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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, as a result of the weakening and eventual collapse of the 13th Dynasty. They were conquered by the Hyksos 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, Sobekhotep means 'Sobek is satisfied', and the mouthful Sekhemre Sewdjtawy means something like 'A powerful one who allows the Two Lands to thrive'. The names of the kings have been simplified. Egyptian pharaohs had five names, two of which are important as far as these stories go--the prenomen and the nomen. Only the nomen was given at birth, the prenomen being a coronation name. I have generally used the birth names on informal occasions and limited the use of the prenomen to more formal occasions or when referring to past kings. Another reason to use a prenomen is that kings did not have a numbering system like us (Henry III, Henry IV), so Sobekhotep III had the prenomen Sekhemre Sewdjtawy, and Sobekhotep IV had the prenomen Khaneferre.

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

The Hyksos name itself derives from the Greeks also, many years after the events detailed here. In the ancient Egyptian language they were called heqa khasut, meaning 'rulers of the foreign countries'. Nobody really knows who they were, but the consensus is that they came from the region known as Retjenu, which comprises modern-day Israel, Lebanon and Syria. They possessed superior military skills and equipment, and introduced the chariot to Egypt. Later generations of Egyptians turned these skills and equipment back on the Hyksos and defeated them. One of the major powers of the time were kings that ruled over Amurru, Lebanon and Syria. It is not unreasonable 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 I'm writing about. Sometimes the two merge. For instance, King Merkawre Sobekhotep of the 13th Dynasty really did have two sons called Bebi and Sobekhotep. Nothing further is known about them from the pages of history, but a few years after they would have reached maturity, two early kings of the 16th Dynasty achieved prominence--named Djehuty and Sobekhotep. It is reasonable to assume that these early kings must have had some claim to the throne, perhaps being descended from a king of the preceding dynasty. Why not Bebi (changing his name for some reason) and his brother Sobekhotep? Both young men are in this book.

 

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

 

King Samuqenu of Amurru stood in his blood-stained and sweat-soaked leather and bronze armour on the eastern plains where his army had just won a great victory, and stared across the great expanse of the river at the white walls of the Kemetu capital city. To the south, his armies pursued the broken and fleeing enemy as they ran for their lives into the desert or knelt, holding out their arms in submission, pleading for mercy. Samuqenu had issued no instructions on how to treat those who surrendered; content to leave that up to his commanders on the spot. 

After a while, his personal servants found him and brought a stool, wine and food, and held an awning over his head to protect him from the hot Kemetu sun. His son Aper-Anati arrived soon after and a little later, his generals. They smiled and exchanged greetings in low voices, not wanting to disturb the thoughts of their king.

"What are those things that rise beyond the city?" Samuqenu demanded, pointing slightly to the north of the city, where the sun reflected brilliantly from three great broad-based structures that rose to a point. "Are they mountains?"

"This man knows," General Anati said, pushing Hori forward. "He is a Kemetu commander whom I spared."

Hori bowed, overawed by the presence of the king of the heqa khasut. "Great King, they are stone tombs of ancient kings of Kemet," he said.

Samuqenu grunted. "Men who can build such things should be able to put up more of a fight."

"Great King, they were built a thousand years ago."

"That is nonsense. No kingdom could last that long."

Hori kept silent, guessing that the king would not want to know that the Kemetu kingdom was far older than that.

"What is our next task, father?" Aper-Anati asked.

"The city," Samuqenu said. "What is it called?"

"It goes by many names, Great King," Hori said. "The White Walls by some, Enduring and Beautiful by others, but it is commonly referred to as Ankh-Tawy, which means Life of the Two Lands."

"Why that name?"

"It is placed between the two kingdoms of Kemet--the Delta and the River Valley--and is believed to give life to both."

"Then its time is past," Samuqenu said. "I have conquered the Delta and will now conquer the rest of Kemet--starting with that city."

The generals looked across the water at Ankh-Tawy, measuring its strength.

"It will not be straightforward," General Anati said. "Chariots are useless against fortifications."

"No matter," General Kanak said. "My foot-soldiers will take the city."

"And mine," General Yannass said.

"Aye," General Siaan agreed. "We do not need chariots for this battle."

"Docks are always vulnerable," King Baalbek, Admiral of the Fleet, commented. "They are often the soft belly of a city. My fleet can be a spear in their guts."

"None of you will be needed if my men can open the gates from within," Qeb-Har, General of Spies said. "Already I have men within the city subverting their will to resist."

"Then I will expect a swift victory," Samuqenu said. "Baalbek, your first task is to transport my army across the river. I'll take Kanak and Yannass, and half of Anati's chariots. The rest will stay on this side and regroup. I expect the city to fall within a month, and then we will march down both sides of the river."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

Sometimes, the death of one man can have far-reaching consequences.

