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Prologue

Year 12 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

 

Prince Khaemwaset speaks

I am the second-born son of the great Usermaatre Ramesses and now eldest and the heir, destined one day to sit upon the throne of my father and rule over the two kingdoms of Ta Mehu and Ta Shemau, the black and the red, the sedge and the bee. I have to admit the prospect holds no joy for me, mostly because to do so will mean that my father's earthly shell has died and his essence ascended to Re. Long may that day be delayed. I love my father dearly, and I cannot bear to think of a time when he will not be here.

For those of you who cannot imagine being the son of the god-on-earth, I will say something of him. Put aside the idea of divinity, which truly is only a part of his being when he dons the double crown and represents the whole Land of Kemet to the gods--put aside that fact and think of him only as a man. It may surprise you to learn that he is only of middling height, for he displays a strength of personality that makes people think he is, if not a giant, at least a tall man. He is strong though, at least he was in his early years, for he was a career soldier, serving as a corps commander during the dying years of the House of the Great Ramesses, and later as General of the Armies under my grandfather Userkhaure-Setepenre. In those days he could run all day, fight a battle at the end of it, and still have time for his family.

He is a kind man, and a family man when his duties allow. Let me tell you of the man I remember, of sitting at his feet as he told stories to his sons. These stories were often of the kings of Kemet, and how the gods had once favoured them. He told of how the first king to bear the name of Ramesses had a son by a daughter of the great Nebmaetre Amenhotep, a red-headed wildcat of a woman who called herself Scarab, and how the Great Usermaatre himself, second to bear the name Ramesses, was descended from her, though he disavowed the relationship. When I was a child I thought it exciting to be descended from this Queen Scarab, but I now know it for a myth, a nursery story told to children. My father was a grandson of the Great Usermaatre, and would later become the third king to bear the name Ramesses. 

That was still in the future when he told us the stories though, as he was no more than a soldier and without prospects of anything much more than he had. He worshipped the great Usermaatre, even as a common soldier. My mother Tiye was common-born as my grandfather who became Userkhaure Setnakhte was only royal through a concubine, and could not make a better marriage at the time. She was a good woman, from a decent if not high-born family, compliant and dutiful as a wife, giving my father a sheaf of sons, and he proceeded to name us after the sons of his hero. My elder brother was named Amunhirkhopeshef, after the first born of the Great Usermaatre, and I was named Khaemwaset like another son. Like him too, my father wanted me to become a priest. My younger brothers Meryamun and Prehirwenemef, also paralleled the older princes, as did the young princes who came later, such was my father's obsession.

I can, of course, remember back to a time when our family did not live in one of the great palaces of Waset, of Men-nefer, or even of Per-Ramesses. In those days we were not the royal family, but were instead commoners. My grandfather and father were soldiers, and loyal to the rightful king of Kemet, Userkheperure Seti, son of Baenre Merenptah, himself son of the illustrious king Usermaatre Ramesses, after whom my father styled his life...but I have already spoken of that.

As I have said, I remember being the son of a common soldier, albeit one who stood high in the sight of the king. My grandfather--then just plain Setnakhte--was a general, and my father Ramesses commanded a corps. I do not know exactly what went through their minds in those days, but something happened to make them rebel against the woman who then sat on the double throne.

I have read the histories of the time, sitting down to peruse the scrolls kept by both temple scribes and royal scribes, and I think I can understand their motives. It is no small thing to rebel against an anointed king, but the kingdoms were in disarray, torn apart by years of civil war and mismanagement. Truly, the House of Ramesses had fallen low. A Syrian commoner had even made a claim upon the throne, and a woman sat upon that very throne and dared have herself crowned as king. Neither my grandfather nor my father could countenance her action though, for despite her royal descent, she was only the wife of Userkheperure Seti and mother of the rightful successor, his son, who died as a small child. 

For a time, even the son of the rebel Amenmesse, Akhenre Siptah sat upon the throne, such was the chaotic situation, but when he died, my grandfather saw no option but to rebel. Well, this is all old history and can be read by anyone if they take the time to consult the scrolls. I mention it only to show that my family was not always of royal status, but that the gods have placed us in a position of great power for a reason. 

My father Usermaatre Ramesses has always sought to emulate his namesake, who was his grandfather. He fought against foreigners to expand the boundaries of Kemet and its strength, he reduced crime, he launched a great building program that littered the landscape with temples and shrines and made the kingdoms a wonderful place in which to live. But behind everything he did was the desire to exceed the deeds of his namesake, to be truly judged as 'the Great Usermaatre' in place of his grandfather--but it could not work. The first Usermaatre had a treasury bursting at the seams, with gold enough for any task, whereas my father inherited a treasury beggared by a protracted civil war. Foreign wars then ensued, and what little gold that remained leaked away.

And as the strength of the king waned, so rose the power of the priests of Amun. The god has always been rich in gold and land and influence, and the priests subtly insinuated themselves closer to the throne by lending gold to the king in exchange for land and favours. And of course the gold found its way back into Amun's coffers as he spent it on refurbishing a thousand temples and shrines. Well, the king may lack gold, but ultimately the wealth of Kemet is his, and if he chooses to pass that wealth into the coffers of the god, none may gainsay him. He is still the king, after all, and the anointed Son of Re.

The second reason I do not want to sit upon the throne of Kemet has more to do with my own character and perhaps even my father's expectations. I have said that I was named Khaemwaset (He who appeared in Waset) as my father sought to copy the Great Usermaatre in all things. The Prince who had gone before was raised to become a priest, and my father was determined I should follow a similar path through life. A king is also a priest, representing the people to the gods, so it was no unusual thing that a Son of the King's Body should be one too. I was trained to arms, of course, but where my brothers could look toward to a life of service within the army, leading the corps to victories over Kemet's enemies, my feet were turned toward more erudite matters.

My days were spent laboriously learning the language of the gods, the holy writing that adorns the temples and monuments. Priests learn it, and scribes, and I became both. If Amunhirkhopeshef had lived, I would have become just a priest and a scribe, petitioning the gods and writing of the exploits of my father and my brother as they brought glory to their names. It was not to be. My brother has passed into the West and my father has seen fit to raise me up in his stead. I am heir to the double throne, but I do not want it. I can hardly refuse, though I am more suited to a quiet life. 

I was given no choice, for the enemies of Kemet invaded. The Sea Peoples have a navy, which Kemet lacks. We can defend ourselves on land, for our corps are second to none among the Nations, but Ta Mehu is vulnerable to a water-borne enemy. My father decided we had to have a navy, so put General Hori in charge of creating one, with me as a royal assistant. I am not one to shirk my duty, so until the threat passed, I endeavoured to make my father proud of me. Indeed, because I was heir, I could not do otherwise; else my failure should reflect on my father as king. He chose me as heir and as a naval commander, and if I failed in either duty, it is as if my father has shown a weakness.

I do not want to be heir, but having had this honour thrust upon me, I will bear it. If I am honest, it is partly because there is no better person available. I love my brothers Meryamun and Prehirwenemef, but neither is suited to be king. The position needs a man of serious mien, a man who can face the gods and one day take his place among that exalted company. Neither of my brothers is that man, but I have already faced the gods in my priestly duties and know I can do it. I do not want to be king, but if I am called to it, I must do it.

This is my story, I suppose, but to tell it I need to relate the parts that my other brothers played in it, for it is not my story alone, nor even the story of my father Usermaatre Ramesses. It is the story of a family, but initially it is the story of the older princes--Amunhirkhopeshef who has now passed out of the story, Meryamun, Prehirwenemef and of course me, Khaemwaset. Ramesses too, though he is of a different mother, and the younger princes as well. I must not forget them, for they all have a part to play in the story of my father Usermaatre Ramesses. 

