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Hyksos is the Greek name for the heqa khasut or 'Rulers of Foreign Lands' in the ancient Egyptian language.

 


 

 

 

Setting the Scene

 

 

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, but I did not want it to read like a history lesson. I have invented dialogue, and many incidents that fill in the stories of men and women, both fictional and real, that lived and died in these trouble-filled years. I have also tried to make sense of tangled and sometimes contradictory lists of kings and relationships between real characters.

 

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

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 someone.

 

The Second Intermediate Period in Ancient Egyptian history is the time between the Middle and New Kingdoms. It encompassed the 12th to the 18th Dynasty between about 1800 and 1550 B.C.E. Despite knowing the dynasties involved, the details of the period are obscure at best, and often lacking altogether. There are lists of kings but they are incomplete and sometimes they are names only with no information on what they did or how long they reigned.

The 12th dynasty merged with the 13th and can only really be distinguished by the later presence of a rival dynasty of Canaanite kings ruling from Avaris in the Delta (14th Dynasty). This dynasty arose from Canaanite settlers who gradually drew apart from the rest of Egypt during the 12th Dynasty and then declared their own kings. The 13th Dynasty ruled from the city of Memphis, known as Ankh-Tawy in those days. 

The 15th Dynasty was that group known as the Hyksos (heqa khasut) or 'rulers of the foreign countries'. They invaded the Delta and conquered Avaris, ending the dynasty of Canaanite rulers there. They subsequently invaded the Nile Valley and defeated the native rulers of the 13th Dynasty, and after them the 16th and Abydos Dynasties.

The 16th Dynasty arose in the city of Thebes (Waset) in the south, because of the weakening and eventual collapse of the 13th Dynasty. The Hyksos conquered them after about fifty years. 

The Abydos Dynasty was an ephemeral one that arose at the same time as the 16th, in the southern city of Abydos (Abdju), and fell quickly to the northern invaders.

The 17th Dynasty arose in the south of Egypt as the Hyksos invaders of the 15th withdrew to the north. The native kings followed them, and eventually reunited the Two Kingdoms under the reign of Ahmose in the 18th Dynasty.

 

 

The ancient Egyptians believed that a name was more than just an identifying label. A name meant something, it was descriptive, and a part of a person's being. For instance, Nebiryraw means 'Possessor of All', and his other names Sewadjenre Sewadjtawy means something like 'He who is made to flourish by Re, He who causes the Two Lands to thrive'. I have simplified the names of the kings. Egyptian pharaohs had five names, two of which are important as far as these stories go--the prenomen and the nomen. Only the nomen was given at birth, the prenomen being a coronation name. I have generally used the birth names on informal occasions and limited the use of the prenomen to more formal occasions or when referring to past kings. Another reason to use a prenomen is that kings did not have a numbering system like us (Henry III, Henry IV), so Dedumose I had the prenomen Djedhotepre, and Dedumose II had the prenomen Djedneferre.

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

The Hyksos name itself derives from the Greeks also, many years after the events detailed here. In the ancient Egyptian language, they were called heqa khasut, meaning 'rulers of the foreign countries'. Nobody really knows who they were, but the consensus is that they came from the region known as Retjenu or Kanaan, which comprises modern-day Israel, Lebanon and Syria. They possessed superior military skills and equipment, and introduced the chariot to Egypt. Later generations of Egyptians turned these skills and equipment back on the Hyksos and defeated them. One of the major powers of the time was kings that ruled over Amurru, Lebanon and Syria. It is reasonable to assume that these kings may have been the 'rulers of foreign lands' so feared by the Egyptians. Of course, these invaders would not have referred to themselves as heqa khasut, but rather by the name of their dominant kingdom--Amurru.

 

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, nothing is known about the parentage of King Seuserenre Bebiankh of the 16th Dynasty but it is perhaps reasonable to assume that this king whose name means 'Bebi lives' was descended from the elder of the two sons of Sobekhotep we met in Book 4. That elder son was given the birth name of Bebi, but changed it to Djehuty, later becoming King Sekhemre Sementawy Djehuty. 

 

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

 

King Nebiryrawre took the throne name of Neferkare upon his coronation seventy days after the death of his father Sewadjenre Nebiryraw. His brother Semenenre attended both the burial, where Nebiryrawre opened the mouth of his father's Ka statue, and the coronation ceremony that followed. Semenenre attempted to flee Waset for sanctuary in Kush but was too slow and soldiers sent by the king intercepted him at the docks and arrested him, dragging him before his enthroned brother.

"I do not mean you harm, brother," Nebiryrawre said. "In fact, I will honour the promise made to our father and endeavour to live with you in peace. To that end, I will make you my heir until such time as I beget a son of my own body."

Semenenre desired the office of Tjaty also, but after due consideration, Nebiryrawre refused him that title.

"I already have a Tjaty," he said. "Gebhotep."

Gebhotep wondered at the seeming trust the king placed in his brother, given the enmity that had existed between them the past twenty years, but was careful to offer no criticism in that regard. Until he could judge the sincerity of the new king, the less said the better. Besides, he had seen the look that passed between Nebiryrawre and the head physician when the old king lay on his deathbed, and that worried him. The old king, Sewadjenre Nebiryraw suffered an unknown illness that killed him, and it was not beyond the realms of possibility that poison had something to do with that. Certainly, Nebiryrawre gained from the death of his father and equally certainly, the court physician was in a position to facilitate such a poisoning. There was no evidence of any such collusion, but the Tjaty was in a position to investigate, providing he was discreet.

Gebhotep had men under him who had proven their trustworthiness to him and his father before him, so he offered one of them the scent of his suspicion and let him run with it. He reported in only a few days with information that did little to allay Gebhotep's fears.

"The head physician Penture is dead."

"What? How?"

"It seems he fell and broke his neck."

Gebhotep stared at his informant, weighing his words. "You have doubts that happened?"

The man shrugged. "He was found at the bottom of a flight of stairs with his neck broken and the strap of his sandal snapped."

"Yet you still have doubts?"

"There were no other injuries upon his body, such as might be expected from a tumble down a flight of stone steps."

"You are certain of this?"

"I examined Penture in the House of Embalming. Aside from the embalmer's incisions, there is not a mark upon his body."

Gebhotep dismissed the man and considered his words carefully. Not for the first time, he wished his father were still alive so he could discuss the matter with him. His own son Intef was only fifteen and not ready to bear such a weighty burden of knowledge, but there was one other. Nofruni, his youngest sister was married to Bebiankh, who was a son of King Monthhotepi. Such a man would know to keep his thoughts unspoken and it was known that he held his cousins in low regard. Yet even Tjaty Gebhotep had to tread carefully until he knew his brother-in-law's mind.

"My lord prince," Gebhotep said. "You have heard that physician Penture is dead?"

"I have heard that," Bebiankh confirmed. "Does the fact hold some significance for you?"

"It is strange that he should die so swiftly upon the king's death."

"We all die," Bebiankh pointed out. "Only the gods know when."

"Penture treated Sewadjenre in his final illness."

Bebiankh stared at the Tjaty. "Your words imply a connection. Is there any or are your words mere idle chatter?"

"I...have a concern, my lord."

"A warrantable concern or a speculative one?"

"I believe there is reason to be concerned."

"Then give voice to it."

"The king fell ill and then got better under a regimen from the physicians. He then fell ill once more, and came under the care of the physicians again, but this time did not get better. Under Penture's care, he died and...and when he died, I saw a look pass between Penture and Nebiryrawre."

"A look? Your suspicions are based on a look? What sort of look do you imagine it was?"

"A knowing look, my lord. One that said 'I have done as you asked'."

"Did anyone else see this look?"

"No, my lord."

Bebiankh looked thoughtful. "You are not a youth, Gebhotep, but you are still new to the office of Tjaty that was bestowed on you by Sewadjenre. I think you are looking for guilt where none exists."

"Penture died of a broken neck after falling down a flight of steps..."

"Not unheard of."

"...yet suffered no outward injury save breaking his neck. Not a bruise or a scrape on him. That is unusual."

"But not impossible."

"No, my lord, but his death is very convenient for anyone who might have plotted with Penture to kill the king."

"Enough," Bebiankh said sharply. "You go too far. If you spoke these words to any other person, you would risk a charge of treason. It is only because I am married to your sister that I choose to believe you are still overcome with grief for Sewadjenre, who was your benefactor."

"I did not say the king is responsible," Gebhotep muttered.

"Yet you named him and Penture in the same breath. No, it will not do, Gebhotep. Give up these accusations before they land you in trouble."

"Perhaps it was done without the knowledge of the king..."

"Do you have any evidence for that? Anything?"

"No, my lord," Gebhotep admitted.

"Then say no more--to anyone."

