
        
            
                
            
        


	 

The Pyramid Builders,

Book 5: Sneferu

 

 

[image: Image]

 

 

By Max Overton

 

 

[image: Image]

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 


 

 

 

Publisher note: 

Due to formatting issues symbols such as ü, ä, é and ö have been replaced with the simple letter u, a, e and o. We apologise for this necessity.

 

 

 

The Pyramid Builders, Book 5: Sneferu

Copyright 2023, 2025 Max Overton

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON QLD 4883

 

Cover Art by: Julie Napier

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 

ISBN 978-1-922548-50-4

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.

 

 


 

 

 

Contents



Setting the Scene

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Glossary of Egyptian words used in the story

About the Author

If you want to read more about books by this author, they are listed on the following pages...

A Cry of Shadows

Adventures of a Small Game Hunter in Jamaica

Ascension Series, A Novel of Nazi Germany

Fall of the House of Ramesses Series,

A Novel of Ancient Egypt

Glass Trilogy

Haunted Trail A Tale of Wickedness & Moral Turpitude

Hyksos Series, A Novel of Ancient Egypt

Hyksos Series, A Novel of Ancient Egypt, Continued

Kadesh, A Novel of Ancient Egypt

Scythian Trilogy

Sequestered

Strong is the Ma'at of Re, A Novel of Ancient Egypt

The Amarnan Kings Series, A Novel of Ancient Egypt

The Amarnan Kings Series, A Novel of Ancient Egypt, Continued

The Pyramid Builders, A Novel of Ancient Egypt

The Pyramid Builders, A Novel of Ancient Egypt, Continued

The Pyramid Builders, A Novel of Ancient Egypt, Continued

TULPA

We Came From Konigsberg

 


 

 

 

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. 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 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. 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'. 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 and of themselves as Kemetu. 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 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

 

S


enefer, sister to the king's wife, left the presence of Neferka shaking with anger and muttering to herself under her breath. She pushed past servants and almost ran through the corridors and passageways of the palace of Inebu-hedj, as if she could no longer bear to be there.

"I cannot let my sister remain married to that man," she muttered, unaware of the presence of servants. "She thinks she loves him, but she is deluded. He will never honour her as he should by making her his Queen, so she would be better off with him dead."

She left the palace and made her way to the house she had once shared with her sister, thinking hard about how she could kill King Sneferu.
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Kagemni, Tjaty of Kemet under the king's recently deceased father, entered the throne room, threaded his way through the assembled officials, and bowed low before the youth on the raised throne.

"My lord king, Bik-nebu, Golden Falcon, Nisut Bity Nebma'at Nebty, Lord of the Two Kingdoms, He of the Two Ladies, Lord of the Ma'at. Hor-Nebma'at Sneferu, Heru, Lord of Ma'at, has perfected me. May you live forever. Health, Prosperity, Life!"

The courtiers that packed the throne room for this, the new king's first official audience, cheered and stamped their feet, shouting out their well wishes to King Sneferu.

"Health, Prosperity, Life!"

Sneferu grinned, looking more like a boy and less like a king, as he waited for the hubbub to die down. He raised a hand and the last sounds cut off abruptly.

"My first acts as king are to confirm Lord Kagemni as Tjaty over my kingdoms, second only to me, and Den as Overseer of the King's Building Works. Both men gave faithful service to my father and I look forward to their loyal service for many years to come."

Sneferu went on to name other officials of his father's court, confirming most of them in their positions, though he rewarded a few friends with titles and riches as well. After an hour, he dismissed the assembled court, bidding Kagemni and Den remain. When everyone but these two had filed out, the king stretched and got up from his throne, handing the double crown and regalia of his kingdoms to one of the ever-present servants.

"That was rather more enjoyable than I thought it was going to be," Sneferu said.

"Proper governance is a great responsibility, my lord," Kagemni said. "It is as well that you enjoy it."

"I suspect that the day-to-day running of the kingdoms and attendance in the law courts will be more onerous, but that is why I have you, Tjaty Kagemni."

"My duty is to do anything I can do to relieve you of your burden, my lord."

"I will keep you busy, Kagemni. I intend to do great things during my reign, and that is where you will come in, Overseer Den."

Den bowed. "My lord king?"

"I want you to build me a mer greater than any that have gone before."

Den waited before saying anything, certain that the king would say more. After all, there had only ever been one great mer built before--that of Djoser--so the king must be going to add something.

"Well?" Sneferu demanded, when Den did not reply. "Do you have nothing to say?"

"My apologies, my lord king," Den said hurriedly. "Of course I will do exactly as you wish... but... er, is this in addition to the mer ordered by your father? The one at Hut-Nen-Nesut?"

"No. I was the one who persuaded my father to create one there, so you will continue with it in my name alone. Just make certain it will be bigger than that of King Djoser."

"Yes, my lord," Den said, bowing.

"I would like to see the plans," Sneferu said.

"I will bring you a copy, my lord."

"Soon."

"Yes, my lord."

"Well, off you go then. I have no doubt you will need to discuss things with Tjaty Kagemni. He has the authority to grant you anything you need."

Both men bowed and left the presence of the king. They sought out the sanctuary of the Tjaty's offices, where Kagemni ordered wine to be brought for them. When both men were settled with a cup of fine wine from the king's vineyards, Kagemni smiled and raised his cup to salute Den.

"We have come a long way, father-uncle. Did you ever think we would move in such exalted company?"

"I always knew you had the ability," Den said, "but fortune smiled on you as well. If Lord Huni had not taken you on as a personal assistant all those years ago, he may never have recognised your worth."

"If I am worthy, it is because I owe everything to you," Kagemni said. "You took me in hand when my father rejected me, adopted me and brought me into your household, teaching me and raising me up to be a scribe. Without your love and guidance, I would be nothing."

Den smiled and embraced his brother's son. "I gave you an opportunity. What you made of it was all your own work."

Kagemni nodded. "And now I am Tjaty of all Kemet, second only to the king, while you are Overseer of the entire Building Works of the king. Now we are tasked with building the greatest mer the world has seen, greater even than that of King Djoser, which is known as the wonder of all Kemet. That task is enough to make me tremble."

Den smiled and shook his head. "You only have to give the orders, my lord Tjaty. It is people like me who have to carry out those orders."

"We are both under orders and neither of us wants to disappoint our king... so... are you satisfied that the design you have drawn up for this mer at Hut-Nen-Nesut will achieve this great intention?"

"I have no reason to doubt it will," Den declared.

"Tell me what you plan."

"Very well. It will be square, measuring two hundred and seventy-five mehi on a side and one hundred and seventy-five mehi tall with a seked slope of five and a half palms." Den smiled at the look of astonishment on Kagemni's face. "Seven peru-djet, stacked one on top of the other, with a descending passage leading down from the first level to beneath the bedrock, then a shaft rising to a burial chamber within the structure of the mer itself."

"You have given this much thought," Kagemni said. He thought about what Den had said, before asking, "What is a seked? That was really the only part of what you said that I did not know. I suppose it is some construction term?"

"A seked is the ratio of the base of a mer to its height."

