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Setting the Scene

 

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

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

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

 

 

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

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

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

The Sixteenth Dynasty arose in the city of Thebes (Waset) in the south, as a result of the weakening and eventual collapse of the Thirteenth. They were conquered by the Fifteenth after about fifty years. The Abydos Dynasty was an ephemeral one that arose at the same time as the Sixteenth, in the southern city of Abydos (Abdju), and fell quickly to the northern invaders.

The Seventeenth Dynasty arose in the south of Egypt as the Hyksos invaders of the Fifteenth withdrew to the north. They followed them, and eventually reunited the Two Kingdoms under the reign of Ahmose in the Eighteenth Dynasty.

 

 

The ancient Egyptians believed that a name was more than just an identifying label. A name meant something, it was descriptive, and a part of a person's being. For instance, Sobekhotep means 'Sobek is satisfied', and the mouthful Sekhemre-sewdjtawy means 'A powerful one who allows the Two Lands to thrive'. The names of the kings have been simplified. Egyptian pharaohs had five names, two of which are important as far as these stories go--the prenomen and the nomen. Only the nomen was given at birth, the prenomen being a coronation name. I have generally used the birth names on informal occasions and limited the use of the prenomen to more formal occasions or when referring to past kings. Another reason to use a prenomen is that kings did not have a numbering system like us (Henry III, Henry IV), so Sobekhotep III had the prenomen Sekhemre-sewdjtawy, and Sobekhotep IV had the prenomen Khaneferre.

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

The Hyksos name itself derives from the Greeks also, many years after the events detailed here. In the ancient Egyptian language they were called heqa khasut, meaning 'rulers of the foreign countries'. Nobody really knows who they were, but the consensus is that they came from the region known as Retjenu, which comprises modern-day Israel, Lebanon and Syria. They possessed superior military skills and equipment, and introduced the chariot to Egypt. Later generations of Egyptians turned these skills and equipment back on the Hyksos and defeated them.

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

 

Nehy nearly lost his life on the night he hid in the Corps Commander's house in Waset. If he had been discovered he would have been hauled before the Governor, tried, and sentenced to impalement in the sight of the citizens of Waset. 

The night had started out innocently enough, and without a hint of the events to come. He had been out with friends engaged in an evening's drinking in the less salubrious taverns near the waterfront when a question by his friend Meni changed everything.

"I'm tired of drinking low quality beer in places like this," Meni said. "I want wine and women in a high class tavern."

His companions laughed. "How are you going to afford that?" Bek asked. "Have you come into some inheritance?"

"Perhaps he has sold his sister for silver," Khu commented.

"His sister?" Bek queried. "I wouldn't give a copper bracelet for what lies between her legs."

Meni shrugged and gulped at his beer. "All the same; wouldn't you like some rich wine instead of beer, and the company of a high class woman?"

"If you're paying," Nehy said. "Do you have silver?"

"No, but I know where we can get it. Gold even."

"You're drunk."

Meni shrugged again. "I may be drunk tonight, but tomorrow I'll be rich, while you'll still be poor and nursing a hangover."

"How will you be rich?" Nehy asked.

"I know where there is gold just waiting to be picked up."

Khu grinned. "And just where is this gold mine of yours?"

"Close by."

"And we can just go and pick it up?" Bek asked.

"More or less."

"Stop spinning lies and buy another jug of beer," Khu said.

"You are drunk," Nehy observed. "Nobody leaves gold just lying around for anyone to pick up."

"There is some risk involved," Meni admitted, "but the rewards are great."

Bek lifted the jug to pour himself another drink, but Khu snatched it away, spilling some on the rough table.

"You're talking about robbing a rich man's house, aren't you?" Nehy said. "No thanks. Rich men have guards and servants to protect their property."

Meni grinned. "The rich man's residence I have in mind has been uninhabited for years, and he has little use for the gold in his chamber."

Khu and Bek were quarrelling over the remnants of beer in the jug, but Nehy ignored them. He stared at his friend Meni as his words sank through his befuddled mind.

"You're talking about robbing a tomb..."

"Hush. Have a care, my friend. There are many ears hereabouts."

Nehy leaned closer. "That's a dangerous business, Meni. Men are impaled for that."

"Only if they're caught."

"I have no desire to end up screaming on a sharpened stick."

"Only fools are caught. It's all about who you know."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean you can't be greedy. Make sure the right people get their share and you can get away with anything. Gold blinds even dedicated guards."

"Whose ...er, place are you talking about?"

Meni looked hard at Nehy, and then glanced toward their companions who were licking the dregs from cups and jug. "Are you in?"

"It's safe?"

"Nothing's entirely safe; there's always some risk, but the guards will look the other way for an agreed consideration."

"You've done this before," Nehy said. "Why do you need me?"

"I don't; but you're a friend, and this time I need help breaking into...breaking through a wall. And to keep a lookout. For that, you get a third part."

"And you get two?"

"I get one. The guards get the other. Are you in?"

The thought of gold overcame Nehy's caution. In truth, as a simple townsman of Waset and occasional member of the city regiment, he had little to look forward to except hard work and little reward. He had no skill or a business passed down to him. If he was lucky, frugal living might provide him with a worn-out wife and a clutch of children before he died, but with gold anything might happen.

"I'm in."

Meni bought another jug of beer and left Bek and Khu to their drunken ramblings and led Nehy out into the cool night air. The chill drove away any beer fumes that were clouding his mind, and he looked quizzically at his friend in the darkness of the deserted street.

"Where are we going?"

"Follow me."

Meni walked off and after a brief hesitation, Nehy followed him. They walked through almost empty streets where even the prostitutes had found customers and taken them to their pallets. Now that he was no longer drinking, Nehy was starting to wonder at the wisdom of their venture. Tomb-robbing occurred--everyone knew that--but people also got caught and died a painful death. He wasn't at all sure he wanted to risk it, but now they had passed beyond the city and neared a rocky place set aside for the tombs of mid-level nobility and government officials. Meni drew him into the shadows and pointed to a mud-brick building close by.

"That's the tomb you mean?" Nehy asked. "It's reserved for the priests of Hathor. We can't rob that."

"Of course we can. Sihathor was buried a month ago and the official temple guards were removed last night. There's only...someone I know...guarding it tonight, so we need to do it before somebody else offers him a better bribe."

"But to rob a priest..."

"Just a man, but one that was buried with gold. You wouldn't say no to gold, would you?"

Nehy chewed his lip. "No, I suppose not."

"Come on then."

Meni led the way into the shadows behind the mud-brick tomb and, after scouting the area to make sure they were not observed, dug in the loose sand and drew out a copper hammer and a wooden mattock. He passed the mattock to Nehy and told him to keep watch.

The blows of the hammer on the dried brick were loud and Nehy felt sure they must be heard, but no-one came to investigate and after a while, Meni told him to clear away the debris with his mattock. He did so, and Meni attacked the wall again. After a time, Nehy heard a grunt of satisfaction from his friend and he saw that he had punched a hole in the wall of the tomb. 

Calling Nehy closer, Meni clambered into the darkness, where he could hear him knocking over items. Then he passed things through the hole, and Nehy placed them carefully on the ground. There were plates and cups, jewellery, ornaments and figurines. Many of them were made of stone or base metal, but a few were heavier and Nehy was sure they were made of gold. All of the items were valuable though, and could be sold to the right buyers. He felt his heart hammering at the thought of this much wealth so close to him and then he gasped, wondering if his heart had stopped, when he heard voices in the darkness and footsteps coming closer.