Bebiankh's response frustrated Gebhotep but without stronger evidence he realised he could do nothing. He told his informant to keep looking, but turned his attentions to the daily tasks of running a kingdom. Nebiryraw had settled the kingdom over the twenty-six years of his reign, but the passing of the old king and the arrival of the new one inevitably led to uncertainties. He soothed the worries of the businessmen of Waset, issued orders for calm among the soldiery and endeavoured to ensure that as little changed as possible.

Nebiryrawre also confirmed Rahotep as Governor of Waset, and this elder prince of the royal family celebrated something personal in those first days of the new king. He and his wife Tiamat had a daughter Neferu who had married Tjenna, a minor nobleman of Waset, two years before. They had married for love rather than to secure family preferment, though Tjenna's family was pleased that their son had married into royalty. For his part, Rahotep knew that the line of succession had moved away and the lack of a son meant little to him. He loved his only daughter and was happy to let her marry for love. The marriage had borne fruit just after the accession of the new king; a daughter they called Tetisheri.

The king made new appointments too and one of these was Djer, the son of the deposed king of Hattush who fled to Waset with his wife Amatia and daughters Nofret and Mutemhat. Recognising his ability with accounts, learned in the Amurran admiralty, Nebiryrawre made Djer the official Treasurer of the southern kingdom. This rise in status brought him and his family to Waset from their estates in Behdet and he immediately set about overhauling the records of the treasury.

Sobekemsaf, the brother of Rahotep, was another man to benefit from the generosity of the king. Nebiryrawre gave him command of the Waset garrison, with orders to ready the soldiers in his command for war. The king took seriously his father's desires for his sons to wrest control of Kemet back from the northern invaders, and he made immediate preparations for this. Sobekemsaf used his position to enrol his younger sons Intef in the army, making them junior officers in the garrison. For a reason known only to himself, Sobekemsaf had named both his sons by Nubkhaes his second wife, Intef, but had taken to calling the elder one Intef-Aa or Intef the Great, though the youth had done nothing to deserve such a title. Later, seeking to placate his younger son, Sobekemsaf called him Intef-Nub, or Intef the Golden. The Intef brothers made fun of each other, and of their cousin, the son of Gebhotep, who was also called Intef.

Intef-Aa and Intef-Nub only spent time with their Intef cousin later in Nebiryraw's reign, and swiftly gave him a distinguishing name based on his reputation with the young women of the court.

"Another one, cousin?" asked Intef-Aa. "How many does that make?"

Intef the cousin shrugged and grinned. "I don't count, but it's at least five."

"What do their families say?" Intef-Nub asked.

"Why should they say anything? A girl can do as she pleases."

"Even so. This last one wasn't a servant's daughter but a member of nobility."

"None of them are complaining." Cousin Intef smiled smugly. "They were all satisfied."

Intef-Aa shook his head but his brother guffawed. "Then that will be your name, cousin," Intef-Nub said. "You are the one who satisfies, so you shall be Intef-Heruhir."

"That's a bit of a mouthful," Intef-Aa said.

"Intef-Heru, then."

The two Intef sons of Sobekemsaf and their cousin grew closer with time, and were referred to collectively as the Intef brothers. Intef-Heru joined his cousins in the Waset garrison that same year.

Despite Gebhotep's desire for discretion, his agent had been less close-mouthed than the Tjaty wanted and spoke of his investigations to his wife as they lay together on their pallets. She in turn, eager to share a titbit of gossip, spoke of it while she fetched water from the river, and by a chain of mouths found its way back to the bed companion of Nakhtre. He did a little investigating of his own and then carried the tale to his master, Semenenre.

"Why are you bringing me gossip?" Semenenre demanded. "You think I have nothing better to do than listen to the murmurings of idle women?"

The heir was lounging beside a pool in the palace gardens with only a young female slave for company. She kept her head down as Semenenre spoke and used the ostrich feather fan in her hand to waft air over his face. He gave no indication that he was presently engaged in matters that were more important.

"Send the girl away and I will tell you," Nakhtre said.

Semenenre frowned, but waved the slave away. Nakhtre squatted beside the heir and leaned close, lowering his voice.

"Nebiryrawre and Penture the head physician killed the king, your father."

"What? Nonsense. My brother would not have it in him to actually kill someone. He was always a coward and anyway, my father died of a digestive upset."

"A digestive upset brought on by poison, my lord."

Semenenre shook his head. "Much as I dislike my brother, he would not do that. I cannot imagine him ever plucking up the courage to do so."

"All he had to do was order it done. Do you think that when you were boys he played those tricks on you personally? He ordered his friend Khay to do them, just as I acted for you."

"Khay is dead."

"He has others to do his bidding."

"But this was against our father, not me. Why would he do that?"

Nakhtre sighed inwardly. "He had nothing to gain by killing you, but everything to gain by killing the king. Nebiryrawre was already the heir and only one man stood between him and the throne."

Semenenre considered his friend's words. "The physicians cured the king of his illness, and Penture was one of them. Why would he do that if he was being paid to kill him?"

Nakhtre shrugged. "Perhaps it was so that when he fell ill again, others would have confidence in him, or perhaps your brother only took advantage of the king's relapse to put his plan in motion. Either way, Penture fed your father poison while pretending to heal him."

"You cannot be certain of that. That tale is just the gossip of idle women."

"If that was all it was, then no, but I did not just listen to stories, my lord. I did my own investigations and discovered something very interesting." Nakhtre sat back with a smile.

"Go on. What did you find out?"

"Penture took delivery of a basket full of death copper."

"Sounds ominous, but what is it?"

"Do you know how copper is made, my lord? Or bronze?"

"I leave that to others whose job it is to know such things."

"Copper is made by melting certain rocks, and bronze either by adding a different type of rock to the mix, or by using death copper. It is called death copper because many people who try to make copper using this type of rock die when they inhale the fumes."

"You think Penture made the king inhale fumes from burning rocks?"

"No, my lord, but I do think he ground the rock up into a powder and fed it to him. Whatever the poisonous principle in the rock, there is no reason to think it cannot kill by ingesting it as well as by inhaling it."

"What is this poisonous principle?"

"Who knows? But it is known to kill."

"And Penture had some?"

"That is what my informant tells me."

Semenenre grimaced as he tried to see the implications of this information. "Penture may have the rocks for some other purpose. He may not have used them at all, let alone for such a purpose."

"I can find out," Nakhtre said.

He returned a day later nodding in satisfaction. "The rocks are no longer in Penture's room," Nakhtre reported.

"It does not mean he used them to kill...or that he used them at all," Semenenre said. "Maybe he...oh, I don't know...passed them onto someone else or something. Could they have a legitimate use as a medicine? You know how physicians love adding horrible things to their remedies--like crocodile dung or bat innards."

"I thought of that, my lord. There is a young apprentice in the school of physicians and I took him out and plied him with strong drink. He grew quite loquacious and told me many interesting things."

Semenenre looked at his friend standing in front of him looking smug. "Well? Go on; what interesting things?"

"Two things, my lord. First, death copper is not used in any medicine known to him, and second, Penture was seen in the company of your brother Nebiryrawre repeatedly in the days leading up to your father falling sick."

"He might have been treating my brother for something."

"No, my lord. Your brother was in good health."

"So what are you saying, Nakhtre? Exactly?"

"My lord, the head physician takes delivery of death copper, a known poison, and has many meetings with your brother, who is the heir to the throne. Days later, the king falls sick and dies of a seeming digestive upset, but one that could have been caused by poison. Then, the physician dies suddenly of a broken neck but with no other marks upon his body, despite supposedly falling down a flight of stone steps. It is a convenient death, my lord, in that it leaves no one who can be questioned and, as a result, your brother Nebiryrawre is now king, holding the power of life and death over us all."

Semenenre stared. "You really think my brother killed our father so he could become king?"

"My lord, I believe the evidence points to it."

"But my brother swore an oath to the king that he would live in peace with me, putting aside our quarrel."

"If he was prepared to kill to get what he wanted, then would a lie matter to him?"

"He made me his heir."

"Perhaps to allay suspicions. He now believes you are no danger to him, so once he feels himself secure on the throne, well...what might he do next, my lord?"

"But...to kill me?"

"Brothers have succeeded to the throne upon the death of kings before, my lord. Sekhemre Sewosertawy Sobekhotep became king upon the death of his brother Sekhemre Sementawy Djehuty, and even your father Sewadjenre Nebiryraw took the throne after the death of his brother Sankhenre Monthhotepi. Why should your brother balk at removing you if he considers you a threat to his throne?"

"That...that is appalling. He wouldn't do that."

"Of course not, my lord. You undoubtedly know your brother best and know what he is capable of doing. I'm sure you are perfectly safe and the death of your father was as far as he intends to go in his quest for power."

