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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 there are many unknowns associated with the construction of the pyramids. 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 or a dry recitation of measurements and building techniques, 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 the 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. This research provided me with the bones and sinews upon which to hang the flesh of my novels. 

I would 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 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, for instance, Sanakht fits into the king list, whether Bikheris is a real person, or whether Khaba and Huni are the same person or not. Even the relationships between the kings, their wives and courtiers are a matter of conjecture. It does not help that there are several royal ladies named Meresankh and Hetepheres. King Djedefre is known to have had at least four sons, two of whom lived long enough to take wives, but none of them became king. Nobody knows why, so I have used my imagination.

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. Was he the polymath he is made out to be? Was he really a skilled administrator, architect, and physician; or has his character been constructed from more than one person? I have explored this possibility. 

Two words you will come across in relation to those times are 'mastaba' and 'pyramid', neither of which was a word 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. There was no ancient name for Meidum, but the town of Heracleopolis Magna later lay close by. In Ancient Egypt, the town's name was Hut-Nen-Nesut, so I have used that name to encompass the Meidum site. The place where the Bent and Red pyramids stand, similarly has no ancient name, but it lay a little to the south of Saqqara, so I call it 'South of Sekera'. Later, when the pyramids were largely constructed, I refer to the sites by the name given to the individual pyramids--'Sneferu Shines', and 'Sneferu Shining in the South'. The ridge where Djedefre started to build his granite-encased pyramid is called Abu Rawash today but had no equivalent name in ancient times. I have coined a name for it based on that king's reverence for the sun god Re. The First Minister of a king was the Tjaty, more commonly known today as a Vizier. In the same way, the name 'Egypt' is derived from the Greek Aegyptos, but the people of those times referred to their country as Kemet (or the black lands) and of themselves as Kemetu. Desert lands were called Deshret (or red lands). The Land of Punt in the far south of the Red Sea was known as Pwenet and its inhabitants as Pwenetu, but very little else is known about it. The names of the gods differed too. Horus was Heru, 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 another conundrum. 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, Hemiunu, Djer, and Rait 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. 

I have relied heavily on the theory of Jean-Pierre Houdin, who believes there are hints of an internal ramp system within the Great Pyramid. If there is such a thing (and it is far from being proven), it would help explain many of the difficulties of lifting such huge blocks of stone, so high into the interior of the pyramid. 

 

 

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 possible 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 twelve months since the death of King Djedefre had wrought great changes in the twin kingdoms of Kemet. His two young sons, Setka and Baka, had ruled as kings despite governance by their uncle Khafre, acting as regent. Given the nature of the boys, the Ma'at of the kingdoms was always going to be disturbed, and that is exactly what it was. Baka killed his brother, and his uncle Hordjedef tried to bring in foreign troops to overthrow the regency and set up Baka as a ruler in his own right. Khafre had defeated the Amurran army, and Hordjedef had fled to that kingdom in Retjenu, taking Baka with him. The regent now faced unrest at home and abroad and it was essential that he re-establish Ma'at.

Khafre had two older brothers, Khufukhaf and Minkhaf, but they had long since withdrawn from public life, preferring to raise families and serve whoever was king in a quiet, unassuming way. They expressed no objection to their younger brother Khafre claiming the throne. That left only the queens, Khentetka and Hetepheres, but he did not think they would be a problem.

 

 

The reaction of the queens was much as he had anticipated. Queen Khentetka was sanguine about her position in the coming days. Only one of her sons survived--Hornit--and his weak mind barred him from consideration.

"I entreat you not to harm him," Khentetka said, clumsily trying to kneel before the regent. "I beg you to let him live."

"What do you take me for, Lady?" Khafre said, raising the queen to her feet again. "He is the son of my brother and he will hold a place in my court commensurate with his abilities. When he is old enough, I will find him a suitable wife."

"Your court? You intend to claim the throne then?"

"Someone must, and I have the best claim."

"You will have no argument from me or my son," Khentetka said.

 

 

Queen Hetepheres was not so obliging.

"Baka is the rightful king of Kemet," she declared. "You have no right to dispossess him."

"Your son took up arms against Kemet, bringing in foreigners to capture the throne," Khafre said quietly. "That is the act of a traitor, not a king."

"He was anointed as king," Hetepheres persisted. "Nothing can take that away from him."

Khafre grimaced, recognising the truth of her words. "I am the regent, appointed to rule Kemet until he is of age."

"So rule for him until he is sixteen."

"He has murdered his brother and fled the kingdoms; those are not the actions of a legitimate king. Many would say he has forfeited his right to the throne."

"Many? You mean Ankhhaf."

"Tjaty Ankhhaf is an adviser," Khafre said. "I weigh his words along with those of others. Your son Baka is not fit to rule."

"Baka is a child and he listened to his uncle Hordjedef. Are you blaming him for the evil advice of that man?"

"My brother Hordjedef will face justice if ever he returns to Kemet, as will your son. In the meantime, Kemet must have a king."

"You?"

"I have the best claim," Khafre said simply.

Hetepheres frowned. "You will need a royal wife in that case, and I am your sister, wife of Djedefre and of proven fertility. I offer myself."

Khafre inclined his head graciously but hid his inner thoughts. "You will always be honoured in my court, Lady."

 

 

"She actually offered herself as wife," Khafre told Ankhhaf.

"It is worth considering," the Tjaty said.

"No, it is not. I would sooner take a snake into my bed. Her every action would favour Baka, and if she ever enabled his return, I would have to watch what I ate or drank." Khafre shook his head. "I will honour her as my royal sister, but she will have no power in my court."

Nobody else raised any objection to Khafre seizing the throne, so Ankhhaf organised the coronation for the first favourable day, and Khafre moved through the courts of the principal gods, being purified and blessed by the priests, anointed with the holy oil and sitting on a raised throne in the forecourt of Ptah as the Hem-netjer intoned the throne names of the new king.

Once officially crowned and imbued with the power that derived from the gods, Khafre set about his first acts as king.

"You are confirmed as my Tjaty," he told Ankhhaf.

"I am honoured, of course, but would you not rather have a younger man? I am getting old and the thought of sitting with my feet up, drinking wine, without a worry in the world, rather appeals to me."

"I refuse to waste such a talent as yours, Uncle. There is no one else with your experience and loyalty."

"I am not getting any younger, though, Son of Re. There will come a time when I must step down."

"Not yet, Uncle. You have been loyal to Khufu and Djedefre, and I value your loyalty to me. I know you will strive for the good of Kemet."

Ankhhaf could only agree, but he knew that Khafre would regard him with horror if he knew what he had done. Djedefre had been bad for Kemet, and in the interests of securing a proper king, Ankhhaf had used a poison confiscated from the adventurer Merer to kill the king. Such an act was deserving of death, and Khafre would have had no choice in the matter if his action had become public knowledge. Never mind that Djedefre was bringing Kemet to ruin and Khafre would reverse that; killing a king could not be overlooked.

"What will you do about Horbaef?" he asked.

"His actions were traitorous, but he was deceived," Khafre said. "He is also my brother."

"Hordjedef is your brother too. Do you intend to forgive him?"

"They are completely different," Khafre growled. "Hordjedef tried to have me killed, whereas Horbaef was simply a messenger. I can forgive one but not the other."

"You are sure you can trust Horbaef? Could he still be in touch with Hordjedef?"

Khafre smiled coldly. "At the moment, he is in prison and unable to contact anyone. I have to consider whether I can risk releasing him."

The king put this decision aside for further consideration, and turned his attention to other matters, but his sister Meresankh petitioned him for a hearing, which he readily granted.