"Meni, there's someone coming," he whispered into the tomb.

Meni poked his head through the hole and then clambered out. "Get the stuff. Quickly." He grabbed a double handful and shuffled toward the shadows.

Nehy picked up a gratifyingly heavy cup and a chain he hoped was gold, and hurried after his friend, but before he could get there, a group of at least four men uncovered lamps and leapt out at them.

"We are betrayed. Run!" Meni yelled, bolting for the chaos of rocks on the hillside. With a shout, two of the men started in pursuit.

Nehy doubled back the way he had come, scrambled behind the tomb, and ran for the road that led to the city. He did not know the terrain around the tomb and instinctively fled for the perceived safety of Waset. The bulk of the tomb and the darkness hid him for a bit, but the sound of his panicked footsteps gave him away, and in an instant the remaining guards were pounding after him.

Fear sped his feet, and Nehy ran through the city gate fifty paces ahead of his pursuers. He ducked into a narrow alley, then another, changing direction often and gradually the cries and the running footsteps of the guards faded. Panting hard and trying to keep quiet, he sheltered in the entranceway of a residence near the barracks of the Amun Corps. Nehy thought about heading for home, but Meni knew where he lived and if he had been caught, who was to say he would not give him up.

"Who are you?"

Nehy jumped and almost cried out loud, believing himself discovered by the guards who had crept up on him. Then he realised the voice was young, tremulous, female, and had come from the courtyard behind him. He peered into the darkness but could only see dim shapes. Light poured into the courtyard from a window of the house and he could hear murmured conversation from within, but the shadows of the courtyard were deep and embracing.

"Er, no-one. I'm just sheltering here for a few moments; then I'll go."

"What are you sheltering from? Or should I say who? There are cemetery guards in the streets."

Nehy knew he should leave immediately, but he heard footsteps on the street again, and shrank back into the shadows.

"Please don't give me away," he whispered.

"Are they looking for you? Are you a tomb robber? Speak the truth; I'll know if you lie."

For some reason, Nehy believed her. "I... I kept lookout for a friend. I've never done it before."

"I believe you. It is no great crime to help a friend."

There was a short silence and Nehy wondered if the girl was still there. The footsteps were getting closer, though, so he made up his mind to run, edging closer to the entrance.

"Don't run. Come inside."

Nehy felt a hand tugging him backward and he stumbled into the shadows of the courtyard just as the men in the street loomed in the entranceway, a guttering torch held high.

"Who's there?" one of them demanded. "Show yourself."

The girl stepped forward into the light. "I am Lady Sonbtisi, daughter of Amun Corps Commander Meryamun. What is your business here?"

"Forgive me, Lady. We are looking for a criminal who ran in this direction. Have you seen a stranger tonight?"

"No."

"May we come in and look around?"

"I have been here for some time and no criminal has entered this courtyard. If you desire to search it, you must present yourselves at the front entrance and seek permission of my father."

The man scowled, but nodded. "Thank you, Lady. Your word is good enough. I advise you to shut and lock the door in case he is still nearby."

"Thank you. I shall do so."

The girl stood and watched the men leave and then turned back into the courtyard.

"Are you really Lady Sonbtisi?"

The girl giggled. "Yes. Did I sound awfully important?"

"Uh...how old are you?"

"What does that matter? I'm fourteen, and my father plans on having me married off soon."

"I'm sure it doesn't matter at all, Lady. You sound properly grownup and everything."

"Are you making fun of me?"

"Of course not, Lady. I thank you sincerely for helping me, but I must go now. Those guards might return and get your father's permission to search the courtyard."

"It is possible," Sonbtisi said. "But before you go, will you tell me your name?"

Nehy briefly considered giving her a false name. "My name is Nehy."

"Will you come back and visit me, Nehy?"

"That probably wouldn't be a good idea."

"I suppose not. Well, goodbye then."

Sonbtisi moved into the light from one of the windows of her house, and Nehy stifled a gasp. The girl was beautiful. He stumbled over the words of farewell as she walked into the house. Nehy left the courtyard and hurried away, keeping a lookout for patrolling guards, but his mind kept drifting back to the beautiful young Lady Sonbtisi.

His friend Meni had escaped the pursuing guards, but the guard he had the arrangement with had turned against him and threatened to turn him in to the authorities. He judged it safer to leave the city for a while and advised Nehy to do the same.

"He doesn't know me," Nehy argued. "Besides, I have a reason to stay."

Nehy was unable to get the image of Lady Sonbtisi from his mind, and her gentle voice haunted his dreams. He had found a buyer for his stolen goods and now bought a bangle that he had delivered to Sonbtisi. Back came the bangle with a message saying 'Why do you not deliver it yourself?' Plucking up his courage, he did so, sidling up alongside Sonbtisi in the markets.

"Nehy? I did not recognise you in daylight."

"I would know you anywhere," he declared. "I think of nothing else than our brief meeting."

They talked for a while, and it surprised both of them that they had so much to say. Each enjoyed the sound of the other's voice and without thinking, fingers entwined as they faced each other and spoke softly, finding it difficult to look away. Nehy bought them foamy beer and fried fish from a street vendor. It was plain that Sonbtisi enjoyed his company and Nehy marvelled at that. When at last they parted, the lengthening shadows warning them of the passage of time, Sonbtisi implored Nehy to call on her at home.

"I fear I would not be welcome in the house of the Corps Commander," Nehy said. "I am only a simple Townsman of Waset without skills or wealth. I am a soldier when I am called upon too, but with little hope of advancement." 

"As to that, I'm afraid I exaggerated my importance a bit. My father is indeed Meryamun, but he is only a Troop Commander, not Corps Commander."

"He is still far above my station."

"Call on me anyway, Nehy."

Nehy did as he was asked, though he knew beforehand what her father's reaction would be. It was as he thought, and he considered himself lucky to escape without broken bones or bruises from the servants of an indignant father. A quick pair of feet carried him away from danger, though his cheeks burned with embarrassment. He resolved to assuage his shame by an act of revenge as his sense of his own honour overcame the desires of his heart.

Sonbtisi was appalled at the behaviour of her father toward the young man who had claimed her love and it required no great effort on his part to persuade her to lie with him. She soon found herself expecting a child and her father Meryamun swore revenge on the man who had dishonoured his daughter and set his men to scouring the city for the miscreant. They dragged Nehy before the troop commander, who would have had him beaten to death had not Sonbtisi pleaded for his life.

Meryamun could no longer seek his daughter's marriage to another of the Corps' Troop Commanders so he sent her north to the capital city of Ankh-Tawy. 'Let her learn the consequences of her actions' Meryamun declared. He felt certain that after a time of living without the luxuries she was used to, she would return and beg his forgiveness. Maybe after the birth of the child he could arrange a good marriage for her.

Nehy and Sonbtisi found themselves in Ankh-Tawy a month later, and set up a home together. The wealth he had gleaned from his tomb-robbing exploits in Waset enabled him to set up a small trading business which prospered. In due course the child of their congress was born and they named him Haankhef. Sonbtisi never returned to her father's house in Waset, being perfectly content with her life as Nehy's wife. Meryamun held himself aloof for many years, but gradually came to forgive his daughter's perceived transgressions. The boy's early life was unremarkable, but by the time he reached his early manhood, his grandfather Meryamun relented and used his influence to find Haankhef a position within the Ankh-Tawy military.