Wepwawemsaf was the younger son of a powerful Lord of Tjenu, but as his elder brother would inherit his father's position, he had travelled north from the city of his birth and taken up a position in the court of the king of Kemet in Ankh-Tawy. Here he became the Overseer of Cordage attached to the Royal Dockyard, and also held a position as a priest of Ausar. His native city featured a strong association with that god of the underworld and in this manner Wepwawemsaf assuaged his occasional feelings of homesickness. 

All went well in his life until the coming of the heqa khasut, at which point everything started to unravel like one of the less well-made ropes that passed through his hands. He was no warrior, but even he could see that the war was not being waged successfully. After the debacle on the eastern plains where the heqa khasut chariots destroyed the army of Kemet, he thought once more of home, far to the south. He rather wished he was there, rather than in Ankh-Tawy, in imminent danger of being captured or killed. It was at this time that a message arrived for him, and he read it with interest.

'Wepwawemsaf, son of Djeserre,' it read, 'it is with regret that we inform you of the untimely death of your father.'

It was signed by the ruling council of Tjenu, the political capital of the religious centre that was Abdju. Tjenu was unusual in that there was no governor of the city or its sepat appointed by the king. The city, an ancient capital of Kemet, insisted on its right to be governed in its own way, namely by a ruling council. Successive kings had allowed it, but as the power of the kings of Kemet weakened, the strength of the Abdju Lords grew until the city and the lands around it became a semi-autonomous kingdom, lacking only a king. Djeserre had been one of these Lords of Tjenu, perhaps the most powerful of them, and now Wepwawemsaf's brother Reemsaf would inherit not only the family estates but also his position on the Council. Wepwawemsaf mused that his father's death could not have happened at a more opportune time, though the thought made him a little uncomfortable.

"I do respect my father...and his memory...and I would certainly have returned home anyway, but this gives me an excuse."

He went to see the Controller of the Royal Dockyard, meaning to ask permission to journey south for his father's funeral, but found the office in an uproar. Men were running around, many wringing their hands and a few even sat and wept. The Controller looked up from his desk and listened to Wepwawemsaf's plea before shaking his head.

"The king has ordered every able-bodied man into the army. They are to defend the city with their lives."

"But I have no training with arms," Wepwawemsaf said. "I am a scribe, not a warrior."

"Then you will learn to wield an axe or die quickly."

Wepwawemsaf left the office determined to leave the city before anyone could press him into service. The battle across the river had already been lost, and he thought the heqa khasut would be moving irresistibly on the city very soon. He did not believe untrained men could defend Ankh-Tawy successfully, and he was still a young man not ready to die. Gold still had value, and he managed to secure the services of an old fisherman and his boat, promising a greater reward if he was delivered safely to Tjenu. 

"It be difficult, sir," Abu the fisherman said. "The enemy be here soon and they be already on the river."

"You can outsail them?"

The fisherman thought about this and slowly nodded. "We be leaving tonight then."

He slipped his moorings late that night and eased out into the river with sail furled, using only a rear oar to scull themselves slowly upriver, hugging the western bank.

"Why don't you use the sail?" Wepwawemsaf whispered. "I can feel a breeze from the north."

"If the enemy be out there, they be see a white sail. We be safer this way."

They made very slow progress, the lights of the city and of the army encamped on the far side slipping behind imperceptibly, but by the time the dawn flushed the eastern horizon, the city was almost lost to sight behind them, and few boats were visible on the wide expanse of water.

Abu nodded with satisfaction and hauled the sail up, steering the little boat farther away from the shore, the sail filling and heeling the little boat over, though the lack of a keel tended to make the boat slip sideways unless the wind was directly behind them. Farther away from the city they found themselves alone on the broad river, though they kept themselves closer to the western shore, taking advantage of any counter current eddies.

Wepwawemsaf was a city dweller without any interest in hunting or farming, so had hardly seen the life of the river, let alone experienced it close up. He marvelled at everything, staring at the farmland they passed with scattered herds and peasants toiling in the fields. The reed beds fascinated him, a wealth of water birds exploding into the air if they approached too closely, and the swirl of water as a crocodile submerged nearby offered up a thrill.

"Are we in any danger?" he asked Abu.

The old man shrugged. "Not much, unless you be trying to swim." He looked forward to where his passenger was trailing one hand in the water. "Or splash too much with your hand."

Wepwawemsaf hurriedly pulled his hand from the water, and flushed when he saw the small smile on Abu's face. He looked away, unsure if he was being made fun of but a little later, when he saw three crocodiles tearing at the corpse of a cow in the shallows, he decided his caution was warranted.