"I come to ask for the life of my husband, Horbaef," she declared. 

"I have no intention of depriving him of life," Khafre said. "Prison sufficiently curtails his actions."

"He is harmless, Son of Re, even if you were to release him."

Khafre regarded his sister gravely. "You have not specifically asked for your husband's release," he said. "Are you doing so?"

Meresankh smiled. "You were always the most serious of my brothers, and I knew you would one day be king. I could plead for you to release Horbaef, but you would think of what was best for Kemet, rather than grant a favour to your family members. I am content with whatever decision you make."

"I will release him if he swears loyalty to me," Khafre said. "If he breaks that oath, he will not long survive."

"I will make sure he remains loyal," Meresankh said. She smiled. "Would you like me to swear allegiance too? I am willing to do anything that pleases you."

Khafre stared at his sister. In all the years of his marriage, he had never looked lustfully at another woman, and had never really noticed the beauty of his sister. He became aware of the boldness of her gaze, and he realised it was an invitation. He frowned at her temerity before coming to the realisation that a union with his sister was the accepted practice for a king.

"Horbaef is alive, though," he muttered. "I cannot just..."

Meresankh's eyes gleamed. "My lord holds all power in his hands," she murmured. "A king can do as he likes."

Khafre blushed, realising he had spoken aloud his thoughts. His sister was five years older than him, but still beautiful, while his wife Khamerernebty had ceased bearing children, despite his efforts. Another wife, or more than one, was no longer a vague consideration, but a necessity for a king. Horbaef was still alive though, and there were some things he would not do.

"I will release Horbaef into your care," he said. "Make sure he does not stray again, for next time I will not be so merciful."

Meresankh displayed a flash of annoyance but bowed. "I will do as you instruct, my lord king."

His discussion with Meresankh had raised interesting ideas concerning the future, so Khafre hastened to obtain his wife's opinion.

"I love you dearly, Khamerernebty, and I have two beautiful children because of you, but I am saddened that there are only two."

"There were more, husband, as you are aware, but the gods saw fit to take them early. Now, I fear, my womb is barren, so we will only ever have Menkaure and Khamy."

"It was enough when I was a mere prince," Khafre said slowly, "but I am a king now, and a king should have many children."

Khamerenebty's eyes welled with tears. "You have come to tell me that you are putting me away and will take a younger woman to bear you more heirs."

"That will never happen," Khafre declared. "You are the wife of my youth, and you will always have a place by my side. Likewise, Menkaure will always be my heir for as long as he lives, but you are right in that I must have more children. To do that, I must take another wife, several even."

"You are the king," Khamerernebty whispered.

 

 

"Have you given any thought to the identity of the fortunate woman?" Ankhhaf asked when Khafre raised the subject. "It is customary to marry a sister." He grimaced. "Your choices are limited, however. Meritites is happily married to Director of the Palace Akhethotep and they have several children. It would be a pity to break up their marriage. Then there is Nefertiabat, but she is a sworn priestess, having taken the sacred leopard skin garment. That leaves Meresankh, who is married to Horbaef, and Hetepheres, mother of Baka. It is a pity, but I think you will have to look outside the family for a second wife."

Khafre said nothing about his thoughts concerning Meresankh, merely instructing his Tjaty to start drawing up a list of suitable women. "There is no great hurry," he said. "I have other things on my mind at the moment."

The king had two other brothers, but they rarely came to mind as they had long since withdrawn from public life. Khufukhaf and Minkhaf were the firstborn sons of King Khufu, but had shown no interest in government, and had soon left the bustle of the capital city for the relative peace of the southern cities. There, they took wives and raised families, content to enjoy life without the worries that came with official duties. After a few years, they had sought out low level positions in the local government, but their natural ability and family connections led inevitably to promotion, and late in the reign of their father, they became governors of adjoining sepatu in the deep south. 

The brothers would have been quite content to live out their lives administering those distant sepatu, but their younger brother, King Djedefre, had ordered them north to Inebu-hedj. Djedefre, urged on by Hordjedef, delighted in bringing governors to the capital, ostensibly to reward them but really to make fun of them and send them back unrewarded. He intended the same for his brothers, but in the end, he lost his nerve and just left them to languish at court. Khufukhaf and Minkhaf had their families with them, but lacked any meaningful employment, though they had begged Djedefre to assign them duties. They now approached the new king, Khafre, with a similar request.

Khufukhaf bowed humbly and put his request on behalf of himself and his brother. "We praise your name, Son of Re, and ask to serve you in some meaningful way. Our brother Djedefre saw fit to remove all responsibilities from us, letting us languish here at court, but we hope that you will let us serve you."

"You are welcome here at court under any circumstances, my brothers, but it warms my heart to know you are willing to serve your king," Khafre said. "What tasks would you have me give you?"

"Those we leave to you, Son of Re. Before we were recalled by Djedefre, we served as Governors, so we are experienced in administration. We ask that you give us duties commensurate with our abilities."

"I will be happy to do so, Khufukhaf. Let me give the matter some thought." 

Khafre sat and considered what tasks he could give his older brothers. He believed he could trust them utterly, as they had served Khufu and Djedefre without complaint.

"Khufukhaf, I will make you Director of the Palace. You will manage the affairs of every person living therein. I will also make you Administrator and Boundary Official of Per-wadjet, and you will journey between the two as needed. As for you, Minkhaf, you will henceforth act as a deputy to Tjaty Ankhhaf, and you will also be privy to the secrets of the king in all the cult places within Kemet." Khafre smiled as he saw the looks of astonishment on the faces of his brothers. "Do you regret asking me for work? You will be kept extremely busy with those tasks."

"On the contrary, Son of Re," Minkhaf said, "we praise your name. All we desire is to serve you, and we will perform our tasks with a joyful heart."

Happy to have brought contentment to his older brothers, Khafre next turned his attention to the other matter uppermost in his mind, as indeed it was at the forefront of every newly crowned king--his House of Eternity. Although a per-djet had been constructed for him in the city of the dead that had arisen to the east and west of the gleaming edifice that was Khufu's mer, such a tomb was a modest construction and unworthy of the great king he intended to be. Why, even Djedefre had started a magnificent tomb, and he had been one of the most unworthy of kings. No, Khafre decided, his mer would equal or exceed that of his father Khufu. He sent for Tjaty Ankhhaf.

"I want building to start on my House of Eternity within the year," Khafre said.

"It is never too soon to start on that," Ankhhaf agreed. "You do not want to end up with an incomplete mer like that of Djedefre."

Khafre nodded. "How do I go about this? Will you issue the necessary orders?"

"If that is your wish, Son of Re, but your desires must be made known. Tell me what you want."

"I want a mer that will rival that of Khufu; larger even. It will be at Rostau, near to that of my father. I found a place there a few years ago that I think would be suitable, though of course I could not survey it." Khafre smiled. "I do not have those skills."

"That is the good thing about being king," Ankhhaf said. "There are men you can call upon to perform such tasks." The Tjaty hesitated. "Looking past the survey, have you thought about the design of your mer? If it is to rival that of Khufu, you will need a good architect to design it. In your father's day it was Hemiunu."

"Good. Have him come and see me."

"He is getting old, Son of Re. I am not sure he would be up to the task."

"I am not asking him to haul stone himself, but if he designed Khufu's mer, he could design mine."

Ankhhaf brought the news to Hemiunu, but he groaned at the prospect.

"I am too old. I want to spend my days sitting in the sun, drinking beer."

"The king commands you; will you disobey him?"

