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Setting the Scene

 

R


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

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

I have read extensively in preparation for this series, consulting the works of both Egyptologists and other authors for whom the mystery of the pyramids is the centre-point of their lives. These researches provided me with the bones and sinews upon which to hang the flesh of my novels.

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

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

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

 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

 

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

 

 

One last note on fictional characters. Many of the characters you meet in these books are real, lifted from the history books. They lived real lives, performed real deeds, and eventually died. Others are fictional, either created whole from my imagination, or based on other real characters from the times about which I am writing. Sometimes the two merge. For instance, very little is known about Imhotep beyond the fact of his existence and later legends told about him. He was the main architect of Djoser's step pyramid and may have been involved in the construction of stone temples and even Sekhemkhet's pyramid, but apart from this, nothing is known about the man, his ancestry, descendants or associates. Those I have had to invent. It is not impossible that he had a young grandson named for him, who followed him into the medical field. After several hundred years, two physicians of the same name could easily be conflated into a single character. Again, I hope that my interpretation of real characters does not detract from your own ideas.

 

 

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

 

 


 

 

Chapter 1

 

T


he day was a fine one and the omens good. Heru, in the form of a hawk, soared above the city uttering cries as the formal procession made its way through the streets of Inebu-hedj, the capital city of Kemet. The king, newly crowned and consecrated, wearing the regalia due to his position, walked solemnly at the head of the procession, with no more than a handful of guards near him. He did not believe he was in any danger from the common people who lined the route of the procession, cheering and waving at the soldier who had become their king. Grandson of Hor-Khaba, who had preceded him on the throne, he had married Meresankh, daughter of the King Djoser who was revered throughout the kingdoms, and now enjoyed that same popularity.

The priests have named me Hor-Qahedjet, the Crown of Heru is Raised, and Hui-nu-nisut, the Utterance Belongs to the King, but I will always be simply Huni the Smiter, he thought, for I am first and foremost a soldier and it is through my family's military efforts that I am where I am today.

Huni resisted the temptation to look around at the people following him, knowing that all the officials and important men of the palace and city were there. His wife Meresankh was there too, with his infant son Sneferu. She had argued that such a young baby should be left behind, that the city was no place for one so young, but the king had insisted.

"Sneferu is my heir, and it is only right that the people should see him."

Meresankh had given in, as he knew she would, and any concern she had for the child's welfare must surely now have dissipated. The weather was warm and sunny with only a hint of a cooling northerly breeze, and the welcome by the people was enthusiastic. He heard the cheering pick up behind him and smiled for a moment despite his efforts to maintain a serious demeanour. They were cheering his queen, as he knew they would. The people had loved Djoser, and they loved his daughter--and through her, they would love his firstborn son Sneferu. Huni planned to reign for many years to come, but it was good for a prince to know the love of his people from an early age. It would help him when he ascended the throne.

"I am less than thirty years of age," he murmured, "and my grandfather lived into his seventies. If the gods smile upon me, I could reign for another fifty years."

He smiled contentedly as he contemplated the wonderful things he would be able to do in fifty years. With a sheaf of sons and as many daughters, he could accomplish anything, leaving Kemet in safe hands for many generations to come.

The route of the procession wound its way through the streets of Inebu-hedj, and back to the palace. He stood on the steps of the royal abode for a time, enjoying the cheers of the assembled people, before waving one final time and going inside. Once out of view, he stripped off his finery, handed the double crown to a chamberlain, and called for food and drink.

"Join me, Tjaty Imhotep," Huni said. "I would talk with you."

The procession had been something of an ordeal for the ageing Tjaty who, in addition to the infirmities of his age, had yet to gain full control of his limbs after his affliction. His left leg was still weak, and prolonged usage exhausted him, even with a stick to help him. After the long and arduous procession, Imhotep's left leg ached, and even his right side, trying to compensate, pained him. He wanted nothing more than to go and lie down, but the king's commands could not be ignored. Groaning, he hobbled along to the room where Huni was being served refreshment after the long hours in the sun.

"Wine, Imhotep? Something to eat, perhaps? The cooks have added rare spices to a roast goose and it is really delicious."

Imhotep accepted a cup of wine, and was touched that the king served him with his own hand. Huni frowned as he saw his Tjaty's careful movements.

"I have been thoughtless," the king said. "This day has filled me with delight, but I should have seen that not everyone can enjoy it as much. Your affliction still troubles you."

"I am very happy for you, my lord," Imhotep said. "Please forgive the weakness of my body."

Huni gestured toward a chair. "Sit, enjoy the wine. I will try not to be long-winded."

"Your words always fill me with joy, my lord," Imhotep said politely.

"You do not need to us honeyed words with me, Imhotep. I am fully aware of your devotion to my family and to Kemet."

"And yet, I seem to remember that when your grandfather Hor-Khaba was moved to confirm me as Tjaty, you spoke against me, counselling death."

Huni frowned. "You would throw those words in my face? My task was to counsel the king, and I bore you no enmity. We had to be sure of you, and we found out what we needed to. You can see the result today, for you have served my grandfather well. I hope you will give me that same loyalty."

"Always, my lord."

"Good, then let us say no more about it. Have some more wine?" 

The king got up and brought the wine flask over to Imhotep, refilling his cup before sitting down again. For a few minutes, he picked at the roast goose, the bread, and a dish of figs, before putting away the food.

"The people showed their love for me today," Huni said.

Imhotep inclined his head in agreement, but said nothing.

"How long will that love last though?"

"You have given much to Kemet already, my lord. Your queen Meresankh is greatly loved, and you have a son and heir in Sneferu. I think the people will continue to love you."

"Is love enough though?"

"My lord?"

Huni got up and crossed to the window that gave a view of the city. He looked out on the rooftops, the streets, and listened to the muted roar of the population going about its daily business. Half turning toward Imhotep, he gestured out of the window.

"I provide a stable kingdom, food in their bellies, and a roof over their heads, as well as the freedom to carry on their varied activities. I have even provided jobs when my grandfather's lack of building projects threatened the livelihoods of so many, but is it enough?"

Imhotep frowned. He got up slowly and hobbled across to join his king by the window, looking out on the city.

"You could ask any man out there if it was enough, my lord, and they would fall on their knees and give thanks. A full belly, a house and the means to provide for their family is all that most men require. You give them that."

"Their bodies have what they need, Imhotep, but what of their minds?"

"Their minds, my lord? For a man to attend to the needs of his mind, he needs the leisure to do so. That is why the pursuits of the mind belong only to the nobility, the priests and scribes. The common man is working too hard to stay alive to bother with book learning."

Huni shook his head. "Perhaps I have used the wrong word." He frowned and continued to stare out at the city. "Aside from bodily needs, what induces a man to get out of his bed every day and face another day of toil?"

"Aside from the needs of his family, my lord? Because it is expected of him?"

"Expand on that thought, Imhotep."

The Tjaty stood in thought, trying to discern his king's meaning. "A...a man has many...responsibilities," he said, feeling his way. "He has a responsibility not just to himself and his family...but also to his city, his governor, his king...to Kemet, and to the gods."

"What form does this responsibility take?" Huni asked.