 


 

 

Chapter 1

Year 12 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

A small boy raced through the corridors and hallways of the palace of Waset, six or seven other children at his heels. He dodged servants, skirted court officials, and leapt over articles of furniture in the rooms they cut through, but others in the little group, less agile than the leader, bumped against more than one servant, sent chairs and other furniture tumbling, and stacks of pottery crashing to the floor. Some of the boys in the group were longer-legged and faster than the boy in front, but they were careful not to catch him or even crowd him, allowing him dominance.

They burst out into the palace gardens and gave vent to whoops and cries as they scattered flocks of doves feeding on seed strewn for them by servants, splashed through the edges of ponds, and crashed through shrubbery, leaving the gardeners to shake their heads and clear up in their wake. The leading boy laughed out loud and headed back toward the palace. He leapt up steps and through a doorway, colliding with a maidservant. The girl screamed and fell to the floor, the pile of washing she held in her arms scattering. Grinning, the boy picked himself up and started on his way again, but a peremptory command halted him in his tracks.

"Stay right where you are, Prince Ramesses."

Ramesses looked round and saw Tjaty Toh standing in a doorway, a disapproving stare fixed on his long face. He ventured a smile but quickly hid it as the Tjaty's eyebrows drew together.

"Is this the behaviour your father the king would expect of you?" The Tjaty looked past the prince to the other children in the doorway. Already, one or two of the younger children were slipping away, reluctant to face Toh's anger.

"The rest of you find some other mischief to get up to. Prince Ramesses and I have something to discuss." He beckoned to the young prince and stalked away.

Ramesses followed, his expression slowly taking on a petulant frown. Tjaty Toh led him into one of the small audience chambers and dismissed the guard, shutting the door to allow them some privacy. Then he turned to face the boy and watched and waited in silence as the boy stared back at him.

After a few minutes, Ramesses averted his gaze and Toh nodded, thankful that his authority still held.

"Why do you think I wanted to talk to you?" Toh asked.

Ramesses shrugged. "Running in the hallways, I suppose...but the others were doing it too, and you just sent them away."

"Why do you think I sent them away and not you?"

Another shrug. "Because you don't like me."

"What dung erupts from your mouth at times, boy. Stop feeling so sorry for yourself and think for a moment. Why do I discipline you and not the other palace children?"

Ramesses looked at Toh, his forehead wrinkled in concentration. "Because...because I'm a prince?"

"Exactly. And why should that matter?"

"I don't know."

Toh sighed. "Why do I bother with you?" he muttered. "You are the son of King Usermaatre and his Queen-sister Tyti. What lies in your future?"

Ramesses shrugged again. "Mother says I should be king, but father says not. I suppose I'll end up being a priest or a general."

"More likely a general, I think, given your nature, but I would not rule anything out. Trained properly, you could govern a city, a sepat or a province...maybe even more."

The boy's eyes widened. "More? But more is..."

"Yes." Toh regarded the boy in front of him and then pointed to the throne on the slightly elevated dais at the other end of the room. "Would you like to sit on it?"

"I've already sat on it," Ramesses said. "So has Perbenka, and he's only son of an Overseer..."

"I don't mean in play. I mean for real...as your right."

"Only the king can do that. Or the Crown Prince."

"May the gods grant your father a long life, and I certainly wish no harm to befall Prince Khaemwaset, but what would happen if something did? Who knows what the gods intend, after all?"

"I have other older brothers...well, half-brothers anyway."

"Yes, and younger brothers too, but none of them are capable of being heir, let alone holding a throne in strength."

"And I am? I'm only ten."

"That's about the same age as Nebkheperure Tutankhamun, when he came to the throne."

"A boy can't be king."

"He can if he has able ministers. Nebkheperure had his uncle Ay as Tjaty..." Toh smiled. "And you have me."

Ramesses thought about this. "I couldn't become king anyway, unless father made me heir first, and that won't happen. Meryamun and Prehirwenemef would be heir before me."

"Probably, but that is with the gods."

"So why are we talking about it?"

"Well, it brings me back to why I stopped you running in the hallways and generally being a nuisance around the palace. You are ten years old, Prince Ramesses, and should be displaying a bit more responsibility."

"Why? If all I'm going to be is a priest or a general, what does it matter what I do?"

"Don't you want to be more?" Toh leaned forward and tapped the boy's chest. "In your heart, lad. What do you want to be, more than anything else in the world?"

Ramesses stood silently for a time, and then he turned and walked slowly down the length of the room, mounted the dais and sat on the throne. "I want to be king...after my father, of course."

"Good. Then tell me what you will need in order to achieve this ambition."

"I need to be made heir."

"What else?"

"What do you mean 'what else'? Isn't that enough? If I'm not heir I can't inherit the throne...unless you mean I should fight against Khaemwaset?"

"No, that is not what I meant, Ramesses. Suppose, just for the sake of argument, that Khaemwaset was no longer heir...for whatever reason...and that Prehirwenemef and Meryamun were unavailable, who would be the most suitable candidate?"

"I would."

"What about the other Prince Amunhirkhopeshef? He's only a year younger than you."

"The son of the Syrian whore?" Ramesses made a rude noise with his lips.

"Why not?" Toh asked. "He is as royal as you--son of the king and Queen Iset. You may not like the fact that his mother is Syrian, but having a foreign mother never stopped anyone becoming king."

"You said it yourself; he's a year younger than me."

"All right, put that aside for one moment. Imagine you have the task of appointing a court scribe and there are two candidates. One has been a scribe for ten years in the temple of Amun, can read all scripts fluently, and writes quickly and neatly. The other one can barely read and his writing is almost illegible, despite being the son of a friend. Which one will you appoint?"

Ramesses shifted on the throne and frowned. "Is this a test of some sort?"

"Just answer the question."

"Well, I suppose if he was the son of a very good friend, I might...no. I would make my friend a gift to show him I still loved him, but I would appoint the first one. Was that right?"

Toh nodded slowly. "A wise decision, Prince Ramesses. Now answer me another. Your father wants to appoint a new heir, but the elder of his two sons just likes running around and playing with other children, whereas his younger son applies himself to his studies and does his best to learn how to govern. Who does your father pick? For the good of the kingdoms?"

"Amunhirkhopeshef is learning how to govern?"

"So I am told. His mother brought him down to Men-nefer at the king's command, there to be raised as a proper Kemetu prince alongside Tiye's children. Tiye expects one of her sons to be the next king, and is making sure that they learn appropriate lessons. So what do you think Amunhirkhopeshef is learning alongside them?"

"But I'm the elder. He can't pass me over."

"Not even if you know less about how to be king?"

Ramesses stared at his father's Tjaty. "How can I learn to be king?"

Toh smiled. "I thought you'd never ask."

The Tjaty took the Prince in hand and introduced him by easy stages to the laws of the kingdoms and how they applied to both nobles and commoners. Ramesses learned of the division between religious and secular life and how one impinged on the other in every aspect of day to day existence. He accompanied Toh when he went out to examine estates that were the subject of dispute in the law courts, and watched as the Tjaty and other officials probed to determine the truth of witness statements.

On one of these truth-finding excursions, they walked the boundaries of a farm, pacing out the distances between boundary makers and comparing the results with the information recorded in the scribe's tablet.

"What does that tell you?" Toh asked.

Ramesses scratched his head. "Two of the boundaries are shorter than the recorded lengths."

"Very good. Now let's pace out the neighbour's boundaries."

They did so, and had another official check the distances.

"Longer," Ramesses said.

"These are the two properties in dispute. The boundary markers have been moved in favour of the second farm."

"So the owner is guilty of theft?"

"Perhaps. What are the boundary markers?"

