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Setting the Scene

 

Readers 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 (as indeed, with all my books of historical fiction), though there are many unknowns associated with the construction of the pyramids. 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 or a dry recitation of measurements and building techniques, 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. And it was a long time ago--in fact, we are closer to the time of Cleopatra than that last Egyptian queen was to the construction of the pyramids. 

I have also tried to make sense of tangled and sometimes contradictory lists of kings and the 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. This research provided me with the bones and sinews upon which to hang the flesh of my novels. 

I would 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 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, for instance, Sanakht fits into the king list, whether Bikheris (Bakare?) is a real person, or whether Khaba and Huni are the same person or not. Even the relationships between the kings, their wives and courtiers are a matter of conjecture. It does not help that there are several royal ladies named Meresankh and Hetepheres. King Djedefre is known to have had at least four sons, two of whom lived long enough to take wives, but none of them became king. Nobody knows why, so I have used my imagination.

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 was a word 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' (Red Pyramid), and 'Sneferu is Shining in the South' (Bent Pyramid). The ridge where Djedefre started to build his granite-encased pyramid is called Abu Rawash today but had no equivalent name in ancient times. I have coined a name for it based on that king's reverence for the sun god Re. The First Minister of a king was the Tjaty, more commonly known today as a Vizier. 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 (or the black lands) and of themselves as Kemetu. Desert lands were called Deshret (or red lands). The Land of Punt in the far south of the Red Sea was known as Pwenet and its inhabitants as Pwenetu, but very little else is known about it, even its location. The names of the gods differed too. Horus was Heru, Thoth was Djehuti, Osiris was Asar, and Anubis was Inpu. 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. The name 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 another conundrum. He was not a known 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, Djer, and Rait 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. It would also explain the Grand Gallery and the so-called 'air shafts' by positing other uses for them.

 

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 possible 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

 

Dust rose high in the cloudless blue sky of northern Kemet as the Amurran army marched southwest along the desert road. To their left was the barren, unforgiving desert that the local inhabitants termed deshret, and to their right the verdant, well-watered lands of black soil called kemet. Bauefre had never seen the land to which his father laid claim, but he felt a surge of belonging as he walked beside the weary soldiers of the north. His father, Baka, was up ahead somewhere, urging on the soldiers under the Amurran general, Tahuri, to make greater haste. The information gleaned from a captive told of an indecisive King Menkaure still cowering in the capital city of Inebu-hedj, afraid to venture out to meet them. Baka had resolved to confront the Kemetu king outside the city and by doing so encourage a popular uprising against his tyrannical rule. Tahuri was more cautious, but Baka had overruled him.

Bauefre called over a junior officer who was the son of one of the original soldiers that accompanied Baka when he fled the usurper Khafre. The son, Ramesse, had never set foot in Kemet before, but Bauefre believed he probably knew more than he did.

"How far is it to Inebu-hedj, Ramesse?" he asked.

"Hard to say, sir. From what my father has told me, about three days march. Only a day to Iunu, though."

"What is Iunu?"

"City of the Sun God, sir. It has a holy mount with temples to all the gods. My father said it was the place where the world was created, millions of years ago."

"How would they know? Who was around then to see it?"

Ramesse shrugged. "I only know what my father said, sir."

Bauefre lost interest, looking along the rough column of men stretching out as far as he could see. "What are Kemetu soldiers like?" he asked.

"We are the best in the world, sir," Ramesse said proudly.

"And Amurrans?"

Ramesse looked around to see if anyone was close enough to overhear them. "Not so good, sir," he said quietly.

"So we are pitting a hundred good soldiers, backed up by a thousand not so good ones, against at least that number of the best soldiers in the world?"

Ramesse shrugged again. "Rumour has it that Menkaure's army does not want to fight us, sir. They say that they will desert to us when we show up."

"Let us pray that is the case," Bauefre said, "but I think it is a mistake to be advancing so quickly, just on the word of one captive. We have not even sent out scouts."

"I could not say, sir," said the junior officer. "I just obey orders."

As if to underline his comment, a senior officer, an Amurran, yelled to the men to pick up the pace. Ramesse nodded to Bauefre and hurried off.

Bauefre continued on his way, and after a bit heard shouting at the head of the scattered column. Breaking into a run, he found his father and General Tahuri cursing and yelling at their soldiers who were engaged in a melee with a Kemetu defensive position. Clouds of dust obscured what was happening, but his father spared him a few choice thoughts.

"That son of a whore lied to me," Baka snarled. "Menkaure is not cowering in his capital, but has marched out to meet us."

"Is there going to be a battle?" Bauefre asked eagerly.

"What do you think that is?" Baka growled, pointing at the dust cloud.

"What is happening?"

"Menkaure has picked a choice defensive position between broken ground in the east and marshy ground in the west. We have to meet him head-on on the road."

"Can...can we break through, father?"

Baka nodded. "Tahuri has his troops in hand now and more are arriving by the minute. He thinks Menkaure only has about six hundred men, so we have the numbers. It will all be over by nightfall."

Baka was wrong. When night fell, the Kemetu were still holding the road, though they had lost many men. The Amurrans withdrew a hundred paces and made camp, though Tahuri made sure a strong force kept guard overnight.

The next morning, as the first of the sun's rays warmed the waking men; Baka stretched and grinned at his son.

"Today, we will be in Inebu-hedj and I will officially take my throne back."

Tahuri barked commands, and his officers formed their men up on the road. Ahead of them stood some five hundred Kemetu soldiers bearing axes and spears, and as the Amurrans started to advance, they shuffled backward. Bauefre thought that Ramesse had been mistaken about the fighting worth of Kemetu, and stepped forward with a smile. Then he heard the shouting behind them.

Baka and Bauefre pushed their way to the rear and saw ships on the river with hundreds of men streaming toward them from the riverbank, forming up a scant hundred paces from the Amurran ranks.

"They must have sailed past in the night," Baka yelled. "Turn to meet them."

The rear ranks of the Amurrans were slow to turn, waiting to hear the same commands from their own officers, while Baka sent a Kemetu runner to find General Tahuri and apprise him of the new threat.

"They are archers," Bauefre said.

As he spoke, two hundred Kushite bowmen drew back and loosed a ragged volley of arrows. A score of men fell, others milling about in confusion as cries of pain and fear rose from the Amurran army. Another volley followed, adding to the confusion.

"Attack them!" Baka yelled, urging the officers to control their men. "Trample them underfoot."

Bauefre saw the Amurrans surge forward even as another shower of arrows struck down more men. He heard the sounds of battle behind him, and realised that General Tahuri must be attacking the Kemetu soldiers on the road. Yelling with excitement, the young prince ran to catch up with his father, eager to kill the enemy, knowing that victory was theirs. A man loomed in front of him, a dark-skinned man with a bow, and he swung his axe at him, missing as the man turned and stumbled away. Bauefre followed, shouting encouragement to the Amurran soldiers, but instead of sweeping forward, they hung back, looking over their shoulders.

The Amurran army that had been assaulting the Kemetu in the road streamed away from the battleground, and Bauefre was horrified to see the banners of Menkaure flying above the dust cloud. He pushed his was through to where his father was trying to rally his nearby soldiers.

"Tahuri has failed me," Baka said bitterly. "Menkaure has broken through on the road, and his fornicating archers are cutting us to pieces."

"What can we do, father?"

"Retreat. Fall back to the border and try to rally what is left of our army."

The Amurrans retreated in confusion, many of them throwing down their weapons and running, but groups of men, centred on Baka, Tahuri, and their loyal senior officers, maintained some discipline, fighting the onrushing Kemetu. Their sacrifice enabled the bulk of the Amurrans to fall back to the northern border town and fort of Per-Hapi, but the Kemetu followed hard on their heels.

"We cannot stand against them," General Tahuri said. "We must retreat back to Amurru."

"What was the point of all this then?" Baka snarled. "You said you had the measure of Menkaure's army."

Tahuri shrugged. "We lost the element of surprise, and we were misled by that captive."

"Yes, curse him. Have him executed."

"You rewarded him and let him go. I said you should not trust his word...if you remember."

"That is not my recollection," Baka said.

"But what do we do now?" Bauefre asked. "Could we defend the fort?"

"We would be starved out within days," Tahuri said. "I counsel immediate withdrawal."

Baka turned to look out across the arm of the river and the rich farmland beyond, his expression one of longing.

"This is my kingdom," he said. "How can I just leave it?"