"Obedience, my lord. Other things spring from that, of course, like taxation, keeping the laws, behaving in a just manner..."

"Why?"

"Why, my lord?"

"Why does a man obey, when to act selfishly might bring him greater reward?"

Imhotep shrugged. "Fear of punishment if he transgresses, perhaps, but most men know within themselves whether a thing is right or wrong. They know that obedience to those set above them is the right thing, ordained by the gods. This obedience gives them a sense of...a sense of..."

"Purpose?"

"Yes, my lord. That is the word I sought. It is the sense of purpose that lies at the root of our society that governs us and tells us what to do. It strengthens Kemet."

"I would give Kemet such a purpose," Huni said.

"It could be said that Kemet already has a purpose, my lord," Imhotep said carefully. "Obedience to their king and their gods."

"Most men will never see their king, and nobody sees the gods. How can they obey that which is invisible to them?"

Imhotep looked uneasy. "We all recognise the authority of the king and the gods, my lord. We do not need to see them..."

"But how much easier it would be for men if they could," Huni said. "Imagine if a man could look up from toiling in the fields, from fishing in the river or from tending his lord's flocks, from his labours in town or city, and catch a glimpse of the very reason for which he laboured."

"It would indeed be magnificent, my lord," Imhotep conceded, "but how could this be achieved? You reside in Inebu-hedj and the gods are invisible...unless you mean the effigies of the gods that reside in the temples. Perhaps they could be taken out and shown to the people more often..."

"There is another way," Huni said. He looked out on the city once more and Imhotep kept silent, waiting for his king to speak. "It is perhaps more difficult for you to recognise, Imhotep, seeing as you were intimately involved in its construction, but I remember the day I first caught sight of the great mer of King Netjerikhet. A city of the dead with that great towering, gleaming series of steps rising up from the ground and into the heavens where the gods lived." Huni chuckled softly. "Not really, of course, but it looked as if it was that high. It certainly filled me with awe that men could build such a great edifice. Ordinary men sweated and toiled to lift the rocks up, men of skill planned the building, but one man's vision gave rise to it. The king brought it about, and seeing it made me recognise the preeminent place he bore in Kemet, and the steps that led upward rose to the very gods themselves. That is what I am talking about, Imhotep."

"I...I am sorry, my lord. I am not sure what you mean."

"I would bring the vision of the mer to every man in Kemet. Then every time a man looked up from his labours, he would see the great steps leading to the heavens that the king takes when he dies, and remember why he worked so hard, and to what purpose."

Imhotep grimaced. "I still do not...do you mean to bring every man in Kemet to Sekera, to see the mer of King Netjerikhet?"

"That would be impossible. No, I would take the mer to them, build a mer in every city and town so that men everywhere could see them and take inspiration. I would bring renewed purpose to every man and woman in all of Kemet."

"A laudable ambition, my lord, but...ah, the expense would be prohibitive. There are hundreds of towns in Kemet."

"Are you saying it cannot be done? I am the king, am I not? Who are you to deny me?"

"It is true, my lord, you are the king, and no one can deny you, but I am your Tjaty and I know the state of your treasury. I also know how long it takes to create a mer. Order it done and it will be done, though in truth I cannot say how long it will take." Imhotep shrugged and smiled weakly. "A hundred years, maybe?"

"That is ridiculously long. Find a way, Imhotep, for my vision to become reality--within my lifetime."

Imhotep looked sharply at Huni and was appalled to see that the king was serious in his demand. He thought about arguing further, but put that aside for the time being. The king would not listen to reason without facts and figures to convince him and the only way he could marshal those was to draw up the necessary plans. He bowed to the king's will.

"Good, then that is settled," Huni said. "Now, we must decide on my tomb. I am a young man still, but it is never too early to think about the afterlife."

Imhotep was glad their talks were moving onto surer ground. "Of course, my lord. Have you given thought to the nature of your tomb, or its whereabouts?"

"As you have discerned already, Imhotep, I favour a mer. King Netjerikhet's mer is a good model to use, and my tomb can be one of the ones created to inspire the populace."

"Yes, my lord. At Zawy perhaps? Close to the tomb of your illustrious grandfather?"

"No, I think not. I have no desire to overshadow my grandfather by building a mer close to his per-djet. Somewhere else, but not at Sekera either. I do not want it said that I am competing with the kings that have gone before."

"I will give the matter my undivided attention, my lord."

The talk between the king and his Tjaty turned to other, less consequential matters, and nothing that was said later was in Imhotep's mind when at last the king left him. He thought long and hard about the tasks entrusted him, and knew that he would need help. There was only one man he trusted enough with the necessary calculations, so he went to his own offices and sent for Overseer Den.

Den entered the Tjaty's office and fell to his knees, but Imhotep raised him up, smiling.

"Come, arise. You are my son as well as my servant. The king has charged me with a great task and I need your assistance."

"You have it, of course, my lord. Instruct me, so I may carry out your wishes."

Imhotep did so, telling Den everything that the king had said, not only about his tomb arrangements, but also about his desire to bring the vision of the king's ascent into the heavens before all of Kemet.

"He will not be content with a single mer?" Den asked, aghast. "Does the king have any concept of the work involved?"

"Apparently not," Imhotep said. "That is why I need your help. There will be a lot of calculations involved, many lists to be produced, and while I am capable of doing this, I have other duties. I can think of no one better suited for this task than you."

Den grimaced. "Thank you for thinking of me, my lord."

"Do not look so grim. It will only have to be done once, for a single mer. We can multiply it up ten- or twenty-fold for the final figure, and I imagine that will be enough to make the king change his mind."

"Yes, my lord."

"The other problem requires a bit more thought. The king wants a mer for his tomb, and I imagine he will want one to rival that of Djoser."

"It should be possible," Den said. "We already have a workers' village set up at Zawy."

"He does not want it there."

"Sekera then? The village is easily repaired."

"Nor there."

Den frowned. "The plateau of Gizeh then, behind the Statue of Inpu?"

"Possibly, but look for other sites too. Work on the calculations and lists first, and then either go out yourself or send others in your stead to look for building sites."

"When do you want all this, my lord?"

"A king should get started on his tomb as soon as possible, because he never knows when the gods will call him home. The rest can wait. In truth, I do not see his mer in every town idea ever coming to fruition."

Den did not envisage any problems in creating plans and lists for the construction of the king's mer as he had kept meticulous notes from his previous efforts. All that had changed were the numbers of men available, the ships necessary to carry the stone from the quarry at Troyu, and the price of materials. It was a task he could set even one of the junior scribes and be reasonably sure of a successful outcome. He did not intend to do that, however. His son Khepankh would oversee the project; it was time for his second son to step forward and take on a greater responsibility.

He went to his office and rummaged among the many scrolls, amassing a basket full of old lists and measurements. Then he called Khepankh to him and explained what the king required, setting him the task of going through all the written material and compiling a precise outline of what was required.

"The king is undecided where to build his tomb?" Khepankh asked.

"As yet," Den confirmed. "All this..." he gestured at the basket of scrolls, "will help him make up his mind."

"But the cost must depend, in part, on where we build, father. The farther we have to transport stone, the more it will cost. If we have to build another workers' village, that will add to it." Khepankh grimaced and shook his head. "There are so many factors."