Ramesses looked at one, then turned and stared across the fields to the other. "One is a log, while the other is a stake in a pile of earth."

"Indeed," Toh agreed. "Hardly immovable objects. It is interesting to note that the dispute only arose since the last flood. What might that suggest?"

Ramesses frowned, thinking hard. "Water might have moved them?"

Toh nodded. "It seems likely...or at least possible. So perhaps the crime is not so much one of deliberate theft, but accidental. We can order the markers moved to their original positions and the dispute is resolved."

"Except that the second farmer has had the use of that extra strip of land to grow melons."

"A small fine then. How many melons grew on that strip?"

Both farmers and a few officials entered the discussion and eventually decided on a total of sixty melons. Unfortunately, the melons concerned had been harvested and sold, exchanged for grain which had been ground and baked into bread. This in turn was partly sold to make beer. Scribes recorded each transaction, attempted to measure the worth of each change of produce and work out suitable recompense. After a lot of argument, it was decided that the farmer whose land had been temporarily lost would benefit by having a worker transferred from the other farm for a period of three months.

Not all land disputes were solved so equitably. Several farmers brought suit against the Estate of Amun, saying the boundary markers--in this case carved sandstone stelae--had been moved in favour of the god. The temple scribes held the view that the original records were at fault, and that the priests of Amun were blameless.

"It's like the other case," Ramesses said. "Except here the stelae could not be moved by the flood waters. The priests on the Estate of Amun must have moved them."

"They say not."

"Then how are we to decide? Who is lying?"

"In such a case as this we must find in favour of the god."

"Without evidence? How is that just?"

"As you say, there is no evidence, so we must rely on the honesty of the people concerned. One side represents the god and the other does not. Whom will you trust?"

"Always? The priests cannot lie?"

"I would not say that," Toh said after a moment's consideration, "but to accuse the priests of Amun is to accuse the god." He smiled. "I think it would be unwise to do that."

"So the god is always right?"

"Who is more likely to be truthful; man or god?"

"When you put it like that..."
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Usermaatranakht, Steward of the Estate of Amun, called on Tjaty Toh, requesting a private audience. Toh was happy to grant it, and offered his guest fine wine from his estates and a platter of delicately flavoured slivers of fish, covered in breadcrumbs and fried lightly. The two men ate and drank, and Usermaatranakht commented politely on the flavours of both fish and wine. The priest wiped his fingers on clean linen before addressing the matter uppermost in his mind.

"You are fostering the attention of Prince Ramesses."

"I am."

"Why?"

"I would have thought that was obvious. He is the only son of the king and Queen Tyti his sister. As such he must rank highly in the succession." Toh held up a hand to forestall Usermaatranakht's objection. "I know, the king currently favours the sons of Tiye, but I believe that will change."

 "Even if he was to inherit, is it wise to acquaint him with the wealth and influence of Amun? The power, yes, and a good dose of fear...but..."

"You have spoken to Bakenkhons of my vision of the future?"

"Eh? What? Oh...er...you mean your ambition?"

"Not mine alone, for I have tied my future to that of the priests of Amun. Now, as you are no doubt aware, Usermaatre Ramesses is malleable. He already bends toward us, allowing Amun control of the Treasury, but what of his heir, if it is indeed to be Khaemwaset?"

"Bakenkhons believes him to show proper respect for the god."

"At the moment, but I am told he is more keen to follow a priesthood in Ptah than the throne. If he forsakes his royal path, who will take it up? His younger brothers? Neither of them holds Amun high, so we need another."

"You believe Prince Ramesses to be that man?"

Toh smiled and poured wine for both of them. "Not yet, for he is young and foolish, but when I have trained him, I will have a prince I can bend to my will; and after that a king who will deny me nothing. After that...well, we shall see."

 


 

 

Chapter 2

Year 13 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

 

The king had been on a progression of the cities and towns of Kemet, stopping at each in order to view the erection and refurbishment of the many shrines and temples he was having built. Gold flowed in a river not appreciably smaller than Iteru, he sometimes thought, from his treasury to the coffers of Amun, and from thence to where it was needed. At least, that was the theory, though at every building site he got the same complaint--not enough gold was finding its way to the priests of this god or that goddess, to maintain the work force and to find enough stone.

It was all very worrying, but the priests of Amun opened their accounting books and showed the king every transaction, going into such detail that the king lost all sense of what they were saying. He threw up his hands in despair and left them to their work. If the gold was flowing well and going to where it was needed, then the only other solution was to find more gold. There were three sources of gold--tribute, war, and mining. Unfortunately, the first two were linked; he needed gold he did not have to go to war, to subjugate other nations and force them to pay tribute. The nations already paying tribute could not be prevailed upon to give more without issuing a credible threat, and he did not have sufficient gold on hand to mount punitive expeditions into the borderlands.

That left mining; and though the rays of Re fell everywhere, the congealed sunlight that constituted the precious metal was only found in certain areas. Small quantities could be wrested from the rocks of the Land of Sin, but the bulk of Kemet's gold traditionally came from the mines in Kush. These were under the control of the King's Son of Kush, named Ramessesnakht (not the Fourth Prophet of Amun of the same name). It should have been a simple matter to command Ramessesnakht to increase gold production, but there were always excuses; trouble on the borders bled off troops that otherwise acted as guards over the slaves toiling in the mines; sickness decimated the slaves; or unseasonal rains flooded the shafts cut deep into the rock. Then, when gold was extracted, some was necessarily diverted into the coffers of Kush to allow the administration of the province to proceed, and bandits were always a problem.

Assailed by these troubles, the king confided in Tjaty Herwernef.

"Advise me. If an enemy attacked Kemet I would know exactly what to do, but faced with an empty treasury, I feel helpless."

"I assume a foreign war is not a desired outcome, Son of Re?"

"What enemy do I have with sufficient gold to make a war worthwhile?"

"Only Hatti."

"And they are too powerful."

"Yes, Son of Re. Even the Great Usermaatre had troubles with them."

"He defeated them at Kadesh."

Herwernef cleared his throat before answering. "So the temple inscriptions tell us."

"You don't believe them?"

"They tell of a great victory over the Hatti, yet the king immediately pulled back to the borders of Kemet and announced a treaty of peace. Those are not the actions of a conqueror, no matter how you phrase the inscriptions."

"I at least defeated the Sea Peoples."

"You did indeed, Majesty. The proof of that is evidenced by your treaty with Taita of the Peleset. You receive annual tribute from him, which is more than the victor of Kadesh received from the Hatti."

"Some tribute," Ramesses grumbled. "Goats and grain, when I need gold."

"Ah, yes...then you have little choice, Majesty. You must increase production from the mines of Kush."

"Ramessesnakht just complains about the trouble he has. The gold he sends me barely touches the floor of the treasury before it disappears. If it's not sickness, it's bandits. If it's not flooding, it's rebels. The gold is running out, he tells me, and what little he mines is needed to defend the western and southern borders."

"Kush has always been a reliable source of gold, Majesty. Perhaps all that is needed is a new administrator. Replace Ramessesnakht and impress upon his replacement that you require an increase in the production of gold. Make certain he realises that his appointment depends upon his success."

"You have someone in mind?"

"Hori, son of Hori, Majesty."

"A common enough name. Remind me who he is."

"The elder Hori was King's Son of Kush before Ramessesnakht. The younger is a scribe in the residence of Tjaty Toh in Waset."

"You think he is ready for such an important post?"

"I do. Majesty."

"Then write out the orders, Tjaty, and I will sign them. Hori, son of Hori, replaces Ramessesnakht."

"At once."

"Oh, and give him another title...one that will impress on him the importance of his assignment. He is also to be Overseer of the Gold Lands of Amun-Re."