"If you stay, you will die," Tahuri said bluntly.

"I am the true king of Kemet, the heir of my father Djedefre. I was crowned twenty-five years ago."

"As a child," Tahuri pointed out. "You are a man now, and you must put aside such childish delusions. Fall back to Amurru and gather another army. Then, perhaps, you can make a valid claim to the throne."

"I have a valid claim now," Baka said sharply. He frowned and nodded. "I shall demonstrate to Menkaure that though his army might defeat mine today, I am still the legitimate king of these kingdoms. Summon whatever priests you can find."

"What are you going to do, father?"

"I am going to be crowned again, and I will take a new throne name."

"You had better be quick about it," Tahuri grumbled. "Menkaure's army will be here in less than a day."

The priests gathered from Per-Hapi were a sorry lot, and there was only one senior priest among them; the rest having fled as the armies approached. Baka informed them of their role and pushed through an abbreviated ceremony with none of the prescribed paraphernalia. A makeshift crown was placed on his head, and he took the name Bakare, affirming his position as the Son of Re. He also reaffirmed Bauefre's position as his official heir to the throne of Kemet.

Bauefre felt a blush of shame at the proceedings. In his view, the ceremony smacked of failure and a desire to bolster up a flagging claim in the face of defeat. He saw the sneering look on the faces of Tahuri and the senior Amurran officers, but still led the cheering of his father's coronation. Then, as the Kemetu army drew close, King Bakare led his soldiers out of Per-Hapi, and turned his face north to Retjenu and Amurru.

 

 

The population of Kadesh turned out to watch in silence as the defeated army returned. General Tahuri reported to King Martunabil immediately, while Bakare and Bauefre took time to greet Queen Hetepheres before resting. Martunabil requested their presence soon enough, but the Kemetu king delayed just enough to demonstrate his independence.

"Your venture did not go well, it seems," Martunabil said. "What went wrong?"

"We were fed false information, and Menkaure's army was waiting for us."

"Whose fault was that?"

Bakare shrugged. "I could have claimed victory if it had not been for Tahuri countering my orders."

"So, it was Tahuri's fault you failed?"

"I believe so."

Martunabil nodded slowly. "I cannot abide failure in my commanders, so I have removed him from office...life, too, come to that." He sighed. "I have enough worries without dealing with who to raise up as General of the Army."

"I paid for this army," Bakare said. "Let me be truly in command of it."

Martunabil's eyebrows rose. "You intend to try again?"

"Of course. I am the rightful King of Kemet."

"Hmm...well...why not? We both stand to gain by your conquest of Kemet, so take command, my dear Baka. Organise the army as you desire."

"My name is now Bakare."

"Ah, yes. Tahuri mentioned something about that. You thought it necessary to be crowned again?"

"It has been twenty-five years since I was raised to my father's throne. I deemed it worth reminding the people of Kemet just who was their rightful king."

"So I should just ignore missives from Menkaure, styling himself King of Kemet?"

"Has he done so?"

"Not yet, but it is surely just a matter of time."

"There is only one true king in Kemet," Bakare said haughtily. "Menkaure is a usurper, and he will kneel before my feet, begging for mercy, before I have done with him."

 

 

Martunabil had few qualms about relinquishing control of his army to the Kemetu king. Both men had agreed to share the spoils of the southern kingdoms, and the Amurran king was confident that the army would not be used for any other purpose, given Bakare's obsession with claiming his father's throne. The army was expensive, and he liked it that Bakare was now responsible for the provisioning of so many men. If there was ever any dispute between Bakare and him, Martunabil knew that the bulk of the army, the Amurran component, would side with him.

In the meantime, Martunabil had other concerns. He had reached the ripe age of fifty without getting married and fathering an heir. That was not to say he did not have children--there were at least ten sons and countless daughters that had sprung from his energetic loins over the years--but none of them were suitable as heirs. He needed a quality wife on whom to father a son acceptable to the Amurran nobles. To leave it any longer was to risk civil war if his health should falter. 

There were some possibilities; young, healthy women of good family in Amurran society, and it were time he considered one of them.

 

 

Menkaure and General Menhotep arrived in Per-Hapi only hours after the Amurrans had left the town. Briefly, he considered pursuing them, but they appeared a beaten force, so turned back to the town and the fort. He discovered a score of wounded Amurrans unable to travel with their retreating army, so had them swiftly executed. Wounded men within his own army were more deserving of the few physicians available, and he owed nothing to enemy prisoners. Three of the executed prisoners were Kemetu, so Menkaure ordered that they should be embalmed and given a simple burial, whereas the Amurran corpses were thrown on a midden heap.

Leaving General Menhotep to guard the north, Menkaure took a ship upriver to the capital to set in motion the ceremonies that would see his father's body interred in his finished mer, and his own coronation. The burial was a grand affair, and Menkaure spared no expense in honouring his father. Elaborate ceremonies took place at the Valley and Mortuary temples, as well as at the great statue now bearing the likeness of Khafre's head. The burial chamber was sealed, the procession of priests and masons retreating to the outside, where the entrance to the huge mer was filled in and the wooden scaffolding removed.

Now, with the last king's reign officially over, the coronation ceremonies that would start Menkaure's reign took place. Already approaching middle age, Menkaure was not as spry as he had once been, and had to be helped in his bodily purification at the temples of Ptah and Re. He passed through the complex rituals that turned him from a man to a semi-divine being, a son of the sun-god, sat on a throne erected in the forecourt of the Ptah temple, and had the double crown of Ta Mehu and Ta Shemau placed upon his head.

The Hem-netjers of Ptah and Re called out in unison: Life! Health! Prosperity! Let all draw near and recognise Netjer-bik-nebu, the Divine Golden Falcon; Ka-Nebty, Bull of the Two Ladies; Hor-Kakhet, Bull of the Divine Company; Menkaure, His Ka-soul will endure like Re."

Menkaure spent much of the day moving among his subjects, walking the streets of Inebu-hedj, where he was cheered by the populace. Their enthusiasm for his coronation may have had something to do with the beef, beer and bread he supplied to the crowds, but undoubtedly owed something to the removal of the threat of civil war. Few people supported Baka, remembering him only as a cruel child, and no one really wanted his return. The battle in the north had sent him scuttling back home, and people looked forward to a peaceful life under the new king.

As the sun started down the blur dome of the sky, Menkaure made his way back to the palace, where he dismissed the guard of soldiers that had accompanied him. He washed the dust and sweat from his body, dressed once more in clean linen, and went to see his wife, Queen Khamerernebty.

"That went well, I think," he said.

"It might have been better if you had our son beside you," Khamerernebty said. "You could have used the occasion to make him the Crown Prince."

"Shepseskaf is already my heir, and he will be Crown Prince in time. He can hardly be the heir to the throne before his father is king."

"We should have another son before I get too old to have children."

Menkaure smiled. "We must try harder then. However, there is something else I wanted you to know."

Khamerernebty grimaced. "You are taking another wife, I suppose. Who is she?"

"My sister Rekhetre. Do not be upset; you know a king must have more than one wife and many sons."

"I am not upset. When have I ever been upset at you ploughing other women?"

Menkaure nodded. "Know that Shepseskaf will not be supplanted by any of the sons I sow in Rekhetre."

"That is all I care about," Khamerernebty said. She smiled and moved closer to her husband, slipping her hand through the folds of his kilt, and daring to lay hands upon the king's person. "There is something else I care about," she murmured.

Khamerernebty's body was starting to show the effects of age, but it still had the ability to stir Menkaure to action. He signed to the servants to leave them, and guided his queen to the bed.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Menkaure had two royal wives, his sisters by different mothers, and he loved both of them. He lay with them regularly, and enjoyed his time in their company, but his thoughts sometimes strayed elsewhere. The business of being king took up a lot of his time, and though he had a Tjaty inherited from his father, the man was old and infirm, increasingly unable to perform his functions. Menkaure considered replacing Khufukhaf who was, after all, his father's oldest brother, with a younger man, but had reached no firm decision. Having an old man as Tjaty kept him busier than he should be, so Menkaure's moments of leisure usually came late in the evenings. He would sit on an open veranda overlooking the river, a cool drink in his hand, and think about the two women who meant most to him.

