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Setting the Scene

 

R


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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

This brings us to the almost mythical person of Imhotep, First Minister of King Djoser, architect, mathematician, priest and physician, whose reputation swelled with the passage of time until he was worshipped as a god hundreds of years after his death. Nobody knows who he was or where he came from, but as influential people were usually recruited from the highest families, it is at least possible that he was related to the king. Was he the polymath he is made out to be? Was he really a skilled administrator, architect and physician; or has his character been constructed from more than one person. I have explored this possibility.

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

Many of the names I have used in my books may be unfamiliar, as I like to use the names that would be recognised by the people of the times. Thus, modern Luxor is ancient Waset, modern Memphis is ancient Inebu-hedj. Heliopolis was once Iunu, Abydos used to be Abdju, and Saqqara was Sekera. There was no ancient name for Meidum, but the town of Heracleopolis Magna later lay close by. In ancient Egypt, the town's name was Hut-Nen-Nesut, so I have used that name to encompass the Meidum site. The place where the Bent and Red pyramids stand, similarly has no ancient name, but it lay a little to the south of Saqqara, so I call it 'South of Sekera'. Later, when the pyramids were largely constructed, I refer to the sites by the name given to the individual pyramids--'Sneferu Shines', and 'Sneferu Shining in the South'. In the same way, the name 'Egypt' is derived from the Greek Aegyptos, but the people of those times referred to their country as Kemet and of themselves as Kemetu. The names of the gods differed too. Horus was Heru, Thoth was Djehuti, Osiris was Asar. Some people may disagree with my choice, but it just felt wrong to put Greek words in ancient Egyptian mouths.

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

 

 

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

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

 

 

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

 

 

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

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

K


hufu, the Twice Golden Falcon, He who Crushes the enemies of the Two Ladies, He who Crushes the enemies for Heru, Lord of the Two Kingdoms, and undisputed King of all Kemet, sat on his throne and regarded the people standing before him. He quietly accepted the adulation of the assembled notables of the court, the deference of the priests who spoke for the gods, and representatives of the people of Inebu-hedj and of Kemet, before rising and walking with measured tread into the privacy of his suite of rooms in the palace. Here, he bathed and donned fresh apparel, ate a light meal, and rested for an hour while contemplating how far he had risen in the last few years. Not so long ago, he had had three half-brothers between him and the throne, but thanks to the intervention of the gods, he was the one they had chosen. They needed some help in making their choice, he admitted, but his success spoke for itself. Clearly, he was destined to achieve great things in Kemet. Rousing himself, he called for his Tjaty, Kaemre son of Kagemni, and issued the first order of his reign.

"Send for my architects," he declared. "I have matters of great importance to discuss with them."

Kaemre bowed and sent servants to summon the renowned scribes and architects responsible for the incredible building projects ordered by the king's father, Sneferu. In a very short time, both men, father and son, stood before the king and made obeisance.

"You built the tomb of my father, 'Sneferu Shines', so you will build mine also."

Khepankh had been hoping to retire after the successful completion of Sneferu's tomb, and briefly considered asking if he could be excused this dubious honour, but that would leave his son Djer alone to face the considerable task, and he knew he could not do that to him.

"We would be honoured, my lord king."

Djer added his murmured thanks and dared to pose a question of the king.

"What is the nature of contemplated House of Eternity, my lord? Will it be a per-djet or a mer like that of your great father?"

"I desire a mer," Khufu said. "A great mer that will declare the greatness of Kemet and its king. My tomb will lie high up within this mer, so that my earthly body will be closer to the sun god Re."

"We have the plans for 'Sneferu Shines', my lord..."

"That will be your starting point. Go away and draw up plans that will leave no doubt in the minds of men as to who is the greater king."

The two architects bowed and departed from the presence of their king, their minds already wrestling with the idea of a mer that would overshadow 'Sneferu Shines'.

"I do not see how it can be done," Khepankh moaned. "The king has no concept of how difficult that last mer was to construct. Now he wants a bigger one?"

"On the other hand, consider what was accomplished in Sneferu's reign," Djer said. "Grandfather and you built two huge meru before the third one which he used as his tomb. If we put all that effort into just one..."

"One of those three fell down, and another incorporated a major mistake before it was corrected," Khepankh said.

"But we all learned valuable lessons from those mistakes, father. We will not make them again."

"No, we will make a whole lot of new ones."

Djer stood and contemplated the ageing architect. "You are nearly seventy years old, father, and I know you wanted to retire. Make your excuses to the king and let me tackle this new project. I will hire fresh new minds and design a mer that will satisfy the king's ambition."

"New minds that are inexperienced and have no concept of the difficulties you will face? No, I will stay on and act as the man of reason, if nothing else."

Dyer grinned. "Then let us get down to it and design a mer that is pleasing to Khufu."

Since the completion of 'Sneferu Shines', Khepankh and Djer had brought all the plans and calculations, the scores of scrolls containing the details of that great project, back to Inebu-hedj. It was to this storeroom that they now repaired and set out an array of scrolls on the large worktable there. They contemplated the drawings of the finished mer, with the many annotations added to it concerning dimensions and quantities required for each stage of construction.

"We could do this again easily, knowing what we did last time," Khepankh observed.

"The king said this should be our starting point, not the finished design," Djer said. "He wants a mer that will show him to be a greater king than his father. To my mind, that means it must be larger."

"Why must kings always want to be greater than those who went before?" Khepankh grumbled.

"He would not be the king unless he had ambition, I suppose. Now he wants to express that ambition by creating the largest tomb ever built."

Khepankh looked at the drawings. "I do not suppose it has to be much larger; only enough to be visibly bigger."

Djer nodded, frowning thoughtfully. "It would be easy to make it taller, without increasing the amount of stone needed, if we increased the angle; made the sides steeper."

"I do not think that is a good idea. Look what happened with 'South Shining' where we had to reduce the angle halfway. The collapsed mer too; that was too steep."

"There were reasons for that, though. Laying the blocks horizontally instead of inclined inward makes them more stable."

"But we know it does not," Khepankh said.

"Unless the blocks are bigger," Djer replied. "Look, we know that brick-sized blocks need to be inclined to be properly supported, but the upper half of 'South Shining' was laid horizontally, as was the whole of 'Sneferu Shines'. All we had to do was increase the size of the blocks. Well, what if we made them larger still? We could increase the size of the mer, build at a steeper angle, and satisfy the king."

"Larger blocks are harder to move."

"But not impossible," Djer said.

"Depends on how large the blocks were you planned to move."

Djer sighed. "We have a problem of expressing weights for building purposes," he said. "We talk in terms of a deben weight when it concerns copper or gold...or even grain, I suppose...but limestone blocks are far larger and heavier than a finger of gold or a basket of grain, and we do not have a word for it. Look, one of the larger mud bricks we used weighs about a thousand deben, and limestone ones a little more, so why don't we call that 'one block' in weight? I am considering the use of building units that weigh a hundred...two hundred even."

"Two hundred blocks in weight?" Khepankh asked. "Two hundred thousand deben?"

Djer nodded. "Maybe even larger."

"How would you move them?"

"The same way grandfather moved the granite slabs from Abu--on a sled."

"You would need a hundred men to move each one."

"Maybe not; I have not fully worked out the details yet."

"And that would be on a level surface," Khepankh went on. "You would need to drag these blocks a hundred mehi high or more to build a big mer. How is that going to happen?"

Djer shrugged and smiled ruefully. "I did not say it would be easy, but I think it is possible. We need to sit down and do a lot of calculations."