Content that his actions would restore the flow of gold into his treasury, Ramesses left Herwernef to attend to the details, and promptly put it from his mind. Other things attracted his attention, not least among them his ageing wife Tiye in Men-nefer. The king enjoyed many beautiful women in the Per-Khemrets of the capital cities, but he always returned to the wife of his youth. His Queens Tyti and Iset may have demanded his presence, and he was content to plough their fields, but they also assailed his ears with demands to which he was not ready to grant. Tiye, as mother to the heir, ruled in that regard, and seldom had reason to upset the ma'at of the king.

Tiye welcomed Ramesses to the Men-nefer Per-Khemret, making an effort to present herself in the most elegant of dresses, her makeup delicately applied, and her jewellery the most eye-catching. If Ramesses saw through these subterfuges to the body of a woman past her prime, he took no notice, for he loved her dearly, both as the mother of his eldest sons and for the comfort she had provided over the years.

He embraced her tenderly and kissed her cheeks before sitting and accepting a cup of wine from her own hands. She enquired after the king's health, and asked after her sons, before making conversation about the state of the kingdoms. After an hour, during which time she drank enough wine to put a flush in her cheeks, she stroked the king's arm and looked up at him almost shyly.

"My lord, I know I am no longer the beauty that first caught your eye when my father brought me to your father's house so many years ago..."

"Nonsense, Tiye, you are as beautiful now as you were then."

"Ah, my lord, soon you will accuse me of putting a spell upon your eyes to make me appear so. I know that my waist is no longer like a girl's and my breasts no longer fill you with longing, yet my heart is still filled with love for you."

"And mine for you," Ramesses murmured.

Tiye's hands had moved on from the king's arms and the hands of Ramesses had strayed to parts they had visited many times before. Soon, Tiye smiled.

"Does my lord desire me to lay my field before his mighty plough?"

Filled with ardour, the king's voice roughened with desire as he said, "Let us seek out your bed-chamber, for I desire you now above all things."

Later, when they had recovered from their exertions, they lay together enjoying each other's company and spoke softly.

"Thank you, my lord," Tiye said. "I am an old woman now, but I would like to have another child...another son."

"Not so old. What? Forty summers? I am older than you and still fit for much." The king cupped his genitals in one hand and smiled. "I have a hundred sons within me still."

"Forty-two, my lord, and it is different for women. I have no doubt you will have your hundred sons, my Bull of Heru, but you must plough many other women to get them. This old woman's field can bear just one more, I think. My hesmen falters, but I would so love to give you one more son."

"I shall petition the gods to grant us that."

"We have had many wonderful children together, haven't we, my lord? Even when Amunhirkhopeshef was born, back in the days when I was simply the wife of a soldier, I knew our sons would achieve greatness. Little 'hirko' would have become a mighty man, had he lived...and now Khaemwaset is a worthy successor. He will make a fine king one day."

Ramesses grunted and Tiye looked at him askance.

"You do not agree, my lord?"

"He is..." Ramesses hesitated. "Yes, he will make a fine king."

"That is not what you were about to say." Lying together after coitus, Tiye dared more than she would otherwise, and Ramesses, though he raised an eyebrow in surprise at being contradicted, allowed her the freedom.

"I was only going to say that I think he has his mind set on being a priest rather than a king."

"You won't let him, though?"

"A man can be both priest and king..."

"As you are, my lord, but you are foremost a king. Khaemwaset must make that choice. I will have words with him."

"Let him decide for himself. If not him then another."

"Meryamun? Or Prehirwenemef?"

"Perhaps...or another."

"My...our younger sons? They are only children."

"Children grow up, and boys become men, and I have more sons than most men. I am spoilt for choice when it comes to having an heir, but I must be certain I make the best my heir."

"We have six sons, my lord..."

"But I have others. I would not be doing Kemet a service if I did not wish the best for them. I will leave my successor strong kingdoms."

"I am certain of it, my lord. Khaemwaset..."

"Or whoever succeeds me..."

Tiye rolled over and stared at her husband. "It is in your mind. You seek to supplant my sons."

Ramesses sighed and sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. He signed to a servant to bring him a damp cloth and a fresh kilt. "You never let it go, do you? I have told you, your three oldest sons are foremost in my mind. Prince Ramesses..."

"Foremost in your mind?" Tiye jumped from the bed, pushed a waiting servant aside and faced the king naked, an indignant expression on her face. "You claim that, yet the first name that leaps from your lips is that of your sister's brat. You mean to make him your heir. I knew it."

"Enough," Ramesses barked. "If every meeting is going to descend into accusations without foundation, then I will stay away."

"That is what you want, isn't it? Then you will use it as an excuse to dispossess my sons."

The servants in the room edged away, appalled that the king's wife should so forget herself as to raise her voice in the king's presence.

Ramesses grabbed the kilt from the servant and bound it about his waist. "Madam," he said quietly, "I would have you remember that I am the king and my word is the law in Kemet. If I choose to make one of my sons my heir, it is my right, and if I decide to take the position from one son and give it to another, then that is my right also."

Tiye bit her lip, realising she had gone too far. Yet she could not leave it alone; not when the future of her sons was at stake. "So you have decided? You will make Ramesses your heir in place of Khaemwaset?"

"No, I have not decided, and believe me, you do not want to push me into making a decision you will surely regret."

Tiye hung her head and let tears flow from her eyes. It was not hard to generate them as she only had to think of her sons dispossessed. "Forgive, my lord, the emotions of an old woman whose sole concern is her children. You are a man and a king, and your concerns are those of all Kemet. There is always something demanding your attention, something to occupy every waking moment of the day. I, here in the confines of the Per-Khemret, can only live through my sons. Like any natural mother, I want what is best for them, so if my importunate din annoys you, my lord, I beg you to understand and forgive me. Please do not let the follies of an old woman destroy the careers of my sons."

"Then let us say no more on the subject."

Ramesses stroked the head of his naked wife and then, taking a robe from a servant, draped it about her shoulders. She took his hand and kissed it.

"Khaemwaset is still your heir?" she asked.

"Yes."

"And Tentopet, our daughter?"

"As I have already said, she will be betrothed to Prince Ramesses."

"She could be Queen if she marries the heir."

Ramesses sighed and took his wife by her shoulders, lifting her tear-streaked face. "Tiye, wife of my youth, you already have so much; my undying love, a son who is the heir, my eldest sons and many younger ones, my favourite daughter. If I choose to give a token to my sister by betrothing Tentopet to her son Ramesses, will you deny me that right?"

Tiye searched the king's face and slowly shook her head. "No, my lord."
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Tiye stood meekly in her chamber after the king left, allowing herself to be washed down and dressed by her body-servants. Her thoughts were anything but meek, however.

Betrothed is one thing; married is another. If you think I will stand meekly by and watch my son...and my daughter...insulted, then think again. I swear silently before all the gods that I will see my son and my daughter on the throne of Kemet.

 


 

 

Chapter 3

Year 13 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

The parents of Dov disapproved of his choice of bride, but as he was their sole surviving son, his father felt bound to dissuade him rather than just forbid the wedding to the daughter of the southern foreigners who had settled by the Sea of Kinnereth.

"You are too young to be married," Yeshua declared, thumping the rough-hewn table with his fist to indicate the finality of his decision.

The youth standing before him quailed in the face of his father's anger, but spoke up firmly nonetheless. "I am nineteen years of age, father, and know my own mind."

"Precisely--you are too young. I was thirty when I married your mother and already owned sizeable flocks. I was able to support her properly."

"I am able to support a wife," Dov said. "I have a trade."

"A carpenter is a respectable occupation," Yeshua admitted, "but you are still only an apprentice. Gershon tells me you still have a lot to learn."

"I love her, father," Dov declared, cutting through to what he saw as the heart of the matter.