Semenenre paced the room, a frown on his face and his fists clenching and unclenching. "Nebiryrawre always hated me...and I him. I could not understand why I loathed him so much, but perhaps the gods were warning me. The gods have foreknowledge of these things, don't they? But he is the king now, Nakhtre, so what do I do? He is the king. How can I report him?"

"It is a problem, my lord."

"I...I could flee to Kush...as I tried to before. I could take enough gold so I could live in comfort."

"I fear that he would interpret that as a sign that you had discovered the truth. It would merely precipitate his action against you. Soldiers would be sent to bring you back to your execution."

"Then what am I to do?"

"There is only one thing you can do, my lord."

"What? Tell me."

"You must act before he does, my lord. It is apparent that you and he cannot live together in harmony, so one of you must go." Nakhtre smiled. "I would rather it wasn't you, my lord."

Semenenre grunted. "You are talking about killing a king."

"It has been done before; it can be done again."

"Even so," Semenenre muttered. "I...I have never killed a man."

"Not directly, my lord," Nakhtre conceded, "but men have died by your command..."

"When?"

"Nebiryrawre's friend Khay, if you remember, my lord."

"Ah...er, yes. So I could order it done, rather than do it myself?"

"As your brother did with Penture, my lord." Nakhtre smiled again. "Or should I say, Son of Re?"

Semenenre thought about what was required and knew that his survival depending on his brother's demise. It worried him, though, and he voiced these concerns to Nakhtre.

"If it was to happen I would, as you say, be king, but how could I possibly be safe? My father dies at the hands of my brother, then my brother dies at...at my hands. I would then be in danger."

"There are ways of making you safe, my lord. Your brother was weak and allowed you to live...forgive me my harsh words, but if he had safeguarded his throne, we would not be having this conversation. As I was saying, your brother was weak, but you will not be. You will remove anyone who could possibly harm you. All the princes, all your relatives who could conceivably make a claim on the throne. Then you marry a few well-born young women and breed sons to rule after you...found your own dynasty."

"How would I go about this?" Semenenre asked. "I have no experience of such things."

"That is why you have faithful friends, my lord. Give me the order to act on your behalf and I will set everything in motion."

"I like what you say, Nakhtre, and if it comes about I will make you my Tjaty."

"When it comes about, my lord."

"Yes...yes, you are right, Nakhtre. When it comes about. Act for me then, faithful servant, and your reward will be great."

Nakhtre bowed to his master and departed, his mind already working through the steps he would need to take to bring about the death of the king. It was as well that King Nebiryrawre was lax where security was concerned. He believed Semenenre when he vowed peace and that would bring about his downfall; not by poison but by bronze. One king dead by poison could be passed off as an unfortunate flux, but not two. Another poisoned king would bring with it the suspicion that Semenenre was responsible, and Nakhtre's rise to power depended on Semenenre. 

He smiled to himself as he walked through the palace--Penture had been easy to manipulate into believing he acted on Nebiryrawre's behalf, and there were plenty of others willing to act for the promise of gold. They would act, and they would die, just like Penture.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Smoke from the burning crops rose high into the sky, carried over the Kanaanite lands by a light easterly wind. The sinking sun shone through the pall of smoke, turning the land beneath it red and dimming the light. Towns burned too, and the stink that pervaded the land spoke of a multitude of bodies scattered over the countryside, bodies not only of slaughtered herds but also of exterminated populations.

Armed men moved through the destruction, men with bodies and armour soiled and stained with grime and blood, laden down with the spoils of war. They paid no heed to the sobs and cries of grieving women and children, but deeper voices attracted attention and a swift sword stroke. Their officers cursed and cajoled, driving the men of the army of Amurru away from their victory and back into home territory. On a low hill overlooking the men streaming back from the obliterated towns of their enemies, a group of men stood near their chariots and surveyed the scene with varying degrees of satisfaction.

"Another great victory, Majesty," General Enmerku declared. "Another tribe who will give you no more trouble."

General Saddai nodded. "And for every tribe destroyed, another three have submitted to your might, Great King."

"There will always be another tribe," replied General Apophis. "While there is breath left in rebellious bodies, there will be trouble. They bend their knees now, but as soon as we march away, they will be rising up again. There is only one thing they respect, and that is force. Wipe out every last one of them. It's the only way."

King Sewoserenre Khayan laughed. "Thus speaks the sword in the king's hand. If I want a town or a territory conquered, I can call on a score of generals, but if I want one stamped into the dust, the buildings set ablaze and every man, woman and child slaughtered, there is only Apophis." 

"Then give me leave to finish your work, my lord," Apophis said. "Give me a thousand men and I will make a wasteland of these rebellious lands."

"And then who would pour gold into my coffers? Where would the bread come from that feeds my troops, or the meat that strengthens them? I need peasants to till the soil and manage the herds, to pay taxes and offer me their wealth. Their dead bodies can only fertilise a land that bears nothing but thorns and thistles, where vultures circle and jackals howl."

"Other lands can give you meat and bread, my lord. Kemet is rich, and it is high time the whole valley came under your sway."

Khayan nodded. "And now that Kanaan has succumbed to my army, it will. I will turn my attention to Waset and there will be war in the south."

"Again, my lord, give me a thousand men and I will lay waste to Waset, so that in a thousand years it will only be remembered as a name, for the city will have ceased to exist."

The king laughed. "I don't want Waset destroyed, only captured, and the Kemetu king kneeling before me. The river valley and delta is rich and I intend to milk it for everything it can produce." Khayan clapped his general on his shoulder. "Don't worry; I'm sure there will be plenty of bloody battles before the kingdoms of Kemet are fully subjugated. Even your blood lust will be sated."

The king and his generals joined their army as it made its way back from the territories of the conquered tribes. Several chieftains in Kanaan had risen up in support of the eastern tribes, but had hurried to make obeisance once more when the tide of war turned in Khayan's favour. Khayan knew exactly who had transgressed and would not forget, intending to make an example of whoever contested the supremacy of Amurru. The course of the army as it moved back toward Avaris took into account these men who must pay.

Khayan presided over the proceedings in every town or village, watching as the guilty men were dragged before him and forced to kneel. He listened as each man abjectly pleaded for his life or more rarely, faced death bravely. In each case it was the same, and the man would be tortured to death. Apophis was in charge of the executions as he actually seemed to enjoy inflicting pain. Not content with giving the orders, Apophis often wielded a knife himself in service of his king, and the cries and screams of the condemned were as mellifluous to his ears as the strings and bells of accomplished musicians.

Just as the men were being dragged to the execution ground at the third village, the king beckoned to Apophis.

"My son Yanassi has just arrived from Ankh-Tawy," Khayan said.

"My felicitations, my lord. Isn't he just a boy?"

"Twenty-three and overdue for military service." 

"That is old indeed," Apophis said. "Is there a reason, my lord? Has he been in ill health, perhaps?"

"I have indulged my wife Ishta too long, allowing him duties in the south, but it is time he learned the harsher lessons of warfare."

"Very wise, my lord, if he is to rule after you." 

"That remains to be seen. First, he must learn warfare."

"He will have had military training though?"

"Of course, but I doubt he has experienced proper warfare. I want you to take him in hand and introduce him to what it means to be a soldier of Amurru. You can start with these executions."

"A pleasure, my lord."

Khayan beckoned and Prince Yanassi approached and knelt before his father. The king raised him to his feet and embraced him before introducing him to Apophis.

"Your name is known throughout my father's lands as his foremost general," Yanassi said.

This earned the prince many surreptitious scowls from the other generals within earshot, but Apophis smiled, accepting the praise as his due.

"Your father the king has given me many opportunities to serve him."

"And will you serve me too?" Yanassi asked.

"It is a privilege to do King Khayan's bidding," Apophis said, side-stepping the prince's query.

Yanassi frowned but said nothing.

"Go with General Apophis," Khayan told his son. "Obey him in all things and learn from him. I can think of no better man to instruct you in the ways of warfare."

Apophis led the young man to the execution ground where the population of the errant village had assembled to watch their chief die. The instruments of torture were on display, and when Yanassi realised what was about to happen, he expressed his dissatisfaction. 

"I thought I was to learn about warfare, not butchery."

"Properly carried out, warfare is akin to butchery," Apophis said. He saw the expression of disgust on the young man's face and added. "Your father the king ordered this. Why do you think he did so?"

"I wouldn't know."

"Think on it, lad. There is..."

"You will address me as Prince Yanassi."

Apophis looked at the young man. "I will address you in that manner when you have earned the right. At the moment you are an untried young man who seems more interested in querying the king's commands rather than obeying them."

"I demand..."

"Do as I say!" Apophis snapped. "Your father told you to obey me in all things, so do so. I asked you to think about why the king would order this execution."

Yanassi clenched his jaw and fists, glaring at the general for several moments before lowering his eyes. "I...I don't know."