Days passed slowly, but he was in no hurry. His father had died perhaps half a month before but it would be some time before his body was fully prepared for burial. The funeral would not take place until well after he reached Abdju. Contemplating his father's death made him think of his brother Reemsaf and his own reception when he arrived. By local laws he was entitled to nothing from his father's estate unless Reemsaf chose to make a gift. His brother was not known for his generosity, so it was unlikely Wepwawemsaf would be welcome to stay long in the city. He would just stay long enough to see what was happening with the heqa khasut before making a decision regarding his future. Waset was a possibility, though the rivalry between the two largest cities of the south was fierce. The Lords of Waset might well deny him a refuge there.

In the meantime, the slow journey was pleasant enough and certainly interesting. The river maintained a steady course in a southward direction, but it was more varied then he thought. Thin strips of arable land bordered the water, green and lush, but beyond them the land rapidly turned to scrub and thorn trees before degenerating into desert. In many places, cliffs reared upward, their rocky faces scarred by runnels and cracks and he wondered what caused those scars. He would have hazarded the actions of man or wind or water and for a time was reluctant to ask his companion.

"Cliffs be useful for tombs. Don't know about wind, though there can be fierce storms. Rain too, sometimes. I reckon water makes them."

Wepwawemsaf looked carefully at the old man, wondering if he was mocking him. He had never experienced rain, and he thought it must be too rare to make the channels he saw in the rocky cliffs.

The cliffs affected the wind, turning it or sending it in blustery gusts across the river. When this happened, Abu would curse and hurriedly adjust the sail, steering for the shallows along one or other shore, or furling the sail altogether, proceeding under oars until the wind swung back to the north.

There were fishing and farming villages scattered along the river and they would sometimes pull in at one of these for the night. Abu often cast a net if he saw a likely spot and they always had fish. These could be traded for a bit of bread and some fresh vegetables, and a lice-ridden straw pallet at night. At other times they camped on shore, making a small fire to grill their catch. Wepwawemsaf felt very exposed on these occasions. The body of the goddess Nut hung over them, star-studded, and he felt they were being watched by unseen denizens of the night. A straw pallet might itch and leave him scratching the next day, but there was something snug and safe about having the roof of a hut close above you. He could even put up with the rats in the palm frond thatching, the snakes and the spiders too. But slowly, as the voyage lengthened out, he conquered his fears about sleeping in the open and came to appreciate the beauty of the river in darkness. It was all one to Abu, of course. The old man ate his supper and curled up near the fire, falling asleep immediately, his night broken only by snores and occasional passing of gas. Wepwawemsaf thought Abu's calmness all very commonplace and oddly reassuring.

Islands were the safest places to camp for the night as they were usually low-lying and devoid of habitation. Thieves and brigands were not unknown on either shore, but they seemed reluctant to get their feet wet, enabling Wepwawemsaf and Abu to spend a worry-free night.

It took them half a month, but at last they approached the stretch of river that Abu claimed was under the control of Abdju and Tjenu.

"They be sending boats out to see us," Abu said gloomily. "What be happening then only they knows. Maybe turns us back if we be lucky."

"But I have to get to Tjenu," Wepwawemsaf said. "You took my gold and promised to get me there."

"Can't do what I be not allowed to do. They don't be liking strangers using their river."

"It's not their river...and anyway, I'm a son of a Lord...or the brother of one. They can't turn me away."

"Happen we'll see," Abu muttered as he changed their course slightly.

It was the next day before a large galley hove into view, oars threshing the water into foam as it bore down on them. Archers were prominent in the prow, though their bows were not yet drawn. Without being told, Abu lowered his sail and threw out a large stone on a rope as anchor. The other boat backed water and slid alongside, the crew looking down with evident curiosity, and the captain leant over the side.

"Identify yourself," the captain said.

Wepwawemsaf stood up, rocking the little fishing boat so he was forced to steady himself by clutching the mast. "By what right do you challenge us?" he demanded. "The king allows free travel on the river."

The captain spat over the side. "These waters are controlled by the Council of Tjenu. I would advise you keep a civil tongue in your head. Now, identify yourselves and state your business."

Wepwawemsaf stared down the captain for some twenty breaths before replying. "I am Wepwawemsaf, son of Djeserre, late of the Council of Tjenu, and this is my servant Abu who serves to bring me to my native city. I have returned for the funeral of my father. Now, identify yourself, fellow, so I may accurately report to the Council concerning your attitude."

The captain raised his eyebrows, hesitated, and then bowed. "You are welcome, Lord Wepwawemsaf. My name is Amauset, and I am at your service. Come aboard, my lord, and we will convey you to Tjenu in comfort. Your servant can return whence he came."