"Love? What has love got to do with marriage? Do you think your mother and I loved each other when we got married? Love comes later, but first you must make a good marriage, and this girl is not suitable for you."

"Her name is Adara, daughter of Mentak and Tau, and I love her." Dov's eyes unfocussed and a dreamy look spread over his face. "She loves me too."

Yeshua snorted, and he stroked his full beard, striving to remain calm. Dov was his only surviving son and he loved him dearly. "They are southern foreigners, and are not worshippers of Yahweh."

"They are good people...godly people."

"Godly? How can they be? They worship false gods...hilltop Ba'als and those horrific animal-headed gods from Kemet. How can you even contemplate a union with one of them?"

Dov looked uncomfortable. He knew that many members of the Khabiru community hated the foreigners that lived among them, especially their strange gods. "Her parents may do so," he said, "but not Adara."

"She is not a follower of Yahweh. I would know."

"She is not, but she will convert if we get married. Surely that is a worthy goal, father? To bring another person to the worship of Yahweh?"

"She has said this?"

Dov did not dare voice a lie to his father, but he was certain Adara would agree, so he nodded. Thankfully, his father required nothing further in the way of assurances.

"Perhaps I could countenance such a marriage, after all. How old is this girl?"

"Fifteen."

"Pure? I ask only because worshippers of false gods often have loose morals."

"She is a virgin, father."

Yeshua grunted. "Not for much longer if she is fifteen already. Her father should have betrothed her by now."

"Mentak knows of our love and waits for me to bring him the bride price."

"Ah, yes, the bride price. How highly does her father value his only daughter?"

"Gold and precious stones could not buy her, father."

"You are not buying a farm or an orchard, Dov, you are offering a mohar, a gift to the father, to show you are serious. I suppose I will have to provide that. What would you consider acceptable?"

"I...I don't know father. I was going to make a full set of furniture for our house."

"All very nice, I'm sure, but that will be used by you and your wife. What will you gift to her father? Or rather, what will I gift? How much is your bride worth?"

"She is more precious than rubies or pearls."

"Of which we have neither. Be sensible, Dov. We have a farm and flocks. How many animals must I gift?"

"Mentak already has goats and olive trees and a fishing boat."

"Yes, he is a wealthy man, possibly because of his hoard of gold from Kemet. I have heard the stories, but I believe them no more than most of the gossip that washes through our community. If I believed the stories, I would have to believe that your Adara was a princess of Kemet, but if she was, she would not be marrying a carpenter and the son of a goat herder. Her father would find her a prince. So he is not a king in disguise and his daughter is not a princess. Instead, he is a hard-working man with two grown adopted sons to work the farm with him. However, they are unlikely to inherit, or will inherit only part of his wealth, so the daughter becomes important. Be sensible, Dov, and name a price."

"Fifty goats?"

"For an ordinary girl, perhaps, but Mentak, though he is a worshipper of false gods, is no ordinary man." Yeshua thought for a few minutes, measuring his own wealth, and the benefits that might accrue from being related to a wealthy pagan. Another consideration was that Adara had no blood brothers, only two adopted ones, and in time would possibly inherit all or most of Mentak's wealth. Anything he gifted to Mentak now would likely return with interest to his son.

"A hundred goats, my son, and a hundred sheep also."

"That is generous, father."

"Also two oxen broken to the plough and five asses, as well as the furniture you will make for the marriage home."

Dov fell to his knees and clasped his father's legs. "May Yahweh bless you, father. Thank you."

Yeshua smiled, but sought to hide his satisfaction by harrumphing and stroking his beard. "Get up, get up. This is not yet settled. I must still approach Mentak..."

"He will accept, father."

"He would be a fool not to, but I must also convince your mother that I have not lost my mind by agreeing to this."

Now Dov hid a smile, for he had already talked to his mother and secured her blessing. Even if she had opposed the marriage, she could not go against his father's decision, but it made for a more peaceful household if both parents agreed.

 

[image: C:\Users\Sandy\Dropbox\WEE\BOOKS\TEMPLATES\authors\Max Overton\egyptian-chariot-1260998-white-gone.png] [image: C:\Users\Sandy\Dropbox\WEE\BOOKS\TEMPLATES\authors\Max Overton\egyptian-chariot-1260998-white-gone.png] [image: C:\Users\Sandy\Dropbox\WEE\BOOKS\TEMPLATES\authors\Max Overton\egyptian-chariot-1260998-white-gone.png]

 

Adara, when Dov told her of his father's decision, threw modesty aside and hugged him. Reluctantly, he disengaged himself from her embrace and sat her down on a bench in her father's courtyard. He caught a glimpse of Tau looking at them from the doorway of the house, and carefully positioned himself on the bench so that no part of their robed bodies touched.

"Will your parents agree?" he asked. Despite his love for Adara, Dov felt slightly scandalised that her mother would have the power to refuse him. In a proper household, the woman reigned over the home, but decisions of a more important nature, like the giving of a hand in marriage, was the purview of the father alone. He could not understand why Mentak sought Tau's approval for so many things. It was almost as if Tau had a higher status than her husband, despite her being a woman.

"Of course. I've told you this already. Father would do anything for me, but mother had to be talked round." A mischievous smile lit up Adara's face. "You know how she feels about pagans."

"Pagans? But we're not..." Dov frowned as Adara burst into laughter. "All right. We don't follow your family's gods, but Yahweh...well, it's important, Adara. I follow Yahweh, and a wife is supposed to...er, obey her husband."

"If I didn't love you so much, I might take exception to that. In Kemet, a woman has as much freedom as a man."

"But we are not in Kemet, and you are not a Kemetu woman."

"My parents are Kemetu," Adara said. She sighed. "But I was born by Kinnereth, and I love a Khabiru man, so for the sake of peace and love I will do as you ask and follow Yahweh."

"Thank you."

"But our children..." Adara blushed at her daring. "Our children must be raised to respect all gods--Amun and Re and Yahweh and any others...like Jerem's Ba'al...if they want."

Dov did not want to agree to this, but neither did he want an argument that might jeopardise his marriage, so avoided a direct answer. "But you will follow Yahweh?"

"I have said so."

Dov was satisfied. She would follow Yahweh which would in turn satisfy his parents and the Khabiru community, and the raising of the children could be considered later.
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They married two months later. There were no formal ceremonies, but witnesses were invited from the surrounding communities to testify to the fact that this young man and young woman, being of good character and devoted to the gods, had agreed to spend their lives together. Wedding feasts were held at the farms of both sets of parents, but the nature and expanse of the feasts were very different.

The first feast was held at the bride's home, where Mentak and Tau invited many people, but few turned up. This sad fact was not unexpected as most Khabiru did not wish to be associated with the pagan ceremonies certain to be performed at Mentak's feast. Knowing this, Jerem and Ephrim made special efforts to invite fellow followers of the hilltop Ba'als to swell the numbers. Unfortunately, this made matters worse, as the more liberal members of the Khabiru community now stayed away or left as soon as they saw the altar set up to honour Ba'al.

Mentak and Tau made the best of it, however, offering guest-gifts to everyone and producing a feast worthy of any occasion. They catered for the plain local tastes with dishes of goat meat, flat bread, and pastes of a variety of pulses and lentils mixed with olive oil from their own harvest, and wine specially brought in from the traders at the coast. For the more refined tastes of the few southern guests, they added fatted goose, beef and lamb, as well as fish cooked in milk and herbs, lettuce, onions and cucumbers, as well as figs and dates. Honey cakes were there for those who enjoyed sweet things, and copious amounts of barley beer were on hand.