Haankhef prospered as a military man and slowly rose to the position of Commander of the Ankh-Tawy garrison. This brought him into contact with the royal court and he fell in love with Kemi, the youngest daughter of the Tjaty Aataya. They married and had three sons, Neferhotep, Sihathor, and Sobekhotep, who would no doubt have followed their father into the army and led satisfactory but undistinguished lives had it not been for an accident of fate.
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At about the time the eldest son Neferhotep reached the age of forty-five the king, Sekhemresewdjtawy Sobekhotep, died. The king left only two daughters, both married to high officials within the court. Neither husband of the princesses seemed disposed to assume the throne, so Neferhotep took matters into his own hands, aided by his father-in-law Tjaty Neferkare Iymeru. Neferhotep had the husbands executed, their wives put away, and he took the throne of Kemet with the throne name of Khasekhemre Neferhotep. He called himself the king of all Kemet, Lord of the Two Lands, He of Sedge and Bee, despite most of Ta Mehu, the Delta region, lying in the hands of the Retjenu king Sheshi. The kings reigning from Ankh-Tawy had long regarded the Retjenu kings with loathing, but recognised they lacked the ability to oust them from Kemet.

Neferhotep took to wife a woman of good standing called Senebsen and had two sons by her, Haankhef and Wahneferhotep, and a daughter Kemi, relatively late in life. Kemi, as it turned out, had a part to play in the history of the Kemet that was far beyond her dreams. The sons of Neferhotep died early and the king raised his brother Sihathor up to rule beside him as coregent. He further betrothed his daughter Kemi to Sihathor but the marriage never took place, Sihathor succumbing to an infection. The youngest brother Sobekhotep was made coregent. Sobekhotep had, by this time, taken Nubhotepti as wife and had a son, Merenre, and enjoyed a lover Tjan, who when he became coregent was elevated to the status of wife. Tjan also gave birth to a son, Khaenre.

When, a year or so later, Neferhotep died, Sobekhotep, now Khaneferre Sobekhotep, became sole ruler, and he proceeded to rule Kemet with a fist of granite utilising Senebi son of Nebpu as Treasurer and Nebankh son of Sobekhotep (another one, this being a common name at the time) as Great Overseer of the House to control the kingdoms for him. 

Khaneferre Sobekhotep called his high officials into a meeting and demanded to know why the Retjenu king Sheshi was allowed to continue ruling the productive lands of the river Delta from the eastern city of Hut-waret that these foreigners called Avaris.

"The farmlands of Ta Mehu are the richest in the kingdoms. They produce much food and to allow the wealth of the lands to flow into the coffers of this Sheshi, deprives me of much that is rightly mine."

"Son of Re," Nebankh said softly, "the lands of the Delta were overrun by the foreign Retjenu kings a hundred years ago. The kings of Kemet rule from Ankh-Tawy over the river valley and the south as they have done for hundreds of years before that."

"I did not ask for a history lesson, but rather why these lands are still controlled by these men who call themselves kings. I am tired of their arrogance. Send the army to throw them out of Kemet and restore my rule over all of Kemet."

"To state it baldly, the army is not strong enough," Tjaty Iymeru said.

Sobekhotep stared at Iymeru coldly. "You may be the father of my mother, Iymeru, but you will still afford me the respect due to our respective stations in life."

Iymeru ground his teeth, but bowed to the king. "My apologies, Son of Re, but my comment stands; our army is not strong enough to contest these disputed lands. On the other hand, their armies are not strong enough to push farther south so we have a balance."

"And the situation is not wholly to our detriment, Son of Re," added Senebi. "There is extensive trade between our lands and theirs, and a lot of the produce of the Delta ends up in the markets of Ankh-Tawy anyway."

"But the profits end up in Sheshi's treasury."

Treasurer Senebi conceded the point. "Better we should lose a little profit than wage a costly war, Son of Re."

"I don't like it," Sobekhotep said. "I am the only king in Kemet."

"Of course, Son of Re," Iymeru said. "For all that the kings of Retjenu like to call themselves kings of Kemet, in reality they are nothing more than Governors, allowed to rule by your gracious permission."

"Hmm...your words have something to recommend them. We truly lack the means to oust these Retjenu?"

"Regrettably so, Son of Re."

"Is there no friendly power we could call upon to help us? What of the kings of Kush? We maintain friendly relations with them, don't we?"

"Kush is far away, Son of Re," Senebi said, "and they trade with these Retjenu kings themselves. I doubt they would want to risk any diminution of their income."

"To the north, then?"

"Son of Re, to the north lie the lands of Retjenu, though they are sometimes divided into the regions of Djahy, Lebanon and Amurru. These are the lands that the kings residing in Avaris came from." 

"It is said that there are other rulers of foreign lands, or heqa khasut, living there who are even more inimical to native Kemetu rule, Son of Re," Iymeru said. He shrugged. "If a wolf worries our sheep, we do not want to call upon a lion to help drive the wolf away."

Sobekhotep scowled. "You have made your point, Iymeru. It seems that I must suffer these foreign kings, these heqa khasut, these Hyksos, for the time being."

"It would be wise to do so, Son of Re."

"And the request I have received from Sheshi to send ships through our lands to call upon the king of Kush? Is that wise?"

"I believe it to be a reasonable request, Son of Re," Treasurer Senebi said. "They pay a tax for the privilege of sailing through our lands, and their gold is welcome. We have always regarded the taxes they pay as being the tribute due to the crown by subject governors."

"Except they are not just governors, are they? They call themselves kings."

"What does it matter what they call themselves, Son of Re?" Iymeru asked. "They are merely taking care of the Delta lands while we gather our strength. One day we shall reclaim those lands and then there shall be an accounting."

"I look forward to that day," Sobekhotep said. "They will beg for mercy when my foot is upon their necks, but they will get no mercy from me."

Khaneferre Sobekhotep swept from the room with Iymeru hurrying after him, and Nebankh looked at Senebi questioningly.

"You think we will one day reconquer the lands of the Delta?" he asked.

"No time soon," Senebi replied. "Sheshi is too strong. But one day he will no longer rule from the city he calls Avaris, and then we will see."

 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

Malek, a chieftain of one of the tribes of Kanaan, whom the Kemetu called Retjenu, who held land not far north of the somewhat fluid north-eastern Kemetu border, liked to style himself king. He ruled with a fist of hardened bronze, and boasted of his descent from Yamm, the god of the sea, and Arsiya, goddess of the earth. Being descended from both (reputedly), he laid claim to land and sea and waged war on many small communities along the coast and as far inland from the court at Hattush as a horse could travel in three days. He also boasted two sons to do his bidding, and several daughters who were counted useful only as much as they could be married off to neighbouring chieftains.

Urubek was the elder son and was cast from the same mould as his father. Of limited intellect, he bent others to his will by strength and cruelty, caring little for the lives of others. He learned early that if he wanted something, he took it; and if someone contested his right to it, then they died. His brother Arimawat was named for the god of death, and he certainly sacrificed men regularly to his god. The main difference between the two brothers was that Arimawat had fallen in love and married, learning consideration for others in the process; whereas Urubek saw women merely as a sometimes useful commodity and learned nothing.

Arimawat had five daughters and three sons, though two of each gender died in infancy. The surviving son was named Harrubaal (the mountain of Baal) and meant everything to his father. Arimawat raised his son to follow his course in life, to inherit his estates and to figure highly in the court of Malek. It was not beyond the bounds of possibility that he might even inherit the kingdom, as Urubek had no heir yet and accidents happened.

Urubek had reached a similar conclusion, and while both he and his father had reached agreements with Arimawat on the future of Hattush, he knew he would have to do something about what he saw as a personal threat. The surest way to protect himself was to remove the threat. He called his most trusted retainer to him and outlined what he wanted him to do.