"Get used to it," Den said grimly. "You are working with a king now, and kings change their minds on a whim. The rest of us poor mortals must scurry to keep up with them." Den softened his expression. "Work on a figure as if we are building at Zawy. If the king chooses another site, I can easily alter the figures."

"And how big is this mer to be?"

"The king has not said." Den thought for a few moments. "Assume it is the size of the mer of Djoser. That will at least give us a starting point. Who knows, it that is too expensive, we can always cut back."

Khepankh nodded. "I will be happy to work with you on this, father."

"I am leaving you in charge," Den said. "I will be voyaging up and down the river, looking for new sites."

"I wish I was coming with you."

"Tired of married life already?"

"By no means, father," Khepankh said quickly. "I love Kanefer greatly and I look forward to the birth of our first child, but...well, pregnancy has not improved Kanefer's temper. I would not mind a short break."

"Well, I am sorry to disappoint you, but I need someone I can rely on back here. Your brother Khamose will come with me as my assistant."

"Really? He is my brother, but his skills leave a lot to be desired."

"All the more reason I should take him in hand."

Khamose was not particularly pleased to find out he was to accompany his father on an expedition to find a building site for the king's tomb. Along with Den's other male children, he had been tutored in the skills pertaining to a scribe, but he struggled with calculations and writing, though he could manage reading well enough. His early life had been comfortable and he had no desire to leave home and make a living for himself. Food was a greater interest than learning, and he had put on weight as he matured. When others commented on his increasing bulk, he pointed out why it was a good thing.

"People know I am a scribe, and if they see a fat scribe they assume he is well-fed, and that can only be because he is good at his job."

He tried to excuse himself from his father's expedition, arguing that it would be better to take another scribe; someone who was better at their job.

"It is precisely for that reason that I want you to come," Den said. "You need to get out into the real world and learn what it is like to earn a proper living. You will have opportunities to hone your skills."

"I am happy enough here, father," Khamose protested.

"You are coming, and that is an end to it."

Den ordered a small ship to carry them on their search, and their first stop was at Zawy. They walked up to the existing works there, and beyond to the ridge that lay behind them. He pointed out salient points to Khamose, showing him how any building site must have a firm foundation.

"Build upon a base of sand and the walls will not stand up," Den said. "You must have a firm foundation of limestone or other solid rock."

Together, they paced out the boundaries of a mer, and then with a pointed stick, Den demonstrated the basic calculations that would be needed.

"Zawy is a possible site," Den concluded, "but we need to examine other places."

Khamose grumbled all the way back to the ship, complaining of thirst, the heat, the flies, and his sore feet. "I am really not suited to this, father. I should be sitting comfortably writing out scrolls."

"Get used to it," Den said irritably. "You are coming with me to every site that might be suitable, so look upon it as furthering your education."

Den did not anticipate finding any suitable sites north of Zawy, but he ordered the ship downriver anyway. He pointed out the low-lying, flat country and told his son how unsuitable it was for building on.

"It floods every year. You could build on the higher ground on either side of the delta lands, but then you have difficulties of supply. I do not think our king will want to build his tomb up here."

"Then why did we come here?" Khamose asked.

"Seeing where we cannot build is as important to your understanding as examining suitable sites," Den replied. "I want you to understand the task ahead of us."

Khamose stopped grumbling at their next stop, walking up from the dock at Sekera and staring open-mouthed at the dazzling spectacle of Djoser's mer rearing up behind its towering enclosure walls.

"You built that, father?"

"I had a hand in its construction," Den said modestly. "As chief scribe I was involved with many of the calculations, though Tjaty Imhotep had oversight."

"And you want to build something like that for the new king?"

"That is for the king to decide. Our job is to find suitable building sites so that construction can take place if he decides to go ahead." Den looked at his son, sweating in the heat. "Do you think you might be interested in being involved in building something like this?"

"Maybe," Khamose said. "It looks like a lot of work though."

"Anything worthwhile involves effort," Den said.

They walked around the enclosure and farther out into the desert to Sekhemkhet's tomb, and beyond that, searching for other exposed shelves of limestone. Den insisted on pacing out some of them and making notes on a tablet he carried. Back on the ship, Khamose asked hopefully if they were returning to Inebu-hedj. 

"We have found good sites at Zawy and Sekera. That is all the king needs."

"I would not presume to tell the king what is enough. Imhotep has intimated that neither site is favoured by the king."

"Then why did we exhaust ourselves in this heat? Is it all for nothing?" Khamose complained.

"Of course not. We do not know if we will find a better place, so we must be sure we have something to recommend if we do not."

"So we are not going back to the city?"

"Not yet."

Den ordered the ship out into the river and the captain turned into the current and hoisted the sail. As they sailed slowly upriver, Khamose sat in the shade while Den moved from side to side, examining sites on both sides of the river. Traditionally, a tomb was built on the western bank, but if a suitable site could not be found there, Den did not intend to report empty-handed. Whenever he caught sight of a likely looking spot, the ship's captain took them in to shore and Den and Khamose climbed up ridges and paced out shelves of stone.

They journeyed as far south as a day beyond the entrance to the Shedet Oasis, but it was Den's opinion that going farther south would be pointless. He ordered the ship turned and as the current carried them northward again, re-examined the western shore just north of Shedet. The ship's captain put in again and Den climbed onto the ridge paralleling the river. Khamose pleaded a headache and stayed behind, taking his leisure in the cool shade of the trees by the waterside.

Den was pleased with what he found on the ridge, and made exhaustive notes, believing that the king might very well be interested in that place. The place had no name that the local people knew, but there was a small town a little distance away that would serve as a label for the place. He made a sketch map of the area and labelled it Hut-Nen-Nesut.

He found a few other possibilities, but he knew in his heart that Hut-Nen-Nesut was ideal, so much to the relief of Khamose, Den ordered the ship to return home.

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

T


he rise of Scribe Den had been spectacular, and owed much of its impetus to Tjaty Imhotep. This high official had seen something in the young apprentice scribe and taken him into his household, giving him the opportunity to further his career. Den had made the most of it, not only by becoming Imhotep's personal assistant and from there Overseer of Building, but also by marrying Imhotep's daughter. When Den's father died, Imhotep had even adopted den into his family, securing for him status and position within the government. Such advantages should have trickled down to his children, and though most of them praised their father for his generosity, one did not.

Khawy was Den's eldest son, and believed he should have risen much higher in the world than he had. Any suggestion that the fault lay at his own door was immediately dismissed. He knew he was a better scribe than any of his siblings, Khepankh in particular, or even his cousin Kagemni who had somehow inveigled his way into the king's trust. His own rise had been slow and now it looked as if he would rise no further. It rankled that he owed even that modest rise to the good offices of his wife.

A year before, Khawy became enamoured of a pretty young girl. Neferdjet, the daughter of Rekhmire, the Overseer of the city's highest ranked House of Preparation, stole his heart. He soon got her pregnant with his son Baka and, seeing no harm in it, married her and moved into her father's house. By doing so, he limited his opportunities, and when Rekhmire offered his daughter's husband the post of official scribe at his establishment, Khawy had no choice but to accept. He knew, even as he did so, that he was trapped. No one else would offer him work now that he was a member of the House of Preparation, as members of that profession bore with them a dubious reputation to go with the miasma of spices and decomposition that pervaded their clothing.