Tau also provided entertainment in the manner she had enjoyed in Kemet, hiring a troupe of singers and dancers to perform during the feast. The presence of scantily clad women dancers scandalised the remaining Khabiru guests and made Dov's parents distinctly uncomfortable. Tau noticed the effect they were having and clapped her hands, dismissing the dancers, though she kept the musicians on. Their strange rhythms and chords accentuated the foreign flavour of the bride's family.

Dov and Adara were oblivious to what was happening around them. They had eyes only for each other, eating sparingly, and paying no attention to the scandalised whispering of the few remaining Khabiru. Even when the Ba'al worshippers insisted on offering up a lamb on the altar of their god, Dov and Adara paid it no notice, though Dov's parents, Yeshua and Ziphah, took their leave of the feast, offering up stiff farewells to their hosts.

A few days later, Dov's parents held their own feast of celebration, welcoming the bride into their family. This time, the guest list comprised mainly the Khabiru community, the only pagans being invited were the members of the bride's family. The food was plainer this time, roasted meats and unleavened bread with a few herbs to bring out the flavours, and a taste of comb honey. Khabiru entertainment tended to be conservative: dancing was frowned upon, and music and singing barely tolerated. Instead, the elders of the community took it in turns to stand up and tell the story of their people, of their forced stay in Kemet, and how Yahweh had brought that proud nation to its knees.

"How is it that Kemet holds sway in Kanaan then," Tau whispered to her husband. "Almost up to Kinnereth, in fact."

One of the elders related how a great prophet of Yahweh had led the Khabiru out of the rich lands of northern Kemet and into the trackless wilderness of the Land of Sin. There, despite the harshness of the land, their god had provided food and water for his people.

"Those are like the stories my nurse told me when I was a child," Tau whispered. "Only in her version it was the great Queen Scarab that struck the rock and found water. Also it was the Kemetu gods that led her."

"Well, they'd have to say it was their Yahweh, wouldn't they?" Mentak reasoned in a low voice. "And they couldn't have a woman leading them either."

"Uncivilised people," Tau muttered. "They could learn a lot from Kemetu society."

Following the stories of the liberation of the Khabiru, their host Yeshua stood and recounted the family history of their particular line, culminating in his son Dov. He then looked to Mentak and Tau for their familial lineage. This could have proved a little awkward as Mentak was the son of a fisherman and knew his grandfather's name but nothing beyond that. After a few moments indecision, Tau got to her feet and explained that as they were here to join a man and a woman in marriage, and as they had heard the man's lineage through the male side, she intended to recount the bride's family through the female side.

Mentak tugged at her sleeve and muttered, "Tau, you can't. If word of this gets out we'll have Kemetu soldiers up here looking for us."

Tau smiled at her husband and proceeded to list names, but altered and contracted the names of her royal antecedents into unrecognisable forms.

"I bring you Adara, daughter of Tau, daughter of Seth, son of Ram, son of Seth, Son of Ram, son of Seth. Also notable in her line is Scarab, daughter of Neb, son of Men, son of Aakh."

One of the Khabiru elders grumbled that these names were meaningless, none of the people being known to the listeners.

"That may be," Mentak said, standing up beside his wife, "but they are names of great men and women in the lands from which we come. Dov need have no fear that the woman he marries is beneath him in any way."

"If anyone is marrying beneath their status it's Adara," Jerem muttered, subsiding as his brother Ephrim dug him in the ribs with his elbow.

In the face of scepticism from the other Khabiru elders, Yeshua spoke up, declaring that he was satisfied that Adara's ancestors made her an acceptable bride for his son, especially as she had agreed to become a worshipper of Yahweh and raise their children in his light.

The Khabiru murmured and applauded, with Mentak and his adopted sons adding their polite agreement, though Tau scowled.

"Do they think this Yahweh of theirs is more powerful than Re or Amun?" However, she had the sense not to say it out loud.

The feasting continued, and at the end, both families having hosted celebrations for the young couple, Dov and Adara took fire from the hearth and water from the well as symbolic links to their former lives and lit the fire in their new home, sprinkling the water over the lintel and doorposts.
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Nine months later, Adara was brought to the birthing stool and gave birth to a daughter whom they named Rina, which means 'Joy' in the Khabiru tongue. Yeshua, and to some extent Dov, were unhappy that their first child was a girl, but the boy they prayed for arrived a year later, and they joyfully named him Elior, which means 'My God is my Light'. Both children thrived, which was just as well, as they had no other brothers or sisters. The children were brought up to worship Yahweh, but Tau, who was a frequent visitor, made sure that they learned all about the gods of Kemet and how they had created and now maintained the world in which they lived.

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 4

Year 13 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

Bakenkhons, Hem-netjer of Amun in the god's city of Waset, was ostensibly the most powerful man in Kemet after the king and in theory, after the Tjaty of the north and of the south. The other Prophets of Amun exerted power beneath the Hem-netjer and as far as the population went, this was all as it should be. Kemet's hierarchy was shaped liked the ancestral benben mound, since mirrored in the great edifices of stone near Men-nefer--one man-god at the apex and successive layers of officials beneath him, spreading out to a broad base of peasantry. This stable structure was the source of Ma'at that enabled man and god to coexist in harmony.

Almost unseen, and certainly unrecognised, events were taking place that would disturb the Ma'at of the kingdoms, and eventually shake this ordered society to pieces. These events were small and originated in the most ordinary of places, initiated by the most ordinary of men. Usermaatranakht was one of these men. He was Steward of the Estate of Amun, and as little as twenty years before would have had little effect on the stability of Kemet. All that had changed under the present king, Usermaatre Ramesses.

A few years before, a priest of Amun had persuaded the king that the god had spoken to him in a dream, telling him to distrust all priests save those of Amun. Gold was the issue, and the wealth of Kemet had been flowing out of the treasury as the king sought to make himself a legendary king like the Great Usermaatre. Shrines and temples were built to all the gods, and many more were refurbished and repaired, all of which soaked away the gold reserves like water on desert sand. The priest of Amun had suggested a single conduit for this gold and the king had agreed. That conduit was the Estate of Amun.

There was no noticeable improvement in the flow of gold to where it was needed, but much of it found its way into the coffers of the Temple of Amun. Priests of other gods up and down the Great River complained to the king, but he was not about to admit to a mistake and merely told them he would look into the matter. He raised it with Bakenkhons the next time he visited Waset. Although it was customary for the High Priest to attend upon the king in his palace, Usermaatre was anxious enough to go to the Great Temple and meet with Hem-netjer Bakenkhons in his own rooms.

Bakenkhons sent for wine and dried figs and made sure the king was comfortable before sending the servants away.

"How may I be of assistance, Son of Re?"

"I have had complaints that the management of treasury details by Amun has not been successful."

"Complaints by whom?"

"Priests of other gods. They say the system is not working."

"Any new system takes time to settle in, Son of Re," Bakenkhons said.

"It has been several years," Ramesses pointed out.

"And the priests are only now complaining? The discrepancy cannot be very serious."

"They've been muttering for some time. Please look into it."

"I will, Son of Re, though I dare say it's nothing more than the other priests wanting more gold than is released by the treasury. If you could instruct the treasury to release more...?"

"There is no more," the king grumbled. "The temples devour gold like a hungry man consumes bread. In fact, I'm thinking of cutting back. I've built enough temples."

"You can never build too many temples. The proper worship of the gods preserves the Ma'at of Kemet."

"I do not have the gold to sustain the present building program. I shall have to cut back on it."

"That would be an extreme measure, Son of Re, and one that might offend the gods. Perhaps there is another solution?"

"How can there be, Bakenkhons? Gold is needed to pay quarrymen to cut the stone, for ships to transport the stone, masons to shape it, metalworkers to fashion the copper chisels, for vegetables, bread and beer for the workers...oh, for a hundred different things. If I do not pay the workers they stop work. And very soon I will not be able to pay them."