"Of course you do. Think."

Yanassi shrugged and looked away. "Punishment, I suppose."

"And what else?"

"I can't think of any other reason...and I can't see why death has to be meted out in such a savage manner. Lop his head off if he deserves death."

"Yes, this man deserves death. Were I to simply lop his head off, others would assume I was weak...or even worse, would assume the king was weak. This chieftain rebelled against the authority of Khayan and if I give him an easy death, others will rebel in their turn. I have to make an example of him, make his death so savage and painful that any man, woman or child who witnesses it will wake in the night and piss themselves with fear, lest I visit that fate upon them in turn. The king rules through the might of his army, through his just laws, but also through fear. A man who does not fear him will rebel against his rule."

Yanassi said nothing so Apophis directed him to a place where he could watch the execution without getting in the way, and set about carrying out his duty. First, he addressed the assembled villagers, and made sure the armed guards had everyone paying attention. He outlined the crimes of the chief and the just penalty that would now be carried out.

"Look well upon his fate," Apophis instructed. "This is the penalty for rebellion."

The man was stripped of his clothing and dignity, tied to an upright stake, and Apophis gave the order for the executioners to take up their sharp knives and begin. Blood flowed and though the man tried to control his cries, the pain grew too great and he started screaming. Normally, Apophis would have done his part, but this time he refrained, keeping an eye on the young prince. He noticed that the young man had turned pale and looked aside frequently.

The long drawn-out death continued, until the cries of anguish from the watchers drowned out the screams of the tortured man. Shortly thereafter, the man fainted, and Apophis called a halt to the torture. He had the man released from the stake and revived before being hoisted above a sharpened pole. The act of impalement drew forth fresh agonised screams that quickly faded, to be replaced by loud retching noises. 

Apophis looked round to see Yanassi on his knees, vomiting up the contents of his belly. He had his soldiers disperse the crowd of villagers, and throw the body of the executed man onto a fire before turning back to the king's son. Waiting until the young man had finished, he handed him a cup of water and a cloth.

"Clean yourself up and get yourself under control."

Yanassi rinsed his mouth out and spat, wiping the sweat from his face, before turning to Apophis with an apologetic air.

"I'm sorry. I was unprepared for that."

"Just how much experience of war have you had? Have you ever killed a man? Seen one killed, even?"

Yanassi shook his head.

Apophis cursed softly. "I assumed that by now you must have some experience. All right, what military expertise do you have?"

"I hold the rank of captain of chariots. I can handle a chariot and I can hit a target with arrow and spear four times out of five. On foot, I can defeat every man who comes against me, except my instructor, using sword or club."

Apophis grunted, deciding not to point out that practice was not the same as actual warfare. 

"We'll find some way for you to prove your worth."

Apophis went to see Khayan and explained that his son needed to be suitably blooded, but that they needed some small affair where there would not be too much danger for the young man and where Apophis could keep an eye on him.

"There is a tribe," Khayan said. "A day south of here. They have paid their tribute for this year, but they were hit by disease and it is unlikely they will manage next year's taxes. I could wait until they fail and take them as slaves, but if they can serve another purpose, that is all to the good. It would be a small loss to lose them."

"Perfect," Apophis said. "They will not be expecting us, so we can blood the boy without trouble."

Apophis took a squad of twenty chariots. It was far more than was needed for a small village, but he wanted to be sure that he could handle any unforeseen dramas. The safety of the other men was as nothing, but he was mindful that Yanassi was the son of the king. His job was to train him in warfare but not unduly risk his life. On the way down to the unsuspecting tribe, he let Yanassi drive the command chariot and the young man displayed an aptitude for the profession.

"We will drive straight into the village," Apophis said. "I will handle the horses; you concentrate on killing."

"How will we know the guilty ones?" Yanassi asked.

Apophis laughed. "For the purposes of this exercise, they are all guilty, men and women alike." He looked at the doubt in the young man's expression and added, "If you are reluctant, we will return to the king. I will tell him that his son is a woman rather than a warrior of Amurru. Is that what you want?"

The words had the desired effect, and Yanassi snarled his refusal to return to his father.

"Good. Then I will offer you an incentive. I'll buy you a pot of beer for every person you kill."

Apophis drove the command chariot straight into the village at dawn, scattering dogs and children, and as the men came out of their huts, Yanassi drew back his bow. His first arrow missed, and his second, causing Apophis to taunt him. The youth steadied, and his next arrow took a man in the chest. All too soon, the chariots were through the tiny village and turned to race through again. Apophis roared with amazement that the villagers should dare to oppose them when a handful of men grabbed makeshift weapons. The general trampled one beneath his horses, while Yanassi killed another two. Then Apophis halted in the middle of the village and ordered his men to dismount.

"Grab your sword, my lord, and we'll skewer a few face to face."

The villagers proved no match even for a young man who had only practiced with wooden swords. Apophis and the other men warded the prince from any danger, allowing Yanassi to attack and kill five more men before the rest threw down their weapons and ran. The soldiers did not pursue them, instead gathering the bodies together.

"Eight," Apophis said with a grin. "Lucky I promised beer instead of wine, otherwise I'd have to borrow money to toast your success. How do you feel?"

"All right, I suppose," Yanassi said, looking around. "But these can't all be mine. What about the others? They must have killed some."

Apophis shook his head. "They were under orders not to. This was your village, my lord, and you did better than I thought. A bit of nerves at the start, which is understandable, but you improved. Those last few strokes bordered on masterly."

"They were only peasants, though."

"Most soldiers are peasants, and about as good with weapons. Think on this, though; how would you have fared if you'd gone up against professional soldiers first thing? Eh? Better to learn on less skilful men."

The squad returned to the king's army as it made its slow way south toward Avaris. Apophis reported favourably on the prince's actions, and Khayan expressed his pleasure, telling his bloodthirsty general to remain with Yanassi and continue his education. This was not exactly what Apophis wanted to hear, as he hoped for more violent assignments, but an order was an order.

Surprisingly, the company of the young man was not as tiresome as Apophis thought it would be. The first revelation was that Yanassi was older than he was. Both men had made the mistake based on Apophis's experience in the field and Yanassi's lack of it. The general acted like a full-grown man and the prince like a mere lad, but once they grew to know each other, they acted more like friends than anything else. One had a fund of war stories at his fingertips, while the other regaled listeners with humorous stories of court and city life. Nights were spent in talk and days in accustoming the prince to the hard life of the soldier, speeding out on patrol, doing a little hunting if game appeared, searching out and dispatching any bandits they came across, and by the time they reached Avaris, Apophis and Yanassi were friends.

Yanassi took himself off to the palace and spent his days in comfort as befitted a prince and heir to the Empire of Amurru, while Apophis enjoyed a harsher life in the soldiers' camp outside the walls. Other generals lived within the city, seeking out more comfortable quarters, but Apophis was a young man and happy to endure hardships. He did not forget his promise to Yanassi, however, and turned up at the palace one evening with gold and silver in his purse.

"Inform Prince Yanassi that I am here," Apophis told the captain of the guard at the palace.

The captain had always been thankful for his position within the palace and recognised neither the identity nor the rank of the person before him.

"And just who might you be? I am not a common messenger and I would not trouble my betters on behalf of a nobody."

"I am General Apophis in the king's army, and I count Prince Yanassi among my friends. Inform him of my presence at once or be prepared to suffer the consequences."

The captain scowled, but sent a man to apprise the heir of the presence of the general, and when Yanassi turned up on the steps of the palace, slipped away so he would not have to face Apophis again.

"Had enough of the soft life, my lord?" Apophis asked. "I owe you a few pots of beer, I believe."

"Eight, if memory serves me correctly," Yanassi said. "Have you come to settle your debt? How does that work? If I send for beer it is from palace stocks."

"Gods, no. We're going down the docks."

"The docks?" Yanassi looked nervous. "Isn't it dangerous down there?"

"It is not the most salubrious area," Apophis admitted, "but the king's writ still holds...usually. However, they brew the best beer down there. Not the weak piss they serve to the nobility. Come on...unless you're afraid, my lord."

Yanassi scowled at the youth taunting him. Cleaned up and in fresh clothes, Apophis looked as young as he really was, and the heir resented being accused of cowardice by a youth.

"Very well. Do I supply the guards or will you?"

Apophis laughed. "Guards will only get in the way. We don't need them." He led the way out of the palace, and after a moment's hesitation, Yanassi followed.

The streets of Avaris were almost deserted in the early evening, with the aromas of cooking wafting over them as they made their way toward the docks. Apophis talked on inconsequential things as he walked and looked completely relaxed. Yanassi looked around, increasingly nervous as the streets got narrower and they heard the sounds of raucous men and music ahead of them.