"Mabtu, I want you to take some men and destroy the household of my brother Arimawat and his son Harrubaal. Make it look like a raid by men of the southern desert."

"What of the women of the household?"

"Do with them as you please, but kill them afterward."

"And the servants? Livestock? Buildings?"

"It must look like a raid. Kill everyone you find there--mother, daughters, son, servants--and set fire to the farm to cover the fact you have not robbed it, and then drive off the livestock."

"It will be done, Master."

Half a month later, Mabtu and a score of picked men descended on the estate of the king's son Arimawat an hour before dawn. They rode in fast, cutting down anyone who opposed them, rounding up the servants and sealing them in the barn set well away from the main residence. Several servants died in the initial attack, but Mabtu made an effort to prevent his men from widespread murder until all was secure. The main house was still in darkness when Mabtu kicked in the door and entered with his sword drawn, his men on his heels.

"They're not here."

"Search the place. Buildings and land. They can't be far."

An hour later, though, his men reported back that there was no sign of the men, but that two horses were missing. Mabtu took Arimawat's wife and three daughters into a side room of the main hall and questioned them.

"Lady Talliya, my business is with your husband and son. Where are they?"

"You will get nothing from me," Talliya said. "And you have made a great mistake attacking this farm, whoever you are. My husband is son of the king and he will..."

"I know who your husband is, and he will do nothing, for I am here on my lord Urubek's command. Now, where are your husband and son? Where have they gone?"

Talliya said nothing.

"Do not be foolish, Lady Talliya. You will tell us sooner or later, and it would be a pity if your daughters suffered because of your obstinacy."

"You would not dare. My husband Arimawat will kill you if you lay a finger on my daughters."

Mabtu laughed. "Fingers will only be the start of it." He waited a few moments but saw that Talliya was being stubborn. "Very well...that one." he stabbed a finger in the direction of Padriya, the youngest, a girl of fifteen.

Padriya screamed when Mabtu's man took hold of her and ripped her clothing away. Her sisters and mother added their cries and pleas for mercy, but the man brutalised her and left her curled on the floor and weeping.

"You are nothing but a filthy beast," Talliya wept. "My husband will kill you and all your men for this foul act."

"If you tell me where he is, I'll give him the opportunity." 

Talliya only wept, and her daughters did also, in fear and pain. 

Mabtu shook his head. "This girl next, I think," he said, singling out Anatha, the eldest. "She looks strong, so two of my men shall have her."

"No!" Talliya cried. "Leave her alone."

"Then tell me where your husband is."

"I... I cannot."

Screams rent the air once more, even more agonised as the two men raped Anatha viciously, leaving her broken and bleeding. The other daughters added their cries and curses, while the mother wept.

"No more, no more, I beg you," Talliya cried.

"Tell me where your husband is and we'll leave," Mabtu said.

"I don't know where he is."

"Then we continue." His men stripped the third daughter Athtart, and threw her to the floor. Athtart screamed and struggled, but the men held her down.

Talliya howled with misery. "They rode out hunting yesterday. I don't know where they went."

"What were they hunting?"

"I don't know...wild goat, I think. Oh please stop. Have mercy."

"Come, lady, you know more than you're telling me. A few moments ago you said you knew nothing and now you admit he went hunting wild goats. Two of your daughters could have been spared if you had only admitted that sooner."

"You are vile beasts."

"You said that before. Now tell me something new. Your husband hunts wild goats...where? Toward the coastal plains or in the hills?"

"The...the coast, I think."

Mabtu told his men to wait and contemplated Talliya. "Convince me that the coastal plains are his destination," he said, "and maybe I'll be merciful."

Talliya wiped tears from her eyes. "At least let my daughters cover their modesty," she pleaded.

Mabtu nodded and the girls' torn clothing was tossed to them. Athtart huddled with her sisters, all of them weeping softly. "Speak, then, Lady Talliya, and be thorough in your telling. Your daughters depend on you."

"Don't tell them anything," Athtart sobbed. "They will kill father."

"We'll find him with or without your help," Mabtu said.

"Then let the infernal gods take you. I will not help," Talliya said.

"Help me and I'll give him a quick, clean death. Force us to drag it out of you and he'll die slowly and painfully, and my men will all have their way with your daughters until they wish they had been granted a quick death."

Talliya hesitated and Mabtu snapped his fingers. His men moved toward the girls again who screamed, and Talliya gave in.

"Wait; I will tell you. He...he mentioned the town of Birath which has had their crops eaten by wild goats. My husband will have gone there."

Mabtu nodded. "You are certain of this?"

"Yes."

"When do you expect him back?"

"A few days, probably."

"Then we will enjoy your husband's hospitality today and ride out tomorrow, Lady Talliya."

"And...and my daughters?"

"They...and you...will entertain my men." Mabtu called across one of his officers. "Let the men have their way with them and when they cease to be entertaining, kill them." He turned and walked away as the screams of the four women started up once more.

Men who were not engaged in rape set about destroying the property, cutting down the orchard, trampling crops and slaughtering livestock, but all the men, Mabtu included, took time to go inside and take their pleasure.

The next morning, Mabtu and his men rode off in the direction of the town of Birath. Behind them, a pillar of smoke rose from the burning buildings and flies swarmed over the corpses of Arimawat's family and servants piled in the courtyard.
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A day's casual ride to the east, in the foothills of the low hills, two men led their horses by the reins as they followed the faint trail in the dry earth and rock. Both carried bows and wore a small quiver on their belts, but while the elder kept his gaze fixed on the scuffs that told the story of the passage of a leopard, the younger one, hardly more than a boy, scanned the hillside in search of their quarry.

"There are too many places to hide up there, father," said the boy.

"Keep watching for any movement," the man murmured. "My brother said he was up here and he's usually right."

"Uncle Urubek said he was here?"

"He suggested I ride out and see if I could find him. I thought you'd enjoy the hunt."

"Why would he..."

"Shh... he's close."

They stopped and wiped the sweat from their brows while they scanned the jumble of rocks and scrubby bushes ahead of them. The sun, now high above them, reflected off the rocks, sizzling them, and the air rippled, making it harder to discern the leopard which was almost certainly holed up somewhere on the hillside, sheltering from the heat of the day.

"Won't the girls be surprised when we come home with a leopard skin?"

The man made a quick sign to avert ill luck. "Never anticipate what the gods send, Harrubaal. If they smile upon us, we will be successful. If not, we return empty handed."

"Even if we got nothing, I wouldn't mind," Harrubaal said. "Hunting a leopard is much more exciting than hunting goats, like you told mother."

The man grunted. "I did not want her to worry."

"And what will she say if we return with a leopard skin?"

"She'll say, 'Arimawat, why do you put yourself and our son in danger,' to which I will reply, 'It is high time Harrubaal learned the art of killing, and hunting a dangerous animal is safer than war.'"

"Will there be war, father?"

"There is always war."

"I mean between our people and foreigners."

Arimawat led his horse over to a small shrub with wisps of dry grass around its base, letting it graze a little sustenance. Harrubaal followed suit, and man and boy sat on the hot rocks nearby.

"Other tribes have gone south before us and occupied the rich, well-watered lands of the river Delta. Malek wants us to follow them and claim our own land, and Urubek agrees."

"But you do not, father?"

"I think the kings of the south are too strong for us. We need an alliance with other tribes first, or find a way to weaken the Delta kings, but Malek and my brother are greedy. They don't want to wait or to share the spoils with anyone."

"Who are these kings in the south? Are they the ones who rule the long river that disappears into the desert?"