"Months of calculations, and we do not even know that it will be possible at the end of it." The old man shook his head. "We would be better off convincing the king to go with a mer like 'Sneferu Shines'."

"You are probably right," Djer admitted, "but wouldn't it be wonderful to build something even bigger? Just to see if we can?"

"Those are the dreams of young men," Khepankh said. "I just want to retire so I can sit in the sun, drink wine, and play with my grandchildren before I rest in my tomb."

"But first we do this?" Djer asked with a grin. "Does the thought not stir your blood; make your mind buzz with the possibilities?"

"It makes my head spin," Khepankh grumbled. "Look, you do what you have to do, but I will try and persuade the king to go with a mer like his father's."

They worked apart; Khepankh drawing up fresh plans that slightly enlarged the ones for 'Sneferu Shines', while Djer sat in thought, drawing together pieces of information and ideas that had occurred to him while building Sneferu's last mer. He needed some new ideas, he knew, so considered who might be suitable to join him in this great adventure.

"Because that is what it is,' he murmured. "An adventure that will lead to whole new ways of building."

Not for the first time, he wished he had a son to follow him as an architect. He immediately felt guilty; his daughter Itet was all one could wish as a child and she had grown up to marry Prince Nefermaat. The prince might even have become king, were it not for an unfortunate accident. However, Nefermaat's son--his own grandson--had gone on to become not the heir he might have been, but a skilled scribe and apprentice architect. Hemiunu would join him as a builder of Khufu's mer. 

"Tjaty Kaemre too, if he can spare the time from his other duties."

Djer wished there were other family members to call upon--family was always best. One could rely upon them...usually. Unfortunately, his brother Khawy had died early, and his sons had sought out business profits rather than civil service. He was just lucky that Hemiunu and Kaemre were related. In time, Hemiunu would marry and have sons, no doubt, but that was all in the future, and he needed help now.

"What to do? What to do?"

The brothers of Kaemre were also scribes, but Horemre had gone off to become a priest, while Nebre plodded along as a scribe in the palace. Hemiunu had brothers, but none of them had become scribes, so they were useless to him, despite being his grandsons. He would have to look outside the family for scribes with the ability to become architects. Two names pushed themselves to the forefront of his mind--Menkauhor and Isesi--both young men of common birth who had shown a talent for writing. Born in Abu and Waset, respectively, they had sought employment in the capital, and had actually worked for his father recently. He considered what he knew of them and reached a decision, sending a servant to bring them both to him, and another to search out Hemiunu.

The young men bowed in the presence of Djer, the famed architect responsible for 'Sneferu Shines', and Djer told them he was considering training them up as apprentice architects for the new king's mer. 

"I am deeply honoured," Menkauhor said.

"And I," Isesi said.

"You will not have the specialised knowledge needed for a full appreciation of what is required, but I hope that young minds, unencumbered by what is considered possible, might be able to provide insights."

Hemiunu joined them, and Djer outlined what the king required. He told them that his father, Khepankh, would be presenting the plans for a mer akin to the last one built for King Sneferu, but that the king was likely to want more.

"It is up to us to give the king what he wants."

"What exactly is it that he wants?" Isesi asked.

"I do not think the king himself knows the answer to that," Djer said with a smile. "Bigger and better would sum up his desires."

Menkauhor frowned. "Then how are we to interpret his desires if they are that vague?"

"We design something larger, that we know can be built," Hemiunu said. "The mer known as 'Sneferu Shines' is two hundred mehi in height, so we must design a bigger one. What do you think, Architect Djer? Two hundred and fifty or three hundred? Or more?"

"Let us not commit ourselves to anything outrageously large," Djer said. "I was thinking perhaps higher by twenty mehi. Enough that it is visibly bigger but does not add too many extra years to the building."

Hemiunu made a few quick calculations. "Even that would add a fifth as many extra stone blocks, and that is without taking into account the problems of raising the blocks that high."

"We could build at a steeper angle than was used with 'Sneferu Shines'," Djer countered. "That would cut down the number."

"Would that be as stable?" Menkauhor asked. "Forgive me, honoured sir, I do not mean to criticise, but I read the account your grandfather wrote and... and..." The young scribe's voice died away.

"No, you are right to raise such questions," Djer said. "Stability is an issue but becomes irrelevant if the size of the block is large enough. I believe we could build at a steeper angle by using larger blocks of stone."

Hemiunu had been doing some more scribbling while the others talked and now looked up. "We could build at a steeper angle and go twenty mehi higher without having to increase the size of the base at all. Of course, we might have a problem raising blocks that high. We used a ramp with the last ones, but the amount of stone needed just to build the ramp is a sizeable fraction of the stone needed for the actual mer."

"Is a ramp the only way of raising blocks?" Isesi asked.

Djer smiled at the young scribe. "If you can think of another way, I would be interested in hearing it. Every mer built so far has used a ramp, and building them has always been a drain on resources. I have to admit, I cannot conceive of a way of raising blocks that does not involve dragging blocks along a sloping ramp."

"How long a ramp is needed, sir?" Menkauhor asked. "I mean, a shorter ramp uses less material and takes less time to build."

Djer nodded. "The shorter the ramp, the steeper the slope, and the harder it is to drag a block up it. If we use the size of blocks we need to make the structure stable, the slope has to be slight, and the length greater." He smiled. "No way around it, I am afraid."

"Where is it going to be built?" Isesi asked.

"A good question. I hope it will be at the site of 'Sneferu Shines' as we have everything set up there. It makes sense, but...well...kings do not always think as others do."

"Very tactfully put," Hemiunu murmured.

"Our first step must be to get a general agreement from the king as to the size of the mer, and the site," Djer said. "Once we have that, we can start designing in earnest. I propose offering a plan of a mer that resembles the one in which his father is buried, but twenty mehi higher, also to be constructed at that site. With that in mind, I will set you each tasks so that I can quickly submit our ideas for the king's approval."

Under the guidance of Djer and Hemiunu, the two young scribes took on the tasks set them, and with the two architects drawing up basic plans, only half a month passed before Djer was ready to submit his ideas for Khufu's perusal. Khepankh talked to his son before the audience, warning him that the king had rejected the idea of a copy of 'Sneferu Shines'.

"Not grand enough," he said. "He reiterated the idea of something much larger."

"Well, hopefully this will satisfy him," Djer said. "It is a good twenty mehi taller."

Khepankh shook his head. "I do not think that will be enough."

Khufu and Tjaty Kaemre examined the plans together, but the king swiftly swept the drawings off the table.

"This is just more of the same. I want something that will make men look at my tomb and say, 'Never was there such a king in all the ages of the earth'. Your plan here is little more than the tomb that houses my father's earthly body."

Djer bowed low, disappointed that the king had rejected his plans so readily. He knew that if he lost the trust of the king he would be dismissed from the project and another architect appointed. That was not to be countenanced, so he had to come up with another idea.

"My lord king, you have only to tell me what you want and I will build it for you. Speak to me of the image that lies within your mind, and I will turn it into stone for your glory."

"That is better," Khufu said, slightly mollified. "I want a mer that is twice the size of my father's, built of the finest quality stone, and its capstone made of gold."

Djer quailed at the expense of such an enterprise, but he had asked the question and the king had answered. Still, it might be possible to modify the king's demands in a way that would make it easier to fulfil.

"When you say twice the size, my lord king, do you mean twice the volume, twice as many blocks, twice as high, or twice as broad across the base?"

Khufu frowned. "Are they not all the same? What other meaning is there of the word 'twice'?"

"No, my lord king; these things are not all the same to an architect."

The king shrugged. "Then make it twice the height of my father's mer."