Kagemni shook his head. "I recognise the individual words, but not the manner in which you combine them. I am a trained scribe, but not a builder. Can you explain it for me?"

Den thought for a moment. "You know of the unit of length we call a mehi? Well, the width of a man's palm fits into a mehi seven times, and a finger width fits into a palm four times..." He frowned and took a scrap of papyrus from Kagemni's desk, sketching on it with a thin stick of charcoal. "Look, this is a right-angled triangle and the horizontal and vertical sides are both seven palms or one mehi in length. If we take the vertical as being one mehi, we can alter the length of the horizontal to create seked angles to fit any construction we want. This mer of King Sneferu is to have a seked slope of five palms and two fingers...see here?" Den marked off the length on the horizontal and drew a line up from it to meet the vertical one. "This is the angle of the slope on the planned mer."

Kagemni frowned as he studied the sketch. "Your builders all understand these seked measurements?"

"They do not have to. As far as they are concerned, all they need to know is that if the height is seven units, then the base is eleven units..."

"Not five and a half?"

"Twice that is eleven; the base of the whole mer, not just half of it." Den added the other part to his sketch.

"But the mer is going to be a stepped one like Djoser's rather than smooth sided like your sketch?"

Now it was Den's turn to frown as he recognised the implications of the question. "Of course," he said. "How could it be otherwise? The king's spirit ascends the staircase of his tomb to reach the undying stars. He would not be able to climb a smooth sided structure."

Kagemni thought that a spirit, lacking the physical body that remained in the tomb's burial chamber might be capable of such a feat, but recognising the possible heretical nature of his thought, he said nothing.

"Anyway, I suppose I had better go home and start drawing up some detailed plans for the king. He will want to see something tremendous."

Kagemni arose and accompanied his father-uncle to the palace entrance. "How is the rest of the family?" he asked as they walked. "I am so busy; I scarcely get to see anyone."

"Henut will have told you about her love for my grandson Djer?"

Kagemni grimaced. "She is only fifteen, but..." he shrugged, "if she loves him and he loves her, then I will not stand in their way. So tell me about others in our interrelated families that I might not know about."

"There is my daughter Neferka..."

"The king's wife? Yes, I know all about her, so stop teasing me."

Den chuckled. "Our forebears may be humble scribes, but our children are descended from royalty. The great Imhotep, himself the son of a king, was my wife's father, and you married my daughter Merit, so the blood of kings flows in them." He shook his head. "I might wish they had made more of themselves, but that is fate."

"Your children have had success," Kagemni said.

"Some have," Den conceded. "Khepankh will follow me as Overseer of Building, I do not doubt, and Merit has made a good match. Neferka too..."

"Her son Nefermaat will be king one day."

"If it is the will of the gods, but for every success, there are others who have made questionable decisions and one who shamed me...or perhaps I just failed him in some way."

"Khawy was always a problem," Kagemni said. "I suffered at his hands, as did his brothers and sisters. It was not your fault that something was never quite right with him, and it was definitely not your fault that he died in a drunken fight. Besides, he did not pass on his failings. His sons are men in good standing, I hear."

"Djetenre is an embalmer's scribe, which is honest work at least," Den said. "Baka though...he gets wealthy through trade, and rather faster than is seemly."

"He is dishonest?"

"Not that I know," Den admitted, "but he is a scribe so how does he get wealthy at his age? He is only nineteen."

Kagemni shrugged. "I do not know, but there are honest ways of gaining wealth. Hard work and investing your wages in trading ventures, maybe?"

"You could be right and I pray that you are. My son Khamose is a trader too, and he has gained wealth."

"There you go then," Kagemni said. "Getting rich must be a family trait. We have been successful, as has Khepankh and Neferka. Why not Khamose and Baka too?"

Den nodded, stopping on the upper steps of the palace entrance. "I will leave you here. No doubt you will be with the king when I return with my drawings and plans."

Kagemni turned away and paused. "There is one other matter...and it is somewhat delicate as it concerns your twin daughters."

"It could scarcely be about Neferka as she is wife of our king, so what has Senefer done now?"

"I hoped you could tell me."

"Me? How would I know what she is up to?"

"She is your daughter."

"So they tell me," Den said with a grimace. "I gave them an allowance when they were younger, but they have always been outside my control. I was just very fortunate that Neferka met and married Prince Sneferu." He smiled wryly. "Maybe Senefer will also meet a handsome prince."

"From what I know of her, that is extremely unlikely," Kagemni said. "She hates men."

"I think 'hate' is a little strong," Den said. "She has little desire to get married, but that might be just that she has not met the right man."

"Neferka is upset that the king will marry his sister Hetepheres and make her Queen. She has voiced that concern to Senefer in the hearing of her maidservants and Senefer has been overheard making remarks elsewhere to the effect that she will rid her sister of the king her husband."

"Overheard by whom?"

"A servant in the palace. She came to me with it and I have contained the problem for the moment."

"No one will believe a servant," Den scoffed.

"Maybe not, but do you want to risk it? You could lose everything if a family member committed treason."

"What did this servant overhear...or say she overheard?"

"A maidservant heard Senefer tell Neferka that he must make her his queen, which is innocent enough, but as she went away, she spoke in anger and was overheard by a servant within the palace halls. This servant said that Senefer muttered that if the king would not make Neferka his queen, then he must die."

"How close was she that she could overhear this?"

"A pace or two only. You know how ubiquitous servants can be. They are always in attendance and we seldom notice them. She said she heard Senefer clearly."

Den shook his head. "I cannot believe this of her. I will speak to her and find out the truth of it."

"Please do," Kagemni said, "and quickly. I cannot hide this from the king for long, but I do not want to tell tales if it was all some honest mistake or a lie."

Den was greatly troubled as he left the palace and made his way into the city. The revelation of his daughter's indiscretion had driven all thoughts of his scribal duties from his mind, and his feet guided him to Senefer's house. She was at home and answered his knock, eschewing the employment of servants.

"Father, I am surprised to see you here. Is mother well?"

"She is, but I must talk with you on a matter of some importance."

Senefer showed her father to an inner room and poured him wine.

"Can we be overheard here?" Den asked.

"I have few servants, father. A woman comes in every other day to clean and do laundry, and she is not here today. Neither is her husband, who is my gardener and handyman." Senefer looked quizzically at her father. "Why should the presence of servants be so intimidating?"

Den drank some wine before answering. "You have been indiscreet, daughter. You were heard to say you wanted the king dead."

Senefer stared and then shook her head. "Who is supposed to have overheard me?"

"A palace servant."

"And you believe him?"

"Her. It does not matter what I believe; only that she has taken her tale to Tjaty Kagemni, and it is his duty to investigate it. Out of our kinship and friendship, he spoke to me first, wanting to know if there was any truth to the accusation." Den looked at his daughter. "Is there any truth in it?"

Senefer could not meet her father's gaze, but looked away. "The king dishonours my sister. What would you have me do?"

"Dishonours her how? I have heard nothing of this. Neferka is happily married to the king."

"He will take his sister Hetepheres as his wife and make her his queen. Neferka will be relegated to the status of a secondary wife."