Both Khamerernebty and Rekhetre would have been annoyed to learn that they did not occupy his every waking moment, but despite being his sister-wives, they came late to his life. Menkaure's first love had been for Hetepet, the daughter of the Hem-netjer of Atum at Iunu. She had borne him a single daughter before her field became barren. Despite that--or perhaps because of it--their daughter Hut-hor-nebet was foremost in their minds. She was a sickly child requiring constant care, but Menkaure was happy to spend gold to maintain her happiness.

 

 

A few years prior to Menkaure becoming king, Hut-hor-nebet reached fifteen years old, aware that she owed her life to the intervention of the gods. One in particular ruled her life--Hut-hor, the feminine counterpart of the sun-god Re, sometimes called the 'Golden One', or 'Lady of the Offering'. It was this aspect of Hut-hor that attracted her most--the idea of offering herself in service to the goddess.

"I cannot think of anything I want to do more," she had told her parents when, at the age of six she first learned about the goddess.

"It is a worthy life you seek, 'Nebet," her mother Hetepet said, "But you are too young to contemplate such service. Enjoy your childhood and if you still feel this way when you are older, we can talk about it."

"I will always feel this way," Hut-hor-nebet replied.

She went to the priests and asked about Hut-hor, but the priests, mindful that she was the eldest child of the heir to the throne, consulted Menkaure before answering her.

"What are we to say, my lord?" they asked.

"Indulge her," Menkaure said. "Speak openly and honestly about the gods, for I can deny her nothing."

"Who is Hut-hor?" Hut-hor-nebet asked boldly.

"Hut-hor is mistress of the skies," the priests replied. "She is often represented as a cow that gives birth to the sun-god, placing him between her horns. Her name means 'my house is the sky' and she gives birth to the sun-god at every dawn."

'Nebet frowned. "Someone told me that Hut-hor was the daughter of the sun-god...or his consort...I cannot remember which."

"You are correct, Princess, but that is not all. Hut-hor gives birth to Re at dawn each day, and as his consort is entered by him, becoming impregnated, at sunset. She becomes the mother of Re, as well as herself as an eye-goddess, and is thus simultaneously mother, wife and daughter of the sun-god."

"That is confusing," 'Nebet said.

"The gods are the most complex beings we know," said the priests. "One cannot expect a study of them to be simple. Learn about them, and their ways will be made clear in time."

Hut-hor-nebet devoted herself to learning about the gods, and as she matured, she expressed a desire to dedicate herself to Hut-hor alone. By the time she became a mature woman of eighteen, Menkaure was king and had sons by Khamerernebty, so could afford to indulge his daughter's obsession with the goddess. His daughter was beloved of her parents and they would do anything for her, despite any misgivings they might have.

"There is no great temple of Hut-hor in Inebu-hedj," Menkaure said. "If you follow your desires you must leave us and go to Zau in the delta lands."

"Then I will go there, father, and because you are king you can build a great temple to the goddess here in the capital so I can return and become the High Priestess."

"Your health is not good," Hetepet warned. "You should remain here where we can look after you."

"I have learnt as much as I can from the priests here," 'Nebet replied. "If I am to serve the goddess, I must study at her temple in Zau. The goddess will protect me, mother, and help me get well."

"This is not a disease that can be cured, daughter. You have always been weak of body and your lungs continue to trouble you despite the medicines provided by the best physicians."

"There will be physicians in Zau," 'Nebet said. "I will be no worse off there than here, but I will have the strength of the goddess sustaining me."

Menkaure sighed. "If your heart is set on this course, I will not stand in your way, though we will both miss you. I will order the palace of Zau refurbished for your use, until such time as I can build a proper temple here in Inebu-hedj."

"I do not need luxury, father. I can stay at the temple at Zau."

"You are the daughter of the King, and you will live in a manner befitting your status. Is that understood?"

"Yes, father," Hut-hor-nebet said. Then she grinned and threw her frail body into the arms of the king, hugging him. "Thank you!" she cried.

Menkaure immediately gave orders for masons and all manner of craftsmen to go to Zau and make sure the palace there was suitable for the king's daughter. Three months later, Menkaure and Hetepet accompanied Hut-hor-nebet to Zau and saw her settled into her new home.

 

 

Upon his return to the capital, Menkaure set out upon the work of a king. His Tjaty, Khufukhaf, inherited from his father, died peacefully in his sleep, and he had to find a replacement. There was no school that trained up high officials, so he looked around among his many relatives. It seemed reasonable to suppose that a family member would gain the most from supporting the king, so he thought about which of his many brothers would be most suitable. His new queen, Rekhetre, argued in favour of her full-brother Ankhmare, but Menkaure resisted her arguments, not wanting to appear as if he was ruled by a woman. Instead, he settled upon Nikaure, a son of Khafre by his junior wife Persenet.

Nikaure was young, and relatively inexperienced in holding high office, but Menkaure decided that he did not want an old man telling him what he must do. Instead, the king would rule and his Tjaty would carry out the duties that bored Menkaure. Being Tjaty was more than Nikaure could ever have hoped for, and he accepted enthusiastically.

One of Nikaure's first duties was to organise the burial of Prince Hornit, eldest son of Djedefre. By right of birth, Hornit should have succeeded his father on the throne, but he suffered from some malady of the mind and had been excluded from the succession at an early age. Allowed to live by Khafre when he became king, he married Nefert, the daughter of his uncle Minkhaf and had two daughters, Meritites and Neferhetepes. Never strong of mind, his body was also susceptible to sickness, and in the year of Menkaure's accession, an illness carried him off.

The Tjaty thought to bury Hornit in a tomb associated with the truncated mer of his father Djedefre, but there were few vacant tombs in the vicinity, and none suitable for the son of a king. Rostau was the only other place where tombs stood vacant, so Nikaure sent men to find a suitable per-djet that could be appropriated. Menkaure ordered the treasury to pay for the funeral, and allowed Nefert and the girls to remain in Hornit's house, paying them a small allowance.

 

 

The tribulations of royalty seldom troubled the common people. Life went on in Inebu-hedj, men and women going about their business unaffected by the affairs of the king. Some, like Merer, had troubles of their own. His trading business was based in Inebu-hedj, where Neferit managed it in his frequent absences, but his mind was turned toward the port cities of Retjenu. The latest word he had received from his son Djetenhor spoke of the seizure of his ships and their cargoes, his arrest and escape. Thereafter, there was silence, and Merer was frantic with worry. He had sailed north immediately, calling in at the coastal cities of Ushu, Sidun, Berytus and Gubla, making enquiries, contacting people he knew, desperate to find out what had happened to his son. Nobody could tell him anything, though there was still an arrest warrant out for him in Ushu.

Merer travelled inland, as well as up and down the coast, but although there were sightings of young men that might have been him, there was always doubt. After six months, Merer returned to Kemet in the hope that Djetenhor might either have come home or sent him a letter. There was nothing. It was as if Djetenhor had never existed.

 

 

There were five men on the run from the Governor of Ushu originally, but two of them had decided to seek refuge in Sidun. Djetenhor thought that city too close to Ushu for comfort, so he and the other men, Kyrtos and Amiades, continued on their way north. His idea was to reach the city of Berytus and find passage there on a ship heading for Kypros and home. In the meantime, they would stay well away from the coast, striking inland through the lands of Hatti where they would not run any risk of recognition. 

The biggest problem they faced was food. It was easy enough to find work in a farming community, but that entailed remaining in one place. Wages were never enough to accumulate and move on at will, so Djetenhor and his two companions were forced to move slowly from farm to estate, village to town, in search of a little work to provide them with food. Shelter and clothing was a bonus, and though they sometimes went hungry, more often they shivered through chilly nights or sweated through hot days, daily growing more unkempt. It could not go on.

"We have to find work that will move us along faster," Djetenhor said. 

"Head for one of the ports, then," Kyrtos suggested. "There is always work to be had in the docks."

"And it is the work we know best," Amiades added. "I have had enough of grubbing around in the dirt and sleeping with animals for warmth. I mean, look at us; ingrained dirt and threadbare clothing."

"You think I do not know this? We must get well clear of Ushu before we turn toward the coast. If we are recaptured..."

"I am starting to think that prison might be worth it," Amiades grumbled. "At least we would have a roof over our heads and the food could hardly be worse."

"You helped me escape," Djetenhor said. "If we are caught, you might face a whipping or even worse."

Amiades shrugged and Kyrtos grinned. "We are all in this together, sir. We could not leave our captain in prison now, could we?"

Djetenhor shook his head. "I no longer own any ships, but I swear to you, if we make it back to Kypros, I will look after you."