"They call their land Kemet and their river Iteru, and have ruled there for a thousand years...they say. At present, they are divided, with Sheshi, ones of the kings who went south, ruling in the Delta, while the king of the river valley has some outlandish name like Nefotep or Sobotep. They claim descent from the original rulers of all the land."

"I hope we do go to war with them," Harrubaal said. "I'd like to see..." The boy broke off, staring into the west. "What's that? Smoke?"

Arimawat stared and rose to his feet, taking a few paces closer, as if it would clarify matters. "That is in the direction of home."

Harrubaal was on his feet also, an expression of concern on his face. "Raiders?"

"Mount up, we're going home."

The hunt forgotten, Arimawat and Harrubaal mounted their horses and guided them back down the steep hillside, negotiating the loose rock and unstable surfaces until they reached the gentler lower slopes. Here, they picked up the pace, but the stress of the heat made them slow again and water and rest their horses. Harrubaal wanted to force the pace, but Arimawat, though visibly worried, restrained the youth.

"It will do us no good if the horses founder. A short rest, and water, and ease the pace a bit and we'll get there by nightfall."

Harrubaal obeyed his father, but even so, Arimawat had to call him back several times as he urged his horse to a faster pace. The sun sank in the west, reddening as it shone through an increasing pall of smoke, and now even Arimawat dug his heels into his horse's sides, urging it onward.

They came on the ruins of their home near sunset, and sat and stared for a moment at blackened timbers and smoking ashes. The snarling of dogs and the crowing of birds drew their attention to the horrifying spectacle of dead bodies piled high with scavengers tearing at their flesh. Harrubaal grabbed his bow and sent shaft after shaft into the dogs before they turned tail and ran.

"These are servants," Arimawat said, examining a few of the bodies. "I pray our family..." A sob was ripped from his throat as he recognised a hand almost hidden beneath the bodies. It was a fair hand, small and unmarked by the harsh life of a servant. Arimawat uttered a great cry and hauled bodies aside to reveal the naked and bloodied body of his youngest daughter Padriya. Harrubaal, his stomach heaving, helped his father retrieve four naked female bodies from the heap and lay them side by side on the hard earth of the courtyard.

His father knelt beside the body of his wife and howled his grief while Harrubaal stumbled off with tear-blurred eyes to find cloth with which to cover them. He found water too, and rags, and together they washed the bodies of their loved ones and wrapped them in shrouds. Then by the dim light of still-smouldering ruins, they dug graves in the softer soil or the orchard behind the house and interred the only ones the two men loved. Overcome by reaction and exhaustion, they lay down on the graves and fell into a fitful sleep.

"I will tear their hearts from their bodies for this," Arimawat said quietly the next morning as they stood looking at the graves.

"The raiders? How will we find them, father?"

"This was not the work of raiders."

"Who else could it have been?"

"Raiders seek profits by driving off herds, pillaging the crops and houses, and even taking slaves. This..." Arimawat swung his arm violently to take in the ruins of the farm. "This was wanton destruction and served no purpose. I found jewellery in the ashes of the house."

"Whoever it was, I wish we had been here to protect...to protect them."

"If we had, then we would be dead too. There were many of them. Ten, twenty... perhaps more...and they were mounted. Not raiders, but mounted soldiers from Hattush. See? Hoofprints and the marks of soldier's boots."

"From Hattush? From the court?" Harrubaal asked incredulously. "How can that be?"

"I do not say this was done on the orders of King Malek or my brother Urubek themselves, for there is no evidence of that. It could have been some lord seeking his own advancement."

"Then we must take this to the king. He will find the murderers and punish them."

"No."

"No? We must."

"Think, Harrubaal. If Malek or Urubek is behind this, then we are dead as soon as we set foot in court. Even if they are blameless, my brother will take advantage of another man's actions to strike us down." Arimawat shrugged. "I would probably do the same in his place, though I would not kill women."

"I will kill the man who did this," Harrubaal said, "whether it is my grandfather or my uncle."

Arimawat nodded. "Revenge must wait, my son. We must live long enough to avenge the deaths of our women, but I swear on Mawat, the god of death for whom I am named, that I will take the lives of those that have harmed us."

"And I swear that too," Harrubaal muttered.

Arimawat put his arm around his son's shoulders and together they stood in silent contemplation of the ruin of their lives. At length, Harrubaal stirred.

"Where shall we go, father? To one of the other tribes of Kanaan?"

"They would likely hand us over to Malek in return for some consideration."

"Then where?"

"There is only one place that looks for nothing from any of the tribes of Kanaan. We must seek refuge in the court of King Sheshi in the Delta city of Avaris."
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They fled south, Arimawat leading his son by back roads and little-frequented trails, swinging wide around the city of Hattush. At one point, as they crossed the coastal plain not far from the town of Birath, they saw a band of mounted men coming toward them and took refuge in a grove of trees. From this shelter they saw the men, twenty of them, pass by not more than a hundred paces away.

"Urubek's men," Arimawat said. "I don't know his name but I recognise the man in the lead."

"Are they looking for us?"

"Assume they are. Our lives depend on reaching the Delta lands unseen."

They rode on, and now that he knew there were armed men abroad, Arimawat became more cautious. Increasingly, they hid by day and moved by night, avoiding every village or isolated farm, foraging where they could. They hunted game on occasion, or took an unguarded lamb or two, leaving behind some blood-soaked wool to hint that a predator had taken it. It took them half a month, but they passed beyond the lands owing suzerainty to Malek and into the less frequented lands that bordered the river Delta. The land grew less dry as they moved south, and Harrubaal nodded with approval at the sight of the farms they came across.

"This is a rich land, father."

"This? Wait until we get to the Delta proper."

The two men reached the black soil lands eight days later. They stopped on a slight rise so Harrubaal could look out over the vast expanse of flat land that spread out in front of them. Scrubby soil gave way to rich silt and low straggly bushes and then to luxurious swathes of green grass. The people were different too, darker in complexion and often bare to the waist as they toiled with mattock and hoe in the dark soil.

"By the gods, I can see why the lands of the Delta are so prized. The rulers here must be rich indeed."

"And they will contest fiercely any attempt to take them over," Arimawat said. "Malek would love to claim these lands, but Sheshi is far too strong. Maybe if he could interest the other tribes, but each chieftain would want to be king and none would agree."

They moved on, deeper into the Delta, and if Harrubaal had been amazed at the rich expanse of grass, he almost fell off his horse when he saw the easternmost branch of the river flowing sluggishly northward to the sea. Reed beds swayed in the breeze, the water rippled from the current or unseen shoals of fish where it was not covered with water lilies. Flocks of birds wheeled above them and settled into the reeds or pastures, honking noisily, while frogs croaked and insects buzzed.

"I never knew rivers could be so big."

Arimawat smiled. "This is but one branch of it. I have never seen it, but I'm told the main channel dwarfs this."

"I wouldn't have said there was this much fresh water in the world. It must rain every day to produce rivers this size."

"I'm told it seldom rains, yet the river never fails to be full, and it floods every year, despite the lack of rain. Nobody knows where the water comes from, so it is little wonder the Kemetu call the river a god."

"This land is a paradise," Harrubaal exclaimed. "But where are all the people? Does Kemet not have cities?"

"It does, and I have no doubt our presence has been reported. I'm not sure where Avaris lies...north of here, I think, so we must turn north and expect to be intercepted."

"Will we be welcome?"

"Let us hope so."