Dislike of Khepankh and Kagemni had grown into hatred with the passing years as he saw them succeed and his own career falter. Now, as the scribe of the House of Preparation, he had reached the limits of his advancement. Not even the birth of his second son Djetenre could offer him hope for the future.

"What can I possibly offer my sons?" he whined.

"You will give them your love and support," Neferdjet said. "You will instruct them in the ways of a scribe and inculcate in them a moral code that will lead to them being a useful member of society."

"What can they possibly become but another scribe of the House of Preparation? The stink of their occupation will precede them and men will shun them."

"That is unworthy of you, husband. My father raised you to the post of Principal Scribe, assuring you of work for the rest of your life. If you pass that on to our sons, you will have done well."

"Such a great position," Khawy sneered. "I will never be able to get a better position like my brother and cousin, burdened by my present employment."

"Could you do better?" Neferdjet retorted. "Father only gave you that position because I asked him to."

"So it is you I must thank." 

Khawy turned and stalked out. He meant to leave the House of Preparation and seek solace at the nearest tavern, but he was accosted by Rekhmire on the way out.

"There you are," the Overseer said. "There is work awaiting your attention."

"Later," Khawy said. "I have other things on my mind." He tried to push past his father-by-law.

"Clearly you have, otherwise you would not be so dismissive. There were other candidates for your position, you know. I gave it to you because my daughter pleaded on your behalf. Was I wrong to listen to her?"

Khawy bit back his anger and resentment. Being tainted by his association with the House of Preparation, he could not afford to lose his job there. The Overseer would undoubtedly look after his daughter and grandson, but Khawy knew he would welcome an opportunity to be rid of him. That knowledge only added to his bitterness.

"I will go and do my work now," he grated.

Khawy made his way through the narrow corridors of the House until he reached the room set aside for his use. It was as poorly furnished as any of the other workrooms, but it was at least well lit. A high window brought the afternoon sunlight streaming down to his workbench, where the tools of his trade were laid out for his use. The principal task ahead of him that day was the repetitive copying of simple prayers and invocations onto scraps of papyrus. These would be inserted between the layers of cloth wrapping the padded bones of the dead, and ensured that the spirit of the deceased person would be helped to negotiate the intricacies facing him in the land of the dead.

Sighing, Khawy took up a sharpened reed pen and unstoppered a bottle of ink. For a time, the only sound was the scratch of reed on paper as the letters and pictures of the script took form. When he finished one, he laid it aside to dry and started on the next. Every so often, he would stop and stretch, flexing his fingers to ease the tightness in his muscles. As the light in his chamber dimmed, he made a mistake and muttered a curse. He was about to throw it aside, when he stopped and looked at it again, wondering if it could be fixed.

"No," he murmured. "It is only a small mistake but it completely alters the meaning of the spell." He read it over again and chuckled. "I would laugh to see Khepankh facing the gods with that prayer on his lips."

With a grin, he added the papyrus to the pile of accurately written ones. Nobody else in the House would take the trouble to check his work, as only a few could read with any proficiency. The mistake would be overlooked, and the only person who might complain would be the dead man...and he was past complaining.

Khawy went back to his work, and made no more mistakes despite the dimming light. When he finished, he bundled up the copies, with the incorrect one buried deep in the pile, and took them through to the room where the skeletal remains were bound with linen strips. He left them on a side table for the wrappers and considered going back to his rooms. It was nearly time for the evening meal, but if he went back his wife would only harp on about how ungrateful he was.

"I deserve a drink," he murmured.

He slipped out of the House without being seen by anyone of consequence, and made his way through the darkening streets to the glow and comfort of his favourite tavern. Although it was still early, there were many patrons swilling down beer, and Khawy ordered a jug and a cup, hoping to find some convivial company. The odours of his occupation went before him, however, and men drew back as he approached, or waved him away. Glowering, he found a vacant table and sat drinking his foaming beer. The jug was still half full when a man he knew walked in. Khawy called out, beckoning, and the man walked over before hesitating.

"No offence, Khawy, but I hope to be eating soon, and you will kill my appetite."

"Fornication, User, I am not asking you to lie with me. Get a cup and sit down. I am buying."

"Well, if that is the case, who am I to refuse a friend?" User got a cup and sat down at Khawy's table, pouring himself a cup of beer. "Your health," he murmured, draining the cup and refilling it.

Khawy grimaced and called a girl over, ordering another jug. For a time, they sat in companionable silence, making determined inroads on the new jug. At last, User leaned back and belched loudly.

"Well, I am off to find me a meal."

"The least you can fornicating well do is have a conversation after drinking all my beer," Khawy complained.

"So what do you want to talk about?"

Khawy shrugged. He started his usual grumbling about his brother and cousin, and how well they were doing, while he languished at the House of Preparation.

"There must be opportunities for you there, though," User said. "I mean, the people who bring their dead to your House are wealthy, aren't they? They want to be buried with their jewels and things, so you must be skimming a bit off when nobody is looking."

Khawy grunted. "Overseer Rekhmire keeps a careful accounting, so he would know if anything went missing."

"I thought you were the Principal Scribe. Are you telling me you could not alter the accounts in your favour? You know the sort of thing...enter five jewels instead of six and sell the extra one."

"I have never really considered it," Khawy said, but he looked thoughtful. "It is true that I am trusted."

"I have a friend in one of the lesser Houses who makes a good living out of a bit of theft and other things, and he is not even a scribe."

"Really? What other things?"

User looked around to see if they were being overheard, and leant closer. "When a young woman dies, he charges a fee for a man to spend an hour with the body."

"For what reason?"

User grinned. "Use your imagination. If a man has difficulty attracting a pretty woman who is alive, she is not going to refuse him when she is dead. Some men will pay for such a thing."

Khawy grimaced. "That is disgusting."

"For you maybe, and for me, but if a man is willing to pay for the use of a freshly dead young woman, what is the harm? She does not know, nor her family."

"If they found out..."

"My friend is careful. Now, if you were to do it... Think, my friend; the clients of your House are members of the court. You could charge gold for the use of a daughter of a noble."

Khawy shook his head. "I will not even consider it. A bit of theft, maybe, but not that."

User shrugged. They drank some more, and talked about general things before Khawy, who was quite inebriated now, told his friend about the mistake he had made and covered up.

"The significance escapes me," User said. "What does a tiny mistake matter?"

"Perhaps not much, but if you are dead and standing before the gods with the wrong prayers and spells, it might not go well with you. On the other hand, the dead man will likely have more than one copy in his wrappings, so it might not matter. He will use the right one."

User grunted. "Interesting. What would happen if you changed a protective spell to a curse?"

"Why would you do that?"

"Just thinking. If you wanted to cause someone harm in the afterlife, for instance."

"I suppose it could be done. You would have to be careful about it. Anything too obvious and another scribe might pick it up. Then you would be in trouble."

"I am sure a skilled scribe like you could do it," User said.

"True, but why would I want to?"

"You could sell curses like that."