"Thank you, Amauset, but I have promised Abu here an extra fee for his service. He must come to Tjenu to be paid."

"As you will, my lord. The promise of a Lord of Tjenu is counted above mere custom. Do you come aboard and I will send a man to accompany your servant to the city docks where he may await your beneficence."

Wepwawemsaf hesitated and then decided it was of no benefit to tell Amauset that he was no Lord of Tjenu, despite his father's rank. Instead, he clambered up into the larger boat and watched as one of the sailors joined Abu in the fishing boat. Then with shouted orders and the oars once more threshing the water into foam, the galley swept round in an arc and headed back upriver to Tjenu, while Abu trailed along behind.

"My condolences, Lord Wepwawemsaf," Amauset said. "Your father will be sorely missed on the Councils."

"You knew him, Amauset?"

"Alas, I did not have the honour of knowing him personally, my lord, but everyone knew of Lord Djeserre and the way he laboured for the common good."

Wepwawemsaf nodded. The cliffs came down to the water's edge at that point, the current running deep and strong. He stood silently for a time, watching the rocky cliffs slip by and Amauset respected his silence, not wanting to intrude on his thoughts.

"Who heads the Council now? I suppose my brother Reemsaf."

Amauset went pale. "My...my lord, I thought...I assumed you knew...my lord, your brother died only two days after your father. Forgive me, my lord, but I assumed the message that told you of one told you of the other."

Wepwawemsaf leaned on the side of the boat, thoughts swirling in his mind. Reemsaf dead? My older brother that everyone loved and knew would one day succeed our father on the Council? He examined his feelings, wondering if they reflected the shock of the news or were how he truly felt. His father he respected even if he did not love him, but Reemsaf? There was no respect due to him and if he admitted the truth, little love. His death would leave a hole in his life, but a hole like a troublesome tooth that fell out. Something was missing, but he felt relief...and a little guilt.

"How did he die? How did my father die, for that matter?"

"I...there are others who could tell you more, my lord, but it is my understanding that your father was struck down as he walked from his home to the Council meeting, and..."

"Struck down how? By an enemy?"

"Oh, no, my lord. Your father had no enemies but was beloved by all. It was...well, he was just walking and he just fell over and died."

Wepwawemsaf thought about this sudden death for a few moments. "And my brother?"

"He tripped and struck his head, my lord."

"Nobody pushed him?"

"Oh, no, my lord. He had no ene..."

"No enemies. I understand. Thank you, Amauset."

The galley rounded a headland and the cliffs receded, a plain opening up that rose to a prominence topped by a walled city. Buildings crowded the outside of the walls, spilling down the slope toward the river like a pile of bricks toppled by a wilful child. Houses reached all the way to the water, and several docks stuck out into the river, a few no more than piles of stone, but one was solidly made, longer than the others.

"The royal dock," Amauset murmured. "Normally it is reserved only for senior officials, but I believe you fit into that category, my lord."

Wepwawemsaf said nothing, preferring to let the galley captain make whatever mistakes were to be made. 

"You can provide me with an escort, Amauset? I will lodge at my father's house until other arrangements can be made."

"Of course, my lord."

"And you can arrange for my servant Abu to be paid for his services?"

"It will be done, my lord."

When the galley docked and was secured, Amauset detailed a squad of his sailors to form up as an escort, and led it himself. By then, the docking had attracted much attention and a crowd was forming, men and women curious about who had arrived at the royal dock.

"Who is it?" Wepwawemsaf heard one man call out. "Is it the king?"

"Who can tell?" answered another. "If it is, he's not wearing his regalia."

Amauset's men pushed through the crowd, the sailors being quite rough with the people, but although the men of the city pushed back they did so half-heartedly and desisted immediately when Amauset shouted that their guest was a Lord. Thereafter, their passage through the jumble of streets was slow but unhindered. They passed through a gate in the walled inner city and Wepwawemsaf looked around with interest at the state of the defences.

"Why have the defences been allowed to get to this state?" he asked Amauset. "A determined enemy would make short work of them."

Amauset shrugged without stopping. "Who would attack us? We are deep inside Kemet and far from any enemy."

"The heqa khasut for one."

"Rulers of foreign lands? Who are they?"

"Invaders from the north. They have already overrun the Delta kingdom and destroyed our northern army. By now they will have taken Ankh-Tawy."

"That is grim news indeed," Amauset said, "but why would they want to come here? We have little gold. All the best land is in the north."

"Let us pray you are right, Amauset, for if they do come down here they will go through us like the bloody flux."