"Well, with that in mind, perhaps we should head for Gubla," Kyrtos said. "It is far enough from Ushu that nobody will look for us there, and it is an independent city besides."

The road to the coast led out of the rolling farmland of the interior, with its scattered villages and farms and wound up into the dry hills. When they reached a pass between two rocky hills, they could see a great expanse of water in the distance and they all grinned at each other at the prospect of going home.

"Another couple of days to the coast, then we find a ship and we will be home," Djetenhor said. "A month at the outside and we will be with our families."

He found himself thinking of Aspelia and the children as they set off down the road, with his companions a few paces behind, chattering animatedly about what they would do first when they landed in Kypros. Djetenhor had no doubt in his mind--it had been far too long since he had seen his beautiful wife, and he looked forward to renewing their loving relationship. Images of Aspelia so filled his mind that he did not immediately register the sudden silence of his companions, or the shadow at his feet. He looked up, startled, to see an unkempt looking man confronting him on the road. The man scratched at his short beard and brushed the straggly hair from his eyes.

"Well, what have we here?" the Unkempt man asked. "Who might you be, and where are you going?"

Djetenhor frowned and he took a step back, his right hand moving to the knife at his belt.

"That would be a mistake," Unkempt said. "Have a look at your friends."

Djetenhor stepped back and to one side, glancing back to see Amiades and Kyrtos standing with armed men holding swords at their chests. He turned back to Unkempt.

"We are peaceable folk, travelling to Gubla to look for work," Djetenhor said. "We carry nothing of value."

"Let me be the judge of that." Unkempt looked past him to the other men. "Bring them over to the shade so we can examine them at our leisure."

Another three men sat in the shade, sharpening weapons, and they looked up with interest as Unkempt and his two companions shepherded Djetenhor and his friends ahead of them. Pushed to their knees, they were searched thoroughly, but apart from their knives and a single copper armlet belonging to Kyrtos, there was nothing else to interest the robbers.

"Their clothes might fetch a few drinks," one of the men said.

"You've been out in the sun too long," Unkempt jeered. "Look at them. They have been herding pigs by the state of their clothes."

"And by their smell," said another man, sporting a scarred cheek. "What are we going to do with them?"

"Well, there's a problem," Unkempt said. "They say they are going to Gubla, and I do not want them following us, likely looking to cause trouble."

"We could kill them," Scar suggested. "Hide their bodies in the rocks."

"I can ransom us for gold," Djetenhor said. "My father owns a trading business in Kemet and..."

Unkempt laughed. "Traders? You? You are nothing but dirt farmers. Look at the state of your hands and clothes. No, this is just a ploy to buy you some more time. Nothing personal, but we cannot leave you alive." He drew his sword and stepped toward Djetenhor.

"We could always sell them to Tuppinax," called out one of the other robbers. "He pays well for good slaves."

"Eh?" Unkempt looked at the man who had called out, scowling. "I was wondering how long it would take one of you to think of that."

"We are going to, then?" Scar asked.

"Of course. Look at them; they're strong farmers. He'll get good work out of them."

"We are not farmers," Kyrtos said. "We are sailors and..." He broke off as Amiades nudged him.

"Your choice," Unkempt said. "I have no use for sailors, but if you want to live..."

"A bit longer," Scar added.

"We want to live," Djetenhor said firmly.

Their hands were tied, and a rope passed around their necks, allowing them limited freedom of movement, before Unkempt led the way off the road and into the hills, using little-used tracks. It was difficult keeping their footing on the loose rocks of the hillsides, and they fell several times over the next two days as they made their way northward. They were fed and rested at night, sharing the provisions of Unkempt's gang, and the robbers were quite open about the fate awaiting them.

"Tuppinax is a Hatti warlord," Unkempt explained.

"I do not know the term," Djetenhor said. "Is it a military designation?" 

"No, he is sort of a minor king who holds sway over a few villages and farms. He goes out raiding neighbouring warlords when he can, but when he takes the men away from the farms, there are few left to look after everything. So he needs slaves and that is where you come in. You can manage the farms while he is off raiding."

Unkempt saw the sideways glance Djetenhor made to where his companions were listening avidly, and chuckled.

"Do not get the idea you will be able to escape," he said. "There will always be guards and the penalties for an attempt are severe."

"Can we persuade you to let us go?" Djetenhor asked. "We can arrange for a ransom."

Unkempt shrugged. "Simpler just to hand you over to Tuppinax," he said. "Don't worry too much; you will be well taken care of as long as you are docile and obedient. A good slave is too valuable to abuse."

They continued onward, passing through areas of forest and farmland, slipping past villages and farms, until they were accosted by several armed men. Unkempt adopted an obsequious attitude toward the men, and spoke in an unfamiliar dialect that Djetenhor later learnt was Hatti. The men looked over the captives and led them on to a small fort surrounded by a timber and stone stockade. Halting in front of the largest hut, one of the men called out and, after a few moments, one of the largest men Djetenhor had ever seen emerged and stood before them.

"Kneel before Lord Tuppinax," Unkempt said.

"I only kneel before my king," Djetenhor said, before a stunning blow to the back of his head sent him sprawling in the dirt. He felt hands turn him over and he looked up through pain and blurred vision at the warlord standing over him.

"I like a man with spirit," Tuppinax rumbled in a rough patois that Djetenhor could barely understand, "but too much will get you killed."

Men pulled him up and forced him to his knees, holding him on place alongside his companions. Tuppinax examined them and proclaimed himself satisfied.

"Who are they?" he asked.

"They claim to be traders," Unkempt said. "I think they were farmers or herded goats."

"I have work for them, and you will be rewarded."

Djetenhor and his companions were hauled to their feet and taken aside where their hands were unbound and copper bands fitted around their ankles. A short chain connected the anklets, allowing them an awkward shuffle, but no more.

"You will be fed and housed," their captor said, "and in return you will work. Do so without complaint and you will be given extra freedoms in time. Complain, or refuse to work and you will suffer. Do you understand?"

Amiades and Kyrtos grunted, but Djetenhor said nothing. Without warning, a stinging slap laid him out, and a foot to his ribs made him cry out in pain.

"I said, do you understand?"

Djetenhor raised himself on one elbow and spat blood onto the floor. "I understand," he mumbled.

"There is water there," their captor said, pointing to a leather bucket in the corner. "Someone will come for you in a few minutes and put you to work. Be ready."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Menkaure called together a meeting to discuss his mer, and welcomed Tjaty Nikaure, Treasurer Maia, Rahotep, the Hem-netjer of Re from Iunu, and the two most experienced builders available to him, Rait and Ankhre. Nikaure was inexperienced in such matters, but as Tjaty he would have overall control of the construction, while Maia was there to cost out the construction and if necessary, find extra funding. Rahotep represented the interests of the gods. Rait did not want to be there; her joints ached and she got tired just walking to the markets, but the king had summoned her and she could not refuse. Ankhre was there to persuade the king that he should be given the position of Architect, and resented the fact that Rait had even been invited.

"My father and my grandfather built enormous meru on the plateau of Rostau, consuming the wealth of Kemet and having thousands of men working on them over generations. I am not like that. I have no desire to be their rival in glory."

"What do you want then, Son of Re?" Nikaure asked. "A return to the modest peru-djet such as is common in Khufu's City of the Dead?"

"A king must have a tomb worthy of him," Rahotep said. "You are the Son of Re, who will rise to meet the gods. You cannot do this if your sacred body is immured in a simple mud brick tomb."

"My ancestors were buried in just such tombs," Menkaure said. "It was good enough for them."

"They were not sons of Re," Hem-netjer Rahotep pointed out. "King Djoser built a stepped tomb whereby his spirit could ascend to the undying stars, King Sneferu built the first smooth-sided mer that was the earthly equivalent of the Sun God's heavenly rays, and every king since then has adopted his kinship to Re, building a smooth-sided mer by which to ascend to his heavenly father."

"You do not think I can ascend to my father from a simple tomb?" Menkaure asked, frowning.

"I am sure you could, Son of Re, but you know that the form mirrors reality. The construction of a smooth-sided mer fortifies your kinship to the god in the eyes of the people of Kemet."

"Well, such discussion is meaningless. I intend to build a mer, but a modest one that will not rival the others on the Rostau plateau. My grandfather Khufu built the greatest tomb in the history of the world, and my father Khafre almost matched it in height and breadth if not complexity. I have no desire to emulate such feats."