Djer could see that Khufu was visibly losing interest, so he bowed and went away to consider a mer twice as high as anything that had ever been built.

"It cannot be done," Djer told Hemiunu morosely, after doing some initial calculations.

"Anything can be done," Hemiunu said. "It is just a matter of working out the details."

"Work them out then."

Hemiunu shrugged and got to work, and after several hours shoved his clay tablets aside with a look of satisfaction. "See, I told you it could be done."

Djer examined his calculations, nodding soberly as he verified his assistant's work. "We have never shifted blocks this size," he pointed out.

"That is only the basal layers. They will get smaller as we rise higher."

"How long is all this going to take?" Djer asked. "Have you worked that out?"

Hemiunu pulled his tablets toward him and made notes on a fresh one. After a few minutes, he frowned. "I must have made a mistake somewhere."

"How long?"

"This is obviously wrong."

"How long?"

"A hundred years."

"Do you think the king is going to live that long?"

"Obviously not." Hemiunu threw the tablets onto the floor, scowling at the mess the fragments made. "I was so sure."

"I had made similar calculations before," Djer said. "Kings always want something bigger than is reasonable. It is our job to convince them that something less than their ambition is still good." He looked thoughtful for a moment. "Twice as high is not possible unless we have a hundred years in which to build it, and we know we can build one the size of 'Sneferu Shines' in about ten years. So, let us imagine a larger mer that can be built in twenty years. King Sneferu reigned for that long, perhaps King Khufu will too."

Another day of calculations led them to believe that a mer between two hundred and fifty and three hundred mehi high was possible within the time frame allowed, depending on problems encountered and the internal anatomy of the structure.

"Presumably, the internal structure will be similar to the last one?" Hemiunu asked.

Djer grunted, not wanting to commit to that design. He had experimented with passages and burial chambers in the small mer he had built near the 'South Shining', and he hoped he might be able to experiment with this new mer. 

Djer took their tentative plans to Tjaty Kaemre for his opinions, and Kaemre said something that worried Djer.

"Do not breathe a word of this," Kaemre cautioned. "I am only telling you because it has a bearing on the construction of the king's tomb." The Tjaty hesitated and looked around to see if they could be overheard. "The king is not well," he continued in a low voice.

"I had no idea. He seems healthy enough."

"He was sick as an infant; so much so there were doubts he would live. He got better and seemed strong enough, but he has had trouble breathing at times, and coughs a lot, though he tries to hide it."

Djer looked thoughtful. "How does that affect my work?" he asked.

"It is uncertain how long he will live. Whatever the king decides upon as the final design, you should be aware that you might have to finish off his tomb in a hurry."

"How?" Djer groaned. "Any good design is for a finished product. You cannot just leave a mer half built."

"I will leave that for you to work out," Kaemre said, "but if I were you, I would not delay too long. You might need all the building time you can get."

Djer had to tell Hemiunu the news, but stressed that they had to keep it secret.

"How do we design a mer so that it can be quickly finished no matter what stage it is at?" he asked. "The only thing I can think of is to build two meru at the same time--one large and one small--so that one is finished long before the other."

"I cannot see the king agreeing to that," Hemiunu said. "It would be an open admission of his sickness." He thought for a few moments. "How about if we design more than one burial chamber--one low down in the mer, the other higher up? Then if he dies early, we can finish off the structure as a simple per-djet, but if he lives long enough, he has a complete mer."

The two architects, using their assistants Menkauhor and Isesi, drew up plans for a great mer that would tower nearly three hundred mehi high. They left the details of construction aside for the time being, content to lay out the broad ideas for the king's approval. Djer and Hemiunu took the design to Tjaty Kaemre for his comments, pointing out the salient features of their design. Three burial chambers were drawn in: the first would be underground with a descending passage connecting it to a mortuary temple. Djer estimated they could have the chamber and a large, low per-djet constructed over it within five years.

"If he dies soon, then this chamber will suffice," he said.

"And if he lives?" Kaemre asked.

"Then we have this second chamber high up within the body of the growing mer," Djer said. "We could have this finished by the tenth year. The structure would look a little strange if it was finished off at this point, but still impressive."

"And this one?" Kaemre asked, pointing to a third chamber even higher within the mass of stone.

"The planned-for burial chamber," Djer said. "This could be complete by the fifteenth year, and the whole mer complete by the twentieth." He looked anxiously at the Tjaty. "What do you think? Can we take this to the king?"

Kaemre pursed his lips and considered the sketches. "It makes sense, given the king's ill health. However, I think I had better be the one to present it. He is troubled by his illness and concerned that he will appear weak if it becomes public knowledge. I will assure him that only the two principal architects know... that is true, isn't it?"

Djer nodded. "Nobody else, my lord."

"Good. See that it stays that way. I will talk to the king about this design and let you know when you can draw up more detailed plans."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

K


hufu basked in the warmth of having achieved the one thing foremost in his mind throughout his life--he was finally and indisputably King of Kemet. Fourth in line for the throne at his birth, he had outlived, by one means or another, the half-brothers who had been his rivals. None could contest his elevation, and it was now time to set his eyes on the next task ahead of him. He would become Kemet's greatest king and found a dynasty that would last a thousand years. 

Two sons already graced his court--ten-year-old Khufukhaf and eight-year-old Minkhaf, as well as an infant daughter named for his grandmother Meresankh. Many men might be satisfied with such healthy, vigorous children, but the problem lay not with them but their mother. Henutsen was the daughter of Queen Hetepheres, his own mother, but a question hung over her paternity. His father Sneferu had denied being her father, but was not going to bring scandal upon the family by openly accusing the queen of having taken foreign seed into her belly. The princess had been raised as a royal child, but denied the title of 'daughter of the king's body'. As such, she was a perfectly acceptable mother for his own children, but could never be the queen or the mother of the heir. He had made up his mind on that long before he ascended the throne, but had said nothing to his wife.

"Why encourage troubles within the household before it is necessary?" he had told his brother Ankhhaf.

It did not take a skilled prognosticator to anticipate trouble. Similar situations had arisen when the previous king, Sneferu, had taken a wife before he became king, and another after. The first wife demanded to become queen and to have her sons recognised as heirs, despite being a commoner. She succeeded in one but not the other; never becoming queen but bearing the heir. Her son Nefermaat would have become king were it not for his decisive action. Khufu resolved that a similar situation would not arise in his own reign.

"Such things plagued my father's reign," Khufu told Ankhhaf, "but they will not trouble mine. My father made the mistake of favouring firstborn sons ahead of those born of the queen. I love my sons Khufukhaf and Minkhaf, and there could scarcely be a better child than Princess Meresankh, but the path to the throne does not lie through them."

"Who then?" Ankhhaf asked. "You do not have any other children; not even by-blows from the palace women."

"If I had a son by a liaison, I would not acknowledge him," Khufu said primly. "Such recognition compounds a king's troubles. I have no other children at the moment, but that is easily rectified. I shall marry again, as is my right, and father an heir."

"I hope you are not considering marrying our sister Hetepheres, my lord?"

Khufu smiled thinly. "I would not do that to you, brother. I know you have feelings for her, and that our father Sneferu favoured it." He regarded his brother thoughtfully. "It is against custom, but you are as close to the king as a man can be, so I will let you marry her if that is your wish."

"It is, my lord. Thank you."

"I am also going to change your title, I think. You will no longer be known as simply 'king's son of his body' but as 'eldest king's son of his body'."

"I do not understand, my lord," Ankhhaf said. "You are the eldest son, which is why you are the king."