Khawy looked thoughtful. "I could not do it for bodies in my House," he said. "If it was discovered, it would be obvious who had done it."

"Write one out for me, my friend, and let me see if I can sell it elsewhere. Perhaps there is a market for such things."

Khawy agreed to meet his friend the next day and supply him with a written curse couched in careful terms. User would then try to sell it, and if he could, there was a possibility of making a profit from this enterprise. He staggered back to his rooms in the House of Preparation. Rekhmire saw him come in but refrained from chastising him. His view was that as long as a man was capable of working the next day, it did not matter if he overindulged in the evenings. Neferdjet took the opposite view and soundly berated him for wasting their little wealth on drink. Khawy was in no state to counter her arguments, so went off to sleep elsewhere in the House. As he lay preparing for sleep, his thoughts turned once more to his drunken conversation with his friend.

"I have been looking at this the wrong way," he muttered. "My formal job here may be a dead-end, a position that leads nowhere and is without reward, but there are other things to consider. I can use my position to gain wealth by informal means."

The next day, Khawy suffered for his overindulgence, and he got no sympathy from either his wife or Rekhmire. He concentrated on his job and did not concern himself with the numerous mistakes he made. None of them were serious, and he found he no longer cared. When he had completed a number of prayers and spells, he selected a new piece of papyrus and thought about how he could alter a common protective spell into one that would cause harm, without being too obvious. After a little thought, he realised that a simple negation would do the trick, with the added advantage that he only had to change a single symbol. A cursory examination would not reveal the change, but even if it was noticed, it could be argued that it was an honest mistake. He carefully wrote one out and put it into his purse.

That evening, he got into an argument with his wife when he said he was going out. Neferdjet shouted at him and wept, accusing him of no longer loving her, but he went anyway, eager to see User. They drank together in the tavern and Khawy passed the scrap of papyrus to his friend. User stared at it, turning it in his hand.

"You know I cannot read. What does it say?"

Khawy told him.

"What should it say?"

Khawy explained the simple negation and pointed out the altered symbol, tracing the correct one on the tabletop with spilt beer.

User grunted. "I would not like to be the recipient of that curse," he said. "However, I can think of some men I would like cursed like that." He folded the papyrus and put it away. "I will have a word with a couple of men tomorrow."

It was several days before User sent word to meet at the tavern. Neferdjet was glad her husband stayed home in the meantime, but he was not good company, appearing distracted and uninterested in intimacy. When word came from User, he hurried to the tavern, anticipating good news. After an introductory drink, User slipped a small amount of copper across the table, and Khawy looked at it in dismay.

"Is that all?" His visions of wealth disappeared as fast as the beer from the jug.

"It is a start," User assured him. "I have to test the market first, but I think there will be a demand for these."

Khawy toyed with the copper scraps. "It hardly seems worth it. This will scarcely buy a jug of beer."

"If you do not want it, I will be happy to take your share."

Khawy scowled and put the copper into his purse.

"Look, you use someone else's ink and papyrus, and it takes you only a few minutes to write it out, so what have you got to lose," User asked. "Write me out more and I will drum up some interest for them. Once word gets around that we have them, people will get interested and we can raise the price."

Khawy allowed himself to be persuaded.

"Have you thought about that other matter?" User asked.

"Which one?"

User poured himself another cup of beer and drank deeply before answering. "The daughter of one of the palace chamberlains slipped and fell, striking her head. She is expected to die in the next day or so."

"What is that to me?" Khawy asked.

"She is sixteen and uncommonly beautiful, I am told. When she dies, she will be brought to your House of Preparation."

"And..." Khawy suddenly recollected what User had said previously. "No. Not that."

"I know a man who would pay with gold," User said. "There is only a narrow door of opportunity between her being brought in and the removal of her flesh and organs. All he asks is an hour and is willing to pay for it."

"No, it is a disgusting thought."

"No one is asking you to do it, though I have heard tales of Preparers who avail themselves of such opportunities. All you would need to do is admit the man and point him to the table on which she lies." User looked at the emotions flitting across his friend's features. "Gold, my friend," he whispered. "A lot of gold for both of us, and no danger."

"This is a joke at my expense," Khawy declared, "and a poor one at that. Why would any man pay gold for a dead body when he can avail himself of a whore for mere copper?"

"He does not want a whore; he wants a girl from a good family that is denied him while she lives."

"Well, it is disgusting anyway."

"I am inclined to agree with you," User said, "but he will pay good gold for the opportunity. Will you turn down wealth over a few scruples?"

Khawy refused to listen, saying the curses were the only things he was prepared to do. He left the tavern early and returned home, but his mind would not let him rest. The few copper pieces he got for each curse was useful, but at night he dreamt of gold.

"I am not that sort of man," he muttered upon wakening. "I am not that hungry for gold."

The trouble was, the more he thought about it the gold on offer the more he wanted it. He told himself that it was a despicable act; one that the gods looked upon with disfavour.

"But the weight of that act is upon the perpetrator," he murmured. "If he wants to risk his afterlife; that is up to him. All I would be doing is opening a door to let him in."

Two days later, Anit the sixteen-year-old daughter of a chamberlain, was brought in and laid out on a granite table in a small room near the Room of Preparation. Her body was washed and made ready, and Khawy, drawn to the room when everyone else had left, stood and stared at the cloth-covered body of the girl. After a few minutes, he twitched the cloth aside and gazed on her naked form. The flesh evoked no lust in him, for which Khawy was truly thankful, but he supposed a man could look upon her and think her just sleeping.

"Who am I to judge others?" he muttered. "And for gold?"

Drawing the cloth back over the body of Anit, he sent word to User that she had been delivered to the House.

"I will open the door," he told User. "No more than that."

"It is enough," his friend replied. "Stand ready at moonrise."

Uneasy about his compliance, Khawy fortified himself with strong wine that night before opening the door to the street just before moonrise. He stood in the shadows and as the door creaked open and the silhouette of a man appeared, he pointed to the room before withdrawing. Back in his own quarters, he drank more wine and waited. After more than an hour he went to the room and found the body still on its granite table, covered by the cloth. There were no signs of disturbance, so Khawy closed the outside door and went to bed. He told himself that no harm had been done, and the wine befuddling his mind accepted his excuses. On the next day, the gold he received from User helped even more to assuage his troubled spirit. Khawy told himself he was not going to repeat the act, but although he did not yet know it, he had taken the first step down the road that led to degradation and shame.

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

H


uni studied the report submitted by Den through Imhotep, and immediately ruled out some of the prospective sites. He liked the one at Hut-Nen-Nesut though he was reluctant to commit to it just yet.

"I am not yet settled in my mind," he explained to Imhotep. "It is an important decision and not to be ventured upon lightly."

Imhotep agreed, though he made a note to remind Huni soon. Despite the king's relative youth and good health, the building of the tomb should not be delayed. There was no telling how long Huni would live, and his House of Eternity should be ready to accept his body before it was needed.

"I want to return to the subject of raising the consciousness of every man throughout the kingdoms," Huni said. "The building of a mer is a symbol of the spirituality that must occupy the minds of all men."

"You have my calculations, my lord. As you can see, the expense is prohibitive."

Huni nodded. "I agree, but I still like the idea. How can we modify the plan so it falls within the capabilities of my treasury?"