"It is just as well, Son of Re," Treasurer Maia said. "The Houses of Gold and Silver are depleted after the tremendous expenditure of the last fifty years."

"What is your pleasure, Son of Re?" Nikaure asked. "Where is your mer to be built and how large will it be?"

"On the plateau of Rostau, of course, and just as Khafre's mer is southwest of Khufu's, so will mine be southwest of my father's. As for size...well, perhaps eighty mehi on a side and forty high."

Ankhre frowned. "That is no larger than the meru built for the queens of Khufu," he said. "Are you sure about those measurements?"

"It seems reasonable," Menkaure said. "What do you think, Maia? Can the treasury afford such a tomb?"

"Yes, Son of Re."

"Then carry out the necessary surveys, Nikaure. It is your job to find the right place and have the plans drawn up."

"Have you considered who you will appoint as Architect?"

"I will make my decision when I see the plans, but in the meantime, Rait and Ankhre are the most experienced builders available. Let them survey the sites and draw up some detailed plans."

The king having made his decision, Maia went off to compile a detailed accounting of the treasury funds and extrapolations for the next few years. Nikaure and Rahotep discussed the future of the kingdoms, with the Hem-netjer arguing strongly for the strengthening of the temples of Re.

"The king is the Son of Re," Rahotep said. "Any action taken by him must be taken in the light of his divine father. The best way of doing so is to increase the glory of the god's temples throughout Kemet."

"I see your point," Nikaure said nervously, "But I can only do so much. You heard what Maia said, that the treasury is depleted."

"All the more reason to make sure that what gold remains is channelled toward the temple coffers rather than wasteful building. Menkaure appointed you Tjaty to act for him, so you have his. Use your influence to further the cause of the Sun God."

Ankhre and Rait also conferred, though their discussion was less productive.

"I am not at all sure I want this position," Ankhre grumbled.

"Why not? I thought you wanted to be appointed as Architect."

"Architect over a tiny mer."

"It is still an appointment."

"That is all very well for you," Ankhre said. "Whatever happens, your name will go down in the annals of the builders as having a prominent position on Khufu's mer, the saviour of Khafre's, and sole Architect of Djedefre's. Even if I get this, I will forever be known as the man who built the smallest mer."

"I think all I will be known as is the woman who talked her way into a position for which she was not qualified," Rait said. "You cannot imagine that happening to you, can you?"

Ankhre looked perplexed. "I am not a woman."

"And so you will never have to bear that added burden. Despite my education and skill, I am overlooked solely because I am a woman."

Ankhre shrugged. "You mean to tell me you want this assignment?"

"I am the king's servant," Rait answered. "If he tells me to do it, I will. I may have aching joints and get out of breath climbing even a short ramp, but I will do it."

"I suppose we had better go and have a look at possible sites," Ankhre said. "We may or may not end up as architects, but we have been tasked with doing the preliminaries."

"Well, if the king wants it on the Rostau plateau, there are not many places it can go, even if it is a small mer. The sheet of underlying limestone runs out not far to the southwest."

Rait and Ankhre collected up their tools of trade, together with a team of masons and surveyors, and headed overland to the Rostau plateau, approaching it from the south. They identified the southwestern limit of the bedrock, and moved onward, closer to Khafre's great mer. Having found a suitably firm expanse of bedrock, they directed the surveyors to pace out an outline and hammer in pegs, attaching long cords, while the masons tested the integrity of the underlying rock. While all this was taking place, Rait and Ankhre sat in the shade of a boulder and drew sketches, first in the sand and then on scraps of papyrus, calculating the length of the sides, the angles of incline, and the positions of underground passages and chambers.

"He will want an underground burial chamber, I suppose?" Ankhre said.

"There is scarcely room inside a mer of this size to fit chambers like in Khufu's," Rait replied. "Besides, his father and brother reverted to the old underground chamber, so I imagine Menkaure will do the same."

It was a long, hot day's work surveying the site and taking hundreds of measurements, but they were back in the city by sunset. Their work did not end then, however, as Rait and Ankhre now had to commit their ideas to papyrus with more detailed sketches and numerous annotations. Final plans would be drawn up at a later date, but for now it was important to identify problems that might arise.

Nikaure viewed their first draft and had a comment to make that sent them back to their sketches and calculations.

"I know Menkaure said eighty mehi on a side and forty high, but such a small mer is an insult to the majesty of the king. That is smaller than the meru beside Khufu's great mer. At least present him with a plan for a larger one."

"Treasurer Maia indicated the treasury was empty," Rait said. "A larger mer will be more expensive."

"Maia is exaggerating," Nikaure said. "Even if he is not, we will find the funds somewhere."

They drew up more plans, increasing the dimensions to a hundred mehi on a side and fifty high. It would make it larger than Khufu's subsidiary meru, but not by much.

"I think Nikaure wanted something bigger than this," Ankhre said. "We risk antagonising him if we keep it small."

"We risk antagonising the king and the treasurer if we make it too large," Rait replied. "At least with these dimensions, we can say we kept it small as instructed, but appease the Tjaty as well."

The proposed burial chamber would be carved into the bedrock, accessed by a short horizontal passage and a longer inclined passage that would pass out of the bedrock and through about four layers of laid stone to an entrance on the north face of the mer. A massive limestone block would form the lintel of the entrance.

Once the plans had been drawn up, the presumptive architects needed to go out to the planned site once more, making adjustments to the surveyed lines, and drawing in the approximate lines where the underground passages would run. Ankhre, at fifty-three, was still agile enough to clamber over rocks and hammer in new pegs, but Rait, older by thirteen years, could barely manage to keep up. At last it was done, and the final notes made in the margins of the sketches. Rait groaned, her hands pressed to the small of her back, as she took her rest at home that night, in the company of her daughter and granddaughter.

"Why do you bother with all this, mother?" Neferit asked. "You are old enough to retire and wealthy enough to take your ease."

"The king summoned me to this task. Would you have me refuse him?"

"I would have you tell him you are indisposed," Neferit said sharply. "You do not complain much, but I have seen you move in the mornings, full of aches and pains."

Rait sat down carefully and poured herself a cup of water. "You know how it is," she said. "A woman must do more than a man to prove herself his equal." She looked at her daughter. "I could say as much to you. Why do you still slave away at your job? You could retire and enjoy the company of your partner and daughter."

"I have tried telling her," Henut murmured, "but she pays me no attention."

"How could I do so?" Neferit asked. "Djetenhor is missing and Merer is always in the north, looking for him. Someone has to manage the business, as I have been doing for years."

"He will not leave the business to you, you know," Rait said. "For all your hard work and devotion, you are just another paid servant."

"I am more than that," Neferit said. "I do not seek ownership, only recognition, and Merer affords me that already."

"Well, I still think you would be better off spending more time with your family. Henut, speak to her...you too, Peseshet."

"I am content that she does as her heart tells her," Henut said.

"And I would not presume to tell my mother anything," Peseshet added.

Rait sighed. "I have a family of stubborn women. Very well, I will say no more on the matter."

"There is no good argument for my retirement," Neferit said, "but what about yours, mother. Do you really want to be appointed as architect, building yet another outsized tomb for a king?"

"This is only going to be a small one."

"The principle is the same...worse perhaps. People will remember you for the last thing you did. Will it be a small mer of the huge one of Khafre?"

"I am a woman working in a man's world. Will any man remember me after I have gone? For my own pride--my own satisfaction--I will do the best I can on whatever task the king sets me."

Henut nodded slowly, and Peseshet clapped her hands. "Well said, grandmother."

"I still think you should refuse," Neferit grumbled.

"Perhaps on the day you walk away from Merer's warehouse," Rait murmured.

Two days later, Rait and Ankhre were summoned to appear before the king to present their plans for his appraisal. One of Ankhre's sons had gone so far as to construct a small model of the planned mer, but without any idea of the scale involved it did not tell the king much. He looked at it and grunted, before turning to the sketches and plans.

"These are the plans?" he asked. "It does not look like much."

"It is what you requested, Son of Re," Nikaure said. "I have seen the measurements and calculations made by the surveyors and masons at the behest of your architects, and these plans are the result of them."

"The survey was made at Rostau?" Menkaure asked Ankhre.

"Yes, Son of Re," Ankhre said. "The sheet of bedrock extends to the southwest sufficiently far for a new mer to have a stable footing. There will be no trouble excavating a burial chamber and building a beautiful mer."