"As you say, I am the king, and that is greater than just a son of a king. You are now the eldest of those known as sons of the king, and you should be known as such."

"You are generous, my lord."

"I need strong men around me, Ankhhaf. Our father was too gentle, too considerate of the people, and of his own pleasures. I do not mean to be a king like him."

"No, my lord?"

"No. Strength will be my watchword. I mean to elevate the throne, make it less accessible to common people. You will act for me as a gatekeeper that must be passed before a man can approach me."

"I am honoured, my lord."

"Until such time as I produce an heir of my body, you will act as such."

"Not your son Khufukhaf, my lord?"

"It is no fault of his, and I love his mother Henutsen, but my father suspected she was not of his seed. I cannot allow a son born of her to mount the throne. My heir will come from the belly of an undoubted royal princess." Khufu sighed. "Sometimes, I think everything would be simpler if a king limited himself to just one wife, and the sons that issued forth from her. If that were the case, of course, I would have to have been more careful in my selection of a wife."

"Besides, kings can have as many wives as they want," Ankhhaf said. "Concubines too; and any woman willing to open her legs."

"There is no need to be coarse," Khufu said with a grimace of distaste.

"My apologies," Ankhhaf said. "But you are contemplating another marriage?"

"Yes; we have marriageable sisters."

"Which of our sisters is to be honoured, my lord?"

"I will marry our sister Meritites and make her queen."

"A beautiful woman and truly 'Beloved of her Father'," Ankhhaf said. "She will make a worthy queen."

Predictably, Henutsen objected to the announcement that Princess Meritites would marry the king and be elevated to the status of queen. She howled her outrage and clasped her sons and daughter to her, weeping over them as if they had been consigned to an early death. Then, taking them in hand, she tried to confront Khufu in his private chambers, but Ankhhaf turned her back, politely but firmly.

"You cannot see the king at this time, Lady Henutsen," Ankhhaf said.

"You dare to refuse me? Who do you think you are?"

"I am the king's brother, son of my father the king's body."

Henutsen went pale at the implied insult. "I am a daughter of Sneferu and Queen Hetepheres," she said haughtily. "I demand you show me into the king's presence."

"My lady, I am the king's gatekeeper and I cannot allow you admittance at this time."

Henutsen tried to push past Ankhhaf, but when he proved immovable, she tried shouting out her demands. 

"Khufu, my lord husband, it is I, Henutsen, and I have our beautiful children with me. Let me in so I may talk with you. Khufu! My lord and husband!"

The king did not answer and Ankhhaf patiently repeated his refusal to admit her.

Henutsen wept. "Why does he treat me this way? When have I been anything other than a loving and dutiful wife?"

"We all owe love and obedience to the king," Ankhhaf said. "Go back to your rooms and await the king's pleasure. I will inform him of your desire to see him, but it will be his decision as to when such a meeting occurs."

"Does he truly mean to marry Meritites?" Henutsen asked.

"That was announced by Tjaty Kaemre on behalf of the king, so you can believe it."

"He is already married to one of his sisters," Henutsen said with a sniff. "What need has he of another?"

Ankhhaf did not reply, just stood in front of the door to the king's chambers and looked impassively at her.

Henutsen could see that she was not going to succeed, so she gathered what dignity she still claimed, took her children, and made her way back to her rooms, where she wept anew.

A day later, Henutsen received word that the king would see her, so she made an effort to appear at her best, reapplying her make-up and dressing in her finest linens. She wanted to remind her husband that she was still young and desirable despite having borne him three children. When she was satisfied that she looked her best, she presented herself at the king's chambers, where Ankhhaf admitted her with a smile. She did not acknowledge him, however, sweeping past him without a glance. Once inside, she greeted her husband warmly and was pleased that Khufu embraced her, kissing her cheek.

"I tried to see you yesterday, my husband, but Ankhhaf turned me away. Who is he to come between the king and his wife?"

"He was acting upon my orders."

"Oh, my lord, you did not want to see me?"

"I enjoy the presence of the wife of my youth," Khufu said, "but I am king now, and I cannot be expected to behave like a man without responsibilities. In future, you will request an audience from either Kaemre or Ankhhaf, and I will see you as soon as it is convenient."

"I must make an appointment to see my husband? To kiss him or lie with him?"

Khufu smiled. "I assure you there will be plenty of opportunities for dalliance, my love. I will send for you whenever my desire for you makes itself known."

"And what of my desire for you?" Henutsen demanded. "Is that to go unanswered?"

"You are permitted to have desire for your husband."

"But not to act upon it...is that what you are saying?"

"I am the king," Khufu reminded her. "You presume to order the king?"

"Of course not, but..."

"Your duty is to your king, and your children. Attend to those duties and you will be content."

"But now I am to share my husband with another woman?"

"You already share your husband with every man and woman in Kemet. What is one more?"

"You know what I mean."

Khufu inclined his head in affirmation. "And you know why."

Henutsen scowled. "Tell me anyway."

Khufu sighed. "I do not say this to hurt your feelings, Henutsen, but King Sneferu always knew you were not the daughter of his seed. In deference to our mother, he treated you as a Princess, despite not being a daughter of his body. You were sufficient as a wife when I was only a prince, but you are not of high enough status to be queen or mother to my heir. That privilege falls to our sister Meritites. I will always love you and honour you as mother of our three lovely children, but that is all you can be. Do not ask for more."

"Khufukhaf is a fine boy...almost a man. He would make a worthy king."

"I am not going to debate the virtues of any of my children," Khufu said. "For the present, my brother Ankhhaf is my heir, but only until I beget a son with Meritites."

"You wound me," Henutsen said bitterly. "Why did you marry me in the first place if you are so determined to put me aside and disinherit your sons?"

"I married you because I loved you and I honoured our mother. I still do. However, I was only a prince then, without hope of becoming king, and my father allowed me to marry whoever I wanted. If I had remained a mere court official, our sons would inherit, but I am king and a king has a responsibility to the gods and to Kemet. I must make a proper marriage and raise up a worthy heir to succeed me." Khufu took Henutsen's face in his hands and looked into her tear-filled eyes.

"I am sorry, my love, but a son of ours will never sit on the throne of Kemet."

Henutsen wept openly and took her leave of the king, but in her heart she did not agree.

"One day, Khufukhaf shall be king," she whispered to her pillow that night. "And if not him then Minkhaf...or another son I shall bear. This I swear. If he will not make me queen, leaving me only King's Wife, then I shall grasp the title of King's Mother."

The wedding went ahead a few days later.

There were no complicated marriage ceremonies in Kemet unless men chose to make it so. The fathers of the man and woman involved made the arrangements and on the specified day, she walked from her home to her husband's, carrying fire from the household hearth and a pot of river water. Priests selected the auspicious day, accepting a fee for their services, and if the families were rich, servants carried goods from the woman's house. Under Kemetu law, a wife retained ownership of all the property brought to the union, and if the marriage failed, she took it with her when she left her husband's home.

In the case of Meritites, she already lived within the palace, in one of the suites of rooms that constituted the Women's Quarters. On the day of her marriage, she walked from her room to the large Audience Hall, where she accepted Khufu as her husband in front of the assembled court, and returned to her rooms. Fire remained within the palace hearth and the water pots went undisturbed. All that changed was the status of Princess Meritites, becoming the most powerful woman in the Two Kingdoms.

Khufu visited his new wife later that day. They talked at length, the king laying out his expectations of the marriage and his assurances that if Meritites conducted herself properly, he would raise her to the status of queen and she would become mother to the next king.

"With that in mind..." Khufu said.