Apophis greeted a few men outside a number of taverns, but passed by; turning in at last into one that looked no different from the others. He was obviously known at this one as the owner came running up, calling to his staff to clear a table for Lord Apophis.

"You honour me by your presence, Lord Apophis. Your usual table awaits. Will you be dining tonight? We have..."

"Later, Barak. For now we just need your finest beer. Bring us a jug and two clean cups." Apophis tossed a scrap of silver at the man who caught it and tucked it away into his tunic.

The beer, when it arrived, was thick and foaming, and after Apophis filled his cup, Yanassi looked doubtfully at the foam in his. It was so thick, bits of debris sat in it, only slowly sinking through it. Apophis handed him a short segment of reed.

"Push the reed through the foam to the liquid beneath," he instructed. Following his own advice, he sucked on the reed and swallowed. "That's good."

Yanassi tentatively sucked on his own reed, and coughed and spluttered as the strongly flavoured liquid flooded into his mouth. He drank again, draining the cup, and following his companion's example, tossed the foam and dregs onto the earthen floor and refilled his cup. By the third cup, his senses were pleasantly reeling, and the tavern and its occupants were looking better by the minute.

Apophis called for another jug and asked Barak for some entertainment. "Music at the very least, dancers even better, and companionship best of all."

Barak sent out for musicians and dancers and cleared a space for the performance in front of his guests. Yanassi, now enjoying his beer thoroughly, clapped and stamped his feet in time with the music and grabbed at the dancers as they swayed past. Once, he managed to snare a female dancer and hauled her onto his lap, but Apophis persuaded him to let her go.

"These are professional dancers, my lord. If you want a girl, I'm sure Barak has some you can take to a back room."

"Barak!" Yanassi yelled. "Get over here." When the tavern owner hurried over, Yanassi added, "I want a girl..." He hiccupped. "A...a beautiful one."

"Of course, my lord." Barak coughed and stood there with his hand out.

"What does he want?" 

"Payment, my lord," Apophis said, smiling. "Copper will get you a common girl, silver a better class and gold will buy you an hour or so of bliss."

"I...I don't have anything with me...I came out without..."

Apophis laughed. "You can't expect her to do it for nothing. Never mind, I will pay for you this time, but it will have to be silver only. In fact, I'll join you. Barak, two girls, and make sure they are clean." He passed silver to the tavern keeper who judged the worth of the precious metal and nodded.

Apophis and Yanassi followed him to a back room, where they waited while Barak sent out for the girls. While they waited, Apophis sent out for wine, which he said was more conducive for entertaining girls. However, when it arrived, both he and Yanassi drank thirstily. The girls arrived, wearing very little. They stood a giggled, posturing, while the men looked them over.

"Which one do you want?" Apophis asked.

"I don't mind. You choose."

"Nonsense, you're my guest."

One of the girls was obviously Kemetu, while the other had a darker complexion and was equally obviously foreign. While Yanassi stood there, unable to decide, Apophis signalled the girls to disrobe. The difference between them was heightened as the Kemetu girl had plucked every vestige of hair from her body. Yanassi stared and licked his lips.

"I...I've never had a girl with hair before," he muttered.

"You've only had Kemetu girls? Well, here's your chance for something a bit different," Apophis said. He gestured to the Kemetu girl and led her to one of the pallets, leaving Yanassi to make the acquaintance of the foreign one.

They spent a pleasant hour before Apophis made a gift of a copper and faience bracelet to each of them. The girls departed and the two men slaked their thirst with more wine before wandering out into the streets. Drunkenly, they made their unsteady way back to the palace, where they took their leave of each other.

"I...I know you were jus' paying off a...a debt, Apoph...Apophis, but I had a really good time. Thank you."

"I am happy that you enjoyed it my lord."

"Could we...ah, you know...er...do it again?"

"I'd be happy to, my lord," Apophis said. "I think we could become good friends."

Yanassi embraced his new friend and was helped into the palace by one of the guards. Apophis made his way back to the city barracks and his quarters there. He was well pleased with the evening.

"A long term plan," he murmured to himself. "I am fast becoming invaluable to the king, and now I will secure a trusted place for myself close to the heir. When the time is ripe..." Apophis smiled humourlessly. "Yes...when the time is ripe..."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Six months passed from the death of Nebiryraw and nearly four months since his son Nebiryrawre ascended the throne and Nakhtre knew he would have to act soon. The young king was proving competent, and if he left it much longer all support for his master would dry up. Inevitably, when the power hierarchy changed, favourites rose and fell, and the men whose influence waned were desperate to grasp it once more. Factions had ruled the palace of Waset and beyond for many years as Nebiryrawre and Semenenre contested for the hearts of men, but the last few months had seen the ultimate victory of Nebiryrawre. Unless something happened to change it, all support for Semenenre would evaporate like spilt water in the desert. As his own future was tied to that of Semenenre, Nakhtre was not going to let that happen.

Nakhtre made friends with Nebwaab, the Captain of the Palace Guard. He would have liked to get the support of the Waset garrison but Sobekemsaf, the present commander, was utterly faithful to Nebiryrawre. It might not matter. If the coup could be carried out swiftly, it would all be over before the garrison could be mobilised. Nakhtre did not have access to the treasury, so bribes were harder to manage, but a few of the rich men of the city and court could see the advantage to having a king in debt to them. The gold found its way to Nakhtre, and he bought the loyalty of many men.

"I...I had no idea you meant to actually kill the king," Nebwaab said, a stricken look on his face.

"I told you of this, right from the start."

"I thought you were...I thought you meant merely to depose him at some time in the future...not now and...and kill him."

"What did you imagine all the gold was for?" Nakhtre asked. "A little gold pays for little things, but you have been paid many deben of fine gold. I expect a lot as a result."

Nebwaab looked around to see if they were overheard. His face had broken out in sweat and he wiped it with a sleeve of his tunic. "You ask too much. It is treason to lay hands on the king, and the penalty is death...a horrible death."

"Yet you will do it."

"No."

"It is too late to back out, you have taken my gold."

"I will deny it."

"I have witnesses who saw you take it, and who will swear you had foreknowledge of the plot, yet you did not warn the king. How will that look? Besides, if you do not agree, the men who do strike down the king will call out your name and ask why you were not there as you had promised. Then, if we are unsuccessful, the king will be certain of your involvement. Can you imagine the pain that will be your fate?"

Nebwaab went pale and Nakhtre felt a brief sympathy for the man.

"On the other hand, you could give your unstinting support to our venture and ensure its success. Then, instead of a painful death, honours and riches would come your way."

"But to actually take a weapon to the person of the king...I couldn't."

"You won't have to," Nakhtre said.

Relief flooded Nebwaab's face. "I won't?"

As if I would entrust such an important task to a man like you, Nakhtre thought. "No," he said. "Others will have that honour. Your task will be to make sure the palace guard does not interfere. Can you manage that, do you think?"

"Oh, yes. I can certainly do that," Nebwaab assured him. "Er...when?"

"Soon. I will let you know."

Although Nakhtre held Nebwaab in low regard, he admitted that his support was important for his plan to succeed. For a time, he had contemplated attacking the king while he went about his duties in public, recalling how Monthhotepi had so very nearly been killed by an assassin while on the streets of Waset. The thing that deterred him from a similar attempt was the presence of soldiers from the Waset garrison. While he had supporters among them, Commander Sobekemsaf and several of the junior officers were drawn from relatives of the king, and he could not risk them interfering. The more he thought about it, the more Nakhtre realised that any successful attempt on the king's life would have to take place within the palace, where the only armed guards were under the control of Captain Nebwaab.

The attempt would have to be soon; the longer it was left, the greater the chance of discovery. Nakhtre had toyed with introducing a venomous snake into the king's bed, or slipping poison into his food, but too much could go wrong with that. It would have to be by violence, and he made plans accordingly.

The king was seldom alone, and while armed men could be excluded easily enough now that Nebwaab was in agreement, it would only take the efforts of a single determined man coming to the aid of the king for all his plans to fall apart. He could not, therefore, make the attempt while the king went about his official business. It would have to be when the king had only servants around him, either at mealtimes or while bathing morning and evening. Nakhtre was loath to kill the king while he was naked--it just did not seem right. He was the king, after all, and deserved dignity in death. It would have to be when the king ate, and on further consideration, the morning meal was best. Nebiryrawre would greet the rebirth of Re at dawn, before breaking his fast in an inner room.

"I want your most trusted men on guard duty," Nakhtre told Nebwaab. "They are to isolate the dining chamber and prevent anyone entering. Can you ensure that?"

Nebwaab licked his lips nervously, but nodded. "When?"

"Tomorrow morning."