"Of course not, but what does he expect of me? There are other competent architects; why does he not ask them?"

"None have your experience and ability," Ankhhaf said. "Come now, your king needs you. You cannot refuse."

Hemiunu tottered along on legs made weak from carrying his considerable bulk, and grumbling under his breath, but he bowed politely to the king and asked how he might serve the king. Khafre told him.

"I am too old and infirm to oversee another building project, my lord," Hemiunu said. "I can design something for you if you will have others turn the plans into stone."

"You designed my father's mer; I want something similar."

Hemiunu looked thoughtful. "There are many considerations, my lord. I would argue against another mer like that of your father. It was a complex structure, perhaps unnecessarily so. Something simpler might be better."

"Such as?"

"Well, the most difficult part of the construction was creating chambers within the structure of the mer. If you reverted to an underground burial chamber, like that of the kings who went before, it would simplify matters."

"I had not really thought about that," Khafre admitted. "I can see no reason why a tomb should not be underground."

"The spiritual aspects such as the sloping sides rising to a point that catches the light of the sun would remain the same," Ankhhaf observed. "As a Son of Re, it is fitting that your mer reflect the light of your heavenly father."

"I will draw up some plans for you to look over, my lord," Hemiunu said.

"You will need to survey the site first, won't you?" Ankhhaf asked.

Hemiunu stifled a groan. "Son of Re, have pity on me. I can no longer walk all day in the hot sun, taking measurements and making calculations. Let someone younger take my place." When Khafre frowned, he hurried on. "My sons, perhaps? Ankhre, Ptahhotep, and Minnefer are all skilled scribes and I have educated them in the ways of architecture. They will be able to make a competent survey."

Khafre grimaced but agreed that Hemiunu's sons could conduct the survey. "I still want you to have oversight of them, however. If a fault develops in the mer that can be traced back to a mistake in the survey, I will hold you accountable."

Hemiunu bowed and left the presence of the king, calling for his sons to attend upon him.

 

 

Ankhhaf had done his research on the eligible young women of Kemet in his efforts to find a suitable wife for his king. He had a list of half a score young women from Inebu-hedj and farther afield that he thought were of sufficiently high rank to be a worthy wife of the king, rather than a simple concubine. A king need never go short of a companion when desire distracted him from business, but a high-born wife was important if the child was ever to achieve high status. He brought the list to the king, stressing that this was only a preliminary list.

"There will be others, Son of Re, but these are the most eligible ones at the present time."

Khafre scanned the list. "Some of these are known to me... not this one... nor her... she does not attract me..." 

As the king offered up his opinion on each woman, Ankhhaf made a note of the reasons why they were rejected. The information would be useful for drawing up future lists.

"Neferdjet?" Khafre tapped a name on the list. "Now she is a truly beautiful young woman."

Ankhhaf smiled. "I will notify her father at once."

"No."

"No?"

"I require more of a woman than a pleasurable release. She would excite me beforehand but do nothing for me once I had spent my seed. I want a woman with whom I can converse, discuss things. Someone who will bring pleasure to my mind as well as my body. Khamerernebty is perfect for that, and I would not look elsewhere if she was still fertile."

"You could still talk to Khamerernebty any time you liked, my lord."

"I could, but it is pleasurable to talk with a woman after having sown my seed in her. I could scarcely leave one and go to the other; it might offend one or both."

"Then this is the woman for you, Son of Re," Ankhhaf said, pointing to a name on the list.

"Hekenuhedjet? Do I know her? The name is vaguely familiar."

"She is the daughter of your cousin Nefermaat, who is, of course, the son of Nefertkau, a daughter of King Sneferu. She is well brought up and has been given a good education as befits a member of the royal family. Despite this, she is modest and deferential."

"I will view her," Khafre said, handing back the list.

"There is no one else who catches your eye, my lord? A king can take many wives."

"None whose names appear on this list, though there is one I hoped might be there."

"Whose name would that be, Son of Re?"

"Ankhnefer."

Ankhhaf stared at his king. "My Ankhnefer?"

Khafre smiled. "Who else? You know I have always regarded her fondly."

"Yes, but... but I never thought..."

"My association with your daughter has always been quite proper. I would not have initiated anything with her out of regard for her, for you, and for Khamerernebty, but that was while I was a mere prince. I was content then, but now I am a king and, as you say, I need another wife or two. I cannot think of anyone who excites my mind as much as Ankhnefer and... well, she is beautiful."

"I had not thought to seek out a husband for her."

"I am not good enough?"

"My lord! No, of course... you do me great honour... and her... but..."

"But what?" Khafre asked.

"She has remained single, though she has had numerous suitors. It is possible she means to dedicate herself to some goddess and wear the leopard-skin cloak."

"That would be a waste. Ask her if she will consent to be my wife, Uncle. I would like to think of a grandson of yours being a son of a king." Khafre smiled. "Who knows where the future leads? One of your descendants could sit on the throne of Kemet."

"Just being allied to you by marriage is a great honour, Son of Re."

"Then ask her, Ankhhaf. I am eager to know her answer."

Her answer came swiftly, but she would allow no one to give her answer for her, insisting on speaking to the king himself. When she entered the room, Khafre rose to greet her and when she started to kneel, lifted her up.

"You do not need to kneel before me, Ankhnefer," he murmured. "You have come to give me your answer?"

"My lord king, know that I am very fond of your son, Menkaure, and honour him above all others."

"I am glad of that, because he is my heir and while he lives, there can be no other."

"I would not seek to displace him, my lord. All I ask is that our children are honoured as befits you and my father--boys and girls together."

"You have my word on that," Khafre said. "Whatever honour I can bestow upon them, apart from the throne itself, I shall. As for our daughters, they shall be married to the most powerful in the kingdoms."

"I would hope they will have a choice in the matter, my lord," Ankhnefer said.

"Within reason," Khafre countered. "The daughter of a king cannot marry just anyone." He looked at Ankhnefer expectantly. "Does this mean you accept my offer of marriage?"

"It does, my lord."

 

The marriage went ahead on the next propitious day, but Khafre did not forget Hekenuhedjet, marrying her a scant month later. Ankhhaf could not reasonably object to him taking another wife so soon after his daughter's marriage as he had been the one to find Hekenuhedjet in the first place. Ankhnefer made the best of it, happy to be married to Khafre, whom she had long admired, and she did not begrudge the king any other marriage he cared to make. Khafre was attentive to all three of his wives but spent much of his time with the younger women, and very little of that time in talk. His new wives were very beautiful, after all, and he was still a young, virile man.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

H


ordjedef was aware of the importance of first impressions and was concerned that his arrival in the kingdom of Amurru would not impress King Zuma. He had fled Kemet ahead of Khafre's certain vengeance, accompanied only by Baka, the boy-king, and his equally immature sister-wife Hetepheres. For a group comprising a king, queen, and heir to one of the most powerful and richest kingdoms in the region, they had little to indicate their importance. Less than a hundred soldiers accompanied them, and twice that number of servants, but they bore little in the way of wealth. Zuma would expect a kingly gift, but they had nothing to offer. The Amurran king had a lot to offer them, though, if he could be persuaded to do so. Safety was the primary concern, but the loan of an army to take back the throne of Kemet was also a necessity.

The lack of resources was not the only impediment to impressing King Zuma; the presence of the royal children was another. Baka might be the anointed King of Kemet, but he acted like a spoiled child. All the way from the court at Inebu-hedj, through the flat farmlands of the delta and into the dry lands of southern Retjenu, he had complained incessantly.

"I am tired and I want to stop."