The king lay with his sister-wife, vigorously ploughing her field and liberally sowing his seed. He took joy in the act, still being a young enough man to appreciate his new wife's beauty. Her appraisal of the act was less enthusiastic, but she carefully hid her feelings from the king. Few Kemetu women reached maturity without experimenting with men and Princess Meritites was no different. She had been careful to form no emotional attachments and had allowed no seed to be sown in her field. The king had no special skills in the sowing, but she was prepared to put up with his attentions if it meant becoming the queen and mother of the heir. That was as high as a woman could rise in Kemet and if it meant sharing her brother's bed and putting up with his fumbling, then so be it.

Khufu remained attentive to his new wife for a few days, returning every evening to renew his assault on her fertile field, but then his interest waned as he got caught up in the other aspects of rulership. Meritites, alarmed by her brother's distraction, insisted that she be crowned queen as Khufu had promised, and he told Tjaty Kaemre to arrange matters. The ceremony, whereby the priests anointed her and placed a token crown on her head, took place on another auspicious day, and now Meritites could relax. Her only remaining duty was to produce an heir, and she thought she could detect the first signs of the king's seed sprouting in her belly. Whether or not it would be the desired prince and heir was in the hands of the gods.

Khufu had made another promise, and now he fulfilled that one too. His brother Ankhhaf married their sister Hetepheres, daughter of Queen Hetepheres. There was no doubt concerning the parentage of this sister, and while Hetepheres was a little disappointed not be be chosen as queen by Khufu, she knew the character of her two brothers and thought Ankhhaf to be the safer if less exciting choice. The king had power but little else to commend him. If a woman desired strength tempered with gentleness, humour and kindness, then Ankhhaf was the man for her. She would never be queen, but Ankhhaf was favoured by the king and would be raised high in the court hierarchy.

The marriage followed the king's own by a month and Ankhhaf was as pleased with his wife as Hetepheres was with her husband. Under the rule of Sneferu, she had enjoyed the titles of 'eldest king's daughter of his body' and 'the one whom he loves', and now that she was married, Khufu set her up as a priestess to make offerings to their father, now with the gods.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

D


jer thought he had worked hard co-ordinating the building effort on 'Sneferu Shines', but that was the mere play of children compared to the preparations for the erection of Khufu's great mer. If it had not been for the tireless efforts of Hemiunu and their assistants Menkauhor and Isesi, Djer was certain he would have collapsed from exhaustion, both physical and mental. He found it hard to credit what was involved, but Hemiunu pointed out the fallacy in his thinking.

"You inherited the oversight of 'Sneferu Shines', as did your father Khepankh with 'South Shining'. Even your grandfather Den only had to develop a fraction of the task confronting you. The mer at Hut-Nen-Nesut was tiny compared to Khufu's mer, and the Shining Pair were not much greater."

"That is where you are wrong," Djer said. "I have worked it out, and the amount of stone used in Sneferu's three meru is comparable to the amount we will be using in this one."

"Agreed," Hemiunu said, "But you are missing the point. Den set up the first mer at Hut-Nen-Nesut, and by the time 'South Shining' was developed, a lot of the infrastructure was already developed. It just needed expanding. The same thing happened with the third mer--instead of setting up a whole new programme, you could just expand what existed. Here you have to start from nothing, and of course it looks completely daunting."

"You feel that too?" Djer asked. "I thought it was because I was getting old."

"I wake up every day feeling dread, but by the time I start work I am filled with excitement at what we are doing," Hemiunu said. "This will be the greatest accomplishment of men, no matter how long Kemet exists, and we are privileged to be part of it."

"I think we said that about 'Sneferu Shines' and I am sure Den mentioned it in relation to Djoser's stepped mer. It is in the nature of men to believe they are doing something nobody else could ever do."

Hemiunu grinned. "Except this time we are right."

They settled once more to the work of preparation, drawing up great lists of the work to be done. At the start, quarrymen would be in great demand, and while the basic labour of pounding out great building stones from the bedrock could be performed by labourers with very little training, they needed the oversight of experienced overseers and masons. Djer had a list of names from the men who had worked on the previous meru, and at the Troyu quarry, so the organisation of that aspect started to take shape.

Cutting the stone from the quarry was only the first step in a long process. The huge building blocks had to be hauled to the building site on great wooden sleds, and carpenters were needed to build them and effect repairs as needed. Once the blocks were on site, rough edges had to be trimmed and shaped so they would fit against the blocks next to them. That would not be important with the blocks that made up the core, but it was necessary for the exterior courses, and the casing stones, to be tight fitting.

The workers would be housed in a village, and that had to be constructed from mud brick. Houses were not enough, though. Every man who worked on the mer, from the lowliest labourer to the highest overseer, needed food and drink and the king was expected to provide it. Great lists of grain, vegetables and meat were compiled, and the places these foodstuffs could be obtained, their cost, and how they would be brought on site. The logistics were horrific, but Djer found it a lot less tiresome by appointing a host of overseers and letting each one manage a tiny portion of the whole. All he had to do was co-ordinate the numerous reports.

"I am worried about the number of men we are going to need," Djer said, after compiling some of these lists. "Each of Sneferu's meru needed about four or five thousand men working year-round. As each new mer started, we could move many of them over from the old one, but it will be different with this mer. It is as big as all three combined, so where are we going to find fifteen thousand workers?"

Hemiunu put aside his own calculations and thought about the problem. "It is going to be expensive housing and feeding that many men all year for what...fifteen or twenty years."

Djer nodded. "I have not even calculated how many supporters we will need, either. Think of all the men who farm the fields, harvest the grain, slaughter cattle, catch the fish, bake the bread, and brew the beer..."

"And do not forget the women who make the clothing, clean and cook and do the hundred other activities needed to keep a work force going," Hemiunu added. "It is a problem."

"Fifteen thousand workers and fifty thousand support workers?"

"That is a sizeable fraction of the population around here."

"Draw that many people away from their usual jobs and the economy of the kingdoms could suffer," Djer said. "The king will not be pleased if his revenues collapse, so we have to keep men working the fields and tending the herds while the mer is being built."

"The work force always expanded when the river was in flood, didn't it?" Hemiunu asked, speaking slowly, his forehead creased in thought.

"You cannot work the fields when they are inundated, so what else was there for them to do? What are you thinking?"

"Men are used to being taken from one job to another, so why not make that a part of the plan?"

"In what way?"

"Rather than having a huge workforce all the time, why not work a few thousand at a time and change the workers over every few months? That would keep men working the fields, tending to the herds, and keep the king's revenues flowing."

"The work would just take longer," Djer said. "Twenty years is a long time as it is; we cannot expect the king to wait fifty years for his tomb...and he will not want a smaller mer."

"Hmm..." Hemiunu looked thoughtful again, and he pulled out a part of the plan they had already drawn up. "Here is the thing...the planned mer is three times the volume, but the area is not three times the size. Fifteen thousand men would just get in each other's way." He made a few quick calculations. "We probably only need a quarter of that...as long as people are working efficiently...and the key to working efficiently is to have a good plan."

"Only four thousand men?" Djer asked.

"Expanded to the full force during the inundation. We can have them cutting rock and bringing it to a central store for positioning during the rest of the year. The same applies to the support workers--fewer people working in shifts of...a quarter of twelve months...three months each. Four thousand men and twenty thousand support at any one time."

Djer took the calculations Hemiunu had made and went over them carefully. He made a few changes to the assumptions and corrected two mistakes, but his conclusion was the same. "We still have to get them working efficiently," he said.

"Planning," Hemiunu stated.