Others were ready to take action as soon as the king was dead. The palace would be closed off and all members of the royal family and in positions of trust would be arrested by Nebwaab's men. Then Semenenre would be elevated to the throne and issue his first decrees. Nakhtre hoped that the palace guard would be sufficient to guard the new king during those first minutes and hours of uncertainty. Securing the palace itself was essential, and once it became obvious that Nebiryrawre was dead and his brother on the throne, then resistance would collapse.

Nakhtre prepared himself at dawn as the king uttered hymns of praise to the rising sun. He selected a sharp bronze dagger for the deed itself, and readied himself. The king knew him as a supporter of Semenenre, so he needed to enter the chamber unseen and position himself before the king became aware of his presence.

He entered from the direction of the kitchens, slipping in alongside servants bringing in plates of meat and bread, dishes of vegetables and fruit, jugs of milk and weak beer. Servants cast uneasy looks at Nakhtre, but none dared question his presence. Nebiryrawre ate, selecting choice items from the dishes in front of them and letting another servants place them on an inlaid wooden platter. Once he had made his selection, the servants withdrew, flicking a glance at Nakhtre as they did so. Nebiryrawre saw the looks and turned to regard Nakhtre. 

"What are you doing here?" the king asked. "I don't give audiences this early."

"My business is private," Nakhtre replied.

Nebiryrawre turned his back on Nakhtre and picked up a slice of roast goose breast, biting into it and chewing.

"I suppose you want something. Or are you here on behalf of my brother?"

"You could say both."

Nakhtre drew the dagger from his sleeve and stepped up behind the king just as he bit off a chunk of crusty bread. He took Nebiryrawre's forehead in his left hand and swept the dagger round, meaning to draw it across the king's throat, but the flash of the metal made the king start, and leap to his feet, breaking free of Nakhtre's grasp. The servants at the far side of the room gasped and two of them wailed with fear or grief, but none of them interfered. Nakhtre stepped around the king, intending to stab him, but Nebiryrawre was uttering strangled cries and clutching at his throat, eyes bulging and face darkening.

"What is the matter?" Nakhtre started to say and then stared, unbelievingly, as the king fell to his knees, hands still scrabbling ineffectually at his throat. Then Nebiryrawre collapsed to the tiled floor and, after a few spasms, lay still.

Nakhtre stared at the fallen king, then at the dagger in his hand. He put it back in his sleeve and knelt, looking to see if Nebiryrawre was still breathing. It did not look as if he was so he told the servants to fetch a physician. There was a considerable delay, during which time Nakhtre waved away a persistent fly, until he heard a commotion outside. He went to investigate and found that Nebwaab had performed his simple duty admirably, and was preventing the physician from gaining access to the king's rooms.

"It's all right," Nakhtre said. "You can let the physician in."

"Is he...is he dead?"

Nakhtre nodded. "And not even by my hand. He choked." 

He went back in to check on the physician and found he had been unable to revive the king, which saved him the trouble of killing him again.

"Your diagnosis, physician?"

"Alas, the king has choked on a morsel of bread."

"An unfortunate accident."

"The servants say you laid hands upon the king and then drew a knife on him."

"What nonsense. Do they say I threatened the king's life with this non-existent knife?"

"No."

"Then am I supposed to have tried to save the king's life with it? How would that work?"

The physician looked unhappy but said nothing.

"Go about your business," Nakhtre told the physician, and then went to follow through with his own plans. He felt elated that he had not actually had to kill the king, and much could be made of the fact that Nebiryrawre had choked on his food. It would allay the suspicions of the other princes, and make it easier for the people to support Semenenre if they saw his hands free of the stain of a brother's blood. Nebwaab still had the palace sealed off, so Nakhtre informed Semenenre of his brother's death and congratulated him on his accession.

"It's true? Nebiryrawre's dead? And I'm king?"

Nakhtre assured him it was true, and set about making Semenenre's position secure. He sent a messenger to Commander Sobekemsaf, bidding him report to the king along with other loyal officers, naming several that included Intef-Aa, Intef-Nub, and Intef-Heruhir. As soon as they arrived, Nebwaab arrested them and conveyed them to prison cells below the palace, where Prince Bebiankh was already incarcerated. Having secured the loyal officers of the Waset garrison, Nebwaab led a strong force of soldiers out into the city to secure other members of the extended royal family, and other people deemed dangerous to the new and unannounced king, Semenenre.

Not all within the palace or among the palace guard submitted to the change of ruler, and some of the men detailed to take the prisoners to their cells were unhappy about their assigned duty.

"What has happened?" Sobekemsaf asked as he was taken to the cells. "Tell me. All I know is that the king ordered me to the palace. I should be brought before Nebiryrawre so That I might learn of my supposed transgression."

"You haven't done anything wrong, sir," said one of the guards. "The king's dead, and his brother is the heir."

"How did he die?"

"Don't know sir. Nakhtre's in charge now; him and Captain Nebwaab."

"Why am I being locked up? Me and my officers?"

"I don't know you should be talking to the commander, Khamin," muttered one of the other guards."

"We weren't ordered not to, Paser," Khamin said. "Anyway, sir, I think you're being locked up because you might be loyal to the king."

"As should we all be, Khamin. It is our duty." Sobekemsaf hesitated. "I know you, don't I? Your brother's in the garrison?"

"Yes, sir. Mennu, he's a cook, sir."

"Loyal? To Nebiryrawre, I mean."

"Yes, sir, but...the king's dead sir and his brother's the legal heir."

The three men turned aside a descended stone steps into the level below the palace where secure rooms lay. Daylight faded as they descended, and Khamin took a torch and lit it from a brazier at the foot of the steps.

"These arrests aren't right, though," Sobekemsaf said. "Are there other loyal men in the garrison? Or among the guard?"

"Probably, sir, but they aren't going to do anything; not without proper orders, sir."

"I could give them," Sobekemsaf said. "I'm Commander of the garrison."

Khamin looked at Paser before turning back to Sobekemsaf. "You're under arrest, sir, begging your pardon."

"You could let me go so I could rally the men loyal to the king."

"Then we'd be in trouble," Paser said.

"I'm afraid that's right, sir," Khamin said. "We have orders to put you in this room and...and we have to do that. We have our families to think about, sir."

Paser opened the door to what was obviously a storeroom and Khamin stood aside to let Sobekemsaf enter.

"We'll leave you here then, sir." Khamin started to close the door and grunted, murmuring in a low voice, "This can't be the room; there's no lock on it. I could have sworn it was the room we were told."

"So what do we do?" Paser asked.

"We'll have to go and check on our orders, won't we? You stay here, sir, we'll be back in a few minutes."

Khamin and Paser disappeared down the passageway with the torch, leaving Sobekemsaf staring after them in the darkness. "Thank you," he murmured. He waited until the footsteps faded and the glimmer of the torch vanished before following, climbing the steps to the ground floor of the palace. The palace itself buzzed with conjecture and the security imposed by Nebwaab fell apart, allowing Sobekemsaf to walk out of the palace and disappear into the crowded streets of the city.

Sobekemsaf made his way back to the city barracks, but quickly saw that officers favouring Semenenre were in control. He turned away, seeking out others of his family. His sons Intef-Aa and Intef-Nub were prisoners but Nakhtre, no doubt thinking he had neutralised that branch of the family, had neglected to put a guard on Sobekemsaf's house. Nubkhaes was there, along with his son Sobekemsaf and daughter Sobekemheb, and even better, his brother Rahotep had taken refuge there.

"Brother, I am glad to see you," Sobekemsaf said, embracing his older brother.

"What is happening?" Rahotep asked. "I have heard rumours of an assassination and now the streets are swarming with men under the command of Nakhtre and Nubwaab."

"The king is dead," Sobekemsaf confirmed. "Nakhtre is arresting anyone he can lay his hands on. My sons are in prison as is my nephew. I'd be there too, but thank the gods there are still some loyal members of the palace guard."

"What can we do? You are commander of the garrison; can we rally them and take back the palace?"

"The loyal officers are arrested and the garrison in the hands of Semenenre's men. Besides, even if we could; to what end? The king is dead and Semenenre is the legal heir."

"Did he kill the king? If he did, then that is a crime against the gods and no righteous man would let him succeed."

"I don't know," Sobekemsaf admitted. "Reports are mixed. I've heard rumours that he choked on a morsel of food, and also that Nakhtre stabbed him. Nobody seems to know for sure."

They were interrupted by a commotion at the side gate, which was rapidly resolved by the arrival of Tjaty Gebhotep, together with his wife Sobekhet, and daughter Sobekemsafet.

"We must leave the city at once," Gebhotep said. "Arrests are being made of anyone connected with Nebiryrawre's government."

"We heard about your son and Sobekemsaf's sons," Rahotep said. "Who else?"

"Bebiankh. Also Sekhemre and her sister Hestempet, as well as my sisters Merhut-hor and Nofruni. Almost all the women of the palace, sons and daughters of concubines and wives."