Amauset grimaced but said nothing more. He led Wepwawemsaf to a richly appointed house near the palace that crowned the hill. Up there, Wepwawemsaf knew, the Governor of Tjenu had once lived, many years ago, before the Council ruled. Now it only served as a meeting house and a place to greet dignitaries. The house to which he was led had belonged to his father, though Wepwawemsaf had rarely seen it and never lived there. He had been born and raised on the family estate to the south, near the holy city of Abdju. The galley captain roused the major-domo and explained who Wepwawemsaf was, telling him that naturally the only living son of Djeserre would reside there for as long as he desired.

"I will inform the Council of your arrival, my lord. No doubt you will want to convene the Council as soon as possible."

Wepwawemsaf frowned but tried to hide his unease. Amauset was treating him as if he was a person of importance, rather than just the younger son of whom little was expected.

"I would rather pay my respects to my father and brother."

"Of course, my lord. They will be inside the House of Embalming, but I will inform the Master of the House that you will be calling upon him. In the meantime, refresh yourself with food and drink, my lord...bathe perhaps...and I will arrange everything."

Amauset returned in an hour to find that Wepwawemsaf had enjoyed all the resources of his father's house. He led him out into the street and turned away from the palace to an area where there were fewer houses and more businesses engaged in odoriferous pursuits. Wepwawemsaf sniffed the air, wrinkling his nose at the assault on his senses.

"It makes sense to put the...ah...smellier businesses together, where there are fewer people to upset. We have the slaughter houses, the tanneries, and the Houses of Embalming."

"I'm not sure I like the thought of my family being lumped in with those other things."

"Do not worry, my lord, the House where your father and brother reside is farthest from those other things. It is a place of great repute, used only by the most important and richest people."

Amauset led him through streets that reeked of offal and faeces and blood to an imposing building set apart from the rest. Here they were greeted at the entrance by an old but distinguished looking man who bowed when he was introduced to Wepwawemsaf.

"Greetings, my lord. Welcome to Rekhmire's House where only the most illustrious people are prepared for eternity. I am Rekhmire, and may I say what a privilege it is to be entrusted with the earthly shells of your father and brother. You may rest assured that they are receiving the very best service we can offer."

"Thank you, Rekhmire."

"Would you like to view the bodies, my lord?"

"They are finished already?"

"Oh, no, my lord, they are still in the natron, but I can have them brought out for a viewing if that is your wish."

"I... I had thought to just pay my respects beside their vats, but...yes, I would like to see them."

"Of course, my lord. You have seen bodies in the natron before?"

"No."

Rekhmire coughed delicately into one hand. "Then perhaps I might suggest a cup of wine to fortify you before you do so, my lord. The sight can upset some people, particularly if the individuals were much loved. It..." he coughed again, "it might be better to wait until they are fully prepared and wrapped for burial."

"No. Now."

Rekhmire bowed and issued the appropriate orders to one of his servants before ushering Wepwawemsaf and Amauset into his private quarters, where he poured them strong wine with his own hand. After several minutes, the servant returned and nodded to his master.

"Come, the bodies are prepared."

"I think I will wait here, if it is all the same to you," Amauset said. "You should have time alone to pay your respects."

Wepwawemsaf nodded and followed Rekhmire out into the hallway and deeper into the building to a room that reeked of the sharp tang of salt mixed with chemicals and spices. Inside the room, torches cast flickering light and shadows on two granite benches in the open space in the middle of the room. On the benches lay what appeared to be two bundles of linen roughly formed in the figures of men.

"Where...?" Wepwawemsaf started to say before his eyes recognised the features of his father's face on one of the bundles. They were his father's features, but angular, almost skeletal, and a horrible waxy yellowish white instead of the flesh-coloured tints of life.

"The natron draws out the water from the body, my lord," Rekhmire said softly. "Your father had a spare frame so his process is much further along than your brother who came to us two days later and with more fat on his body."

Wepwawemsaf tore his gaze from his father and looked at the once-familiar features of his brother. Here too, the natron had stripped away the fat beneath the skin, turning the body into something resembling a starving man. It was still recognisable as Reemsaf, but bore little resemblance to the brother he had known. He stood and stared at the bodies for a time, but could find no words in his mind with which to address these...things that had once been his family.

"I have seen enough," he told the embalmer.

"Return in another month, my lord, and see the finished product. You will see that the wrapped bodies are far more lifelike. They will be almost as you remember them."

Amauset joined him but said nothing, aware of the trauma written on his companion's face. He led him back out into the streets and back through the stink of that quarter, turning at last toward the palace.

"The Lords of the Council will see you now, my lord."

The palace was silent and seemingly empty now that it was only used for formal occasions. There were no guards present, which surprised Wepwawemsaf enough for him to remark on it.

"The palace at Ankh-Tawy is full of guards, all dedicated to the protection of the king."

"Who would dare strike down a Lord of Tjenu?"

"No-one? They have no enemies?"