"Fewer meru, my lord? Perhaps just one--your own tomb."

"There has to be another way, a middle ground. A single mer will inspire only those that journey to the site. I want something that will show every man in Kemet, no matter where they live, that the king's spirit will be ascending to the heavens to rule over the kingdoms from above. Such a realisation will bring peace to the land, restore ma'at, and make every man feel they are part of a greater society."

"Those are all noble desires, my lord," Imhotep said, "but there is still the problem of cost. The outlay in gold and time would bankrupt the treasury."

"You are my Tjaty. Find a way."

Imhotep looked unhappy. "Naturally, I will strive to achieve this, my lord." He frowned in thought for a few minutes, while the king went back over Den's report. "Leaving aside the matter of the gold, which we may be able to find by expanding our search for new gold veins in the deserts, there is the matter of bringing enough men together for the actual building programs."

"Why should that be a problem?" Huni asked. "There was no trouble finding enough men for Djoser's mer, and although more recently there were only peru-djet being built, we had more than enough men for the purpose."

"That is true, my lord, but five thousand men were needed for Djoser's mer. If you intend to build one near every city and town, then you will need fifty times five thousand."

"There are that many men in Kemet?"

"Possibly, my lord, though nobody has ever counted them. If all those men were employed building for ten years, though, there would be nobody left to work the land or fish the river."

Huni scowled. "Then the same five thousand must do all the work. That will be a better solution anyway, as fewer men will need training."

"Then it will take far longer, my lord. Even if we allow that they work quickly, being used to the work...maybe only taking five years to erect a mer...that still means two hundred and fifty years for the whole project. Can you be sure your sons and grandsons will continue your grand plan?"

"Are you trying to anger me, Imhotep? I have told you what I want, and all you can do is find reasons why it is impossible."

"My lord, I have no desire to anger you."

"Then find a way."

Imhotep bowed and took his leave, though he knew there was no solution as long as the king insisted on these impossible demands. Still, it was his job to find a way...if there was a way. Taking out Den's report once more, he pored over the figures for half a day, seeking some mistake his scribe might have made. There were no mistakes, and Imhotep had never thought there would be. Den was too good a scribe. He sent for him, hoping that the man who had drawn up the plans might have some insights. Den listened as Imhotep laid out the king's demands, and shook his head.

"It cannot be done, my lord."

Imhotep snarled testily. "I am aware of that, but the king bids me find a way. Help me do so."

Den gave it some thought, but his conclusions mirrored Imhotep's. Gold might be found through increased prospecting, but manpower was likely to be the major difficulty.

"How many men are at our disposal, my lord?" Den asked.

Imhotep shrugged. "Nobody has ever counted the population of Kemet."

"If we knew how many able-bodied men there were, we might be able to draw off enough men for a local building project."

"How do we do that?"

"If every mayor or body of elders in every city, town and village made a count of the men within his jurisdiction, and sent that figure in to us..."

"We could send out the demand," Imhotep said, "but half would ignore the request or put it off. We would need to send soldiers with every request to enforce obedience."

Den frowned. "Are there not figures of authority in other parts of Kemet who could do this? Must the government be so centralised?"

"There are a few cities that boast a governor," Imhotep conceded, "but they cannot force obedience outside their cities."

"So we need more governors?" Den asked.

"Hmm...that is an interesting idea," the Tjaty said. "If every city and large town had a governor or other authority, an order given to them would be obeyed." He shook his head. "You would still have the problem of the countryside outside the cities. Install governors there also, and you would need too many."

"How many?" Den asked. "Perhaps not as many as you think."

"I do not know. Draw me up a list of the cities and towns of Kemet, and I will have a look."

A few days later, Den produced the list and a map of the river valley and delta and gave them to Imhotep. Together, they went through them, with Den making notes of the Tjaty's decisions.

"I hoped I would not be right," Imhotep said. "If we are to build a mer near every sizeable city or town, we will need fifty of them. That is too many."

"Perhaps we should put that problem to one side for now, my lord," Den said. "Let us do as you suggested and concentrate on dividing the land into administrative areas for the purposes of counting men." He traced his finger down the length of the river on the map. "We do not need as many as fifty, as some cities and towns are close enough to be included in one region."

"There are also areas where the population is likely to be low," Imhotep said. "The river valley, for instance. Forget the towns in those areas, the cities will be enough."

Den nodded and pointed to the part of the map showing the deep south near the border with Wawat. "Abu could be one... Behdet another... Waset..."

"Waset is too small; it is only a trading post. Ta-senet might be better. Or just Abdju for that region."

Together, the two men divided Kemet into some twenty regions, each centred on a city or major town. Some of the river valley regions encompassed long stretches of land; others were clustered close together, particularly in the delta area.

"That will do for now," Imhotep said. "I will take this to the king, and if he approves it, we can start thinking about who we put in charge of each area. He might have some ideas of his own in that regard."

"What do we call the areas, my lord?"

"They will each have a name based on a thing typical of the area, but collectively..." Imhotep considered. "Collectively, we can call them administrative areas, or sepatu."

Huni was intrigued by the idea, but he had his reservations.

"The king rules alone for a reason," he said. "There can be only one course for the kingdoms, and I set that course. If I have other men, each in charge of their own little kingdom, then Kemet will be pulled in twenty different ways. That way lies chaos."

"I do not say to give those men such freedom, my lord," Imhotep said. "Of course, you already entrust one man with much greater power."

"Ah, but you have my complete trust, Imhotep."

"Thank you, my lord. There must be other men you trust; others who would rule some small part of Kemet in your name. They would always swear loyalty to you, and you could set a term upon their appointment. If any man chose to abuse your trust, the others would rise up to put him down, for fear of one of their number gaining an ascendancy over the rest of them."

"It still seems like an unnecessary risk," Huni said. "What would I gain from such an arrangement?"

"That would depend on the power you gave these governors. At the very least, you would gain an accounting of the wealth of each area...or sepat, as I call it. A local governor, the king's agent, would know precisely how much land was under cultivation, the number of cattle, sheep and goats, how many men lived there, the overall wealth of the sepat--and he could tax them accordingly. It would be a lot more efficient."

"That is a good argument, Imhotep. Maybe we can examine such an idea at some future time. My prime concern is the building of meru, however. How is that coming along?"

"Your desires in this matter are never far from my mind, my lord. That is why this idea of sepatu and governors is so important. Aside from the problem of gold, the main concern is whether we have enough men. A governor in charge of his sepat can render a thorough accounting of the men available at every season, which will only speed up the process."

"I will think about it," Huni said.

"There are other advantages," Imhotep went on. "I have divided Kemet into some twenty sepatu, each centred on a main city. Twenty, my lord, not fifty. Already I have reduced the cost of the necessary meru considerably."

"Show me this map of yours," Huni commanded.

"I will send for it at once, but also consider this, my lord. Inevitably, from time to time, you will want to reward a man for some special service. Instead of gold and land, you can now reward him with a governorship. That is a considerable honour, but will cost the treasury very little."

Huni pored over the map of Kemet with the twenty tentative sepatu marked in, and nodded his approval. He remarked that he already had governors in some of the cities and that they would be the governors of the sepatu.