Menkaure bent over the drawings once more. "It is a very simple arrangement; just a single corridor leading to a burial chamber."

"More rooms can be excavated as needed, Son of Re," Rait said. "Until we knew your thoughts on this, we believed it best to keep the plans simple."

"I have seen the calculations derived from these measurements," Treasurer Maia said. "There are funds to build a mer of this size."

Menkaure nodded thoughtfully. "I can find no fault with these plans. You may issue the appropriate orders, Nikaure, and get work started on my House of Eternity."

"It shall be done, Son of Re," Nikaure said. "Who do you appoint as your architect?"

Menkaure looked at the old man and older woman standing behind the table with the spread-out plans and sketches. "How am I to decide between these two?" he asked. "Eh? What do you say?"

"I am your servant," Rait said. "You command and I obey."

Now that it came down to the actual decision, Ankhre reconsidered his former reluctance to be associated with such a small mer. No matter its size, it was still a position of importance, and it might lead to better things--if not for him, then for his sons.

"I will be your architect, Son of Re," Ankhre said.

"Two very different responses," Menkaure exclaimed. "A woman with great experience in such matters modestly refrains from claiming the prize, while a man with less experience reaches out to seize it. I like a man with ambition, but I value ability." The king considered the man and woman standing before him. "I shall reserve my decision, but in the meantime, both Ankhre and Rait shall act as King's Architect. Let their commissions be drawn up so all shall obey their lawful commands."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Menkaure had barely stepped out of his meeting before a runner came from Queen Hetepet requesting his immediate presence in the Women's Quarters.

"What is the matter?" Menkaure demanded. "Is the queen ill?"

"I...I do not know, my lord k...king," stuttered the messenger. "She...she is in grief."

The king went immediately to see his wife and found her in tears. She ran to him, crying that their daughter was sick and the physicians of Zau did not hold out any hope of her recovery.

"She always was a fragile child," Hetepet wept. "We should never have allowed her to leave us."

Menkaure managed a rueful smile. "Our 'Nebet may be frail of body, but she was always strong of spirit. Do you think we could have turned her from her chosen course?"

"But to go away to Zau, where we can no longer care for her? We should have kept her here in Inebu-hedj and built her temple to Hut-hor."

"Work will start on it soon," Menkaure said, "and then she will be happy to return home."

"But she is sick...very sick," Hetepet said.

"I am sure her sickness is not as severe as those provincial physicians claim, but we will not leave it up to them. I will send a fast ship to Zau with the best physicians in the city, and they will cure her."

"I will go with them," Hetepet said.

"There is no need..."

"I will not leave my only child unattended," Hetepet said fiercely.

"Then we will both go," Menkaure declared.

The king sent for Nikaure and told him to outfit a fast ship to leave for Zau within the day. He instructed him to find the best physicians in the city and have them board with every conceivable medicine. Almost as an afterthought, he ordered sacrifices to all the gods in their city temples and prayers to be uttered for the safety of Hut-hor-nebet.

The ship sailed later that day, Menkaure and Hetepet, along with the court physician, five city physicians, their assistants, and every medical potion or instrument they could lay their hands on at short notice. Menkaure spoke to the physicians as the oarsmen sped the ship downriver, the steersman selecting the branch that would bring them to the city of Zau. He told them that they must strengthen and cure his daughter, no matter her sickness, and that he would not accept failure. The senior physician assured the king that they would strive to the best of their abilities to heal the princess.

"If she can be healed, Son of Re. Like every aspect of our lives, such matters are in the hands of the gods."

"If you cannot, I shall send you to enquire of them why they did not listen," Menkaure said.

Some of the physicians quailed at the king's words, but the senior one did not, telling them that the king was a just man and would accept the decision of the gods. In this he was wrong, because the king was also a father who greatly loved his first wife and their only child. If the physicians had attempted to cure Hut-hor-nebet and failed, he would have killed them for their failure without a second thought. That he did not exact vengeance was because when the ship docked at Zau, Nebhut, the High Priestess of Hut-hor was there to meet the ship.

"Son of Re, your daughter Hut-hor-nebet, beloved of the goddess, died three days ago."

Menkaure stared at the priestess, while behind him, Hetepet's face crumpled as grief overwhelmed her. She wailed, and her maidservants hurried to comfort her, taking her back to the ship's cabin erected on the afterdeck. The king had tears in his eyes, and he struggled to keep the emotion out of his voice.

"Take me to her," he said to the priestess.

"She is in the House of Embalming," Nebhut said. "Her body is being attended to in a way fitting for her status."

"Then take me there," Menkaure said.

The population of Zau had turned out to see their king, and they stood lining the streets in almost complete silence as he walked beside Nebhut toward the House. Tetmire, the Head Embalmer, had been notified of the king's arrival, and he was on hand to welcome him, bowing low and murmuring expressions of sorrow.

"Son of Re, it was necessary to proceed immediately with the arts of preservation. The heat of the days..."

"I understand that," Menkaure said. "Where is my daughter?"

"My lord king, she was in the natron, but when I heard that you had arrived, I ordered her taken out and made presentable...she is this way, Son of Re."

Tetmire led the king along a dark corridor to an inner room lit only by oil lamps. A granite slab sat in the centre of the room, and on it laid the pale body of a young woman. For the sake of decency, a cloth had been draped over her breasts and another over her loins, but she looked alone and vulnerable in the flickering light.

Menkaure had never been in the chambers of a House of Embalming before and was unprepared for the sight and smells of a place where dead bodies were prepared for eternity. He drew a shuddering breath when he saw Hut-hor-nebet's frail body, and stepped closer, his vision blurred by his tears and the uncertain light. Her pale features, waxy and sunken, appalled him, and the open wound in her left flank drew his horrified gaze.

"What...what have you done to her?" he gasped.

"Son of Re, we have only done what is necessary. Her...her internal organs must be removed and preserved if she is to have use of them in the afterlife..."

Menkaure remembered the lessons he had heard on such techniques and nodded, moving toward the head of the slab. Here, he looked down at the face of his daughter. Her hair was in disarray and he smoothed it gently as if afraid to wake her up from a sleep. Fine crystals of natron dusted her cheeks and had caught in her eyelashes, and he brushed them away with his fingertips.

"You will attend to her with every courtesy as befits a royal princess and priestess of Hut-hor," Menkaure said to the Head Embalmer. "A woman is to stay with her at every moment of her stay with you."

"Son of Re, my men are professionals..."

"I have heard stories of the indignities to which young women are subjected. That will not happen to my daughter. Do you have a woman who can attend her?"

"There is my wife, Son of Re," Tetmire said.

Menkaure nodded, laying his hand on his daughter's sunken cheek. He kissed her cold forehead and turned away. "I will send maidservants to help in her attendance but until they arrive, have your wife sit with her. Spare no expense in her care, Tetmire; this is the daughter of your king."

"All shall be done as you instruct, Son of Re," Tetmire said, bowing low.

Menkaure made his way to the palace of Zau, where the governor of the city resided. Governor Horemtep was clearly ill-at-ease, the king's daughter having died within his care, and he made haste to welcome the king and attend to his needs. Queen Hetepet had retired to her daughter's rooms to weep, so after Menkaure sent three maidservants to the House of Embalming, he sat down with the governor to find out what had happened.

"Son of Re, Princess Hut-hor-nebet was in good health when she arrived, and..."

"My daughter was never in good health," Menkaure growled. "Speak plainly, Horemtep and do not think to cover your words with honey."

"No, Son of Re...my apologies. What I meant to say, she was in no particular distress, and for two months she attended the temple of Hut-hor, where High Priestess Nebhut looked after her. It was only ten days ago that she became ill and...and rapidly declined, despite the efforts of my own personal physician."

Menkaure spoke to the physician, who used complex phrases requiring translation by the king's physician, but it appeared that the fatal ailment was one that carried off many people who had a weakness in their lungs.

"If we had arrived sooner, we might have made a difference," Teti, the court physician said. "However, the man who treated her appears competent, and I am sure he did the best he could."

Menkaure disagreed and had the governor's physician put to death for failing to save his daughter's life. The governor said nothing, though he regretted the action, for fear that the king's anguish might seek other victims.

High Priestess Nebhut, although she was certain that the king would not act against the servants of the goddess, sought to soften the king's heart. She revealed that his daughter was beloved of the goddess and would have achieved a high position in the temple had she lived.