"It is customary for a king to marry his sister," Den said. "Hetepheres is the daughter of a king and a royal princess besides. Of course she will be made queen; but Neferka will remain as a wife of the king, which is a great honour. Remember that we are not royal."

"Maybe you are not, father, but our mother Ranefert is daughter of Imhotep, who was son of King Khasekhemwy. Neferka is the great-granddaughter of a king."

Den grimaced, but nodded. "You are right, but ultimately, it is the king who decides. He will raise up Hetepheres, I am sure, but Neferka has already borne him three sons, and the eldest, Nefermaat is his heir. In time, Neferka will have the title of Mut-nisut, 'King's Mother' and that is a high honour indeed."

"She would still be better off without him," Senefer said stubbornly.

"So you admit that you did say that?" Den asked.

"I might have."

Den groaned. "You must disavow your words immediately. If you do, I might be able to persuade Kagemni the servant misheard or lied."

"Or I must act quickly, before Sneferu hears."

"You do not mean it." Den stared in horror at his daughter. "You cannot really want to...to kill...him? Daughter, you would condemn your whole family to death and ignominy."

"Not if I was successful."

"No, I will not let you do it. I will call the guards myself if need be."

Senefer laughed out loud. "Oh, father, do you really think I would do such a thing? Am I a murderer? Go to Kagemni and tell him the servant is lying or mistaken, and I will remove myself from the city."

Den stared in disbelief. "This has all been some terrible jest? You make a mockery of such a thing? Why would you do that?"

"I do not like what the king will do to my sister, but she has made her life and must now live it. I was angry and said things I should not have said, but that is all."

"You mean it?" Den asked. "You have no inimical feelings toward the king?"

"None that I would put into action, father. You may assure Kagemni of that. He has nothing to worry about."

"I will talk to him and hope that I can persuade him," Den said. "You really mean it?"

"I really mean it, father."

"What will you do then?"

"Hunting is the life I have made for myself," Senefer said. "I will leave the city for a time as I have no desire to watch my sister's disappointment when Hetepheres is made queen."

"I think that might be for the best," Den replied.

 

[image: Image]

 

Senefer saw her father out and closed the door behind him. She glowered as she went back into her house, angry at the position into which her own father had put her.

"You forced me to lie to you, father. You should never have questioned me."

Pouring herself a mug of beer and grabbing a handful of dates, she went out into the small courtyard and sat down in the shade of a fig tree. As she ate and drank, she ruminated over the options open to her, and as she thought, her anger ebbed away.

"I should have been more careful when I spoke, but who can keep track of all those servants in the palace?" 

She grinned and looked around her, knowing there was no one there to overhear anything she might say.

"Father is persuasive, but if Kagemni is not convinced, he might say something to the king. I doubt he would act without more proof, but he might be on his guard, making it harder for me to kill him."

The bare words, spoken into the empty courtyard, gave her pause.

"Did I just say that? Do I really want to kill the king? And if I do, do I have the nerve to go through with it?"

Senefer sat and thought about how the king had come between her and Neferka, tempting her away and making her his wife. Neferka had hardly resisted, willingly going to him and turning her back on a sister who was more than a sister.

"The only thing that separates us physically is the tiny blemish on your neck, and of course such things as the court hairstyle, jewellery and clothing. Our thoughts are very different though. I have remained true to the vows we made, but you have repudiated those vows, seeking out the company of men and everything that goes with it."

Senefer's anger rose again and she threw aside the half-empty mug of beer and rose to her feet. She started pacing, into the hot sun and back into the shade, her stamping footsteps raising dust even from the hard-packed earth of the courtyard.

"I hate you, Neferka," she snarled. "You have betrayed me."

All of a sudden, tears welled in her eyes, but she brushed them away angrily.

"How can I hate you?" she wailed. "You are everything to me, but I am nothing to you. I would die for you, but you have chosen a man over me."

Tears flooded out as Senefer cried aloud in her anguish, and for a few moments she contemplated putting an end to her misery by throwing herself into the river. She wiped her eyes and her streaming nose on a sleeve of her tunic, thinking how sorry Neferka would be when she saw the body of her sister. Too late, she would realise how foolish she had been.

"But that is not what I really want. I want her to admit her fault and come back to me, so that once more we can devote ourselves to each other and the hunt." She shook her head. "She will never do it, though; not while the king lives. And that leaves me without a choice; I must kill Sneferu if we are to have any chance of regaining our happiness."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

H


etepheres had known since early childhood that she would one day be Queen of Kemet, and would rise to that position by marrying her brother Sneferu. If she were honest with herself, she would not have chosen her brother as a husband if there were any other way of becoming Queen. Sneferu was nice enough, she thought, but she remembered him as a spotty child who always believed he was too good to play with her. His attitude had changed since the death of their father, but she supposed that was only because he was now the king and saw her as a necessary duty. Well, she would do her duty too, and bear his children, and one day a son of hers would sit upon the throne.

The thought of giving birth to children was mildly concerning, having witnessed the travails and dangers of women going through childbirth. However, the act that would give rise to children did not concern her at all. She knew it was pleasurable, but was only a small part of life, occupying fleeting minutes at best. Like most young Kemetu women, she had experimented as soon as young men captured her attention, though as a member of royalty, she had to exercise discretion. Her partners were the sons of officials within the palace, and she took precautions to prevent their seed from taking hold in her womb. Her brother might be easy-going but even he would object to foreign seed sprouting in her belly. Sneferu was different from these young men only in that he was her brother, and any distaste she might have felt was soon washed away by the thought of becoming a queen.

"I can put up with anything if it means becoming queen," she murmured, "and who knows, maybe Sneferu will prove to be a good lover."

Hetepheres watched enviously as Sneferu was crowned king, in awe of the complex and ostentatious ceremonies, from the ritual washing in the temple lakes, to the acceptance of his crowns and throne names at the hands of the priests. She looked on from the walls of the city as he ran around Inebu-hedj in full regalia to show that he was strong enough to take on the duties of the king, and sat close to him at the many feasts that celebrated his accession. In the Sokar festival, a boat bearing the image of the god Sokar was pulled single-handedly by the newly anointed king to the banks of the river and set afloat. The people of the city cheered him on and revelled in his strength and good looks. Later, when he sat on a throne out in the open where any man or woman could approach and salute him, they danced in the streets to music of flute, rattle and drum.

The only aspect that produced a scowl on the face of Hetepheres was the presence of Neferka at the celebrations. His first, and much older, wife sat close to the king and would often reach out and touch his arm, leaning close to whisper in his ear. Sneferu would smile and reply, often making her laugh, and such obvious intimacy pained Hetepheres. Their children were there too, from time to time, but they remained in the care of their nurses.

"Make the most of it, daughter of a whore," Hetepheres whispered. "Soon, I will be queen and you will be nothing."