"You have an opportunity to examine their record now, my lord," Imhotep said. "If they do not measure up to your standards, you can refrain from confirming them as a governor of the new sepat. Only accept those in whom you are completely satisfied."

"I will keep Heqaib in Abu, and Iunre in Behdet," Huni said.

"That is your prerogative, my lord," Imhotep said, making notes.

"There will be others, I am sure, but I will have to think about this."

"You could put some men in as acting governors if you made it plain to them that it was not a permanent position. That would enable you to get started on counting the men and resources for each sepat."

Over the next several days, Huni made his selection of governors, and a flurry of letters were sent out, with swift boats carrying them up and down the river valley. Some men were confirmed in their position as governor of an administrative area rather than just a city, others were appointed to a newly created sepat, and a few were given temporary posts while affairs were finalised. There was some grumbling from men who had been passed over, but the king wisely gave them other duties in different cities. That way, any discontent would find itself starved of support from among their associates.

Once the governors were in position and had become acquainted with the bureaucracy at their disposal. Huni sent out orders to compile lists of men by occupation, women and children, and after that the amount of land under cultivation and the size of the herds and flocks. It was something that had never been done before, and served as an accounting of the wealth of Kemet. As the months passed, the results trickled in through reports submitted by the scribes of each sepat, collated by Imhotep's staff, and presented as further lists for perusal by the king.

"I am both disappointed and delighted by these results," Huni said. "I had no idea Kemet was so wealthy. Do I really have half a million cattle? I find it hard to comprehend such a large number."

"They are not all from the royal herds, my lord. Most are owned privately by local nobility, though it could be said that they are ultimately yours as you are the king."

"Sheep and goats in abundance too...all this land under cultivation."

"What aspect disappoints you, my lord?"

"I thought the human population was greater. I anticipated a large workforce that could be used for building projects."

"In some ways, the figures are misleading," Imhotep explained. "Naturally, every man is listed along with his work, and one could easily mistake that to mean that every man is employed. That is not always the case, my lord. I know for a fact that here in Inebu-hedj..." Imhotep leafed through the scrolls to find the report on the capital city. "Ah, yes...here we are. The city employs about a thousand men who are described as labourers, but that does not mean we have a thousand men working every day. Some will be carrying and fetching down at the docks, others sweeping streets or picking up refuse, others cleaning and building for the well-to-do. On any given day, there might be two hundred of them not doing any work at all."

"So what use are these lists?" Huni asked.

"They are an indication of resources, my lord. I have no doubt that as we refine the system, we will have more accurate results."

"It does not look good for my building projects though, does it? I need five thousand men over a ten-year period to build a mer, but according to these lists I have perhaps a thousand I could draw away from their normal occupations."

Imhotep had hoped for a similar solution before he started counting the numbers, and now had to come up with another solution. Nothing satisfactory came to mind, but the king expected him to solve the problem.

"The number of men in each sepat varies considerably, my lord, and taken together, we can raise the required numbers."

"So bringing together four or five areas? That just means it will take four or five times longer."

"Unfortunately, yes, my lord, though there is another possibility. The majority of the available workforce is drawn from the land. They are busiest at the time of planting and during the harvest and least busy during the time of the flood. If we could take those labourers off the land during the flood and put them to work making mud bricks, it would speed up the building."

"Mud bricks? I want to build in stone. You told me that only stone was strong enough to stand the weight of a mer."

"That is true, my lord, but quantities of mud bricks are necessary for other aspects. The workers' village, for instance, and even things like the enclosure wall, the mortuary temple..."

"They are not going to be tombs, Imhotep. Those other buildings are unnecessary."

"Not tombs, my lord?"

"I think you have missed the point of this project, Imhotep. I want a mer in every sepat because the shape of it, rising from a broad base that represents the land to a point in the heavens, reminds every man of the heavenly ascent of their king from a mortal life to being one with the gods. They are reminded that they live in the Land of the Gods, and it is their privilege to work for their king."

"I am sorry, my lord, and I thank you for explaining it once more."

"None of these meru need to be an actual tomb...though I may use one as my actual abode, but you will know it in good time to add in the burial chamber and other necessities."

Something in the king's words stirred a thought in Imhotep's mind, but when he reached for it, it fled. He pursued, thinking it important, but could no longer grasp the import of the idea. Shaking his head, he dismissed it from his mind, knowing it would return in its own time...if it were important.

"I shall continue to work on the information the governors send me, my lord king, with a view to achieving your desires."

 


 

 

Chapter 4

 

"H


ut-Nen-Nesut? Are you sure you did not mishear him, father?" Khepankh looked up from the baby girl in his arms with a surprised look on his face. "There is nothing there to distinguish it from a hundred other sites."

Den smiled at his son and his daughter by law, Kanefer. He could see they were filled with the joy of being new parents, and it was good to know that Khepankh had taken to fatherhood.

"Have you been there?" Den asked.

"No, but I asked Khamose about it. He described it and from what he says there is little to recommend it."

"It lies on a ridge between the river valley and the wetlands of Shedet. It is better placed than either Sekera or Zawy with regard to being seen."

"There are not even any towns or villages close by," Khepankh went on. "Supplying the site is going to be a nightmare."

"It is what the king wants," Den said. He crossed to where his son stood and took his granddaughter from his arms, smiling down at the baby. "Have you named her yet?"

"Teti," Kanefer said. "It was my grandmother's name."

"I like it." He bounced the baby gently and she gurgled, staring up at him with eyes that were still unfocused.

"What reason could the king have for selecting Hut-Nen-Nesut?" Khepankh persisted.

Den sighed and handed Teti back to her mother. "Khamose and I surveyed many sites and wrote up a report that we submitted to Imhotep. He presented it to the king who looked through it and selected that place. Should I interrogate the king concerning his decision?"

"No, of course not, but...don't you wonder why?"

Den shrugged. "Naturally, but I am the king's servant. It is not my place to question him."

"As are we all. Father, but his capital is Inebu-hedj, and this place is what...eight iter to the south? The distance adds to the difficulties." 

"Closer to ten iter, but I think that has something to do with the choice. Look, he is king of both kingdoms, north and south, delta and river valley, but his capital lies in the north. That is where Djoser, Sekhemkhet and Khaba chose to be buried--in the north. I think that by choosing Hut-Nen-Nesut, he is consciously siting his tomb more centrally."

"So why are you coming to me with it, father?"

"I want to put you in charge of the preliminary plans. Go down there, examine the area, and decide on the best building site."

"I thought you and Khamose had already done that."

"We did, but in a general way. Now that the king has made his choice, it needs proper surveying. Take a team of masons down with you, measure out the perimeter, set the stakes, and work out the best access points. You will also need docks and a workers' village, so do the measuring for that too."

"That is a lot of work, father. I would be away for months and...I have a newborn daughter."

"It must be your decision, my son. If your duty to your king comes second in your life, then I will find someone else to take over your duties."

"I did not say I would not do it," Khepankh said stiffly.

"My husband will do what is asked of him," Kanefer said softly. "He knows his duty as your son and your scribe, as well as being a faithful servant of the king."

"I am glad to hear it, daughter," Den said. "It would gladden my wife and me if you would move in with us for the few months Khepankh is in the south."