They had occasion to find out two days later. As they sat around their campfire on the banks of the river soon after dawn, grilling a duck killed only minutes before, a squad of men rose from the long grass with spears at the ready. Neither Arimawat nor Harrubaal made any move toward their weapons but raised their hands to show they were unarmed.

"Who enters the lands of King Maaibre Sheshi unbidden?" the officer in charge demanded.

Arimawat was glad that he understood the man. It might have been awkward if he only spoke Kemetu. "I am Arimawat and this is my son Harrubaal," he replied in the same tongue.

"What is your business here?"

"That is for the king's ears. I would be pleased if you would escort us to him."

The officer drew closer and nudged their belongings with his foot. He stared at the horses for a few moments, and then at their clothing.

"Except for the presence of those beasts I would judge you poor men. Did you steal them?"

"They are my own horses, raised on my own lands."

The officer's eyebrows lifted at the claim that Arimawat owned land, but before he could comment, Arimawat spoke again.

"We have told you our names; what is yours, man of Sheshi?"

"I am Meni, squad leader."

"You can see we are no threat to you or the king, Meni, so will you not join us as we break our fast? We can offer grilled duck but alas no wine or beer."

"You offer me a duck that belongs to the king?" Meni grinned. "I will join you, though my men will remain on guard. As for drink, cool river water will suffice."

The three men made short work of the single fowl, and after they had wiped greasy fingers on the grass and drowned the ashes of the fire with water, Meni led them north. His own men were somewhat fearful of the horses, being unused to them, so Harrubaal led them while his father walked with Meni and the squad trailed along behind.

"You do not have horses here in Kemet?" Arimawat asked.

"We have them, but they are not common, not having much use for them. They are not as strong as oxen when pulling sleds and carts. Are they plentiful in your land?"

"Common enough. I breed them on my estates." Arimawat frowned, remembering that was a thing of the past. "I supplied them for riding and for pulling chariots."

"Chariots? Is that a form of cart used for farm work?"

"They can be used for that, but mine were of high quality, trained to the yoke for warfare." Arimawat looked at Meni's puzzled expression. "You have never seen a war chariot?"

"No."

"Then I pray your first sight of them is not facing down a chariot charge."

Arimawat judged that they could have made it to Avaris in half a day had they ridden their horses, but on foot it took them two days, tramping along form roads and across interminable pastures. When they stopped at night it was within a village, and although they were housed in the best hut, the presence of the squad all around them told them they were prisoners nonetheless.

The sight of the city itself stopped Harrubaal in his tracks. It dwarfed the only other city he had ever seen, Hattush in his own country, though as he got closed he saw that it was as chaotic in form as the other city. The streets were seemingly unplanned, a veritable warren of narrow roads bordered by mud brick dwellings, many of them with flat roofs and shops out the front. Avaris stank too, after the wholesome, pure air of the farmland, and Harrubaal realised that probably all cities smelled as bad. It was, he thought, the natural result of so many people living close together, their rubbish and faeces overwhelming any attempt to dispose of them. The city was still an incredible spectacle though, and it prompted him to approach Meni with a question.

"Do names have meanings in this country?"

"Of course. What else is a name but a description?"

Harrubaal nodded. "Then what does the name of this city mean?"

"Hut-waret is the name given it by the native Kemetu, and we have just followed suit, though it is called Avaris by the rulers. Hut-waret means 'Great House', while the name Avaris refers to an early Retjenu king called Avis, who settled this area when he first came here."

"Retjenu?"

"The Kemetu name for Kanaan."

"Avaris is easy on my tongue," Harrubaal said, "where Hut-waret is not."

"Yet Hut-waret is more acceptable if you travel farther in Kemet than just the Delta lands ruled by Maaibre Sheshi."

"What is King Sheshi like?"

"A word of caution, young man. When referring to the king, use his throne name of Maaibre or Maaibre Sheshi. Sheshi alone is too familiar for any save his family."

"A throne name?"

"In Kemet, when a king is enthroned, he takes a formal throne name in praise of the gods. Maaibre means 'the righteous one is the heart of Re'."

"Now I am more confused than ever," Harrubaal said ruefully. "Who is Re? I have never heard of that god."

"Re is the sun god."

"I thought Shapash was the sun god of Kanaan."

"But we are in the land of Kemet, so the king offers praise and recognition to Re. I dare say the god does not object to either name."

Harrubaal frowned but nodded slowly. "Let me ask again then, what is King Maaibre like?"

"Maaibre Sheshi is a strong king with a firm grip over the Delta. He has ruled for twenty years and is loved by all."

"Will he welcome us to his court?"

"That is not for me to say, but if you are honest with him he will treat you fairly."

The actual audience with the king provided further things at which to marvel. Arimawat and Harrubaal were ushered into a great hall larger than any they had seen at the court of Hattush in Kanaan. In Hattush, the king had sat on a wooden throne bedecked with furs while his counsellors and nobles milled around. The atmosphere stank of unwashed bodies, wood smoke and roasting meat, mixed with horse dung carried in on the footwear. Everything was dirty, and the king's hall of Hattush held little in the way of grandeur. Truly it was more a chieftain's den than a king's court.

In contrast, the audience chamber in Hut-waret was huge, light and airy. The only odours that permeated the place were the perfumes adorning the native priests and some of the nobles. Noblemen and courtiers, bedecked with jewellery, thronged the sides of the hall, but kept a respectful distance from the king who was ensconced on an ornate throne on a raised dais at one end. Richly coloured banners hung from the ceiling and the walls were covered in scenes of warfare, hunting and farming. The air in the shadowed hall was cool after the heat of the sun, and as Arimawat and Harrubaal advanced down the length of the chamber, the courtiers turned to watch them, the only sound being the slap of their sandals against the tiled floor. 

Furtive sniggers followed them as native-born Kemetu and resident Retjenu nobles sneered at the woollen tunics and leggings of the two newcomers. The residents of the Delta had long ago adopted the style of dress of the natives and appeared half naked to Arimawat and Harrubaal. Linen kilts and loose tunics were the most common style, together with armbands, pectorals and ornate wigs. It was as strange to the newcomers as it was to the residents, but Arimawat refrained from any rudeness, while Harrubaal just stared wide-eyed at the wonders of the king's hall.

A chamberlain preceded them and as they neared the throne, called out, "Son of Re, Lord of the Two Lands, Maaimbre Sheshi, from whom all good things arise; I present to you Arimawat, son of Malek of Hattush, and his son Harrubaal. Draw near, Arimawat and Harrubaal, and make obeisance to King Maaimbre Sheshi."

The two men bowed respectfully and waited. After a few moments of intense scrutiny, Sheshi beckoned them to draw nearer.

"Are you here in an official capacity, Arimawat of Hattush?"

"No, my lord."

The chamberlain hissed at them to address the king as Son of Re, but Sheshi waved a hand dismissively. "These men are foreigners and do not yet offer me their allegiance. My lord is sufficiently respectful...for now. You were saying, Arimawat?"

"We are not here in any official capacity, my lord, but rather seek refuge in your court."

"You seek refuge? From whom?"

"I cannot say with certainty, my lord, but I suspect my brother Urubek had a hand in the destruction of my estates and the deaths of my wife and daughters. Certainly, his armed men search for us in the lands of Hattush."

"What did you do to provoke such animosity?"

"Nothing, my lord. I wished merely to live in peace with my family and serve King Malek, my father. Now, if you will let me, I will live in Avaris and serve you in whatever capacity you see fit to allow. I, and my son Harrubaal."