The fulfilment of her dreams came a baktiu later, when Sneferu took her as wife, and the next day had the priests consecrate her as Queen. She revelled in her fine clothes, the wonderful jewels and expensive perfumes, becoming the centre of attention as the city celebrated her elevation. Everyone deferred to her, and what brought her most pleasure that day was her rival Neferka advancing to bow before her as she sat on the throne beside her husband. She waited a little longer than was customary before bidding Neferka rise and smiled at the stony expression on the older woman's face.

Sneferu did his best to make light of the moment, greeting Neferka warmly, but she did not respond, withdrawing from the audience as soon as she could. Returning to her rooms in the Women's Quarters, Neferka found that servants of Hetepheres had removed choice pieces of furniture from her, carrying them away to adorn the queen's rooms. Among the items taken was a polished table with inlaid onyx and jasper, and a beautiful lion-legged chair with stuffed cushions. Shaking with anger, she went to see the king, and became more enraged when she was kept waiting. Sneferu was ensconced with Hetepheres, and when the king emerged at last, she almost wept with frustration at the contented look on the king's face.

"Hetepheres has stolen my furniture and I want it back," Neferka said. "A beautiful inlaid table and my best chair. Tell her to give them back at once."

Sneferu frowned at the peremptory tone in his wife's voice, at variance with the softer tones he had just experienced from his new wife.

"As king, everything within the palace belongs to me," Sneferu said. "I can decide who makes use of what."

"So you told her she could take my furniture? How could you do that?"

In fact, Sneferu had not known about his queen's orders, but could not admit to her going behind his back. On the other hand, he loved Neferka, so did not want to disappoint her.

"I will have another table and chair made for you; of equally fine workmanship."

"I do not want another table and chair," Neferka said. "I want what is mine. Make her give them back."

Sneferu sighed. "My sister Hetepheres is the Queen; if she wants a particular piece of furniture, it is her right."

Neferka felt tears prickling her eyes and fought them back. "Do I mean nothing to you?"

"My dearest, of course not. You are my beloved wife and I cherish you..."

"Then why is Hetepheres your queen, when I have been your loyal and loving wife so long? I have borne you three healthy sons as well."

"As I was saying, my love, I cherish you and our wonderful sons, but Hetepheres is a royal princess, daughter of a king and my wife by custom. I cannot withhold the title of Queen from her."

"I thought the king could do anything," Neferka said bitterly. She saw the frown gathering on her husband's brow and hurried on. "Make me a queen as well, then. It has happened before--that a king has two queens."

"It has? When?"

"King Khasekhemwy took two wives; Nimaathap, the mother of Djoser and Hetephenebti, and Neithotep, mother of Imhotep--from whom I am descended," she added. "He made both wives his queens, so you could too. There is precedent."

Sneferu nodded. "I remember my lessons, but you have forgotten one thing. Both of Khasekhemwy's wives were royal princesses--sisters--and thus deserving of the title. I am sorry; Neferka my love, but you were not a princess, only the daughter of a scribe." He smiled, remembering. "And an ardent hunter too. I fell in love with you immediately, of course, but I cannot make you a queen."

"You say you love me, but those are only words. Your actions make nonsense of them. I suppose the next thing is that you will dispossess my sons and banish us in favour of whatever child Hetepheres manages to produce."

"That will never happen," Sneferu said. "You will always be my beloved wife and our sons will always have a place at court beside us."

"Nefermaat is your eldest son," Neferka pointed out. "Is he also your heir?"

"He is my eldest son," Sneferu replied carefully.

"That is what I said. Is he also your heir?"

Sneferu shrugged. "The eldest son is the heir," he admitted. 

"He will be king after you?"

"Have mercy, wife," Sneferu cried. "I am still a young man. Must you look toward my death already?"

"May you live forever, husband, but one day your son will succeed you. Will that son be Nefermaat?"

"Who can foresee the future? If Nefermaat lives..."

"Yes? If he lives?"

Sneferu sighed and glanced longingly at the door to his private chambers. "If he lives, Nefermaat will succeed me."

"You will make that official?"

"If it will give me peace. Now, is that all?"

"Not quite," Neferka said, determined to secure her advantage. "IF Nefermaat dies, then Rahotep takes his place? And Ranefer after him? They are all your sons."

"Very well then, Neferka. If it will assure you of my love for you and our boys, then I will make it so officially."

"You promise? Even if Hetepheres has a son?"

"I have said so, haven't I?" Sneferu said. "Now leave me; I am feeling tired."

"Sleep is the best remedy for that," Neferka said with a smile. "Shall I come and stroke your brow until you fall asleep?"

"There is no need for that."

Sneferu turned and went through into his private chamber, where he found his sister-wife Hetepheres sitting naked on the low bed.

"I thought she would never leave," Hetepheres said. "What did the old woman want?"

"She is not that old; only twenty-nine summers."

"Positively ancient. She is nearly twice my age. What can you possibly see in her, Sneffi? Do her breasts sag and her belly protrude? Is she less than enthusiastic when she spreads her legs for you?"

"Enough of this," Sneferu said reprovingly. "It is not seemly."

Hetepheres smiled and lay back on the bed. "Then come and sow your seed in me, husband. My field cries out for you."

For a time, the king and queen enjoyed each other, and when they were once more sated, they lay together in companionable silence.

"So what did she want?" Hetepheres said after a while.

"Neferka? Nothing much."

Hetepheres lifted herself on one elbow and stared at her brother. "You always were a terrible liar, Sneffi. Tell me what she wanted."

"She wanted her furniture back."

Hetepheres laughed. "They are mine. I am the queen."

"I told her that I would have new ones made for her."

"I would have told her to know her place and accept the inevitable."

Sneferu said nothing, gently stroking the firm young body of his queen. He thought how different it was from that of Neferka. Her body had once been firm, muscled from years of hunting, but was now becoming softer and more rounded. It was not that he preferred one to the other, he thought--they both aroused him--but for different reasons.

"She would not go to all this trouble for a table and chair," Hetepheres said. "What else did she want?"

"She wanted me to make her a queen."

"What audacity!" Hetepheres cried. "I hope you told her such a request was sheer insolence."

"She understood why she could not be queen," Sneferu said.

"You are too polite, Sneffi. A king needs to be more resolute, inflexible even. You will get nowhere if you are pleasant to people."

"She is my wife," Sneferu observed.

"A secondary wife who needs to learn her place. What else did she want? You were gone longer than the time needed to promise her new furniture and tell her she could not be queen."

Sneferu cupped her left breast and leaned over to kiss it gently. He could feel himself getting aroused again. "She just wanted reassurance that Nefermaat was my heir."

"What?" Hetepheres sat up, pushing Sneferu's hand away as she stared at him. "I hope you disabused her of that notion."

"Nefermaat is my eldest son..."

"Born to a commoner," Hetepheres snapped, interrupting the king.

Sneferu blinked, unused to being cut short. "He is still my eldest son, born of my body, to my acknowledged wife, and I have recognised him. It is my decision who succeeds me."

"Well, you can change your mind then."

Sneferu grimaced, his incipient tumescence fading in the face of his queen's hostility. "I can see no reason to change my mind. Nefermaat is a healthy boy, as are his brothers, and I have recognised them all. It is my decision, Hetepheres, and you would do well to remember that."