"Princess Hut-hor-nebet was fervent in her desire to serve the goddess and was destined for great things in her service." Nebhut hesitated. "It distresses me to raise the subject so soon after your arrival, Son of Re, but have you given any thought to your daughter's funeral?"

"I have scarcely come to terms with her death, let alone considered her funeral, but she will be buried according to her station in the City of the Dead on Rostau. I will have a sumptuous per-djet built for her."

"May I suggest that you consider Zau as a suitable place, Son of Re?"

"Why?"

"The main temple of Hut-hor is at Zau, and Hut-hor-nebet was a priestess at that temple."

"She was foremost my daughter," Menkaure said.

"Indeed, my lord king," Nebhut said. "I would not mention it had not the goddess come to me in a dream."

Menkaure stared at the High Priestess. "She did?"

"Yes, Son of Re. She told me that Hut-hor-nebet was her beloved daughter, the calf of the mother cow, and she desired her presence close to her."

Menkaure frowned. He knew that the gods spoke to their priests and priestesses through dreams, but he wondered why they had not seen fit to communicate their wishes direct to the king instead of an intermediary. It was not something he could ignore, though it would pain him to bury her so far away.

"Did the goddess say anything about her tomb, if it should be in Zau?"

"No, Son of Re. She spoke only of your daughter as the calf of the divine mother cow, a child of the sacred sycamore tree. I am certain that you will know how to honour both your daughter and the goddess."

"I must consider this," Menkaure said, his forehead knotted in thought.

 

 

"She used those words?" Hetepet asked. "Calf of the Divine Cow, and child of the sycamore?"

"Yes. Does it dignify anything special?"

Hetepet was a daughter of the Hem-netjer of Atum and had been raised in a household where divine objects were a subject of everyday discussion. Hut-hor had featured in her thoughts ever since her daughter had shown an interest in that goddess, so she was familiar with aspects of her worship.

"Hut-hor is often worshipped as a divine cow because the cow is protective of her calf and--provides milk for both her calf and people. She is a goddess of the sky, as signified by her name Hut-hor, or 'my house is the sky'."

"I thought Hut-hor was 'house of Heru'," Menkaure said.

"Only because the falcon god Heru is also at home in the sky. Hut-hor is a mother goddess, represented by the cow and the sycamore tree that spreads its shade, giving life. If the High Priestess Nebhut had a dream concerning our daughter with these elements of Hut-hor's worship, then you should seriously consider both cow and sycamore in the burial of our daughter here in Zau."

"Not in Rostau, close to us?"

"Hut-hor wants her here. Knowing she is beloved of the goddess goes a long way to making me happy."

Menkaure consulted priests and priestesses, masons and carpenters, as he thought about a suitable tomb for his daughter that would reflect the wishes of the goddess. The land around Zau was not suitable for an underground burial chamber, so one would have to be constructed above ground, or an existing structure put to a different use.

"There is only one structure worthy of being her tomb," Menkaure declared. "The royal palace of Zau."

"I imagine the governor may object," Hetepet said.

"He had better not. Anyway, it will not be the whole palace; just the wing in which our daughter lived."

It was less than that. In consultation with builders and artisans, Menkaure settled on one of the halls within the palace and gave orders for it to be converted into a superbly decorated burial chamber. The priestesses of Hut-hor offered up their thoughts on the manner of burial, and Menkaure called in expert woodworkers to turn their thoughts into reality. Hut-hor-nebet's body was still a month or more from readiness, and it would take that long for the burial chamber and sarcophagus to be readied, so Menkaure and Hetepet returned to Inebu-hedj until everything was completed.

Nearly two months later, the king led a contingent of mourners to Zau for the burial ceremonies. He had seen the sketches of the furnishings and the unusual sarcophagus that would house his daughter's body, but they still amazed him when he entered the burial chamber. Gasps were elicited from members of the court when they saw what had been prepared, and much time was taken in examining the beautiful artistry of the wall paintings. 

As well as all the usual texts that would guide the princess through the afterlife, other pictures in glowing colours illuminated the walls. Hut-hor-nebet was a priestess of Hut-hor, having dedicated her short life to the goddess, so representations of the divine aspects were prominent. A herd of fat cows with calves grazed beneath spreading sycamore trees, while a blue sky stretched above, the Sun-God blazing down in all his glory and the holy falcon of Heru hovered above the two human figures in the painting. Here, the king's daughter stood before an image of the goddess wearing spreading cow horns as a headdress, surmounted with the disc of the sun. Images of Menkaure and Hetepet were in the background, along with columns of tiny servants bearing sacks of grain, baskets of vegetables and fruit, bread and meat, flocks of geese and ducks, combs of honey, and jars of wine and beer.

Menkaure turned his attention from the gloriously decorated walls and ceiling to the highly unusual sarcophagus. Even though he had ordered it made, it took his breath away to actually look upon it. The sarcophagus took the form of a giant cow made out of sycamore wood, kneeling on the tiled floor, its eyes carved from semi-precious stones seemingly fixed on the painted representations of the goddess and the princess. Wood carvers had wrought a work of art, the beast being in proportion and so delicately carved that Menkaure half expected to see it move. Its hooves and the tip of its tail were painted black, but the rest of the body was painted a vibrant red. The neck, head and horns gleamed from layers of gold, beaten and glued, then carved into life-like folds.

The only thing marring the perfection of the cow's body was a large hinged flap on the left side where, when the burial ceremony took place, the bound and decorated body of the princess would be inserted.

Overall, the carved sarcophagus was without parallel, never having been seen before, but Menkaure judged it to be entirely appropriate for the burial of his beloved daughter. Within this image of the mother goddess, lying in this ornate chamber, Hut-hor-nebet would forever commune with the goddess, supplied by every good thing drawn on the walls, for all eternity.

"I am satisfied," Menkaure said.


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Hordjedef, brother of former king Djedefre and uncle to the present king, was not content in his life. He wished that he could live in Inebu-hedj rather than in distant Nekhen. Being relegated to a southern city, far away from the court, implied a lack of trust. In his more lucid moments, he realised that his brother Khafre had given him another chance by accepting his protestations of loyalty and giving him refuge in the land of his birth. If he had not, he would either be dead or fleeing the vengeance of Baka, who had failed to conquer Kemet.

"I suppose things could be a lot worse," he said sighing.

"For you maybe," his wife Anapet grumbled. "You, at least, are in the country of your birth and enjoy the outlandish customs of your people, but I am a stranger in this land, and I suffer daily."

Hordjedef sighed. The last eight years had been a constant rain of recriminations and griping from Anapet, almost from the day they had set foot on Kemetu soil. She had come willingly enough, but thought that her status as sister to the king of Amurru would continue on in Khafre's kingdoms. Disappointment was inevitable as Khafre made it clear that although he was prepared to put aside his brother's treasons, he could not entirely forget them. Hordjedef would have to prove his loyalty, and his revelations concerning the thoughts and planning of Baka had proven useful. His reward was to be made Guardian of Nekhen and Overseer of Fishers and Fowlers. Both were prestigious titles, but his relegation to the southern city was an insult in Anapet's eyes.

"You are a son of Khufu, and it was only an accident of birth that you did not succeed him as king," Anapet said, for what was possibly the hundredth time. "You should assert your rights."

"What might have been is in the past," Hordjedef replied patiently. "Both Djedefre and Khafre were my older brothers and the throne passed naturally to them. Menkaure is king by right, and I will not dispute that."

"Then you are not the man I thought you were," Anapet snapped. "When I married you in Amurru, you were heir to the throne and I had every expectation that I would one day be Queen of Kemet, possibly even of Amurru as well. Certainly our son Auibra would be. Instead, you let it all slip away from us, and now you are a minor official in this backwater of a town."

"Nekhen is not a backwater," Hordjedef admonished. "It is a city sacred to the god Heru for whom I am named. To be awarded the guardianship of the city is an honour and my duties as Overseer are important..."

"Overseer of fish and ducks," Anapet sneered. "Have you no pride, husband?"

"I am the High Steward of all fishers and fowlers in this sepat. That means that no man can take a fish from the river or a duck from the reed beds without paying a tax to the king. That is a very responsible position."

"As a close relative of the king, you should be someone important and hold a position like the Tjaty or Overseer of the House of Gold."

"Such honours are for the king to dispense," Hordjedef said.

"At least ask for something; if not for yourself, then for me or the children."