"I thank you for the offer," Kanefer said, "but I must decline. I would not have it said that I cannot manage my husband's household while he is away."

"Then let me assign servants to help you."

"I have servants, but perhaps you could persuade your youngest daughters, Neferka and Senefer, to attend upon me. I am fond of them and would welcome them as companions."

"Are you sure?" Den asked. "They are only girls and full of useless chatter. I could find more mature companionship for you."

"They are twelve summers old and on the brink of womanhood. I think it would do them good to help me look after Teti."

Den laughed. "I wish you luck with that," he said. "I will see they call upon you." He turned back to his son. "The sooner gone the sooner returned. Take Khamose with you too. He grumbled continually with me, but perhaps he will enjoy your company more."

 

 

Neferka and Senefer were not particularly happy to be told to call upon Kanefer and her infant daughter. Their interests lay elsewhere, and Ranefert, their mother, had been too preoccupied to see to their proper upbringing. Twin daughters, they preferred the company of each other to that of even their siblings and cousins, and grew up enjoying more masculine pursuits. Now, their mother and father were pushing them toward more womanly pastimes--babies and the management of a household. Kanefer was part of that scheme, the presence of a new baby presumed to be an incentive for two girls on the brink of puberty.

"I have no desire to go," Neferka said. "Babies are squalling..."

"...smelly things," Senefer agreed. "Mother wants us to become..."

"...women, but why would we want to? Boys always..."

"...have more fun."

The minds of the twins were aligned and neither noticed the other finishing off their sentences or thoughts. Other people thought it strange, but to Neferka and Senefer it was completely natural. It seemed the most normal thing in the world to know what the other person was thinking and sometimes they would sit in silence and spontaneously break into laughter as if a joke was being shared. For a while, they thought everyone was like this, but when they realised they were different, they jealously hoarded their difference, revelling in it.

The twins displayed other differences too. Even as young girls they had never wanted to play with the cloth and carved wood dolls other girls loved. They would accept them politely, go through a semblance of holding them, and then put them aside. Toys that their brothers liked--a carved lion, a wooden soldier, and a reed boat--were stolen and hidden, to be brought out later. The best thing they stole was a toy bow and set of arrows. It inspired their imagination and they pretended they were hunters, stalking the carved lion, an army general battling the wooden soldier or archers aboard the reed boat hunting ducks and crocodiles.

The arrival of their hesmen, within days of each other, shortly after they turned twelve, shocked them. They knew what it was; the first sign of their impending womanhood, but it was unwelcome news. Staring aghast at the blood, they swore to each other that it would make no difference. Life might be pointing them in the direction of marriage and babies, but that did not mean they had to tread that path.

"I refuse to be what others say I must be. I will be..."

"...my own woman. You and me together, sister..."

"...and never mind what..."

"...others say."

There were limited options available for well-born young women if they wished to avoid marriage and children. The whole of society put constraints on men and women alike; men were expected to follow their fathers' trades or occupations, and women were expected to keep to their own set of female skills. Rejecting society's expectations was frowned upon at best, and actively discouraged at worst. Neferka and Senefer found their most enjoyable activities curtailed and their mother saw to it that their education in womanly skills increased.

For a time, the twins rebelled, but punishments followed, particularly a loss of freedom, so they learned quickly, offering up a semblance of enthusiasm for their tasks and earning their freedom once more. They used it wisely, only sneaking away from the family home when their mother was occupied elsewhere.

"So what are we going to be when we grow up?" Senefer asked.

"Warriors," Neferka said.

"Or hunters."

"Or that. We can be anything we want to be."

"A ship's captain, perhaps, sailing to foreign ports..."

"...trading for exotic cargoes."

"Nobody is going to hire young women as captains."

"So we will sail our own ship."

"How are we going to afford that?"

"Our father is an important man..."

"...and wealthy, but do you want to ask him for the gold?"

"We could earn it."

"By doing what? How does a woman earn wealth in Kemet?"

"By marrying a wealthy man," Neferka said with a shudder. "Never that."

"Agreed, never that," Senefer said. "But if not trading, then what? They will never let us join the army."

"Hunting. It is the next best thing to being a warrior, and we are already skilled with the bow..."

"...a toy bow."

Neferka frowned. "We need proper bows..."

"...and proper training."

"Who will give us that? Father will not."

"One of our brothers?"

"Who? Khawy or Khepankh? Maybe Khamose? They are all scribes, and scribes are..."

"...of little use except for reading and writing. What about our sisters?"

"They have no power either."

"Merit might. She is married to Kagemni, who is personal scribe to the king. Maybe she could persuade him to help us."

"Doubtful, but worth trying."

They went to see their older sister and explained what they wanted. Merit did not believe them at first, being convinced that they were playing some sort of obscure joke on her. When at last they broke through her barrier of disbelief, she shook her head.

"All right, I believe you, but what can I do? My husband is a scribe, not an army officer. How can he provide two young girls with weapons or training?"

"He is in a position of influence," Neferka said. "If anyone can..."

"...he can," Senefer said.

"I wish you would stop doing that," Merit said. "It is unnerving."

"But you will ask him?"

"Please?"

Merit did as they asked, and Kagemni was amused by their request.

"Why? They are girls...almost women...shouldn't they be thinking about boys?"

"I have no doubt it is a passing fancy," Merit said. She paused as a thought occurred to her. "There is another possibility...one that has just crossed my mind. What if they have become enamoured of one or two of the junior officers in the city or palace guard. Perhaps this so-called interest in archery has more to do with attracting their attention than a desire for a skill unsuited to women?"

"Then would they not be better off admiring their muscles or abilities rather than competing with them?" Kagemni asked. "Young men like pretty girls who pay them attention."

"I am sure that when they are a year or two older, that will be their game, but their womanhood is just starting to flower. They have conceived this plan and they are my sisters, after all. If they want it, I would like to make it happen."

Kagemni laughed. "For you, anything, my love. I will arrange for two training bows to be brought to them. I cannot procure them lessons, but I will give them permission to watch the recruits as they train."

"Bless you, husband. It will only be for a short time, you will see. They will move onto more womanly pursuits before long."

Senefer crowed over the bows when they arrived, brandishing hers and dancing around, pretending to draw it and loose at enemies. Neferka was a little more sceptical and examined the handful of arrows that came with the bows.

"They are not exactly straight, are they?" she said, sighting down them. "Nor are they tipped. These will not kill anything except maybe a duckling at close quarters."

"Who cares?" Senefer said. "We can make new ones for ourselves. Let us go and find some targets."

Neferka drew on her bow, feeling the strain in her muscles as she drew back the cord. "These are not toys, sister."

"Good. We are too old for toys."

They went in search of a place to practice, and found a stretch of secluded riverbank where they would not be observed. Picking a tuft of grass as a target, Neferka strode out a hundred paces before turning.

"Where is the tuft?" Senefer asked.

"There." Neferka pointed. "Watch me pierce it." She fitted an arrow, drew it back and loosed. The arrow veered to one side and fell short by at least twenty paces.

Senefer laughed, and loosed her own arrow, but although it flew straighter than her sister's, it fell about thirty paces short.
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