"They won't be harmed though, surely?" Rahotep said. "He wouldn't be as foolish as to harm women and children, would he?"

Gebhotep shrugged. "I pray not. Semenenre is weak and easily led, but Nakhtre is the vicious one. Mark my words; he will try to rule through his royal master."

"Then we must stop him."

"Yes, but Waset is lost to us. We must flee the city and regroup. Behdet is loyal, I'd swear, so we should all go there."

"How? The streets are crawling with Nakhtre's men and you can be sure the gates are closed."

"The docks are harder to control, so we should go that way," Gebhotep said. "Djer knows ships, having served on Amurran vessels, so if anyone can secure us passage, it will be him."

"Where is he? He might be captured already."

"He wasn't as of an hour ago. I left him in a warehouse near the docks. He was gathering his family to him."

"Then let us find him and escape this city," Sobekemsaf said.

They took little with them except jewellery and a small amount of gold that could be carried on their persons. Some of the more faithful servants agreed to accompany them, especially nurses to the younger children, but they had to trust that the others would not betray them. In groups of no more than five or six, the household made its way down to the dock area and the address of Djer's warehouse. They hid, watching the streets for any sign that their presence was discovered, that Nakhtre's soldiers were coming for them.

Djer went out onto the quays, looking for a suitable ship and took with him fingers of gold. He hoped he would discover a ship's captain prepared to carry them south out of loyalty, but he was prepared for bribery too. Some of the captains were known to him as supportive of one prince or the other, for the rivalry between the brothers had spread far beyond the palace, but others were simple businessmen, looking for a profitable venture, and it was these men that Djer targeted. There was little time to weigh one man's nature against another, though, so he had to take a chance.

"Buneb, are you looking to hire out your ship?"

"Could be. Where to?"

"Behdet, but you need to sail today...within the hour."

"Why so quickly?"

Djer shrugged. "Are you up for it, or shall I look elsewhere? I have gold."

"How much?"

"Ten fingers."

Buneb looked thoughtful. "Can't do it that quickly; I've got cargo to load. I could sail tomorrow morning."

Djer shook his head. "I'll look elsewhere."

He picked out another captain, but the response was much the same, and then another, a man called Huy, who agreed quickly, but wanted to know more about the reasons for such a quick departure.

"Nothing illegal, is it? I would not want to get on the wrong side of the law."

Djer hesitated. "Nothing like that. My wife and daughters are feeling nervous about what is happening in the city. They just want to leave until things settle down."

"Just them, is it?"

"A few servants and friends too. Maybe twenty people."

Huy considered and nodded. "All right. Go and get them and bring them aboard. Have them here within the hour. I have to go and see to a couple of things in the city, but you go ahead and bring your people here."

Djer hurried from the quay, but as he ducked into a street, Buneb waylaid him and dragged him to one side. 

"You want to watch out for Huy, sir."

"What's it to you," Djer demanded. "You turned me down."

"That I did, but only because I have a cargo to unload. I am a businessman, but Huy's something else. Gold is the only thing he works for and my guess is he thinks he can get more gold by betraying you than by taking you to Behdet."

"What's to betray? I just want my family out of the city. Nothing wrong with that."

"Have it your way, but my guess is there are plenty of other people wanting to leave the city ahead of the king's brother taking control. If it were just your family, you would hire a small boat. Why would you want a large one for a family?"

"Perhaps I don't want my girls in a fishing boat. It's none of your concern, Buneb."

Buneb stood back and regarded Djer. "It is if you run afoul of Nakhtre. I liked the old king and Nebiryrawre was his natural heir." He shrugged. "I hear things about his brother and Nakhtre that do not fill me with confidence for the future." The ship's captain stood aside to let Djer pass.

Now Djer hesitated. "If you truly supported Nebiryrawre, then your life could be in danger too. You would be advised to leave the city as well."

"I will be, as soon as I've loaded my cargo."

"Leave you cargo and take a human one instead. Twenty people, maybe a few more, and I'll cover the cost of your lost cargo."

"It would be a lot more than ten fingers of gold."

"You get us all to Behdet safely and you'll not find us ungrateful."

"Who are your companions? Beside your family?"

"Best you not know."

Buneb grunted. "My guess would be the princes, sons of Sobekhotep."

"Best you not know."

"How long did Huy give you to get your people aboard?"

"An hour."

"Then I'll give you half that. Have them aboard in that time and we'll sail immediately."

Djer hurried back to the warehouse and told Rahotep and Sobekemsaf what had transpired. They were wary of Buneb's motives, but even more of Huy's, and as Gebhotep pointed out, the city was getting more dangerous for them by the minute.

"If we are going, we have to go now. I can't think of a better way out, so I say we chance this Buneb's loyalty."

They gathered their families and servants and headed down to the quay and Buneb's ship. He was waiting for them with his crew aboard and manning the oars, but his only reaction when he saw who his passengers were was to nod and urge them aboard and to get below decks.

Shouts arose behind them and soldiers emerged from the streets, racing for the quay and Buneb's ship.

"Get aboard!" Buneb yelled. "Cast off!"

The ship eased away from the dock, poled away by the oarsmen, but was no more than a pace or two away when the first soldiers arrived. Without hesitation, they leapt across the gap, one landing in a crouch and two more sprawled on the deck. Buneb kicked one of the fallen men, while two of his crewmembers hurled the other into the water. Rahotep threw himself on the crouching man as he straightened up, wrested his sword from him and stabbed him. Arrows slammed into the timbers of the ship and a crewmember fell cursing, an arrow in his leg, and one of the servants, slow to get below decks, threw up his arms and fell dead, transfixed.

Oars churned the water and Buneb's ship drew away from the quay while arrows still peppered them and thrown spears clattered on the deck. The arrows became less plentiful as the gap increased and the prow of the ship turned into the current, pushing southward. There was no obvious pursuit, and now that they were no longer under attack, Djer stared back at the quay. He saw Huy among the soldiers, and a man issuing commands that he thought was Nakhtre.

"Burnt my house down behind me, sir," Buneb said. "I can't return to Waset now. Do you think your princes will employ me?"

"We will all have need of loyal men in the days to come, Buneb. You will be well rewarded for your actions today."

Buneb nodded and turned away to manage his crew, making sure his wounded men were taken care of, and urging the others to put their backs into their rowing. Waset slipped slowly behind them and then out of sight around the bend in the river. Ahead lay several days of labour until they reached the refuge of Behdet.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Amenenre was crowned and anointed as Son of Re by the Hem-netjer of Atum in Iunu, but nothing in his life prepared him for that position. Since birth some thirty-four years before he had lived as the child of peasants in the delta village of Hapu's Blessing, spending his days from dawn to dusk toiling in the fields to grow the crops that kept the villagers alive. It was backbreaking work and had taken its toll on his parents, sending his mother to an early grave and, he had thought, driving his father into insanity.

It had seemed the only logical conclusion to Amenenre as his father Amenre had always claimed to be the rightful king of the Delta kingdom, despite living in poverty as a farmer. When his father died, Amenenre attempted to carry out his last wish and took him to Iunu for burial in the dry eastern desert. Atumhotep, the Hem-netjer of Atum in that holy city met him and revealed the truth of his father's birth and of the course chosen for him by the gods. It was hard to believe, but a royal tomb received Amenre's body and Amenenre was crowned and anointed king in his place. The Hem-netjer also gave his own daughter Sitre to be the new king's wife.

Sitre had not complained once, though her upbringing could not have prepared her for the rough and exhausting life of a peasant farmer. She dutifully bore her husband a son, Atumenre, and a daughter, Tiare, and reared them to fear the gods and to say nothing of the greater calling to which the gods had called their father. Then, when Atumenre was three and Tiare just learning to stand upright, everything changed for Amenenre and Sitre. Amenenre was working in the fields, hoeing weeds from the village's field of wheat when a young boy from the village came running.

"Amenenre, there is a man here to see you. He's waiting in your hut."

Amenenre straightened, one hand going to his back as his muscles complained. He looked at the boy, the six-year-old son of one of his neighbours. "What man?" he asked.

"Don't know, but he's rich."

"How do you know that?"

"He's clean and...and his sandals are new."

"All right. I'm coming."

Amenenre started back toward the village, watched by his neighbours in the field, the boy running ahead. He was alone as he entered the tiny village, the boy having returned to his chores and the women not engaged in fieldwork were tending to their young children. Entering his hut, he scanned the single room quickly and saw his wife sitting with a well-dressed young man. The man leapt to his feet and then dropped to his knees on the earthen floor.

"Son of Re."

"Enough of that," Amenenre said. "Get up; I'm simply a farmer here in Hapu's Blessing."

"Of course, my lord." The man got up and brushed the dirt off his knees before opening the pouch at his waist and bringing out a folded piece of paper. "This is for you, sir." He handed it over.