Hetepheres scowled, putting a hand to her belly. "What if you have planted a son in me? Will he mean nothing to you? He will be the son of a king and a royal princess."

"You cannot possibly know if my seed has taken root."

"No, but your vigour has planted it deep inside me. You have sons already, by lesser women; do you doubt your ability to have one with me?"

Sneferu smiled. "That would be pleasing."

"So if I bear a son within me, a son born to the king and his queen, where does he stand in your eyes? Will he be your heir?"

"Do not play these games with me, Hete," Sneferu said with a groan. "I have an heir already."

"It is no game. If I have a son...when I have a son... I want to know that he will sit upon the throne of his father. Is that too much to ask?"

"It is understandable, but as matters stand, it cannot be. I have promised Neferka that Nefermaat is my heir. Would you have the king go back on his word?"

"Things may change," Hetepheres said in a low voice. "What if Nefermaat proves to be unacceptable as he grows older? Will you cling to an outdated promise or change your mind?"

Sneferu sighed. "Who can know the future? My choice must always follow events."

"Then it is not impossible that my son, as yet unborn, may prove to be acceptable in your eyes."

"He will always enjoy high status within my court, whether or not he ever attains to the rank of Crown Prince."

"So if Nefermaat becomes unacceptable, for whatever reason, you will make my son your heir?"

"After Rahotep and Ranefer, of course. They are older and follow their brother in the line of succession."

It was as well for Sneferu's peace of mind that an itch formed between his shoulder blades at that moment. He turned away; reaching behind him with his fingers to scratch the offending patch of skin, and did not see the look on his sister-wife's face. By the time he turned back, she had composed herself and smiled once more.

"Then if my son is to be next in line, he had better be born soon," Hetepheres said. "Come, my lord, enter your queen and sow your seed once more." She reached out for him and Sneferu swiftly found his flesh willing to play its part.
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Neferka returned to her rooms and called for wine and honey cakes, and when they arrived, sat on her second-best chair and grew thoughtful. Her visit to the king had not proved fruitful, but in her heart, she knew that had always been unlikely. Hetepheres had been a spoilt child and now, as an adult, she was a spoilt woman. Moreover, being queen, she would be even more overbearing, and there was little Neferka could do to counter it. She had a measure of power and possessed a young body with which Sneferu seemed besotted, but Neferka knew she had a few arrows in her own quiver.

"Three of them, to be precise," she murmured. "The three eldest sons of the king are mine, no matter how many he begets with that child-wife of his. He has promised me they are his heirs and Sneferu is true to his word."

Much as she loved her children and wanted every good thing for them, she knew that life was uncertain and that fully half of all children died in infancy. That meant that one...or possibly two...of her sons might not survive childhood. Having only one son to inherit was risky, and though it pained her to contemplate such a thing, she realised she needed more sons to be certain the title of 'King's Mother' belonged to her in the future and not to Hetepheres.

"He will lose interest in her once the novelty wears off," she said. "I have been his loyal and loving wife for three years now, before ever he became king. He will return to me, and when he does I must make sure he once more sows a son in my belly."

Four sons, or even five or six, would make sure that despite anything fate might throw in her way, the line of succession would remain with her sons. She sipped on her wine and nibbled her honey cakes but one other thought tugged at her mind.

"I must reassure my sister that I am happy and that Sneferu is good to me. She has never really believed that I prefer this life to the one we had. I can never return to what we had before, but sometimes I think that she believes we can. It cannot be because either I am the king's wife or if, may the gods forbid it, he dies, then I remain as mother to the next king."

She could make Senefer one of her ladies, she thought, and then smiled, trying to imagine the wild hunter tamed.

"Perhaps not, but something like that might be the answer. Bind her to me and the king with loving bonds, and we can all be happy. I will put it to her when next I see her."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

W


ithin three months, both wives of Sneferu showed signs that they were pregnant, and as the days and months passed, it became obvious to everyone that despite the imminent arrival of two more royal babies, the king's household was not a happy one. Hetepheres and Neferka were civil to one another in public, but as soon as the king turned his back, or when they retreated to the Women's Quarters, the respective suites of rooms became armed camps. Literal weapons were never evident, but the depth of feeling made courtiers nervous. It was difficult for anyone to remain neutral; everyone had to choose sides. On the one hand was Hetepheres, royal princess and queen, while on the other hand, Neferka boasted that she was the mother of the heir.

Tensions within the palace rose, interfering with the smooth running of daily affairs until Kagemni realised he would have to get involved. He was reluctant to do so, as any position he took was likely to earn him enemies, and the king would not be happy to learn that his wives' dirty washing was being presented to the public. Looking for an opportunity, he found one while informing the king of the recent birth of his own daughter Meritit.

"Congratulations," the king said with a smile. "Your family grows apace."

"Thank you, my lord, but I fear I am a poor imitation of your own prowess in that regard."

"My own?"

"My lord, once more you reveal yourself as the Bull of Heru, siring sons on both your wives. The future of your family is assured."

"It is a bit soon to count them as sons, though both women are sure of it," Sneferu said complacently.

"If not this time, then the next, my lord. A man who sires sons will continue to do so."

"Yes, I look forward to a palace full of the chatter and laughter of children. For too long, the halls and rooms have been quiet. You know, Kagemni, when I was growing up, there was only Hetepheres and me. I often wished for more brothers and sisters."

Sneferu looked quizzically at his Tjaty. "Did you have brothers and sisters?"

"No, my lord, but when my uncle Den adopted me, I enjoyed the company of all his children. Of course, by then I was an apprentice scribe and past the age of simple play."

"Happy days," Sneferu murmured.

Kagemni thought that the safest course was to say nothing. There had, indeed, been happy times in his uncle's household, and the fond memories he had of Khepankh went some way to offsetting the problems with the older Khawy and the troubles that later ensued. Marriage to Den's daughter, Merit, had been the most wonderful event of his life, greater even than becoming Tjaty, but it was not a subject he wanted to discuss.

"Brothers and sisters can be a blessing or a curse, my lord. Just because they can claim a single father does not mean they will always be at peace with each other."

"Childish rivalries are soon forgotten though," Sneferu said.

Kagemni hesitated, wondering how to phrase his concern. "Children learn their attitudes from the adults around them, my lord."

Sneferu lifted an eyebrow. "Are you implying that I teach my children bad manners?"

"Of course not, my lord, but they are influenced by others and..." Kagemni swallowed, approaching the nub of his argument. "The palace is already divided into two factions, and I fear that the hostility can only grow greater, destroying the Ma'at."

"What two factions?"

"That of Queen Hetepheres and of your wife Neferka."

Sneferu stared in astonishment. "What are you talking about?"

"The palace is becoming divided in support of one or other of your wives, my lord. It is a matter of...uh...precedence."

"Precedence? Oh, you mean that little disagreement just after I made Hetepheres the queen? That is all over with now."

"I wish that were so, my lord, but the...uh...disagreement grows greater. Queen Hetepheres claims precedence by virtue of her birth and position, while Neferka claims it as the mother of your heir. People are taking sides and there is open enmity between those who support the claims of one or the other."