Days became months as the planning progressed, with Menkauhor and Isesi kept so busy they collapsed into their beds each evening, and scores of other scribes copying out lists and calculations, plans and thoughts, that special orders had to be submitted to obtain extra papyrus and ink. Gradually, Djer and Hemiunu got on top of the mountain of work and started to develop a coherent plan that they thought would enable them to start work on building the mer within a year or two. Tjaty Kaemre conveyed the king's impatience for the work to start, pestering Djer so much that he snapped a reply.

"Does the king want it done properly, or is he content to have a shambles?"

"I will overlook your rudeness, Architect Djer, but you would do well to remember who I am."

"And I could work much faster if I did not have to answer such stupid questions. We are going as fast as we can, but this has to be done properly or there will be chaos."

Djer saw the Tjaty's lips thin and the look on Kaemre's face warned him of the danger. He realised that he had gone too far, so he hastened to correct his mistake.

"My apologies, Lord Kaemre. I did not mean to insult you, but the amount of work involved in the creation of this mer far exceeds anything attempted before. My mind reels trying to cope with the intricacies and...and I can only apologise once more."

Kaemre stared at the architect and then nodded. "I accept your apology. However, the king still requires an answer. When will work start?"

Djer ran his hands over the grey stubble on his skull and sighed. "We can lay the first blocks in a year...I think."

"A year? You expect me to tell the king that?"

"We are only in the planning stages...we do not even know where the thing will be built. Has the king decided on a place? I have been working on the assumption that it will be somewhere near 'Sneferu Shines'...please tell me that is so."

"King Khufu has decided on the plateau of Rostau, behind the statue of Inpu."

Djer groaned. Everything would have to be recalculated, but at least with a site decided upon, he would be able to start surveying it. That would help with certain aspects of the planning.

"I will order a survey made," Djer said, "though I imagine it will still be a year before we lay the first block."

"Make it sooner," Kaemre said.

"I cannot guarantee that."

"Yes, you can. I will tell the king no more than a year, so it is up to you to keep your word."

"But I did not say that," Djer protested.

Kaemre smiled humourlessly. "That is what the king will hear. I advise you to make it a reality."

Djer conveyed the news to Hemiunu, presenting it as a catastrophe, but the younger man was philosophical. It was in the nature of kings, he explained, to demand the impossible, and the role of his servants to provide it.

"We must go to Rostau immediately and survey the whole area. If we can find a good site, we can start within the month and let other aspects fall into place later."

It had been a long time since Djer had seen the statue of Inpu that guarded the road west to the land of the dead. His mother Kanefer had been the daughter of Rahotep, the Hem-netjer of Inpu at the temple there before she married Khepankh, and though Djer had visited as a child, the practice had fallen into abeyance once he left home. The statue was imposing; a representation of the god in the form of a desert wolf, and it was easy to see why the king had chosen the plateau behind it as his future City of the Dead.

Djer and Hemiunu led a team of surveyors onto the high ground, fanning out across the sand and rock in search of a suitable shelf of limestone on which to build the king's new mer. The site presented itself at once, at the easternmost edge of the plateau, overlooking the broad expanse of the river valley. Off to the south lay more broken limestone that could act as a source for the building stone, and though the present course of the river lay some distance away, the architects could see a great harbour being built on the low ground where stone from Troyu could be unloaded.

"The site is perfect," Hemiunu said.

"There might be better places," Djer responded. "Look how the ground rises in the middle. We will have to carve away an enormous quantity of rock to level the site."

"Or we leave it in place and build around it."

"What?"

"Think about it and ask yourself how many thousand blocks of stone are in that mound. It does not make sense to carve it all up and throw it aside before filling the space with more rock from the quarry."

Djer thought about it and had to agree. However, many blocks that central mound represented, it was a lot, and would speed up the building process. They proceeded with the rest of the survey, though they both knew they had found the right site. After marking out the boundaries, carefully orienting the base with the cardinal directions, they clambered down the low cliffs to the flood plains below and paced out the outline of a port that would service the mer. Stone from Troyu would land here, as would food and other materials from all over Kemet, so it was necessary to make it large enough for any eventuality. A valley temple would also be erected here, together with a connecting causeway to the mer complex above, but that was work for the future.

One of the surveyors found a hole in the bedrock of the central mound, where the elements had exploited a weakness in the limestone, excavating a deep depression. The architects examined it closely, lowering themselves into it to determine if this weakness was critical. They decided it was not, and the cavity could easily be filled before stone was added above it. Its position on the overall plan of the mer was noted carefully in case further attention was needed.

Djer drew up the plans for the port, the workers' village, the ramp and the quarry, also noting suitable areas for a City of the Dead for court officials and nobles who would want to be buried near their king. When all was in readiness, he took the plans to Tjaty Kaemre for a quick appraisal, and then presented them to the king. He stood and watched as Khufu went over the plans minutely, paying them far more attention than he thought he would.

"The angle of the mer is steeper than that used by my father in 'Sneferu Shines', isn't it?" asked the king.

"Yes, my lord king. The seed is five palms and two fingers," Djer replied.

"That was used on the failed mer at Hut-Nen-Nesut. What guarantee can you give that this mer will not just collapse?"

Djer wondered where the king was getting this detailed information until he saw Kaemre looking at him intently. Then he realised that Khufu was being coached by his Tjaty to ask searching questions. Well, there was nothing he was trying to hide, he decided. "We have learnt from our mistakes, my lord king, and no longer build inward leaning walls made of small blocks. The stones are much larger and are laid horizontally in courses." Djer hesitated, and then uttered the words he knew the king required of him. "There will be no failure in this mer, my lord king. I stake my reputation on it."

"A lot more than your reputation is at stake," the king said grimly. He turned back to the drawings and tapped one of them. "The workers' village does not look large enough for the many workers you will need. Have you made the right calculations here?"

Djer explained the reasoning behind the numbers that would be employed on the building site at any one time.

"And this port area?" Khufu asked. "It looks excessive. I understand that most of the stone will be produced locally."

"That is so, my lord king, but all the casing stones and the outermost layers will be close-fitting, high-quality limestone that must be quarried in Troyu. The only way to bring it to Rostau is by water, and to prevent delays, there should be several offloading docks. Then there is the matter of supplies for the workers, my lord. All these things must come from elsewhere and once more, water is the best form of transport."

"And this?" Khufu thrust another plan toward Djer.

"The valley temple, my lord king, will also be situated on the harbour, so that your body can enjoy all the rites before burial. You will be brought by water from Inebu-hedj."

"The harbour and port seem almost as large an undertaking as the mer itself," Khufu commented. "I wonder if it is not too much for you to manage."

"I have appointed many overseers to manage small parts of the whole enterprise, my lord," Djer said.

"Overseers are all very well, but they will have their minds focussed on a small part, whereas you need supervisors for each major project, and on overall man in charge."

"I believe I have it in hand, my lord, with the able assistance of Hemiunu."

"Ah yes, the son of Nefermaat. He embraces his course of life willingly? He enjoys being an architect?"

"Yes, my lord. Hemiunu is skilled at what he does. I could not ask for a better assistant."

"You would entrust him with oversight of my mer?"

"Yes, my lord king. He and I work well together."

When Khufu did not immediately respond, Djer dared to ask for the king's consideration of his father Khepankh. "He is old, but he has a lot of experience, my lord."

Khufu stood in thought for a time, perusing the documents in front of him. "I approve of your plans, Architect Djer, but the whole project is too great for one man to control. I will put my brother Ankhhaf in charge of the harbour and port which shall bear the name of 'Ro-Shi-Khufu'. The workers' village and the supplying of it I give to my brother Kanefer, and it shall be known as 'Djed-Khufu'. That leaves only the ramp and the mer itself, as well as overall control. What are your thoughts on this, Architect Djer? What part shall I entrust to you?"