"We must keep going, Son of Re. The borders of Kemet are not far behind us and there is a possibility of pursuit."

"That is why we have soldiers. They can protect me while I sleep."

"Another few hours, Son of Re. Your safety is paramount."

"Well, take us through a nicer place, Hordjedef. It is all stones and scrub up here in the hills. We could go faster on the coast road."

"So could our enemies. We might evade them by taking this route."

The king could be cajoled into walking a little farther, but he grumbled continually, pointedly limping when Hordjedef looked his way, and complained of hunger and thirst. His sister-wife Hetepheres was only a child of eight, but she bore up better than the king, looking all around her and chattering away to the two ladies of the court that had accompanied her into exile. Hordjedef brought them both bread and water as they walked, but he smeared a bit of honey onto the bread he brought for the girl.

"How much further is it?" Baka whined. "My feet hurt."

"Another six or seven days, Son of Re."

"Send a runner to this King Zuma," Baka said. "Command him to send a litter for me." After a moment, he added, "One for Hete, too."

"I cannot command the king of Amurru, my lord. We are going to ask him to give us refuge."

"But I am the king of Kemet. I outrank him. He must do as I say, just as you do."

Not for the first time, Hordjedef regretted binding his fortunes to this wayward child, but he answered mildly. "We must enter the presence of Zuma in a kingly fashion, Son of Re, so we cannot appear desperate for his help. We are only a few days away, so when we reach the well-watered lands near the Arantu River, we can stop and regain our strength."

"We are going to stop and camp properly tonight," Baka said. "That is a command, Hordjedef. I want a good night's rest and I am tired of bread and water. I want meat and wine. See to it."

Hordjedef hid a scowl. "As you command, my lord." He turned away and beckoned one of the army officers, telling him to send scouts ahead to find a secure site for the night, and also others back along their trail to see if they were being actively pursued. After that, he told the cooks to scrounge through the stores they carried, and find a decent cut of meat and some passable wine for the king's dinner.

Baka and Hetepheres ate and drank well that night, and slept moderately well on piled bedding, but most of the entourage remained awake on short rations, guarding the site against possible attack. The scouts sent back reported that while there were no soldiers close by, there were men of Kemet following at a distance. There was a possibility they were in contact with a larger force nearby, so Hordjedef knew he could not afford to relax his vigilance. Guards remained awake all night, ready for anything. The mood of the king was little better in the morning, however. He complained of sore muscles and his belly griped him. 

"I want to stay here and rest today," Baka said.

"We must push onward," Hordjedef replied. "We are still followed and we will not be truly safe until we are in the lands of Amurru."

"I do not see any sign of the enemy. I think you are just making all this up. If we had stayed in Kemet..."

"If we had stayed you would be dead or imprisoned. Khafre will have assumed the crown by now and..."

"You will address me as Son of Re, Hordjedef. I am the king and you... you are what I make you."

Hordjedef bit back an angry retort. For the time being he needed this wilful child, but he vowed the day would come when he would put him in his place. "Of course, Son of Re."

"We will stay here today," Baka said. "You may send out hunters and foragers to find some decent food. After a day or two, we will move on at a leisurely pace."

"As you wish, Son of Re."

Hordjedef redoubled the guards and sent out fresh scouts to the south, as well as men to search for food. If they were not attacked in the meantime, a day of rest might put the king in a better mood. He did not relish the role of nursemaid to this child, but for the time being it was necessary.

Even a day of leisure did not satisfy Baka, though. After a few hours, he became bored with the inactivity and demanded entertainment, sulking when informed that, in their haste to depart, they had not brought musicians and dancers.

"Not even an ape from the menagerie," he complained. "I do so like their antics. Why did you not bring one, Hordjedef?"

"I had other things on my mind, my lord."

"I want to go hunting," Baka declared.

"There is not much hereabouts, my lord. If you can wait until we reach the river, there are sure to be birds."

"I do not want birds; I want a leopard. There must be some in the hills. Find one so I can kill it."

"We cannot spend the time looking for one, my lord," Hordjedef reasoned. "When we reach Amurru, we can organise a proper hunt..."

"I want one now," Baka yelled, stamping his foot. "I am the king, so do as I say."

Hordjedef groaned, but short of disobedience, could not see any way to get out of it.

"The best place to find game is ahead of us, my lord. I propose that I send out scouts to find spoor, and that we follow behind, ready to strike as soon as an animal is found."

Baka agreed, so the whole camp uprooted itself and moved north once more, while trackers scoured the countryside ahead for any sign of a suitable game animal. For half a day or more, Hordjedef was able to push forward by voicing the thought that the trackers would soon return with news and that the closer they were at the time, the sooner the hunt could commence.

The sun was low in the west when the trackers returned, without news of a leopard, but having found the spoor of two wolves. On their own initiative, the trackers had headed the wolves off and herded them back toward the king.

"They are no more than an hour away, my lords."

Hordjedef recommended that Baka remain in one spot and let the wolves be driven toward him. "It will save you a laborious and uncomfortable approach, my lord," he said. "Your prowess with the bow will be better displayed in open ground."

Baka was persuaded, and took up a stance beside a boulder with an open approach from the rough ground to the east, a thicket to the west, while Hordjedef and several experienced archers stood a little to one side, ready to intervene if the king got into trouble. Hordjedef debated within himself whether to hope for trouble, but decided that he still needed the boy. His own position was shaky at best, and as long as he could control Baka, he could use him.

The wolves came, slipping from cover to cover, running from the men behind them. They viewed the open space suspiciously, snarling at the noise pressing from the east, and set off for the safety of the thicket. Baka could not contain his excitement and stepped from cover too early, drawing back a bow that was not far removed from a toy. He let fly and the arrow struck the flank of the leading wolf, barely penetrating its hide. It yelped and turned back, but the other one saw Baka and made for him.

The king fumbled another arrow, but with the wolf closing quickly, one of the archers near Hordjedef muttered an oath and loosed an arrow unerringly into the heart of the wolf. It tumbled and fell, almost at the king's feet, and Baka turned in a fury, his own bow ready with an arrow.

"Who did that?" he demanded. "Who robbed me of my kill?"

The archer smiled uncertainly and raised a hand, and Baka loosed his arrow at the man. Only Hordjedef's quick action in pushing the man prevented his death or serious injury as the arrow pierced the flesh of the man's arm.

Baka yelled and drew the knife at his belt, running forward with the blade raised, but Hordjedef intercepted him and prevented him from plunging it into the wounded archer.

"Let go of me!" Baka yelled. "He deserves to die."

"My lord, he saved your life. He should be commended."

"He loosed his arrow and killed my wolf."

"If he had not, the wolf would have bitten you."

"I would have killed it with my arrow," Baka cried. His limbs shook in frustration. "He did it," he said, pointing a trembling finger at the wounded archer. "He robbed me of my kill, so I will kill him."

Hordjedef pulled Baka to one side, unconcerned that he was manhandling the sacred person of the king. "Control yourself," he hissed. "This is not how a king behaves. That man saved your life, whether you believe it or not."

"I would have killed it," Baka muttered sulkily.

"Maybe you would, or maybe the wolf would have killed you, my lord, but what is past cannot be undone. Forget the man and go back to camp. I will have the wolf's skin brought to you and you may display it with pride. There are not many childr... men of your age who would have stood up to its charge so fearlessly."

Baka frowned. "I did, didn't I? And I would have killed it. I struck the other one too, and it probably lies dead somewhere. Find its body and bring me its hide." He threw his bow down and walked off, some of the men hurrying off after him.