"Gold is not needed for many of these things," the priest pointed out. "Workers are most often paid in kind...so many sacks of grain, so many jars of beer, so many loaves of bread..."

"All of which must be bought."

"Not necessarily. What do most people pay their taxes with?"

"Whatever they produce, of course, or labour. You know this as well as I."

"Yes, Son of Re, and the governors who collect the taxes work out the value and submit it to the treasury in gold or precious stones or copper or cattle. But that is my point exactly. So much of what is needed to pay the building workforce is in the form of the basic produce of the land--meat, vegetables, grain. Institute another tax that pays specifically for these projects, and you can reduce the outflow of gold from the treasury without cutting back on building."

"How will that work? The governors would still send it to the treasury in forms I don't need...unless I give them all specific instructions...and even then they'd probably get it wrong. No, it's too much work."

"Then let the Estate of Amun do it for you."

"Eh? How?"

"A separate tax, levied by the Estate of Amun. We collect basic produce from everyone in every sepat, and distribute it to the building projects in that sepat. It would be very much more efficient."

Ramesses considered the idea. "The people won't like it...another tax, that is. I want the people to love me...to respect me...and call me 'Great' like the other Usermaatre."

"They will do all of those things, Son of Re. They already do. They will see the sense of this tax and will accept it when they see the good things that arise from it. No more will their taxes go to fund something far away or keep nobles in luxury, but rather to achieve something worthwhile in their own neighbourhoods."

"Hmm, possibly. I still think it would be an unpopular measure." The king thought for a few moments. "We will do it, but as the Estate of Amun will be managing this tax, we will make sure everyone realises it is a tax by Amun."

Bakenkhons pursed his lips, but only said. "Let it be so, Son of Re."
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After the king left, Bakenkhons instructed a servant to fetch the Steward of the Estate of Amun, and another one to fetch more chilled wine. The Steward was longer in coming than the wine, so Bakenkhons imbibed freely while he waited. When at last he turned up, the Steward bowed and sat without being invited. Bakenkhons bristled, but did not voice his displeasure. The Steward was, after all, a powerful man within the Community of Amun, and Bakenkhons had no desire to antagonise the man more than necessary.

"I have had a visit by the king, Usermaatranakht."

"So I was told, Hem-netjer. May I enquire as to what he wanted?"

"He is concerned that the Estate of Amun is mismanaging the control of gold from the treasury."

"I hope you disabused him of that notion."

Bakenkhons shrugged. "We are to raise a new tax. One specifically for the building program." He proceeded to tell Usermaatranakht the details of the plan. "You will need to work with the priests of Hapi to work out the rate of taxation."

"Why?"

"We have to know what the harvests will be if we are to know how much they can pay. It will be a fine line between extracting enough to supply the building sites without exciting too much resentment."

"Yes, I can see that."

"Therefore we need the readings from the Well of the Flood."

"To forecast the harvest."

"Precisely."

"But we already know the Flood levels and hence the harvest. Hapi tells us each year. It's what the treasury officials use to calculate the tax each year."

"I know that," Bakenkhons said, "but as I said before, we must be certain we get it right. I don't want to rely on the priests of Hapi for something of such importance to Amun."

"You don't trust them?"

"It's not that, but our aims are different. Their reading of the flood levels determines whether the river will burst its banks or not. If not, then the country faces a famine. If there is a flood then they must determine whether we will have a moderate flood and a good harvest, or a destructive flood that will damage pastures and sweep away herds and flocks. Now, I shouldn't have to tell you this, but when there is a good harvest, the people pay more in taxes. They are always left with a surplus though. If they are, then we can safely extract more taxes. If the harvest is poor, taxes are lower, but so is the margin we can draw upon."

Usermaatranakht looked glum, but nodded his understanding. "So why not just leave it to the priests of Hapi?"

"They are only concerned with the primary tax, so make their pronouncements in general terms. Famine, good harvest and destruction are their main categories, but we need to know more. If it is a famine, how severe will it be? If the harvest is to be good, how good?"

"Couldn't we just wait for the harvest and tax them then?"

"You've obviously never worked with peasants," Bakenkhons said. "They don't want to work harder than they have to. Look, they are told the harvest is going to be good, and the treasury sets the tax at fifty sacks of grain. The farmer already knows his family needs two hundred sacks to live well for the year, so why should he expend more time and energy growing more than the two hundred and fifty sacks? If we wait until harvest time, there is little tax we can levy...maybe five or so sacks, and the farmer will resent it because it means his family will go hungry. But if we know beforehand the harvest is going to be really good, we can add our own tax of twenty or thirty sacks at the start of Akhet and that will stimulate the farmer to work harder and grow more."

"That's what the overseers tell me--that the peasants are lazy."

"Not lazy; they just don't see the point in working harder than they have to."

"All right. I'll have priests read the river level at the start of Akhet."

"Not just read it. Have them take special note of the exact level and compare it to this year's harvest. I don't want to know if the harvest is going to be about the same; I want to know exactly. Oh, and take readings at every well up and down the length of the river. The more exact we can make it, the better."

"I will see that it is done, Hem-netjer."

"Good. Now tell me how the wealth of the god increases."

"If I had known you wanted this, I would have brought my records."

"I don't need details, just an approximation."

"We are richer than last year."

Bakenkhons sighed. "A little more detail, perhaps."

"Then let us say that for every deben of gold that passes through our hands from the treasury, a tenth part enriches Amun. This wealth has been invested in cattle, grain, and vineyards. We have opened up two more quarries supplying stone for building. Also, we have a large share in the copper trade within the kingdoms."

"Raise the rate to one part in six."

"There are already complaints that too much gold finds its way into our coffers. Raising the rate would not be wise."

"Make it known to the high priest of every temple that you seek to find more gold for every building project by applying to the treasury. I will impress on the king the need for more gold, so the treasury will issue it. You then go back to each high priest and tell them the treasury would not release it. The extra, of course, goes solely to Amun."

"The treasury has enough gold in it? When I submit my demands to them each month, they grumble loudly that they do not have it."

"And do they? Do they supply you with what you ask for?"

"So far," Usermaatranakht said.

"Then there's your answer. The king said the same thing, but he is just trying to avoid paying to Amun what is the god's right."

"There is a lot of gold needed," the Steward mused. "Perhaps there is a shortage."

"The gold mines of Kush and Sin belong to the king. If he needs more, he will order it be mined. Our job is to make sure all wealth and power within Kemet comes under the control of Amun. This is our best way of ensuring it."

The Steward of Amun nodded. "So we tax the peasants and increase the rate by which the Treasury pays us? It won't be popular."

"No, it won't," Bakenkhons agreed. "So we make sure that this extra tax by Amun is at the order of the king. Also, we channel some of that wealth back into the community by public acts of charity to widows and orphans. The people will praise us even as we take the food from their mouths."

 

 


 

 

Chapter 5

Year 13 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

Prehirwenemef, third living son of the king, was no longer a boy acting as Troop Commander in the Set corps. After a dismal start, leading his men into an ambush despite the warnings of a senior officer in the Troop, he had matured into a capable, if somewhat unimaginative, leader. His basic nature was unaltered, however, and Hori, his corps commander, tried not to give the young prince assignments that required initiative. Foraging expeditions and patrols were his strong points, and the men under his command knew that they were likely to return alive from forays into enemy territory. Most were grateful for this, though some grumbled that their Troop never made a name for themselves. Other Troops named them 'Caution', and perhaps because of this the men, when they were off-duty or spending their leave in Per-Ramesses, tended toward extreme unruliness and wilful behaviour.