"I have never heard of a Lord whose life was ended other than in war or by old age, sickness or accident, my lord."

Amauset took him to a room deep inside the palace where four men dressed in fine robes stood in quiet conversation. When the two men entered, Amauset bowed deeply and introduced his companion.

"My Lords of the Council, I present to you Wepwawemsaf, son of Djeserre. These, in turn, are Lord Sekhemraw, Lord Pantjeny, Lord Snaaib, and Lord Atef."

"You are welcome indeed, Wepwawemsaf, son of Djeserre," Sekhemraw said. "We were unsure as to whether our message had reached you in the north."

"Thank you, Lord Sekhemraw. It saddened me to hear of my father's death, but it was not unexpected. He was already old when I left for the king's court."

Sekhemraw smiled. "There is no need to address us as Lords, Wepwawemsaf, for you are one of us now. Our given names are sufficient." He looked across to where Amauset stood. "You may leave us, Amauset."

"Yes, my lord," Amauset replied, bowing and leaving the chamber.

"I trust you had a pleasant voyage," Pantjeny said. "Amauset spun us a tale of you arriving in a tiny fishing boat. I can tell you it created some merriment when we heard it, solely for the unlikeliness of a Lord travelling in such a manner."

"It is true, Lor...Pantjeny. I had to leave Ankh-Tawy in some haste and secretly, so a fishing boat was the best I could manage at such short notice."

"Herein lies a tale, I think," Atef said.

"Secrecy?" Sekhemraw asked.

"And haste?" Snaaib added. "Tell us, Wepwawemsaf. We are dying to know."

Wepwawemsaf stood in thought, trying to make sense of the statements of the Lords of Tjenu. For some reason they were including him among their number. He had not understood the politics of the city before he left, knowing that such knowledge was outside his purview forever as a younger son, but he now wished he had investigated it.

"Wepwawemsaf?" Sekhemraw prompted.

"Er...yes...sorry. Where to start? Yes, well, Ankh-Tawy is besieged by the invaders from the north, the heqa khasut, and may well have fallen by now. If it has, then Kemet may no longer have a king. I left before the city could be closed."

"Will they limit themselves to the northern kingdom, or come south?" Pantjeny asked.

"I cannot be certain, but I believe they will come south. I was coming to Tjenu anyway, for my father's funeral, so thought it well to bring a warning too."

Sekhemraw looked at the other Lords. "We are glad you did so, Wepwawemsaf. We have heard something of these invaders, but need more information on them if we are to properly understand them. It is a great windfall that you should have been in the north when they arrived."

"Are they truly as formidable as we have heard?" Snaaib asked.

Wepwawemsaf nodded. "They destroyed the army of the Delta and took over that northern kingdom. Then they came south and destroyed the army of Kemet, slaughtering our men by the thousand. None can stand against them."

"That is alarming news," Sekhemraw said. "What makes them so strong? Are they so numerous they carry all before them like a flood?"

"They have horse-drawn chariots against which even massed men cannot overcome. Their weapons are made of some paler metal, hard and sharp, that no copper blade can withstand."

Sekhemraw looked at the other Lords again, his expression troubled. "If it were anyone but you reporting this, Wepwawemsaf, I would doubt their veracity. The Five Families must consider this information carefully, deliberate at length, and decide how we can protect ourselves against these invaders."

"Then I will leave you to your deliberations," Wepwawemsaf said.

"But you are of the Five Families, Wepwawemsaf. We cannot make decisions regarding the fate of Tjenu without your opinions."

"I? My father was one of you, but..."

"You are the oldest surviving member of House Abdju. Your older brother held that position for two days before his unfortunate accident, but now that duty devolves to you, Wepwawemsaf."

"House Mentu welcomes you, Wepwawemsaf," Pantjeny said.

"House Wah-Sut welcomes you," Snaaib added.

"House Ausar welcomes you," Atef said.

"And House Khenti welcomes you," Sekhemraw finished. "Now, let us send for refreshments and get down to business."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Wepwawemsaf had not been the only one to flee Ankh-Tawy when the heqa khasut appeared, destroying all opposition. No safety lay in the north, from whence the invaders came, but the river valley of Kemet stretched all the way to Kush and beyond, and somewhere in those endless iteru was surely a place of refuge. Some went by land, walking down the long and dusty roads, but others hired or bought fishing boats to reach safety sooner. How far they travelled depended on how confident they felt in leaving everything familiar behind. Many settled in towns and cities only a few days south, but others journeyed farther, to the southern capital of Waset or beyond.