The king pondered Arimawat's words, chin in hand, and at length, nodded. "I accept your offer of service, Arimawat. Go with my chamberlain now, and he will assign you appropriate quarters within the palace. I will think on what duties you can best perform."

Arimawat bowed again, and after a moment, Harrubaal followed suit. "I thank you for your kindness... Son of Re. My son and I will do our utmost to be of service to you."

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

King Maaibre Sheshi called his most trusted counsellors into a meeting to discuss something that was close to his heart. Because it involved more than just the Delta lands, he insisted on his chief agent and heir Prince Ipqu, Treasurer Har, Deputy Treasurer Aamu, and General of the Army Khakherewre. Of these, the grizzled general had the most experience as Har had only recently taken over the post from Periemwahet, and Aamu been concurrently elevated to Deputy Treasurer. Ipqu, of course, had always been a prince and confidant of his father, but had held the title of King's Eldest Son only three years since the death of his older brother Muquenu. After his servants had served them all wine and dates, they withdrew, closing the chamber doors behind them.

"What is the state of the army, General Khakherewre?" Sheshi asked.

"As long as we do not have to fight any major battles, it is satisfactory."

"What do you need?"

"More men, more weapons. Maybe even some of those war chariots favoured by the northerners."

"I thought the lands of the Delta unsuited for chariot wheels," Sheshi said. "Why would you want a weapon that cannot be used?"

"I have no desire to fight our foes on our own soil, Son of Re. When the time comes, I hope to fight on firmer ground, whether in the north or the south."

"The contents of the royal treasury is insufficient to allow expansion of the army," Har commented.

"It will be even emptier if we deplete the army to the extent we cannot defend ourselves," Khakherewre said.

"It will not come to that," Sheshi said. "We will find the gold from somewhere. Now, on a related note, how secure is our northern border?"

"Because of our recent arrivals, you mean?"

"Indeed. Arimawat is the son of King Malek of Hattush. Have we received word from Hattush? Do we know how Malek is taking the news?"

"He has sent no word expressing either pleasure or displeasure," Prince Ipqu said. He shrugged. "Arimawat is only a younger son, after all, and Malek has a vigorous heir in his son Urubek. There is no reason for him to be concerned."

"Perhaps he does not know his younger son is here," Aamu said.

"Oh, he knows," Khakherewre said. "If I have my spies in Kanaan, you can be sure he has them here. If he has said nothing officially, it is either because he does not care, or else because he hopes to turn his son's presence to his advantage."

"What possible advantage?"

"If I knew that I could counter it," the general replied.

"So Arimawat does not represent a danger?" Sheshi asked.

"Not at present."

"Good. As you know, I have set him the task of compiling a record of the wealth of the Delta, and in the six months he has been here, he has done a good job. His report is most interesting..."

"He can write?" Aamu asked.

Sheshi frowned at the interruption. "No more than any Kanaanite tribesman, which is to say no. He has a good scribe and, surprisingly, young Harrubaal is displaying a talent for scribal duties."

"Harrubaal has no official duties?"

"Not yet. He is only sixteen and must learn more about our lands and government before I can trust him. In the meantime, he applies himself to the service of the scribes."

Khakherewre sneered openly. "I thought him more a man than that."

"There is nothing unmanly about reading and writing, General," Sheshi observed. "Unless you call me unmanly, for those talents belong to me too."

Khakherewre blanched. "Of course not, Son of Re. My apologies if I have offended you."

Sheshi waved him to silence. "Do you trust Arimawat?"

The General frowned. "I have no reason not to."

"That is not what I asked."

"No, Son of Re. In truth, I cannot say one way or the other. Time will tell, I suppose."

"I have no desire to wait until I am betrayed. Send men into the court of Hattush to find out the truth of it. Meanwhile, I will give him duties where he can do no harm."

"I will attend to it, Son of Re," Khakherewre said.

"What else is on the agenda, Har?" Sheshi asked.

"The borders in the west, Son of Re. As always."

"We are at peace with King Sobekhotep, aren't we?"

"We have treaties in place, of course, and understandings, but the situation flows like water. Just where the borders lie between us and the native kings is often a matter of conjecture. A farmer changes allegiance or a herd strays across a boundary, and all of a sudden the border is disputed."

"How may this be resolved?" the king asked. "If our army lacks the ability to impose our will on our neighbours, then we must live in peace with them."

"Part of the problem is the length of the border," Khakherewre said. "It is well enough that the city of Per-Bast marks our southern border, but in the west we allow Sobekhotep the use of the westernmost arm of the river. This gives him access to the Salt Sea and the ability to trade with northern Kanaan and the Islands of the Sea, but lengthens the border my men must patrol and defend. Give me leave to strike westward over that river and I can hold our territory most easily."

"Cutting Sobekhotep off from the Salt Sea?"

"Precisely, Son of Re. Let him trade only with us if he desires the wealth of Kanaan and beyond."

Sheshi turned to his Treasurer. "Har, tell us what would happen if we were to do such a thing."

Har looked at Khakherewre and shook his head. "Sobekhotep's immediate response would be to close the Great River to our trade."

"What does that matter?" Khakherewre demanded. "Deny them the produce of the Delta."

"And we would have no access to the land of Kush," Har said. "I should not have to remind you that gold comes from Kush, as do many medicinals, exotic timber and slaves. We need Kush and Sobekhotep could deny us it if we gave him any excuse."

"Then we must enforce..."

"But you have just said the army lacks the ability to wage war."

"Not if you give us what we need..."

"What you need most comes from Kush. Southern gold is our most valuable import. Gold in return for the food we supply and timber from Lebanon. We can do nothing that endangers that supply."

"So, we cannot enforce our needs on Sobekhotep and we remain dependent on Kush," Sheshi said. "And all the while we have the tribes of Kanaan casting envious eyes on our lands. What do we do? How can we strengthen our hold on the Delta?"

"We must crush one of our enemies so we can concentrate on the other," Prince Ipqu said. "Kanaan is too divided to offer any immediate threat so I would strike south with whatever forces we can muster and defeat the army of Sobekhotep."

"I concur, Son of Re," Khakherewre said. "One or other must go, and if I strip our men from the northern border, we may be able to conquer Sobekhotep."

"There is another option," Har said. "We maintain our present borders, continue trade with our present trading partners, and endeavour to live in peace with Sobekhotep and Kanaan."

"And I concur with Treasurer Har," Aamu said.

"Do nothing is your way out of our troubles?" Khakherewre asked with a sneer. "You would deliver our lands into the hands of our enemies."

"Not if we strengthened ties with Kush."

"How would that help us?"

"A strong and committed ally in the south would effectively deter Sobekhotep from disputing our borders," Har said. "In the same way that we don't want an enemy on either side of us, neither does Sobekhotep."

"And just how are we going to ally ourselves with Kush?" Ipqu demanded. "What can we possibly offer them that would bring them onto our side?"

"Ah, that is already decided," Sheshi said. "Would you war with your own family?"

Ipqu's eyes narrowed. "I wouldn't, but there are many families who would if the rewards were great enough."

"True enough, my son, but what if you saw the opportunity to have your grandson sit upon a foreign throne?"

"I don't know what you mean, father."

"Then let me speak plainly. King Awases of Kush has a daughter named Tati and I mean to bring her north to Avaris and make her my queen. Her son will be my heir. That is what I mean when I speak of a grandson sitting upon the throne of a foreign country."

"But I am your eldest son and heir, father," Ipqu cried. "Do you mean to dispossess me? My mother, your former queen, would..."