Caution's last cycle of leave had resulted in the whole corps being returned to duty early. Drunkenness had led to property damage, fighting, and rape. Three men had been executed and over thirty flogged. Even the officers had been reprimanded by Hori, though he had refrained from uttering any comments about the Troop Commander himself. The prince had thought this no more than his due and made his own scathing remarks about the terrible behaviour of his officers. It was obvious to him that they lacked proper leadership qualities, completely overlooking and shortfall in his own abilities. 

Such was Caution's unpopularity when the corps found itself returned to duty early, that Hori immediately dispatched Prehirwenemef on a patrol into the far eastern parts of the corps' territory, with instructions to report on anything that might conceivably be of interest. The prince received his instructions with his usual dour expression on his face, and Hori breathed a sigh of relief as Prehirwenemef saluted and left the command tent.

"Thank the gods," Hori muttered. "Now he'll be out from under my feet for a month at least." He grimaced as the prince hesitated at the tent flap and half turned back, knowing he had heard his injudicious remark.

Prehirwenemef called his senior officer Khety to him and ordered him to prepare for the patrol. Khety, in turn, and being experienced, gave his own orders and rapidly had the men and light wagons ready to leave the camp. The prince led in his personal chariot, and Khety followed in a second, with another ten light scouting chariots ranging out to each side. The men of the Troop marched in a column three wide, armed with bows or light battle-axes. Behind them were three ox-drawn wagons loaded with supplies, and a small army of servants, including cooks, bakers, grooms, armourers, and leather workers. Few of them would have been necessary for a short patrol, but Prehirwenemef's Troop had been ordered into the eastern wasteland as far as the river called locally, Yarden. They would be away a month, and had to be able to survive without help.

The first few days had them travelling through thin scrub and stony desert, where the scouting chariots had to be pulled back to the rough road that struck eastward toward hostile territory. Stones littered the terrain, and Prehirwenemef refused to risk his chariot wheels. There was some danger from tribesmen, so the prince had the men march ready for battle. This slowed the column down, and even more so as Prehirwenemef ordered the Troop to make camp early, digging out a ditch and parallel earthwork, topped with rocks. Fires were lit outside the confines of the camp to light up any attackers, and many guards were placed. Nobody attacked, and the men became increasingly tired and dispirited by the slow pace.

"There are no tribesmen hereabouts, my lord," Khety said. 

"But there could be," Prehirwenemef replied, "and I'm not about to risk my men."

"The men are tired."

"Would they rather be dead?"

The slow pace continued on into the foothills and thence into the eastern mountain ranges and upland plateaux. Prehirwenemef at last took the advice of his senior officer and rested the men before sending out scouting parties into the surrounding countryside. They found little--a few villages where the occupants scratched a living from the stony soil or tended a score of scrawny goats. The men augmented their rations by liberating a few animals, stripping a few olive trees of their fruit, or harvesting a few fields of grain. The local elders came to complain about these depredations, but Prehirwenemef shrugged it off.

"Kemet looks after your interests in these parts, protecting you. The gods know you pay little enough in taxes; do you begrudge your protectors a little food?"

"We look to El for our protection, not Kemet."

"Who is this El? Where does he live?"

"In the heavens. We sacrifice to him and he protects us."

Prehirwenemef turned to Khety. "Are they talking about their local god? Who is he? Re perhaps?"

"I think he is a creator god."

"Atum then?"

"I don't know, my lord." Khety questioned the elders but they threw up their hands in horror at the suggestion that their El was the Kemetu Re or any other god in their pantheon.

"What does he look like, then?" Prehirwenemef asked. "Where can we see his likeness?"

"He has no form or likeness," the elders replied. "Neither of man nor any beast or bird. We worship him on the hilltops as they are closest to the heavens, but no man can see his face and live."

"He has a face then? A man's face?"

The elders got angry at this, which was, perhaps, not the wisest thing to do. They said Prehirwenemef had insulted their god by likening him to a man or to the Kemetu gods whom even a child knew were demons.

Prehirwenemef ordered the elders cast out of the camp, and then sent his men up several of the nearby hills to search out the altars raised up to the god El. When they found them, they cast them down, leaving no stone upon another. There was no sign from the heavens that El was angered by the destruction of his altars, but the tribespeople were angered on his behalf and rose up against the Kemetu Troop. The villagers were not soldiers, though, and after a score had died by arrow and axe, the survivors melted away into the hills, taking with them their families and flocks, and everything they could carry.

The Troop carried on to the uplands, a barren and sandy desert with eroded mountains and great fans of loose rock that slipped and slid underfoot. Chariots were useless here, so Prehirwenemef turned his men away and picked his way eastward once more, seeking out the river called Yarden. The land sloped away from them, descending steeply in places, and before long they caught a glimpse of a body of water ahead of them and far below.

"Is that the Yarden?" Prehirwenemef asked.

"I don't think so," Khety replied. "That looks more like a sea."

They found a small tribe living nearby, crude simple folk who trapped and ate small birds, insects and lizards. One of them spoke a language that had some vague similarities to the one spoken by the hilltop worshippers of El, a form of Khabiru, so Khety asked about the water that lay ahead.

"Melah," was one word he understood from the reply, and "Mavet" was another.

"I cannot get much sense out of him, my lord. The two words I can make out are 'Salt' and 'Death'."

"Could he mean the Place of Pitch and Salt, I wonder."

"What is that, my lord?"

"There is a place, somewhere in the east, where the embalmers get supplies of pitch and natron for their treatment of bodies. When you said this man talked of salt and death, I thought he might be referring to those things."

Prehirwenemef pushed the Troop onward, dropping down from the heights of the uplands to the shores of a lifeless sea. The air was dry and the sun hot, but every man felt invigorated as if every breath they took filled them with energy. As they moved along the shore, their sandals broke through crusted salt, their footsteps crackling. Nothing rippled the water despite a gentle breeze making the waters lap desultorily on the barren salt-encrusted rocks. At places on the western shore, the beach seemed to be covered in fine, white pebbles, but on closer examination the pebbles proved to be solid rounded pellets of salt, rolled and tumbled by wave and wind. It was a strange phenomenon that none of the men had seen before, so Prehirwenemef collected a bagful to take with them. Elsewhere, salt had caked on the shore as rippled deposits, here and there lifting into peaked folds as if a linen sheet had been pushed together.

Although the Salt Sea and its shore were all but lifeless, there had been life in the surrounding hills--ibex, hares and a little rotund animal that the locals called shafan, while hawks patrolled the skies and foxes and jackals skulked among the rocks. Once, at night, they had even heard a leopard scream. Some of the men wanted to hunt for it the next day, but Prehirwenemef refused. Such pastimes did not mesh with his perception of his duty. He allowed hunting of food animals though, taking the opportunity to replenish their supplies.

The water of the Salt Sea proved bitter and undrinkable, but a few small streams tumbled down the sides of the hills, providing just enough water for thirsty men. Springs abounded too, bubbling up from below, but most of them were salty or otherwise unpleasant to the taste. A few gave up potable water, and the water skins were filled at every opportunity. The springs presented a danger too, though one that was not immediately obvious.

Nemes, a Leader of Fifty, reported to Khety one morning. "A scout I sent out last night has not returned."

"He'd be a fool to desert here," Khety observed, "so let's assume he got into some trouble. Send out a search party."

The direction the scout had gone out was in the line of march, so his footprints could just be made out as scuffs in the sand on the rocky shore, until they neared a place where the cliffs jutted close to the shore. Between the cliff and the water lay a patch of sand and an upwelling spring. Water bubbled to the surface and broke through the beach to flow strongly out into the Salt Sea. The footprints petered out just before the sand, and the search party stopped well short of the spot, muttering about demons. A message was sent back to Khety, and he notified the prince, who came to view the featureless sand with the line of footprints leading up to it.
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