One such hardy traveller was Minkhare, the Overseer of Grain on the estate belonging to Hori, late of the army of Kemet and now serving General Anati. He had embezzled a little wealth from his master and now decided it was time to go south. His great-grandfather had come from the city of Waset and he still had relatives down there, so his little wealth would go a long way. Also worthy of consideration was the thought that if he brought news to the nobles of the invader, he might be rewarded. Minkhare paid for the hire of a boat with stolen goods and fled south.

The voyage to Waset was uneventful except for a little trouble in the waters controlled by Tjenu and Abdju. Here a galley put out and intercepted Minkhare's little boat, capturing it and forcing him to pay a fee for the rights of passage through their waters. He paid it with ill grace as it bit into his stolen wealth, but there was no avoiding it.

The waters around Waset were teeming with boats and the city markets were busy. Minkhare wandered through the streets for a time, observing everything and letting the atmosphere of the city soak into him. He knew the news he brought south was potentially valuable, but only if divulged in the right ears. Identifying those ears was the problem. At length, he found the address where one of his relatives lived and introduced himself.

"Minkhare, eh? Son of Shemai and grandson of Nebit? What are you doing down here? I thought Ankh-Tawy was your home now."

"Time for a change."

His cousin Nedjem showed no inclination of letting him into the house, so he invited him out for a pot of beer and a meal. 

"I have come into a little good fortune and have no need to rely on my cousin for room and board. Instead, I would like to share some of it with you."

Nedjem agreed and led Minkhare to a tavern nearby where his northern cousin bought them bread and beef, together with a jug of beer. After eating and drinking, Nedjem put his mug down and looked at Minkhare with interest.

"So what is this good fortune that has so favoured you, cousin? Been robbing tombs?"

Minkhare laughed. "No, I had a good position as Overseer on a rich man's estate."

"So why did you leave? Get caught thieving?"

"Nothing like that. No, I came into possession of some very valuable information, and I decided to sell it here in Waset."

"How valuable?"

"Very valuable."

"Gold or silver valuable?"

"Oh, very definitely gold."

"What information, cousin?"

Minkhare tapped the side of his nose and poured them both another mug of beer. "The problem I have is deciding who would pay the most for the information. I don't know anyone in Waset...except you."

"I know people," Nedjem said.

 "I thought you might."

"Perhaps if you could tell me what this information is, I might be able to suggest someone."

Minkhare picked at a fragment of meat caught in his teeth, and looked thoughtful as if wondering what to tell his cousin.

"I need to talk to the most powerful people in the city."

"You would have almost no chance of getting in to see them without an introduction."

"An introduction by you?"

Nedjem had the decency to look abashed. "I don't know them either, but I know someone who knows someone else who may be able to secure an introduction--if it was worth their while."

Minkhare thought about this for a while, sipping his beer and dabbling a finger in the puddled liquid on the table. "The problem is I have very little actual wealth until I can turn my information into gold. I think I'm going to have to reserve what I have for paying for room and board, and see if I can't strike up an acquaintance with a servant in one of the houses of a noble. See if he can get me an audience."

"Don't do that, cousin. You can stay with me, and we'll use what you have to contact the people I know." When Minkhare looked indecisive, he quickly added, "It'll save you spending what you have and...and I can probably afford a bribe or two in the right places...as long as you remember me when you sell what you know."

"You'd do that for me, Nedjem?"

"You're family."

"Well, you can be sure I will be very grateful."

So Minkhare went to live with his cousin, and Nedjem immediately got to work contacting people he knew in households of prominent citizens, and within two days had secured an audience with the secretary of Amenhotep, the Governor of Waset.

"It cost me, cousin," Nedjem said.

"You'll get it all back...and more. Are you sure this secretary is the right person?"

"Of himself, perhaps not, but he has the ear of the Governor, and Amenhotep knows all the richest and most influential people in Waset."

Nedjem took Minkhare to the Governor's residence and introduced him to Ahmose, the secretary. A small sum of silver was passed over, with the promise of more to come if the matter was settled satisfactorily. Ahmose slipped the precious metal into his pouch before addressing Minkhare.

"Not everyone who wishes to see the Governor is successful," Ahmose said. "Is there something you can tell me that would persuade him?"

"You already have my silver. Are you going back on your word?"

Ahmose pursed his lips. "I promised that I would gain the Governor's ear, and I shall. But if all I can go to him with is to tell him that somebody has paid good silver to see him, I think he will just dismiss it without a hearing. If I can tell him what it is about, however..." The secretary left his words hanging.

Minkhare thought hard, not wanting to give too much away. "The safety of Waset depends on the information I have."

Ahmose's eyebrows lifted. "A bold statement. You can back this up?"

"I can, but only to the Governor and other influential people of Waset."

Now it was the secretary's turn to ponder, but he did so swiftly. "Wait here. I will see if the Governor can see you."

Ahmose left the room and returned a few minutes later.