"Your mother, were she alive, would understand what I am trying to do, Ipqu. Now sit down and hear my words, so that understanding might come to you too. King Awases knows I have no queen, and he has a marriageable daughter. He wants to secure the best possible deal he can, using his daughter as the means. What would you have him do? Marry her to Sobekhotep and bind himself to that kingdom? No, of course not. Better by far to marry her myself and offer the bait of his daughter's son becoming king in Avaris."

"You could have married her to me," Ipqu said.

"I rather think I was the better prospect," Sheshi replied with a smile. "Tati's son will be the next king here, whereas if she married you, her son would be king only after you. I think that was more appealing to him. At least, it was when I put it to him in just so many words."

"But I am your heir, not the son of some Kushite woman."

"What if her child is a girl?"

"What?"

"If the child is a girl, you are still eldest son and heir."

"And if it is a boy?"

"Then you are still eldest son and are a man while he is just a boy." Sheshi paused to let those ideas filter into Ipqu's mind. "King Awases is a long way away and it may be twenty years before Tati's son is old enough to be a threat to you. In the meantime, Kush is firmly bound to us by marriage ties, and with Kush a potential threat to the south of the native kings, we can turn and deal with any problems that might arise in Kanaan."

"Masterly, Son of Re," Aamu said.

Ipqu scowled but said nothing, and Khakherewre shrugged.

"When will this marriage take place, Son of Re?" Har asked.

"Within the year. However, I do not want to rely on Awases sending his daughter to me. They have to pass through the long territory of Sobekhotep and may be required to stop at his capital city of Ankh-Tawy. I would rather not put temptation in Sobekhotep's way."

"How then, Son of Re?"

"Clearly I must send someone to fetch her. Does anyone have any suggestions?"

"It must be somebody of high rank," Aamu said.

"And someone who can protect the princess," Har added.

"I will go," Prince Ipqu said.

"No, I will not risk my heir on such a voyage."

"Khakherewre, then," Aamu said. "His military skills will protect the princess."

"Any other suggestions?"

"There is one other," Har said, "but you may balk at it, Son of Re."

"You speak of our newly arrived prince from Hattush, don't you, Har?" Sheshi nodded. "Yes, I know the way your mind works."

"You cannot mean to entrust such an important mission to a man who has no reason to give his allegiance to you, father," Ipqu said.

"These men have high status, my son. Like you, Arimawat is son of a reigning king and likely brother to the next one, and Harrubaal is his only son. King Awases of Kush will know of my high regard for him by the high status of my emissaries."

"Men of high status can still do evil acts."

"I would not send him alone. Someone I trust would accompany him."

"Even so. What would it mean to your possible alliance with Kush if this Arimawat did something to jeopardise it?"

"What could he do, my son? Realistically?"

"I don't know. Insult the Kushite king, rape the princess, kill the man you trust, insult the gods. He is a wild man of Hattush and not to be trusted."

"Arimawat does not strike me so. I think he is a strong man with a sense of honour, and his son Harrubaal seems cast in the same mould."

"He is Kanaanite, though," Khakherewre said. "And we all know how unreliable they are."

"Our forefathers were all mere Kanaanite adventurers a hundred years ago or less, General. Are we unreliable?"

"We are the conquerors of northern Kemet, Son of Re. There is a difference."

"Yes, we have adopted many customs of this land, and it may be that in twenty, fifty, a hundred years from now the descendants of our newly arrived Arimawat and Harrubaal may be indistinguishable from your descendants...or yours Har...or even yours Ipqu."

Prince Ipqu grimaced at the thought. "So you have made up your mind, father, and I accept it, but who will you send to watch them?"

"Deputy Treasurer Aamu."

"Son of Re, I... I am honoured by the trust you put in me, but I am inexperienced in such matters. Send someone else who can watch and control unruly men. I am just a scribe and an accountant."

"I am aware of your abilities, Aamu, and they will stand you in good stead in Kush. I have a sheaf of proposals I want you to discuss with Awases's own treasurer. This is more than just a voyage to collect my future queen. I intend this to be the start of an expanded trading venture with our new southern allies. I would send Treasurer Har if I could spare him, but I have every confidence in you."

"Then I bow to your wisdom, Son of Re," Aamu said. "I shall do as you command."

Sheshi dismissed Aamu and when he had gone said, "I am also mindful of Aamu's lack of abilities. General Khakherewre, you will send a trusted spy down with them who will observe our Kanaanite cousins and report back to me. If the need arises, he will have orders to take appropriate action."

The meeting broke up and Sheshi called for Arimawat, informing him of his decision to send him south to Kush to escort his new bride home.

"I will do as you command, of course, Son of Re. I owe everything to you and would count it an honour to serve you this way."

Arimawat went to apprise his son of the upcoming voyage and to prepare as best he could. They packed the small amount of clothing they owned, mostly Kemetu-style linens now, some jewellery, and their weapons. Other than that, they were to rely on the largesse of King Maaibre. Talks with Aamu and the ship's captain had revealed that the voyage down the length of the Great River would take them at least a month, and then there were the difficulties of the cataracts to negotiate once they entered the Kingdom of Kush.

"Another month at least, to reach Saba," said Qennu, the captain of the ship that would transport them.

"Saba?"

"The capital city of Kush. It lies between the fifth and sixth cataract."

"I have heard of these cataracts," Arimawat said. "They are like rapids or waterfalls as one finds in smaller rivers?"

Qennu smiled. "I have never sailed other rivers, so I cannot answer that, but you will see, soon enough."

The ship that would take them south was wooden, unlike the tiny fishing boats made of rushes that swarmed over the waters of the Delta. It was partially decked and boasted a mast and sail, as well as positions for ten oarsmen to a side. A double rudder made it steerable, and flimsy huts constructed on the rear of the deck would house the king's emissaries. Arimawat was a little dubious when he inspected them.

"They provide a little privacy, but no protection from the elements," he said. "We will be soaked every time it rains."

"It won't rain," Qennu assured him. "It almost never rains along the river, and though it does in Kush, it is the wrong season for it."

"Wind? These flimsy constructions will blow away in the first storm."

"Same thing," Qennu said. "We might get a dry desert storm, but we have linen awnings that will give us a measure of protection. Besides, even if one should blow in, we would quickly put into the closest town and shelter there."

"And your ship is uh...riverworthy?"

"She is beautiful, fast and comfortable, sir. Rather like a high class courtesan. I believe you will enjoy the experience."

"I have never been aboard a boat before, Captain."

"Never?"

"Never. We Kanaanites are not river people."

Qennu nodded. "You have come to live in Kemet now, sir. We Kemetu are a river people. You will get used to using the Great River as other people would use a road. It will give you a smoother passage than any horse."

Arimawat grunted. "At least when I fall off, I can get back up again. If I fall off your boat, I will likely drown."

"You cannot swim?" Qennu looked concerned. "I shall have one of my men watch you at all times, sir. If you should have the misfortune to fall overboard, he will come to your rescue."

Arimawat grimaced but said no more about it.

A few days later, the ship set sail, the light northerly wind pushing the craft slowly upriver from the port at Avaris. Maaibre Sheshi came to see them off, quietly and without fanfare, and clasped Arimawat's hands before he boarded. 

"I put my trust in you, Prince Arimawat. Bring back my bride safely from Kush and you will have my gratitude."

"I am happy to be of service, Son of Re. You took me and my son in at our time of need, so this is the least I can do."

"Nevertheless, when you return I will find you a place in my court worthy of your status."

"You are gracious, Son of Re."

General Khakherewre was there too, but all he did was watch, though it seemed that he paid special attention to an unknown man who formed part of the crew of Qennu's ship.
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