"Send him word to prepare to march north. And have Set put in a state of readiness."

"Two legions, My Lord? Ptah would be more than enough, even under-strength."

"And if Kament-Huy is mistaken and there are more Ribu tribesmen than he thinks?"

"Then should we not march immediately, My Lord? Kament-Huy may not be able to hold the city with only a hundred men."

Merenptah smiled. "Do you want to be the one to tell the king the legions have marched without his permission?"

"Ah...perhaps not then. But we should tell the king immediately."

"I will go and see him. Have the legions prepare in the meantime."

"Very good, My Lord Merenptah."

 

[image: Image]

 

Usermaatre Setepenre Ramesses had sat on the throne of Kemet longer than most men could remember, and most days he silently petitioned the gods to release him from his torment. He now possessed few teeth, and the ones he still retained hurt. The effect was to limit him to soft foods, meat juices, bread soaked in milk, thick beer, and sometimes goose cut up very fine so he did not have to chew. He cursed the indignity of being fed pap and longed for roasted meats and crunchy vegetables.

The king could have stood the continual pain in his jaws if the rest of him had remained hale and hearty, but at ninety years of age, it seemed as if every part of his body shouted his mortality to the world. There was very little of the divine left in him, though he was still recognised as God on Earth. The pain in his joints had worsened, and somehow his back had stiffened so he hobbled about with a hunched back, needing a stick and a servant ready to catch him should he fall. It was all very demeaning and not at all the sort of thing that should afflict the King of Kemet. 

Consequently, he was in a foul mood most of the time, and could not even seek solace with his wives. He had numerous young women available, but it had been several years since he had successfully mounted one of them. The Bull of Heru was faltering, and it was better to be thought uninterested in sex than a failure.

The king was lying comfortably on a specially padded couch in a dimly lit room in the inner palace, when Merenptah announced himself. Usermaatre gestured feebly to his body-servant to let the Heir in, and attempted to rise to a sitting position.
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