Hordjedef had the wounded man attended to, and assured him that the king would not be exacting vengeance on him for any imagined wrong.

"He is young and has not yet learned self-control. Give him a few years and he will make a fine king."

It was enough for the soldiers, but Hordjedef was not sure he believed it. Baka had killed his own brother, after all, and he displayed no concern for the men. Such a king was dangerous to those near him and unless Hordjedef was very careful he might not live to engineer his own rise to the throne. For now, though, he just had to worry about getting King Zuma to offer them all refuge.

They resumed their passage north, and Baka was quieter, less objectionable. The soldiers had hunted down the wounded wolf and dispatched it, laying both skins at Baka's feet. He recovered his conceit and made much of his hunting prowess, boasting to Hetepheres, and giving her one of the skins. The little girl was in awe of her big brother and praised him fulsomely.

The exiles reached the headwaters of the Arantu River and followed it north through lush farmlands and forest. People in the villages they encountered were deferential, but Hordjedef noticed that each group they came across sent runners ahead of them, reporting on their presence. That was a good thing, he knew, as King Zuma needed to be aware of their approach. He learnt from the elders of the villages that Zuma presently held court in the town of Kadesh, perhaps three days travel down the valley.

A day later, his scouts reported a strange object on the road ahead of them. It had the appearance of a large box pulled by several men, but instead of being dragged along the ground it rolled on segments of tree trunks.

"You mean they lay tree trunks on the ground ahead of it, as we do when hauling stone blocks?" Hordjedef asked.

"No, my lord. The pieces of log are somehow fixed to the box, yet they turn freely and the box rolls forward."

"I am sure you are mistaken in this, but we will see soon enough."

Half a day later, the strange box hove into view and the officer in charge greeted the Kemetu travellers in the name of King Zuma of Amurru, identifying himself as Lord Nartil.

"The king asks why you have come to his lands at the head of soldiers. He desires you to know that he can call upon a mighty army to defend his lands if you mean him ill. If you come in peace, he welcomes you."

"We come in peace, Lord Nartil. I am Hordjedef, brother to the previous king of Kemet, and uncle to the present one, Baka son of Djedefre."

"King Zuma asks why you have left your kingdom in such haste and journeyed north to Amurru."

"With respect, Lord Nartil, that is something I must discuss with Zuma himself."

Baka pushed forward and eyed Nartil suspiciously. "Who is this?" he demanded.

"This is Lord Nartil, emissary of King Zuma," Hordjedef said. "He comes to escort us to King Zuma, supplying an honour guard. Lord Nartil, I present King Baka, Son of Re, Lord of the Two Lands, King of Kemet."

Nartil's eyebrows went up, but he bowed. "My lord king, it is an honour to meet you."

"Yes, it is," Baka said. "What is this thing?" he asked, pointing at the box.

"My lord king, it is a conveyance sent by my king so that you need walk no further. You may sit in comfort and my men will take you to Kadesh."

"It looks heavy," Baka said. "Why not a simple chair if you mean to carry me?"

"We will not carry you, but my men will pull the box along the road instead."

"Show me."

Nartil had his men turn the box and he opened the back, revealing seats covered in straw and sheepskins. Hordjedef helped Baka climb into the back, and clambered up beside him. The Amurrans pulled on ropes attached to the front of the box and it rumbled and jolted a few paces down the road. Hordjedef almost fell and clutched the side of the box in alarm, but Baka yelled with delight at being pulled along without being confined to a chair. He was disappointed when it stopped and told Nartil to start it again.

"That is why we are here, Lord King," Nartil said. "As soon as everything is in readiness, we can start for Kadesh and the court of King Zuma."

Baka was eager to get going, but was persuaded to wait until Hetepheres and her ladies could board what Nartil called a cart. Then they set off for Kadesh, Amurrans pulling the cart and the Kemetu soldiers following. It was a bumpy ride, every pothole and rut in the hard earth of the road being felt by the passengers as they were jolted back and forth. Their discomfort was ameliorated somewhat by the deep straw and sheepskins, but the novelty of being carried in such a conveyance outweighed all other considerations.

"Those are not logs we roll on," Hordjedef observed. He spoke to the Amurran commander as Nartil walked beside the cart.

"No," Nartil replied. "They are called 'wheels' and are attached to a rod that passes through their centre. They make it easier to pull a cart, but they break easily."

"How did you come up with such an idea?"

"I would like to take the credit, but it comes from the east, from the lands of Assyria and Ur. They even ride to war in such carts, I am told."

"Now I know you are jesting," Hordjedef said. "They are a novelty, but the men pulling it would be killed and the cart rendered useless."

Nartil shrugged. "I only repeat what I have heard."

"Your king does not use them for war, then?"

"Only for transporting goods from one place to the next. When he heard you brought children with you, he thought to spare them the march."

"That was thoughtful. I will thank him for that."

Nartil nodded, looking at Baka and Hetepheres. "Is he really your king?"

"Yes. Son of Djedefre and anointed king of Kemet. The girl is his sister Hetepheres."

"And you are really a relative?"

"Brother to Djedefre; yes."

"I heard Khafre was king of Kemet."

"For now; but Baka will return and conquer him."

Nartil grunted and changed the subject, talking about the land through which they passed. The progress they made with the cart was not great, but the passengers got down at the end of the day shaken but not as tired as they would have been after a long march.

The next day, they reached the walled town of Kadesh on the banks of the Arantu River. Zuma turned out his guard to welcome his royal visitors and escorted them through the narrow streets to a small fortress that housed the Amurran court. The king's son, Martunabil, led Hordjedef into his father's presence and stood by to observe the Kemetu supplicants. Hordjedef had impressed on Baka the need to keep quiet and not make demands. He would handle everything, he said.

"But I am the king of Kemet," Baka responded. "Zuma is beneath me and should be nice to me. Why should I keep quiet?"

"Perhaps because you have a hundred men and he has a thousand or more? We are in his power now, and if he saw an advantage in it, he might just hand us back to Khafre."

"He would not do that... would he? Why did you bring us here if there was danger?"

"There is always danger, and there was nowhere else to go. Now, keep quiet and let me do the talking. Zuma once promised me something and I intend to remind him of it. If he accepts me, then we are safe."

"What did he promise you?"

"His daughter Anapet as my wife."

Zuma was polite, but not overly friendly in his demeanour. He greeted his visitors, enquired after their health, and issued orders that they were to be housed comfortably and fed.

"I will converse with you tomorrow, Prince Hordjedef," Zuma said.

The next day, Martunabil escorted Hordjedef into the presence of the king, and brought him wine. Zuma regarded him thoughtfully for several minutes before speaking.

"Why have you come to Amurru?"

"King Zuma, my king, Baka son of Djedefre, has been ousted from Kemet by a usurper, his uncle Khafre, and we flee in fear of our lives. We throw ourselves upon your mercy, Great King, entreating you to grant us refuge."

"To what purpose, Prince Hordjedef? Do you simply want food and shelter before you go elsewhere, or are you after more? An ally to fight your battles for you, perhaps?"

Hordjedef shrugged. "A friend in a troubled world, my lord."

"The word 'friend' has many meanings, Hordjedef. Speak plainly."

"My lord, there exists a bond between us. I speak of the Lady Anapet, promised to me in marriage."

"That was several years ago," Zuma pointed out. "Do you expect her to have waited upon your prevarication? She is my daughter, not a woman to be disregarded."

"She was very young at the time, my lord king, and I did not want to force myself on her. Also, I was only the brother to a king then, whereas now I am the heir to a king--my circumstances have changed for the better."