Sneferu frowned. "I was unaware of any of this. Oh, I knew my wives disliked each other, but that is simple jealousy. I cannot allow this to develop further."

"No, my lord."

"I will tell them to stop."

"I pray that will work, my lord, but I fear that the root cause of the enmity will remain. One wife is the queen while the other is mother to the heir."

"Then what do you recommend?" Sneferu asked. "All I want is peace within my household."

"There are a few possibilities, my lord. One is that you raise Neferka to the throne beside you. There is no reason why a king cannot have two queens."

"Neferka is a commoner," Sneferu said. "I love her, but she is the daughter of a scribe."

"That need not be an impediment," Kagemni said. "While not customary, there is nothing written that says the king must not raise a commoner to be queen, and even if there was...well, you are the king."

Sneferu snorted. "Be thankful you only have one wife, Kagemni. You can tell her what to do or let her have her own way. Either brings peace, but I have two women who have conflicting demands." The king thought for a few moments. "If I made Neferka a queen as well, Hetepheres' wrath would be boundless, and that would surely destroy my Ma'at. Do you have another suggestion?"

"I do, my lord, though I fear you will find fault with it too. Make the son of Queen Hetepheres your heir."

Sneferu shook his head. "I cannot do that; I have given my word to Neferka that Nefermaat would always be my heir."

"A king can change his mind."

"I have given my word," Sneferu said sharply. "I will not go back on it."

"Then you must do the exact opposite, my lord. Publicly confirm Prince Nefermaat as the Crown Prince and king after you. It is no more than he is now, but by doing so; you tell everyone that your favour lies with your first wife."

"Hetepheres would be furious."

"Yes, my lord, but what can she do? You are the king."

"You have obviously never been lashed by her tongue," Sneferu said wryly. "It is not something I enjoy."

"So she is angry, my lord, and will no doubt feel aggrieved, but this is no more than what she knows already. If she bears you a son, he will still be younger than Nefermaat, and cannot expect any added favour beyond being acknowledged as a son of your body. She will learn to live with it, and if she wants to remain as your queen, she will accept it. After all, you are the king."

"That is true," Sneferu mused. "If she shuns me, I have recourse to other distractions. There are many beautiful women in the court that would welcome my attention." The king grew pensive. "Mind you, I would rather that neither of my wives was upset."

"While they contend, there will always be bitterness, my lord. You must act to settle any dispute once and for all."

Sneferu vacillated for a few more days but then, recognising that the problem would not go away, called together his officials and made a formal announcement of his intentions.

"A king must think beyond the days of his own reign and look to the future, seeking stability and justice so that the people may be assured of a peaceful transition when the day finally arrives. For the last three years, since the birth of my son Nefermaat to my first and beloved wife Neferka, there has been no question of who is my heir. Now, however, I have married once more and made Hetepheres my queen, and she bears a child."

Sneferu stopped and looked around at the assembled courtiers and nobles, seeing attentive expressions on their faces. Neferka frowned at the king's last words, while Hetepheres smiled at the implication that her unborn child had raised doubts about the succession.

"It has come to my notice," the king continued, "that contention has arisen within my household concerning the identity of my heir. Let me put that to rest right now. I desire peace within my household and I will not allow the people of my court to choose sides." Sneferu leaned forward on his throne. "There is no side but my own. Continued contention will result in dismissal from my court, so take heed of my words. I have an heir, a son of my body, and his name is Nefermaat. I hereby formally name him Crown Prince, and it is my intention that he succeeds me on the throne of Kemet."

He looked around at the assemblage, noting a few troubled faces, and then at the fury on the face of his sister-wife Hetepheres.

"Let no one mistake me. I have named my heir and I will not be swayed from this. There will be no backroom whispers, no plotting for advantage, no contention of any sort, no disputing my choice. A word spoken against my heir is a word spoken against your king."

Silence fell on the audience hall, and after letting it draw out, Kagemni stepped forward.

"The king and his heir--Health! Life! Prosperity!"

The ancient formula worked, jolting the people out of the shock of the king's words and they echoed back the cry--"Health! Life! Prosperity!"

The only ones who did not cry out were Hetepheres and her maidservants, the Queen because of the look of fury on her face, and the servants who looked anxiously at their mistress. Sneferu wisely chose to ignore this breach of protocol, and called an end to the audience, retiring to a private room to relax.

"Thank all the gods that is over," he remarked to Kagemni as the Tjaty entered the room. "I think it went well enough, don't you?"

"You left no one in any doubt, my lord. As long as you remain firm, that should be an end to the rivalry."

"Good, because I am weary of it all. Now, I am in need of some distraction. I think a hunt is called for. Nothing too strenuous...perhaps a little duck hunting?"

"I will arrange it for this afternoon, my lord."

No secret was made of the king's intentions, so when he set out for nearby reed beds with a handful of picked companions in the late afternoon, a crowd of men and women from the city came out to watch from afar. Among them was Senefer, alerted to the king's hunt, and carrying her bow in a nondescript looking bag. Slipping away from the crowd, she made her way quickly to the farthest edge of the reed beds.

The news that the king had publicly made Neferka's son Nefermaat the Crown Prince pleased her, but it in no way lessened her determination to kill Sneferu. All it meant was that her son was assured of a future and would no longer need his mother's protection. Without Sneferu, the Tjaty would ensure the rightful succession, leaving Senefer and Neferka to pursue their old familiar lifestyle. If such a plan was unrealistic and overlooked many factors, it did not register in Senefer's mind. She remained fixated on a course that would deliver her sister from perceived domination by the king.

Senefer hid herself in the reeds and waited, watching the beaters enter other beds, driving the birds out, and as they took to the air, the king let fly with his arrows, laughing as he brought them down. Behind him, small boys splashed in the shallows or swam out to retrieve dead birds. If the ducks still lived, swimming around impaled by an arrow, they caught them and expertly wrung their necks. The watching crowds applauded their king as the pile of dead birds grew, but when he showed no signs of tiring, many of them drifted back to the city. Slowly, Sneferu made his way along the river's edge toward the reed bed that had Senefer.

The beaters were now thrashing the vegetation and shouting on the next reed bed and the king turned to face a flock of ducks that erupted in a storm of wings. He yelled with delight and loosed arrow after arrow into the cloud of birds as they wheeled away. Feathers drifted on the light breeze and birds tumbled from the sky. Senefer fitted an arrow to her bowstring and slowly rose to her feet, mentally counting off the steps that would bring the king within assured killing range. She knew she could probably kill him from this distance, but she needed to be sure of a fatal strike.

"Another five steps," she whispered. "Four... three..." She drew back on the bow as Sneferu stepped back once more, loosing the last arrow in his quiver at the receding flock of ducks. "One." The bow creaked as she drew back to its utmost, but just as she was about to let go, the king called out and started back the way he had come.

"That's enough," Sneferu called out. "Meri, Khayu...call off the beaters."