"My lord king, I know more about this than anyone."

"So do I give you control of a part or of the whole?"

"It would be logical for me to have oversight of the whole project, my lord."

"And yet you are a commoner, Djer. To give you oversight of the whole thing would be to place my royal brothers Ankhhaf and Kanefer under you. Even Hemiunu is a prince, being son of my brother Nefermaat."

"Hemiunu is also my grandson, my lord, as his mother Itet was my daughter."

"You are still a commoner, though." Khufu grimaced. "I will place Tjaty Kaemre in overall charge of the project, giving you one of the remaining parts. As for your father, Khepankh, he is too old. I shall retire him honourably and he shall live out his life in comfort."

Djer felt the slights deeply but could hardly argue with his king.

"What is your pleasure regarding my task, my lord?"

"I will give you oversight of the ramp, and Hemiunu shall oversee the building of the mer itself."

Djer trembled at his demotion. An hour ago, he had been the architect designing and building the greatest mer ever constructed, and now he was a mere overseer in charge of the lowliest part of the project. It made him want to weep, but he had no choice--it was the will of the king.

Dismissed by the king, Djer trudged back to meet with Hemiunu, his heart breaking inside him. There, he tried to appear nonchalant as he spoke to his one-time assistant, but his voice trembled with emotion. Hemiunu tried to encourage him, assuring him that their working relationship was unchanged.

"I am sorry about your father--he is a good man, but he has already expressed a desire to retire. Now he has no choice in the matter. As for the other royal dispositions, the king might have given me oversight of the mer, but I cannot do this all by myself. You have far greater experience, and I will be relying upon that."

"You are kind, and I am willing to offer what advice I can," Djer said.

"What annoys me about this is that you are descended from royalty too," Hemiunu said. "Maybe not as recently as me, but your mother Kanefer was the daughter of Rahotep who was in turn a son of Imhotep who everyone knows was a brother of King Djoser."

Djer smiled. "A lot of people are descended from one king or other, whether they know it or not. I will not complain about my fate, Hemiunu. The king gives his orders and it is my duty to obey. The ramp may be the lowliest part, but I shall strive to make it perfect."

"Just remember that the mer cannot be built without the ramp," Hemiunu said. "Port, village, ramp and mer--all parts are necessary for success."
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ueen Meritites came to the birthing chamber barely nine months after the marriage, but the birth was long and hard. The most experienced midwives attended her, and the court physician was on hand should any aspect of the process put mother or child in danger. Khufu wished that Sunu Imhotep was available, but the physician had disappeared from Kemet and no one knew where he was now. Rumours persisted that he had vanished into the land of Pwenet, but as that country was almost mythical, that did not help anyone.

When at last the baby emerged, Queen Meritites was at the end of her strength, having fought to deliver her firstborn for nearly three days. The child, a boy, was healthy, and the midwives whisked him off to a wet-nurse and called in the court physician to tend to the mother, who they feared now lay close to death. In truth, exhaustion rather than any life-threatening condition had overcome Meritites, and a series of prescribed tonics and rest quickly brought her back to life.

Khufu was delighted with the birth of a son, naming the child Kauab, and announcing that he was officially the Crown Prince. Celebrations were ordered, and the population of Inebu-hedj rejoiced with the proud father. Not everyone was pleased with the birth of Kauab, of course, and Henutsen saw it as another blow to her dignity and the future aspirations of her sons. Since the king's marriage to Meritites, Henutsen had known that she had been displaced and her sons robbed of their pre-eminence, but there was always the possibility that the queen would prove to be barren. Then she became pregnant, but Henutsen clung to the hope that the child would be a girl. The birth of a boy robbed her of her last hopes for a peaceful resolution to her dynastic desires.

"I really do not mind, mother," Khufukhaf had told her when she raged at the birth of Kauab. "I am content to be a prince and to serve my father in whatever way he wants."

"You are the king's firstborn," Henutsen said. "It is your right to be Crown Prince."

Khufukhaf was aware of the rumours around his mother's birth and the possibility that she was not the natural son of Sneferu, but that was not something he could raise as an argument without offending her. Instead, he reiterated his desire to obey the king in all things.

"It is what my father wants, and I am content to be obedient."

"I have sworn that you will be king, my son."

"That is with the gods, mother."

"Perhaps the gods need a helping hand," Henutsen muttered.

"I think the gods have spoken, and really...as I said...I do not mind. Minkhaf feels the same way."

"I want what is best for you. A mother knows these things. You are a child still..."

"I am eleven years old, mother."

"As I said, a child still. I will fight for your rights until you come of age. When you are a grown man, the king will see that you are a worthy son of his and I am sure he will make you his heir. Now, run along and play with your brother."

Khufukhaf went away, but not to play. He went to the Queen's apartments and inveigled his way in to see the baby. Kauab was a newborn, only interested in feeding, evacuating his bowels and sleeping, but his older half-brother found him fascinating. He sat and watched the baby with a grin on his face, and often returned, more as the baby grew into an infant. Henutsen knew of his visits and hoped that her son was developing resentment toward the usurper of his rightful inheritance. She would have been horrified to learn that her son was growing to love his little brother.

The arrival of Kauab was not the only cause for resentment within the palace at this time. Ankhhaf had married his sister Hetepheres the year before, and they had been blessed by the arrival of a daughter at about the same time as the heir was born. They named their daughter Ankhnefer, and were immensely proud of her, though Hetepheres wished the father of her little daughter had been the king, rather than merely the king's brother. She said as much to Ankhhaf.

"Is that really what you wish?" Ankhhaf asked, his face reflecting his sorrow. "You would rather have married Khufu?"

"That is not what I said."

"You did; I heard you. You said you wished you had married the king. I...I can understand that power is attractive to women, but I really thought...I thought you were content to be my wife."

"Have I ever given you cause to believe I am unsatisfied?" Hetepheres demanded.

"Not until this moment, but evidently it has been eating away at you. Are you jealous of Meritites...or even of Henutsen. Both are your sisters, and both were chosen by Khufu."

"I have never desired to be Khufu's wife."

"You admitted as much to me just now."

"What did I say?"

"You know what you said."

"I know what I said; I want to know what you heard."

Ankhhaf stared at his wife. "You said you wished Ankhnefer was the daughter of Khufu."

Hetepheres shook her head. "No, I said I wished Ankhnefer was the daughter of the king."

"That is what I said."

"Ankhnefer has you as her father, and I am happy about that, but I wish that her father was the king...not Khufu."

"That...that is dangerous talk. Khufu is the king, and I am his loyal brother."

"I am not encouraging rebellion," Hetepheres said, "so my words do not constitute a danger to either of us. He is our brother, after all."

"Khufu can be dangerous," Ankhhaf said. "I have no desire to get in his way. If he even thought I was...well, neither of us would want that."

Hetepheres laughed. "Khufu? Our Khufu? He is serious-minded...dour even...but we are family. He would not hurt us."

Ankhhaf hesitated to say more, but he was worried that his wife's jealousies would lead her into an indiscretion or worse. Lowering his voice to a whisper, he told her what he knew.

"He has already brought about the death of a brother. I do not want him to consider the death of another."

"What brother?" Hetepheres asked.

"Nefermaat."

"What? He died in a rock fall."

"Three brothers stood between him and the throne. Ranefer and Rahotep died fortuitously, but Nefermaat would have become king had he lived a year longer."