"You think they have improved?" Zuma asked. "You are the heir to a boy in exile, and who is to say he will not change his mind or father a son."

"If Baka lives, he will become the king of Kemet and no doubt will remember his friends. If he dies, then I inherit the crown. Would you not like to be the father-in-law of the king of Kemet, my lord? Your grandson could rule over both Kemet and Amurru."

"You forget that I am the heir of Amurru," Martunabil said.

"Even so, both kingdoms would be united in peace, to the benefit of both."

"It is an interesting proposition, Prince Hordjedef," Zuma said. "However, neither you nor this boy-king rules Kemet now. Khafre does, so what do I tell him if he asks me to send you back?"

"He will not ask, my lord king, because he thinks Baka a spent force. Time will prove him wrong, and it is in your power to make it happen. Let me marry Anapet, let Baka stay here as your guest, and in due time we will wrest Kemet from Khafre's hands. Both our kingdoms can enjoy peace and prosperity."

"You have given me much to think about, Hordjedef. I will give you my decision tomorrow."

After Hordjedef had withdrawn, Zuma conferred with his son and heir Martunabil, asking his opinion on the veracity of Hordjedef's words and the conclusions to be drawn from them.

"Hordjedef is overly optimistic," Martunabil said. "It is likely Khafre will ask for his enemies to be sent back. The question is whether we can refuse, should we be so minded, or whether we must give in to Kemet."

"What of this Baka?" Zuma asked.

"He is a boy, even if Hordjedef calls him a king. He can be discounted. The real power in this Kemetu supplication is Hordjedef."

"That was my thought," Zuma confirmed. "Is there any advantage to be had by granting him refuge?"

Martunabil frowned, picking his words with care. "If we refuse, he will go elsewhere and there may be no advantage or disadvantage to us. If we give him refuge, there are two... no, three possibilities, two of which are advantageous."

"Namely?"

"Disadvantageous first; Hordjedef is unable to raise an army to recapture Kemet and remains within Amurru, proving to be an embarrassment and a drain on our treasury. If, however, he does raise an army and puts himself or the boy on the throne of Kemet, then Amurru becomes much stronger."

"And the third possibility?"

"Khafre demands their return; in which case we hand them over and gain favour with Kemet. That would not be as favourable an outcome as having a son-in-law on the throne of Kemet, but it would still benefit Amurru."

Zuma pondered his son's words. "What of Anapet? If Hordjedef remains, he will want to marry your sister. Do we approve of that marriage?"

Martunabil shrugged. "Why not?" That is the whole purpose of women; to enable treaties to be secured. It could bring you great influence over Kemet, and if everything goes awry, it is no great loss."

"Anapet may not see it that way," Zuma said. "However, she is a good girl and will obey me. I will give the Kemetu refuge and let Hordjedef marry my daughter. We will see what comes of it."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

T


he sons of Hemiunu, under the guidance of their father, conducted a survey of the plateau of Rostau, focussing on slabs of limestone. They found a suitable one about a thousand mehi to the southwest of Khufu's mer, and performed detailed measurements on it. Despite some flaws in the site, they were encouraged to find out that Khafre himself had chosen that site several years before. With the king's existing approval, it made drawing up the report so much easier.

Ptahhotep drew up the initial survey plans, outlining the extent of the limestone outcrop, its dimensions and vertical variance. Minnefer researched the existing quarries on the plateau, estimating the amount of rock to determine if the quarries could provide the amounts needed, or if new ones would have to be started. He also looked at the state of disrepair of the workers' village at Rostau, and the port facilities. Casing stone would have to be brought in, and thousands of blocks would have to be unloaded. If repairs were needed, the cost would have to be factored in.

Ankhre took the information provided by his brothers and put it together as a report that could be submitted to the king. It was likely that Khafre would give his approval, but Ankhre did not want to be in the position of being asked questions he could not answer. It was in his mind to be given the post of Architect of the King's Mer, and even a single hesitation might put doubt in the king's mind. With this thought uppermost, Ankhre asked Hemiunu to look it over and quiz him on the salient points before putting it in the king's hands.

Hemiunu himself drew up the architectural plans for the mer, but they were much more cursory than the plans for the foundations. The basic footings would be the same for any large structure erected on the site, but the details of that structure were still undecided. The old architect had an idea of what interested the king, but Khafre would undoubtedly change his mind. It would be a waste of time to anticipate his decisions.

Khafre and Tjaty Ankhhaf met together to consider the submitted proposals. The king would be making the final decisions, but the Tjaty would have the continuing oversight of the construction, so it was important he was privy to every detail. They sat at the table upon which all the plans and drawings were laid out, and listened as Ankhre and Hemiunu spoke of their findings.

"Son of Re, you desire a mer that will rival your father's in size and magnificence," Hemiunu said. "These drawings show what such a mer will look like if it is constructed at the place my son has surveyed."

"With respect, Son of Re, you cannot afford such a large tomb," Treasurer Maia said. "The treasury could not possibly hope to fund such a large undertaking."

"I do not want to hear that, Maia," Khafre said. He looked at Hemiunu once more. "Yes, that is very good, Hemiunu," Khafre said, looking at the sketch drawing of Khufu's tomb with another one drawn beside it. "However, that is merely a drawing that even my son Menkaure could draw. It has no bearing on reality. I hope you have something more for me."

"Indeed I do, Son of Re. The inner details of your House of Eternity will depend on what requirements you have, but my sons and I have worked out the foundations for the structure. With your permission, we will outline those for you."

"You may proceed."

"Thank you, Son of Re. Ankhre?"

Ankhre cleared his throat, looking nervous at addressing the king. He was very aware that his performance might affect the rest of his career.

"Son of Re, I carried out a complete survey of the plateau of Rostau, and..."

"A complete survey?" Ankhhaf interrupted. "It is a very large plateau."

Ankhre flushed. "N... not the whole plateau, my lord... Son of Re... just the platforms of exposed bedrock cl... close to King Khufu's mer. I... we ascertained that a slab about six hundred to a thousand mehi to the southwest was suitable..."

"That would be the place I identified a few years ago?" Khafre asked.

"Y... yes, Son of Re."

"Good. Go on."

"Yes, Son of Re. The slab concerned is not flat, being raised at one end, but its dimensions are such that a large mer could be built entirely within its boundaries."

"A thousand mehi is very close to Khufu's mer," Ankhhaf said. "Won't the proximity detract from the magnificence of this new tomb?"

"I... I do not believe so, my lord," Ankhre said. "It... it will be similar in size and equally striking, so..."

Treasurer Maia opened his mouth to protest once more, but Khafre chopped his hand across, signalling him to keep quiet.

"I am not averse to building close to my father's mer," Khafre said. "As long as my mer matches my father's, the sight of two such structures will be awe-inspiring. Go on, Ankhre."

Taking heart from his king's encouraging remarks, Ankhre described the site in some detail, offering up the measurements of the hillock of limestone that marred an otherwise flat building surface.

"It will be necessary to carve away some of the hillock to create a flat perimeter at one corner, and build up the opposite one, Son of Re."

"Despite this, you still believe this site is best?" Ankhhaf asked. "There might be a flatter surface elsewhere. Did you even look?"

"My lord Tjaty, this was the best site," Ankhre said. "I do not view the irregularities in the surface to be an impediment. It is true that some rock will have to be carved away and the opposite corner built up, but the hillock of limestone that rises in the middle is an advantage. The mound of limestone comprises several thousand blocks already in place that would otherwise have to be quarried and hauled into place. The savings in labour and time will be considerable."