Amenenre unfolded it and scanned the contents, which were in the common script. He read it aloud slowly, stumbling over some of the words. As he did so, Sitre grimaced and came to stand beside him, looking over his shoulder.

"It bears the seal of my father," she murmured. "It is genuine."

"You've seen this letter already?"

"No, husband." Sitre did not say she had read it quickly, being well versed in reading and writing skills, but Amenenre acknowledged her unspoken comment with a grunt.

"He wants us to go to Iunu?"

"That is what it says, husband."

Amenenre looked at the man waiting patiently. "You carried this letter unsealed from Iunu? What if somebody else had read it? People might wonder why you carried it here."

A brief smile touched the man's lips. "Forgive me, my lord, but who out here can read? Even if they could, there are no names mentioned."

"How do we know it is genuine? This could be a...a..." Amenenre shrugged, unsure exactly what he wanted to say.

"There is the Hem-netjer's seal," the man pointed out, "and I did address you by your royal title."

"That is so," Sitre agreed. "I know my father's seal and...and I think I recognise this man. You are a priest in the temple, aren't you? Ahmesse?"

The man smiled. "Yes, my lady."

"No more titles, Ahmesse. I doubt we have enemies here, but we should be cautious."

"Of course. You'll come then? All of you?"

"My father bids us do so, so of course we will," Sitre said.

"Yet if I am truly an anointed king, then who is the Hem-netjer to command me?" Amenenre said, frowning.

Consternation flickered across the face of Ahmesse, but Sitre held out the letter again. "Read it more closely, husband. My father frames it as a request, for the good of the kingdom." Sitre moved closer to her husband and lowered her voice. "You are undoubtedly the rightful king of Kemet, as my father knows, for he crowned and anointed you, but until you come into your kingdom, it would be wise to accept the counsel of those closest to you. If my father requests our presence in Iunu, there must be a very good reason."

Amenenre scowled but nodded. "Very well, Ahmesse, we will come to Iunu. I dare say we can leave in a day or two. You will accompany us?"

"If it please you, I will go ahead to carry the word to the Hem-netjer, that all preparations be made for your arrival."

Ahmesse took back the letter and placed it in the smouldering hearth fire where it flared up, rapidly being consumed. He then bowed to both Amenenre and Sitre and left the hut. When he had gone, Amenenre looked at his wife.

"What do you know about this?"

"Nothing, husband. Only what was in the letter."

"Your father said nothing to you about this possibility before you came here?"

"That was three years ago. My father is not blessed with foreknowledge."

Amenenre frowned at his wife's words, but refrained from commenting. "We will leave in two days' time," he told her. "I will need to think up a reason for our departure."

"Perhaps you could say that we are visiting my father in Iunu and want to show him his grandchildren. Nobody knows who he is."

"That is a good idea," Amenenre said. "Whether we are gone for a few days or half a month, it will suffice."

Amenenre returned to his work in the fields and used the arrival of the messenger, whose presence was now a matter of gossip throughout Hapu's Blessing, as their excuse for leaving the village.

"My wife's father is ill and requests our presence in Iunu so that he might see his grandchildren."

"How long will you be gone?"

"Who can say? It might be necessary for my wife to stay and nurse him."

The journey to Iunu was slow as Amenenre did not want to borrow a donkey as he had when he took his father's body for burial. His excuse was that they did not know how long they would be and he did not want to deprive the village of a considerable asset should their return be delayed. Amenenre carried their meagre belongings and occasionally their son, while Sitre carried their young daughter.

Upon arrival in Iunu, they made their way to the Mount of the Nine outside the walls and ascended the spiral road to the summit, where stood the temple of Atum. Sitre's father, Atumhotep, having been warned of their arrival, came out to greet his daughter and her husband, but refrained from any displays of respect for the apparently humble farming family. Once inside his private quarters, though, he offered up his praise to the anointed one and called for refreshments. Settling back with a cup of beer, Amenenre demanded to know the reason for their summons.

"You said it was a request, Atumhotep, but we both know it was a command. Why am I here?"

"You are the rightful king, Son of Re, but your upbringing has not been suitable for one who must rule over Kemet. Your life has been that of a farmer with, as you put it yourself, dirt between his toes. A king of Kemet must be more."

"There is nothing wrong with being a farmer. The men of Hapu's Blessing may be unlettered but that does not make them inferior."

"Inferior? No; but it does make them unsuitable to rule over the Two Lands."

"They are not being asked to. That task was given to me and I am not unlettered. I can read and write."

"I do not deny it, Amenenre son of Amenre, Son of Re, but can you decipher the sacred writing? Can you compose a letter to a foreign ruler? Do you know the laws of Kemet? Can you administer justice effectively when men call upon you to settle their differences? Can you intercede with the gods? Do you know the proper forms of the hymns of praise to all our gods and goddesses? Can you command men in battle and inspire loyalty?"

Amenenre scowled. "You know I cannot."

"Then how can you be king of Kemet?" Atumhotep asked.

"I seem to remember saying something similar a few years ago when you anointed me king. I said then that I could not be king, but you persuaded me. Have you now changed your mind? If so, I will go home to Hapu's Blessing and resume my simple existence." Amenenre put down his cup and beer and stood up. "Say your farewells to your father, Sitre. We are going home."

"No, husband. In this I must refuse you."

Amenenre stared at his wife and sighed. "I should have known that you were too well bred to be a farmer's wife, Sitre, but your father persuaded me, and for the last few years I actually believed you loved me. I am sorry if I have disappointed you."

"You have not disappointed me, husband, and I love you dearly. Have I not given you two fine children?" Sitre rose to her feet and confronted Amenenre. "However, in one aspect you are right; I was not brought up to be a farmer's wife, but rather the wife of the king of Kemet. And that is exactly what I am."

"But your father says I cannot be king. I have none of the knowledge or skills to rule."

"That is not exactly what he said, husband. He said that without that knowledge and those skills you cannot be king, but that knowledge can be learned, those skills honed."

"My daughter is right, Son of Re," Atumhotep said. "You must live here in Iunu and learn how to be the king that Kemet needs."

"But what work will I do to support me and my family? I have no land to farm in Iunu."

"You do not need land. You will be given suitable work within the temple precincts and the support of you and your family will be taken care of by the temple treasury. Your first duty is to learn. After that, we shall see."

Amenenre agreed to stay in Iunu for a time and apply himself to the required studies, though he was sanguine about their efficacy.

"I am too old to learn new things; too old and too set in my ways."

"Anything you learn will make you more worthy of being king," Atumhotep said.

Amenenre and his family were given quarters within the temple and arrangements made for tutoring to start. While the first of these lessons took place, the Hem-netjer took his daughter aside, speaking with her candidly.

"You realise your husband will never truly be king?"

"I know there is much he must learn, but he is quick-minded and willing," Sitre replied.

"It will not be enough. A man who is born to be king or even a member of nobility related to the royal line imbibes these things from birth. For all that his father Amenre believed himself a king; he brought his son up as a peasant. That is a lot to overcome."

"Others have done it, father. I read accounts in my youth of kings of Kemet who rose from low status to the very highest."

"Yes, but those men had military experience. They learned to command from an early age, unlike Amenenre."

"Then what is the point of all this?" Sitre asked. "While I do not miss the grinding drudgery of life as a peasant, I wonder if it is cruel to raise Amenenre's hopes in this way."

"A journey starts with the first step," Atumhotep said. "Kemet is still ground under the heel of the heqa khasut, and is nowhere near ready to throw them out. It will not happen in my lifetime and I doubt very much that will happen in your lifetime either, but maybe in that of your son, or your son's son. Against that day, the rightful line of kings must make preparation. Your husband will learn some things, but more importantly, he will provide the incentive for his son to learn the same things, and from an early age. His son after him will be educated and trained, ready to take his place on the throne when Kemet finds its strength. Then the invaders will be thrown out and Kemet once more become pre-eminent among the nations."

Among Amenenre's first tasks was the learning of the priestly language. The walls of Atum's temple was covered in pictures and writing that looked like pictures and for a long time he could make no sense of any of it. Each symbol had a sound, but that sound varied depending on the other symbols it was associated with. It made his head swim, and he despaired of every grasping what the writing on the temple walls actually meant. He persevered, though, and after a year he found he was able to sound out whole passages and to at least grasp the broader meaning behind some of the inscriptions.

While these lessons continued, Amenenre attended the daily approaches to the god, where Atum, or at least his representative statue, was greeted each day, reverently washed, clothed and fed, and then praised by means of long and complicated hymns. The words meant little to him at first, but the peacefulness of the ceremonies and the repetition slowly impressed itself on him, and as his studies of the priestly language progressed, the words of the hymns became more intelligible.
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