"So...so he was lucky; the gods smiling upon him. You cannot blame him if a fall of rock kills the heir."

"He was already dead before the rocks fell on him," Ankhhaf said. "I know, because I was there when he killed him."

Hetepheres stared at her brother-husband. "You were there? You were there when our brother killed Nefermaat? What were you doing?"

"I was offering support to my brother. Come on, Hete, you know the kingship rightly belonged to the eldest son of the queen. How could we honestly let Nefermaat usurp what was rightfully Khufu's?"

Hetepheres looked stunned by the revelation, and she shook her head slowly before answering. "No, you did the right thing, but...I can see why you are afraid of our brother. Could he...what if he sees you as a danger and wants to get rid of you? You were a witness."

"If he wants to get rid of me, then I suppose that will be easy for him. He is the king, after all, and nobody will question his command. That is why you must not say anything that might be interpreted as rebellion or even discontent. I do not think he is thinking that way, but why run that risk?"

Hetepheres shrugged. "You would make a better king."

"Do not say that," Ankhhaf said with a groan. "If we are overheard..."

"I only say it because it is true...no, hear me out, husband. Our father, Sneferu, favoured our marriage, despite it being against custom and even Khufu did not forbid it. Surely you have wondered why? A man marries his sister only when he becomes king, and that is what Khufu did. Then you marry your sister. Does that mean you have the same privilege as that afforded a king?"

"Khufu married Henutsen before he was king," Ankhhaf said.

"Henutsen is nothing; Sneferu was almost certainly not her father. Khufu was given her because he loved her, but our father favoured our marriage, revealing his choice to bring us together as husband and wife despite being brother and sister. Why was that unless he wanted more for us? I think he saw you as being a better king than Khufu. I believe that if he had lived longer, he would have made you the heir."

"Well, he did not. Khufu is king now, and I owe him my allegiance; we both do. Let me hear no more of this talk, Hete. It is unseemly and dangerous."

Despite his protestations to the contrary, Ankhhaf knew that he would make a good king, if the gods had wanted him to be. The fact that he was not the king he took as a sign of their will, so he would not consider what might have been. Instead, he busied himself with the tasks given him by Khufu. The king had made him the Overseer of Ro-Shi-Khufu, the great harbour that would serve the mer built on the plateau of Rostau.

The dimensions of the proposed harbour staggered his imagination when Djer showed him the plans. A huge basin was to be dug out of the floodplain, stretching from the river almost to the low bluffs at the eastern edge of the Rostau plateau. There was plenty of labour available as work on the mer itself had not yet started, but Ankhhaf found out quite quickly that it was not just a matter of simply digging a large hole in the soil. Before the diggers had excavated a man's height deep, water started seeping in, and he was forced to organise a relay of workers dipping jars into the seeping water and handing them along to be tipped into the river. Gradually, the excavation became deeper and broader, and then the sides started to collapse.

It pained Ankhhaf to ask for help, but he realised he needed the advice of skilled architects. The only large lake that had been dug in recent times was the pleasure lake of Sneferu. Djer's grandfather, Den, had been responsible for that, and Djer recalled there were plans for that excavation mouldering away in the palace somewhere. He searched them out and studied them, and on the basis of what he discovered, was able to help Ankhhaf. The crumbling sides of the harbour were shored up with timber and stone laid, securing the ground and preventing the sides from collapsing. Over the course of a year, the harbour took shape, a vast expanse of mud dotted here and there with small lakes of seep water, the whole thing separated from the river by a thin wall of earth.

Djer offered his thoughts on the docking facilities, a series of narrow stone-lined inlets, into which boats laden with limestone blocks from Troyu could be poled, and their cargo off-loaded. Ankhhaf set about creating a score of these, but Djer managed to persuade him that only a few would be needed.

"Blocks of limestone for the casing and outer layers are relatively small and can be unloaded swiftly. In my estimation, no more than five such docks are needed."

"That will certainly speed up building them," Ankhhaf said. "If you are certain, that is."

"We will need basalt blocks for the pavement that must underlie the mer," Djer said. "These come from a quarry in Mer-wer, near the city of Shedet. They can be brought here by ship and unloaded at the same docks as the Troyu limestone."

"Very well. Arrange for the supply of the basalt."

"You will need one large dock as well," Djer said. "We do not yet know the king's requirement for red granite from Abu, but it is likely he will want it for his sarcophagus. The dock for unloading large granite blocks must be a lot more robust. Here is where I want it."

Djer handed across the harbour plan with the large granite dock in place a little to the south of the limestone docks.

"Why there?" Ankhhaf asked. "It would be more convenient building it on the other side."

"The granite blocks are much larger and therefore heavier," Djer said. "I want the most direct route from the harbour to the bottom of the ramp."

Ankhhaf frowned. "But the mer is going to be over there..." he pointed slightly to the north.

"That is true, but the ramp starts over there. Believe me, Lord Ankhhaf, the other parts of this construction site have been planned down to the finger-width. All parts must work together if we are to succeed."

Ankhhaf considered taking the decision to Khufu rather than relying on a commoner for advice, but reasoned that Djer remained in such an exalted position for a reason. Perhaps he really did know what he was doing. He went ahead and built the granite dock in the place indicated and exhorted his workers to quickly finish off the rest of the harbour.

A huge expanse of muddy water now lay between the river and the steep slope of the plateau edge, the whole harbour surrounded by stone paving. The only thing that remained to do was open up the thin wall between the harbour and the river, thereby allowing the cargo boats that would be carrying stone blocks, access to the dock facilities. Ankhhaf ordered the breach to be made, and as the river water rushed in, it ate away at the earthen walls resulting in a torrent of muddy water.

Ankhhaf looked at the vast harbour after the inflow of water had ceased and scowled at the sight of the brown surface with foam and debris marking its surface. Djer offered encouragement, telling him that the waters would soon settle and the waters of the harbour would be indistinguishable from those of the river.

"You have done an excellent job, Lord Ankhhaf," Djer said. "It would be almost impossible to build the king's mer without this formidable harbour."
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espite Hemiunu being in charge of the mer, he insisted on discussing every aspect of the planning with Djer, realising that the other man had far greater experience with the construction of huge stone edifices. One of the earliest things they discussed was the nature of the king's burial chamber. Previous burial chambers within the body of the mer relied on overlapping blocks arranged khepesh style. It created an imposing chamber, but ended up being very narrow with a high ceiling and cramped floor space.

"With all due praise to your father, who created it," Hemiunu said, "I would like to find an alternative."

"What sort of an alternative?" Djer asked.

"I want a proper room with a large floor space, straight-sided walls and a flat ceiling."

"It would collapse," Djer said. "You can create that sort of chamber underground, but as soon as you try building it of blocks in the body of the mer, the pressures of all that rock will crush any empty space. That is why my father created the khepesh walls."

"There must be a way around it," Hemiunu said.

Djer shrugged. "I cannot think of one."

"How about solid granite beams across the ceiling?"

"I think my grandfather tried that, but the pressure of stone above it would crack any long, unsupported beam."

"What about an open space above it? Like the stress-relieving chambers above the descending passages?" Hemiunu asked. "Or a pointed roof? The downward forces are thrust aside with them."

"Do the calculations," Djer said. "The underground burial chamber can be an open space because you can leave in central supporting pillars. You will only have a problem with chambers high up in the body of the mer, so start your calculations."

A few days later, Hemiunu returned with some preliminary figures.

"I think it is possible," he said excitedly. "Granite beams topped by a pointed roof."

"What size beams?"

Hemiunu told him, and the quantity needed, and Djer whistled in amazement. 
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