As Senefer tracked the king's movement, readying her release, Khayu, one of the Overseers of the Beat came into view. He visibly started, and Senefer knew he had caught sight of her when he yelled incoherently. She dropped the arrow and dived for the cover of the reeds, making a splash that made the king turn. Quickly, she wriggled deeper into cover as Khayu reached the king and pointed in her general direction, oblivious to any damage she was doing to her bow.

"My lord king, there was a man," Khayu said. "I saw him...just for an instant..."

"I do not see anyone. Are you sure?"

"It was a fleeting sight, my lord, but I think...I think he had a bow."

"Another hunter perhaps? I am not the only one to hunt these beds."

"Then where is he now, my lord? Let me call the guards."

Sneferu scanned the reed beds in the direction Khayu was pointing, and shook his head. "I do not see anyone," he repeated. He started forward, but Khayu tried to interpose himself between the king and the reed bed, forcing Sneferu to stop.

"My lord, let the guards investigate. You must not put yourself in danger."

Sneferu stared at the overseer. "Danger? What danger? There is no one there, now stand aside."

Khayu had no choice but to do so, though he kept close to the king, wishing that he carried a weapon of some sort. They crossed the grassy land to the edge of the reed bed and Sneferu immediately waded into the water, pushing aside clumps of reeds and long grass. Khayu followed closely and pointed to one side.

"There, my lord."

The reeds and grass were flattened, disturbed as if something had stood there, and a trail of sorts led into the denser parts of the reed bed. Khayu bent and plucked an object from the water and held it out. It was an arrow.

"There was someone here, my lord, who dropped the arrow and fled when they saw me arrive."

"It is probably one of my own arrows," Sneferu said. "I was quite profligate in loosing them."

"You were not facing in this direction, my lord."

Sneferu grunted. "Well, there is no one here now, is there?"

"Please, my lord. Let us return to the others. You are exposed out here and I lack the means with which to come to your defence."

"I am quite capable of looking after myself, Khayu, but there is nothing here and the hunt is over. We shall return."

The king turned and splashed back to the shore. Khayu followed again, but did his best to remain between the reeds and the king, determined to shield him with his body even though he lacked a weapon. He breathed easier when the king had returned to the rest of the hunting party, and took aside one of the guard officers and spoke of what he had seen.

"You are certain of this?" asked the officer.

"Yes. There was a man with a bow, aimed at the king, but he fled when he saw that he had been seen."

"Is there any evidence apart from your sighting?"

"An arrow in the water at the place," Khayu said. "The king says it is one of his own."

"Could he be right?"

Khayu shrugged. "It is possible...but I know what I saw."

The officer considered Khayu's words, and looked back to where the king was being escorted back to the city.

"Very well, I will investigate. Show me where this took place."

Khayu led the officer and two of his men back to the spot where they waded out into the reed bed, following the faint trail of disturbed vegetation into the denser part of the beds where the water was deeper. They found another flattened area where somebody might have stood, but only open water lay beyond that.

"If there was someone here they could only have swum away," the officer said. "There are crocodiles here; I would not care to risk it."

Nothing further was found and even the arrow that had been floating in the water revealed no clues as to the ownership. It was well made but had no identifying features. Khayu knew that any more investigations were outside his remit, so he took his doubts to Tjaty Kagemni, thankful to turn the task over to someone with greater authority.

Kagemni made enquiries, but without any hint as to the identity--or even the existence--of a man in the reed beds, the investigation died before it had even begun. The king dismissed it outright, saying that Khayu had seen a hunter.

"Then, my lord, where did he go? If he was innocent, why did he flee?"

"There was nowhere for him to go," Sneferu admitted. "So it is more likely that Khayu only thought he saw someone. Look, Kagemni, there is no evidence the man even existed, so forget about it."
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Senefer remained hidden in the reeds until nightfall, watching the overseer and the soldiers search the reed bed before returning to the city. She stayed hidden in case the officer had posted a watcher but with the dusk, she emerged and made her own way home. An attempt on the king's life, even such a tenuous one, must surely tighten security around his person. She would not have another opportunity to try again until complacency returned. In the meantime, she decided that she would leave the city and departed quietly later that night, unaware that there was no on-going investigation.
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Months passed, and an uneasy truce fell over the palace as both of the king's wives approached the term of their pregnancies. Hetepheres was brought to the birthing stool first, and the birth proved to be long and hard. The palace waited expectantly, with the king offering up sacrifices to the gods for the safety of the queen and the child. Other people offered up silent prayers for the opposite effect, but these ill wishes came to nothing. The next day, Queen Hetepheres gave birth to a squalling infant boy.

The birth fell on an auspicious day, the first day in which the annual flood made an appreciable mark, the river lifting above its normal levels to lap the edges of the cultivated fields. People turned out to the riverbank to throw flowers upon the rising waters and the priests sang praises to the god Khnum, the builder, who built Kemet anew each year by causing the inundation, and who created the bodies of human infants.

"In honour of the god, let my firstborn son of my body and Queen Hetepheres be named Khnum-khuf for Khnum will always protect him."

The desire for the god's protection was heartfelt because almost from the first breath the boy drew, he displayed a sickly constitution. Sneferu called upon Imhotep for help as the young man had gained a great reputation as a healer and was newly returned to the city.

Imhotep carefully examined the boy, but could find nothing specifically wrong with him. He had no disease, displayed no wasting of a limb, and showed he had a strong pair of lungs. The physician prescribed tonics and offered the opinion that prayers to Khnum would do no harm. Whether it was the tonics or the intercession of the builder god, Khnum-khuf's little body strengthened and he started to become as other infants of that age. Delighted with Imhotep's success, Sneferu insisted on making him Court Physician.

A month after the birth of Khnum-khuf, Neferka was brought to the birthing stool and her short confinement was very different. The process took no longer than three hours from the first birth pangs to the tying off of the cord, and Neferka was delighted to present the king with their fourth son. Sneferu looked upon the new baby and grinned delightedly at the fine skin and regular features of the sleeping infant.

"What shall we name him, husband?" Neferka asked. "What god will you honour?"

Sneferu shook his head. "He is a beautiful baby. My first thought when I saw him was of his beauty, so I think I will have to recognise that in his name." he thought for a moment. "Let him be called Iynefer, as the beautiful one has come."

"I am so happy," Neferka said. "We have four beautiful sons, all in line to succeed you on the throne. Nefermaat first, then Rahotep, then Ranefer, and now Iynefer."

"I am indeed blessed," Sneferu agreed, "but remember Khnum-khuf. He is before Iynefer."

"You tell me this on the birthday of our son? You put another boy before our beautiful one?"

The king sighed, and kissed his wife. "Just as I resisted all challenges to the rights of my firstborn son Nefermaat, so I must protect the rights of Khnum-khuf. He is a month older than Iynefer and must take precedence."

Neferka grimaced, but could see the justice of the king's decision, albeit reluctantly. If she insisted on the precedence of her older boys, she must allow the son of Hetepheres into the line of succession before her youngest son.

"I can see the justice in that, husband, though it grieves my heart to see Iynefer pushed away from glory."

Sneferu had been expecting a fight from Neferka, and was pleased at her decision. "Iynefer will always be known as 'King's Son' and shall stand high in my court."