Khafre nodded and Ankhhaf grunted, annoyed at having his argument turned back on him. They conferred together in low tones before addressing Hemiunu.

"The site looks suitable," Ankhhaf said, "but have you considered the mer that will rise upon it? Even a perfect site may fail if the design does not match it, and this site is not perfect."

"My lord Tjaty, I have given some thought to a design, but no doubt modifications will be needed depending on the king's requirements."

"In what way?"

"The most important aspect concerns the presence or absence of internal passageways and chambers," Hemiunu said. "Khufu's mer had two internal chambers and a hugely expanded entrance passage that was necessary to house the counterweight system for hauling massive granite blocks to the burial chamber. Those internal chambers threatened to weaken the overall structure and special systems had to be installed to spread the weight of stone away from the chambers. I envisage a similar system will be necessary if we use internal chambers again."

"But now you know how to overcome the problems, don't you?" Ankhhaf asked. "The construction of this mer will be much more straightforward."

Hemiunu nodded. "That is true, my lord, but we cannot presume we have found every problem. Other things may arise that slow down or even stop construction."

"Where is all this leading?" Khafre asked.

"The problems that arose in Khufu's mer and the ones that might arise in this one have to do with the presence of internal chambers. Eliminate them entirely and there can be no problems; the core of the mer will be solid stone." Hemiunu cleared his throat and hesitated. "Son of Re, I mentioned this to you once before... about the possibility of not creating chambers. You may... ah... have forgotten, my lord. You had a lot to distract you."

"I remember," Khafre said. "I also indicated that I had no problem with an underground burial chamber. Did you forget that?"

"No, Son of Re. An underground burial chamber would make construction much easier."

"It would still have to be worthy of a king."

"Son of Re, hear me, I beg," Maia said. Khafre ignored him.

"The underlying bedrock is without blemish, Son of Re," Hemiunu went on. "We could excavate anything you wanted down there."

"I will need to see detailed plans of the tomb."

"You shall have it, Son of Re."

"Getting back to the mer itself," Ankhhaf said, "You are saying it will be easy to build if there are no internal chambers?"

"Not easy, my lord Tjaty," Hemiunu replied, "but straightforward. We still have to raise thousands of blocks of stone, piling them one on another in a way that will be stable."

Ankhhaf pulled the plans forward and examined them. "There is no internal ramp system like the one in Khufu's mer. Why not?"

"The situation was different, my lord. We were learning as we built, knowing that the usual external ramp could not rise high enough to deliver stones to the upper third of the mer. The internal ramp was deemed a necessity."

"But it is not in this one?"

"No, my lord."

Ankhhaf frowned, staring at the drawings. "I fail to see the difference. If this mer is to rival Khufu's in height, then you have just as many blocks to be raised to the same height. The external ramp could not deliver blocks to that one, necessitating an internal ramp, so how can it be done in this one?"

"When we reached the maximum height of the external ramp, we started constructing an internal mer with a secondary ramp winding around it. We could do this because the winding ramp did not interfere with the sight-lines at the corners--they were already in place. Also, the blocks will be smaller--much smaller--in the upper courses, and we can readily construct the inner mer. There will be no need for an internal ramp."

"Thank you for that explanation," Khafre said. "What else do you have for me?"

"There is the matter of casing stones, Son of Re. Traditionally, Troyu limestone has been used, but King Djedefre used granite for the casing on his mer at Akhet Re."

"What is your recommendation?"

"Troyu limestone is a softer rock, less durable than granite, and is more easily quarried. Moreover, the quarries are close at hand, being just across the river from Rostau. On the other hand, we have the granite quarries of Abu in full production, as well as several thousand casing stones already cut and stored at Akhet Re. It seems a pity to waste those."

"What about expense?" Ankhhaf asked. "All this has to be paid for, you know."

"Limestone is much cheaper to produce, my lord."

"But not as durable, you say?"

"Durability is relative, my lord," Hemiunu said after a moment's thought. "Khufu's mer is sheathed in limestone, as are those of Sneferu before him. There are no signs of damage, and even coarser limestone survives without noticeable deterioration for hundreds of years."

"A House of Eternity is expected to last for a million years though. Will limestone last that long?"

"Who can say, my lord? How long have men lived beside the Great River? How much longer will they live here? All we can do is build as best we can now and trust that something will remain in a million years."

"That is good enough for me," Khafre said. "Build me a mer to rival that of my father, and my name will live for as long as men live on the banks of the Great River."

"It is your decision, Son of Re," Ankhhaf said. "Limestone or granite?"

"Use the granite that is already cut for the lower courses. I hate to waste good stone. After that, use the finest Troyu limestone."

"So you intend to make Hemiunu your architect, Son of Re?" Ankhhaf asked.

Hemiunu grimaced and glanced at his son Ankhre. "Son of Re, I am too old and too infirm. I have told you this already. I want to serve you in any way I can, but this is too great a responsibility. My health is such that I would be unable to spend long days on site. You need someone younger--my son Ankhre, for instance."

"Ankhre does not have the necessary experience," the Tjaty said. He looked at the young man. "Your survey of the site does you credit, but you are trained as a scribe, not as an architect."

"That is true, my lord, but I trained at the feet of a great architect--my father, Lord Hemiunu--who constructed Khufu's mer. I am therefore not without experience." He bowed to the king and Tjaty in turn, holding out his arms in supplication. "No man was an architect before he was made one. Consider me for this post. I will not let you down."

"I want the best men working on my mer," Khafre said. "Out of respect for your father, I will consider your application, but there are others in contention. I will think on it."

Ankhhaf called an end to the meeting and dismissed Hemiunu and his son. Tjaty and king discussed what had been said, but the king made no pronouncement of his intent as regards the appointment of an architect.

"There is something else I want to bring to your notice, Son of Re," Ankhhaf said. "My spies report that Hordjedef and Baka have arrived in the city of Kadesh, and were greeted by King Zuma."

"That was always a strong possibility. How were they received?"

"It would appear that they have been granted refuge."

Khafre frowned. "You kept a watch on them since they fled?"

"I received word they crossed the border into Retjenu, and General Minefer sent men after them. He would not interfere without your permission, but he decided to find out where they went."

"He is to be commended," Khafre said. "I must reward his initiative."

"What will you do about them?"

"That is the question, isn't it? How many men did they have with them?"

"A hundred soldiers, but if they have made an alliance with the Amurrans, they might be able to field an army of a thousand or more."

"Kemet does not have a standing army and could not match that at the present time," Khafre mused. "How likely is it that Zuma will support them?"

"That depends on what advantage he can see from such an alliance. I would remind you that Hordjedef made marriage overtures to Zuma's daughter several years ago. If that marriage goes ahead, then Zuma might believe he has a claim on the throne of Kemet."

"He has no claim, then or now. Baka is the only one who could argue a right, but he is a murderer and dispossessed."

"And yet he was anointed as king, Son of Re," Ankhhaf said softly. "He is only a boy and easily manipulated. If Hordjedef persuaded Baka to make him his heir..."

"Then we might have trouble," Khafre finished. He pondered the problem for a few minutes. 

"What if you asked Zuma to send Hordjedef and Baka back to us?" Ankhhaf asked. "Zuma must surely realise he does not want Kemet as an enemy."

"What if he refuses?" Khafre said. "I would lose face if I did not follow the refusal up with military action, and I am not ready for that."

"Then you must do nothing, Son of Re."

"It seems I must lose the initiative," Khafre grumbled. "Zuma will think me afraid."