"What more do we need?" Hordjedef asked. "We are comfortably wealthy, and respected in Nekhen. Our children lack for nothing and in time, the king will honour them, I am sure."

"You are too trusting, husband; Menkaure has put us from his mind. What is to become of our son Auibra? Is he to languish in this country town, finally marrying some farmer's daughter and raising a batch of common brats, or will he marry a highborn lady and take his place at the heights of Kemetu society as befits his parentage? Our daughters too, are of marriageable age; are they to accept lowborn husbands just because their father lacks any ambition?"

Hordjedef thought his wife did not fully appreciate just how fortunate they had been in being accepted back by Khafre. He knew how difficult that decision must have been for his brother, and he thought that if the situation had been reversed, he would not have been so generous. Part of the problem was, he knew, that Anapet was sister of the Amurran king and could not envisage ever being in any danger. He did not doubt that Baka would have had him executed had he not fled, and while Khafre had, by then, promised refuge in Kemet, he could not be certain his brother would keep his word. Their lives in Kemet were better than he had dared hope for, and Menkaure gave every indication of complying with his father's decision. Consequently, he would do nothing that might affect that accord.

However, he did owe something to his children and in that Anapet was right. Nekhen was a backwater, and Auibra would not advance if he remained there. He wanted more for his son, so penned a letter to King Menkaure asking him to give Auibra a position within his court. Hordjedef reminded the king that Khafre had honoured him with the Guardianship of Nekhen, which office he had faithfully executed these several years. He knew it could be some time before he heard back, if at all, so was surprised to receive a formal letter from Tjaty Nikaure only a month later.

"Our son has been invited to court," Hordjedef told Anapet, holding up the letter.

"To what purpose?" she asked suspiciously.

"Auibra is to be granted the title 'Member of the Elite' and given the position of 'Steward of Horned and Hoofed Animals'."

"Is that good?"

"It is more than a youth of nineteen has any right to expect. It can only be because of who he is. I reminded the king of that in my letter."

Anapet grimaced. "Then my words have had an effect, it seems. But what of our daughters? Have you secured good marriages for them? Will they go to court also?"

"I did not ask."

"Then you must. A good marriage is essential for a woman of good family."

"I have had a submission from Horankh, the Governor of Nekhen. His twin sons Akhethor and Hesenhor have formally requested marriage to Pathiya and Peritet respectively."

"Those spotty boys? I hope you refused to even consider it."

"On the contrary, I said that I would give him my answer today."

"How can you even think about it? Our girls are descended from royalty on both sides, whereas those boys..."

"They are grown men now, with responsible positions in their father's court and, in case it has escaped your notice, Horankh is a grandson of Khufu. Our girls would not be marrying beneath them."

Anapet sniffed. "Even so, I think we can do better."

"Not according to our daughters. Pathiya and Peritet are quite enamoured of these men and have expressed a desire to be married to them."

"Then I do not see why you even tell me these things," Anapet grumbled. "Plainly you do not care what I think."

"I do, my love," Hordjedef replied, "but you seek to cut yourself off from Kemetu society, whereas I immerse myself in it. Consequently, I am in a position to further the desires of our children."

 

 

Tjaty Nikaure had shown the king Hordjedef's letter and discussed the contents with him. Nikaure had been a boy when Hordjedef had petitioned Khafre to grant him refuge but had heard the stories of the royal brother's treason and exile. Menkaure informed his Tjaty on what had transpired and told him that Hordjedef had remained loyal ever since.

"My father saw fit to remove him from Inebu-hedj and move him to a place where he could do no harm."

"Has he remained loyal, Son of Re?" Nikaure asked.

"There is little opportunity to cause mischief in Nekhen, but my father and I have had spies keep an eye on him. There has been no hint of disloyalty."

"So what do you want to do about his letter, my lord?"

"What is your recommendation?" Menkaure countered.

Nikaure considered the mood of his king. "Hordjedef has remained loyal, and he has been amply rewarded for throwing himself on your father's mercy. Nothing further is owed him, but he does not ask for himself, only for his son Auibra. I recommend bringing him to court and giving him a position suitable for a young man of his rank."

The letter was not the only one received by Menkaure, but the next one was delivered into his hands by Auibra when he came to court. In it, Hordjedef spoke of his intention to wed his daughters to the sons of the Governor of Nekhen, and asked the king's permission to do so.

"He does not need my permission to do so," Menkaure said. "Why does he ask?"

"Perhaps he is just being cautious," Nikaure suggested. "They are related to the royal family, after all."

"Only distantly. Send word that the marriages have my blessing."

 

 

Hordjedef was a minor consideration in those days. Menkaure had much more important matters to occupy his thoughts, the main one being his House of Eternity. His reluctant architects Rait and Ankhre had started work, bringing together part of the workforce that had constructed his father's mer. This tomb was going to be a fraction the size, so the numbers of masons and stone workers, surveyors and overseers were fewer, and too many labourers would only get in each other's way. The stone slab at the southwestern end of the plateau was cleared of sand and the pegs and markings drawn in carefully. Everything was measured to the nearest finger-width and then, while the labourers got busy in the quarries, masons started to excavate the underground passages and burial chamber. The workforce was experienced after a hundred years of mer construction, so the work went ahead without delay.

The attitudes of the two architects were quite different--Rait willingly worked on the small mer, though she had her doubts about the king's decision, while Ankhre grumbled about it from the very start.

"I think we should go slowly," Rait said. "Remember how Khafre changed his plans? I think Menkaure could end up doing the same."

"That is ridiculous," Ankhre said. "How do you think it will look if we cannot even start this small one? The king will just replace us, and though I would like to work on something more prestigious, I do not want to endanger this project."

"I am not saying we stop work; just slow down. If the king does change his mind, we do not want to be demolishing many courses of stone."

"The king will not change his mind...will he?"

"There might be a way to encourage him," Rait said.

"How?"

"I am thinking about it."

Rait went away and found a position on the plateau where she could view the giant meru of Khufu and Khafre, as well as the small subsidiary meru, and the place where Menkaure's mer would one day stand. An architect had to be skilled at drawing, so Rait took out a large sheet of papyrus, pens and ink, and started to sketch what she could see.

She had talent, and drew a picture of the Rostau plateau with its gleaming white edifices, the capping stone gleaming with beaten gold. It was a magnificent drawing, and after she put the finishing touches to it, she submitted it to the office of the Tjaty. Nikaure summoned her a day later, and asked her why she had drawn it.

"The meru of Rostau are an incredible sight," Rait said. "I could look upon such magnificence daily, but I fear that soon I will be unable to go out there to stand in the hot sun and enjoy the spectacle. The next best thing is to have an accurate representation upon which to gaze."

"I understand that," Nikaure said, "but why then you bring it to me?"

"I thought that the king might like it."

"That is thoughtful." Nikaure looked at the drawing again, pointing to the smaller meru nestled at the foot of the giant ones. "These are the tombs of the Queens?"

"Yes, Excellency."

"And this one off to the side?"

"That is the mer of Menkaure, when it is built," Rait said. "The structure of a mer is easy to draw, so I put it in to show what Rostau will look like in a few years' time."

"Why is it so small?"

"Because the plans for it are for a small structure, Excellency."

"But that small? Even I had to ask what it was, so people in days to come will also ask when they view the tombs for themselves."

"Such questions are inevitable," Rait agreed.

Nikaure frowned. "The king will not be pleased."

"I do not want to disappoint the king, Excellency, but I can only work with what I am provided. Perhaps if he was to reconsider the dimensions?"

"I will broach the subject at the proper time. Return to your duties, Architect Rait."

 

 

The size of his father's mer and how it would look alongside the giant meru at Rostau did not concern Prince Shepseskaf. At nine years of age he had problems of his own, wrestling with the intricacies of reading and writing. His tutors were patient, going over each symbol and its meaning, showing how the meaning sometimes changed when juxtaposed with another symbol. Pronunciation was important, and there were few clues in the actual symbols themselves; sounds had to be learned, committed to memory, and brought out as needed. The boy made frequent mistakes, and his voice was often raised in anger when these mistakes were pointed out and corrected.

"I am going to be king one day," Shepseskaf shouted at his tutor. "I will have scribes to read and write for me."

"Your divine father requires you to learn your letters, my lord prince."

"Well, I am tired, so I do not want to do anymore today."

"There is much we have to do today, my lord prince," said the tutor. "However, it is nearly noon, so I suggest you go and rest until mid-afternoon, and then we can resume your lessons."
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