Neferka smiled and hid her thoughts, though she whispered them into the baby's ear after the king had left. "Maybe the son of Hetepheres will not live."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

D


espite the king's determination that peace should rule in the palace, the rivalries between his two wives continued, though less obviously. Neferka recognised that she could not be queen while Hetepheres lived, but was reluctant to seek the obvious solution to her problem. She desired to talk it over with someone before implementing any decision, and the only person she fully trusted was her sister Senefer. Her sister had left the city before the birth of Iynefer, for no apparent reason, but she thought she knew where she might have gone. There was a favourite hunting area in the western desert, and it was here that Neferka sent a messenger to find her sister and bid her return. A month passed, but Senefer turned up one day, though she seemed uneasy.

"No one is looking for me?" Senefer asked.

Neferka looked mystified. "No. Why should anyone seek you out?"

"No reason. Is the king well? Does anything trouble him?" Senefer could not ask her sister if the king was looking for a possible assassin without raising questions in Neferka's mind.

"He is very well, sister. Thank you for asking, as I know you do not like him. His only worries are the cares of the court and of the kingdoms."

"So...so he is not worried that someone might do him harm?"

"What a terrible thought, sister. Sneferu is well loved by the people, and no one would even raise their voice against him, let alone their hand."

"I am glad to hear it. Why did you send for me, Neferka?"

"I wanted you by my side for the birth of Iynefer. Why did you rush off?"

Senefer shrugged. "City life does not agree with me...you know that. Court life even less so. You are surrounded by servants, so I did not think I would be missed."

"You are my sister, Senefer, identical in almost every single way. How could you think I would prefer the companionship of servants over you?"

"You are right, Neferka. I am sorry I was not here when you needed me."

"Well you are here now."

For a time, they spoke of the royal children, and Senefer tried to generate enthusiasm for Iynefer, who was in her mind just another squalling infant. She could not fathom why a woman would want to be burdened by the care of children, even if servants did most of it. After a bit, Neferka fell silent. Senefer could see she had something on her mind, so waited patiently for her sister to formulate her thoughts.

"The king has made the positions of the queen and me quite clear," Neferka said slowly. "I will never be made a queen, but my sons will inherit before any of the sons of Hetepheres."

"That is everything," Senefer observed. "Why would you want the empty title of Queen?"

"Empty title?"

"There is no real power attached to it. You get to dress up and sit on a throne alongside the king on formal occasions, and people bow to you, but that is all."

"But I have been his loving wife these several years," Neferka complained. "If anyone deserves the title of queen it is me, not that empty-headed sister of his."

"It is merely another example of the disdain in which the king holds you."

"He loves me; I know it."

Senefer shrugged. "You want me here just so you can complain about Hetepheres? That is not like you, sister."

"Not just complain," Neferka said. "I am happy that my Nefermaat is heir to the throne, with Rahotep and Ranefer after him, but Hetepheres will always be a threat as long as she remains the queen. She argues that her rank means her son should be the heir, and I am afraid that she will persuade the king to change his mind."

"Has he shown any sign of doing so? Does he mistreat you in other ways? Denigrate you, insult you?"

Neferka shook her head. "No, but Hetepheres will not sit and do nothing. She wants her son Khnum-khuf as heir, and I think she will stop at nothing to achieve that end."

"So what are you going to do about it, sister?"

"I do not know, but as long as she is queen, my sons are in danger."

"How then, do you intend to remove this danger?"

"I...I hoped you might help me."

Senefer sat and stared at her sister. She no longer saw the hunter she had once been, just a woman softened by luxury, and wondered whether there was any ferocity left in her heart.

"Will you help me?"

"Maybe. What do you intend?"

Neferka looked around carefully. The servants associated with the Women's Quarters were elsewhere, and for the moment, nobody could overhear them. Even so, she was reluctant to give voice to her thoughts.

"Hetepheres will always be the queen, and as long as she is the queen, she will try and displace my sons. I cannot let that happen."

Senefer smiled. "Then you must pray that the gods will see fit to remove her as queen."

"How could that happen?"

"Death comes to us all."

Neferka nodded slowly. "That had occurred to me, but I cannot wait years for age or disease to claim her. As long as she lives, she will try to supplant my sons."

"Then you must kill her, sister."

Neferka grimaced and looked away. "I...I hoped that you might..."

"You are not the sister I knew," Senefer said, disappointment tingeing her voice. "The Neferka I knew would act rather than sitting around complaining or asking others to do what she dared not do."

"I have changed," Neferka admitted. She looked directly at her sister. "You will not help me?"

"I will help you, but not in the way you think."

"How then?"

"I have heard of the enmity that exists between you and Hetepheres. The city talks of little else. Under these circumstances, if Hetepheres dies, then you will come under immediate suspicion as the one who benefits most. However, there is another way."

"What is that? Killing Khnum-khuf? She will just breed another son."

"I do not kill infants," Senefer said scornfully. "I am talking about the king."

"Sneferu? No, you cannot. I...I love him."

Senefer snorted. "You think you do, but that man has been nothing but bad for you. The only good thing he has done is give you a son who will be king after him--and that is the solution to all this. Pay attention, sister," she said as Neferka opened her mouth to protest. "Nefermaat will only remain the heir as long as Hetepheres can find no way to supplant him. Do you honestly think she will balk at removing him for her son's sake? Wait for Sneferu to die naturally and you give her more opportunities to kill Nefermaat. Kill Sneferu now and Nefermaat becomes king immediately...all right, with someone acting as regent until he comes of age. Kagemni perhaps or even you."

Neferka stared open-mouthed at her sister for several moments, and then she shook her head violently. "No, you will not kill the king. I love him."

Senefer shrugged. "Then there is nothing more to be said. I will not kill Hetepheres or the child, but I will help you make your son the king. If you refuse that, then you must let fate decide."

"I...I cannot let you kill Sneferu."

Senefer went away, but she knew that she would have to act without her sister's approval. She had the added incentive now of helping her sister's son to the throne at the same time as ridding her of the man that had torn her from her sister's side.

"She cannot possibly love the man," she told herself. "Neferka protests simply because she has become weak. Well, I will free her and strengthen her once more."
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Queen Hetepheres, while agreeing to the king's commands for peace within the palace, had not given up on her scheme to have Khnum-khuf declared the Crown Prince. Lacking a close relative in whom to confide, she took her longest serving maidservant, Aat, into her confidence after making her swear secrecy with the most horrifying oaths.

"My brother is a besotted fool," Hetepheres said. "Just because he became infatuated with her once, does not mean she is fit to bear the heir."

Aat blanched at hearing the king described in such a manner, and feared that if such words ever became public knowledge, she would be at fault for even listening to them. There was nothing she could do, however, without betraying her mistress, so she listened in silence.

"It is ridiculous to suppose that a boy born of a commoner could inherit the throne of Kemet," Hetepheres went on. "Yet that is just what the king is doing. Well, I will not stand for it; things will change even if I have to rip the bitch and her brat out of their rooms and throw them to the crocodiles."

"My lady," Aat whispered. "The...the king said..."
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