"Not so, my lord. I advise that openly you ignore them. Officially, they are no more than petty criminals who fled your justice. Go on about your business of strengthening Kemet, bolster the northern borders and make the names of Kemet and Khafre known in all lands. Meanwhile, I will multiply my spies in the court of Zuma and find out what they plan. If there is any move to return to Kemet, you will know about it before their soldiers have set the first foot on the road south."

 

 

Treasurer Maia continued to harass the king, demanding to be heard, and more to silence him than for any other reason, agreed to hear him out.

"I know what you are going to say, Maia, but it is the duty of the king's ministers to carry out his wishes. I desire a mer that will rival my father's in size and grandeur. Your duty is to free up the funds to enable it to be built."

"Son of Re, I cannot spend what I do not have. The treasury is empty."

"Nonsense, there is always gold to be had. Find some from another project, or raise taxes. Do whatever you need to, but get me those funds."

"There is none to be had, Son of Re; I have looked. As for raising taxes, the kingdoms are already groaning from the burdens laid upon it by your father."

"You did not object when Djedefre started building," Khafre said. "Why now?"

"Djedefre's mer, even when complete, would have been a tenth the size of Khufu's, and that much cheaper. Now that his tomb has been capped, we can fund some building, but not as great as your father's mer."

"How big are you talking?"

"About the size of Djedefre's, Son of Re."

"What? No, I will not countenance it."

Maia quailed in the face of the king's anger, but persevered, though he trembled with fear. "Son of Re, surely it is better to raise a finished House of Eternity than to start a greater one and, ignominiously, be forced to leave it unfinished?"

"I would be a laughingstock neither way," Khafre growled. "I am not pleased with you, Maia."

"I... I have one suggestion, Son of Re, though I am sure you have already considered it..."

"Assume I have not, Treasurer Maia."

"Your grandfather Sneferu built three meru in his lifetime. What if... what if you started with a small one, but if... when... finances improved in a few years' time, you could build another, larger one?"

Khafre frowned, but considered his treasurer's words. He was intensely disappointed at the thought of not being able to afford a huge mer, and of having to publicly reduce his plans, but perhaps this was a way to save face.

"I could find more gold, I am certain," he murmured.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

T


he marriage between Hordjedef and Anapet took place on an auspicious day chosen by the priests of Martu. Hordjedef was a bit bemused by the protracted ceremonies that bound a man and woman together, being used to the simple procedures of Kemet where a woman entered the house of a man in the presence of both families, and that was that. Ceremonies were brief, if any, and priests had no official role to play, though sometimes one would be asked to bless the hearth of the new home.

Here in Kadesh, the priests played a much greater role, especially the priests of Martu, and gifts were expected from the heads of both families. Baka, as the king of the Kemetu contingent, was expected to make gifts of gold to the temple of Martu, which he did, though with ill grace.

"Why should I have to pay for you to bed some girl?" Baka demanded. "You could have any Amurran whore you wanted for a fraction of that price."

Baka, though married to his sister Hetepheres, was not yet of an age to bed her or have any interest in doing so, and was puzzled by Hordjedef's desire to take Anapet as his wife. He understood what happened between a man and woman, having been brought up in Kemetu society where these things were openly practiced, but he had no personal knowledge of them.

"It is important that I marry Anapet according to Amurran custom," Hordjedef said. "I am seeking to forge an alliance between the kingdoms so that Zuma will support your return to Kemet."

"You could not find a way that did not involve spending my gold?"

"It is a small price to pay, my lord, and one that will return many-fold in years to come."

"You will address me as 'Son of Re'."

Hordjedef controlled his temper. "My apologies, Son of Re."

"Well, I suppose if it must be done, then do so. I hope she is worth it."

Hordjedef was unsure about that aspect of it. He had offered for her years before so that his brother Djedefre would not pay for his rejection of Zuma's daughter. He was not particularly attracted to her as a person--only what she represented--and that covered what he regarded as physical shortcomings. Amurran women were hairy, and while hirsute bodies might be an exotic attraction for a dalliance, Hordjedef was not looking forward to a prolonged marriage.

"The things I do for Kemet," he muttered.

A son would make it all worthwhile. Hordjedef had persuaded Baka to make him his heir until such time as he brought forth a son of his own body, but that might be years away. In the meantime, if Hordjedef could produce a son of his own, then his position as heir would be strengthened, and many would support him when he made his bid for the throne of Kemet.

Hordjedef sat through interminable ceremonies, uttered in a tongue in which he was only marginally familiar, and dealing with concepts foreign to him. He understood the giving of fire and water, of the chanting over the marital bed and the sprinkling of water over the bedding, but what was he to make of the sacrifice of a rat in the main doorway of the house, or the release of a pigeon in an inner room? In the latter case, priests followed its panicked flight, noting which items of furniture it touched, and through which window or door it finally escaped. At one point he asked Martunabil about the features of the ceremonies, but the Amurran shrugged.

"You do not have marriage ceremonies in Kemet?"

"Some, but nothing like this," Hordjedef replied. "Once the woman accepts the offer of marriage, she simply goes to the man's house, and they start a life together."

"Even in the king's house?"

"There might be a feast, and relatives of both the man and woman will be there to witness the change of home."

"We also feast," Martunabil said, "and here there are many witnesses too."

"What about the sacrifice of a rat?"

"You do not sacrifice to your gods?" Martunabil asked in some surprise.

"We make offerings and utter songs of praise," Hordjedef said. "Nothing as messy as cutting the throat of a large rat."

"Blood purifies," the Amurran said.

"But why a rat? I could understand a bull or even a goat."

"The rat is sacred to the goddess Ninmar, who rules over pregnancy and childbirth. The rat is her creature because it multiplies quickly. You want your wife to be fertile, don't you?"

"She likes rats?"

"Perhaps; I do not know. All I know is that the blood of a rat is customary. Do you not have the custom in Kemet of arraying the statues of your gods in fine linen and setting out before them a feast of food and drink? We do the same in Amurru, though in our case it is merely symbolic. The priests eat the food afterward."

"It is symbolic in Kemet too," Hordjedef said. "I am told by priests that the god partakes of the spirit of the food, but who can say for sure?"

Martunabil smiled. "There, you see? Our customs are not so very different, after all."

"What about the pigeon?"

"Some priests can tell the future from the flight of birds," Martunabil said. "They release a bird and foretell the future of the marriage by the path the bird takes to escape."

"Really?"

Martunabil shrugged. "Who knows? That is what I was told, but I do not know why a pigeon should know the future."

The interminable ceremonies continued, wending their way through familiar and unfamiliar territory. Finally, toward evening, as Hordjedef was stifling a yawn, Zuma entered the room, escorting his daughter Anapet. The girl was swathed in cloth, with only her eyes showing, and Hordjedef wondered for a few moments whether the king had changed his mind and was giving him some other, less important, woman to be his wife. Then she spoke a few words and though muffled by layered garments, he recognised Anapet's voice.

The climax of the ceremony came suddenly, with the priestess of Ninmar stripping off Anapet's outer clothing, revealing a girl who looked suddenly very young and scared. Zuma took Anapet's hand and passed it to Hordjedef, telling her that the Kemetu now owned her, instructing her to do her duty as a wife and bear strong children. Within a few minutes, the doors were closed and the two of them were alone in their house.

Anapet was obviously nervous, standing and twisting the cloth of her outer garment between her fingers. She kept her head bowed and said nothing. Hordjedef knew that Amurran women led sheltered lives, especially highborn ones. There was none of the social interaction and sexual experimentation that typified Kemetu society, and he considered the possibility that Anapet was ignorant of what passed between man and woman within marriage. He sighed, knowing that he must tread carefully.
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