"He will grant you a short audience. Do not waste his time or make me look a fool for backing you."

Governor Amenhotep was hard at work dictating letters to his private scribe and as Ahmose and Minkhare entered, he held up a hand to forestall any conversation. He continued dictating a letter to the Mayor of Behdet concerning some labour that was owed Waset. When he finished, he had the scribe read back the letter, made a few minor adjustments, and dismissed him, telling him to make a neat copy. Then he spoke to Minkhare while picking up another document.

"My secretary tells me your name is Minkhare and you have a message of some importance to impart." the Governor said. "Speak then."

"It is not a message as such, Excellency, but rather information that will save Waset."

"Information concerning what?"

Minkhare licked his lips nervously. "The heqa khasut, Excellency."

"Rulers of foreign lands? You're going to have to be a bit more specific. Which rulers? Which lands?"

"King Samuqenu of Amurru, Lebanon and Syria...and now of the Delta kingdom."

Amenhotep looked up and considered the man standing before him. "What do you know of him?"

"I know that he has brought a mighty army south to conquer both the Delta and Kemet. He has achieved one and means to achieve the other."

The Governor grunted. "Yes, that matches information I have had from other sources. You could have told my secretary that without bothering me. Ahmose, take him out and give him a small reward for his efforts. A copper bracelet perhaps."

Ahmose looked furious as he laid a hand on Minkhare's shoulder, but Minkhare shook him off.

"Excellency, I know a lot more than that. My master in Ankh-Tawy was privy to many of the invader's secrets, and I know them too. Furthermore, the king is in all likelihood dead by now, but I know personally the man most suited to succeed him. I can be of great use to you and the foremost citizens of Waset."

"Wait, Ahmose." Amenhotep regarded the man again for several moments. "You desire a greater reward for this information?"

"Excellency, a common labourer is paid a pittance, but a skilled craftsman deserves gold. I am a skilled craftsman when it comes to information on the heqa khasut."

"Very well, but you must let me be the judge of the value of your information."

Minkhare hesitated, but as he did not know what his information was worth, knew that he would have to trust the Governor.

"Agreed, Excellency. I will place my trust in your fairness."

"Speak then."

"Excellency, are you conversant with chariots? With bronze?"

"What are they?"

"With all due respect, Excellency, how can you fairly judge the worth of my information if you know nothing about the subject matter?"

"You are insolent, Minkhare, but despite this you have a point. It seems I must gather people together who will know what you are talking about. What areas of expertise are covered by these chariots and...what was it? Bronze?"

"Yes, Excellency. Bronze is a metal they use for their weapons, and chariots relate to horses and...and carts. People who know the political situation would be useful too."

"Go then, Minkhare. I will summon you when all is in readiness."

Ahmose escorted Minkhare from the Governor's chamber, grabbing him when they were out of sight and drawing him close.

"Do you really know something of value?" he snarled. "If you are playing us all false you will regret it."

"You will be paid," Minkhare said with a calmness he did not feel.

It was two days before the Governor sent for him; two days during which he suffered from the growing doubts of Ahmose and his cousin Nedjem. Minkhare felt more and more unwelcome in his cousin's house but he told himself he was committed to this course of action now and could not turn away. He also spent time reviewing exactly what he knew about the heqa khasut--little enough--and how he could present it in a manner that would heighten his own importance. Acknowledging he was out of his depth talking to nobles and higher officials, he shrugged. There was little he could do to prepare, given his meagre knowledge, but he could hope that he was rewarded and gone by the time they discovered how little he really knew.

Ahmose showed Minkhare into the Governor's chamber once more, but this time he was dismissed immediately. Amenhotep introduced him to three older men who stood to one side, regarding the newcomer with interest.

"This man is Minkhare of Ankh-Tawy, and he claims to have important information that will protect Waset." The Governor drew him over to the three men in turn. "Lord Anhotep, Lord Bakhenre, Lord Kakhent."

"I hear you know about the heqa khasut," Bakhenre said. "I am interested in what you might know that we do not already."

"I pray that my journey south will not have been wasted, my lord," Minkhare said.

"I know horses," Kakhent said, "though they are not much in favour in Kemet. I am curious to know how the invader uses them, and whether they are effective."

"The chariot forces of the enemy have so far proved invincible, my lord."

"And I am curious about this bronze," Anhotep said. "Tell me all about it."

"I regret my knowledge of this bronze is small, my lord. I have never seen it with my own eyes, but I have heard many men talk of it--men who have had it used against them."

"That is disappointing," Anhotep said. "I had hoped for firsthand knowledge. Tell me what you have heard then."

"The invaders use it for their weapons, my lord. It is paler than copper, and harder. One man I talked to said that the enemy's blade sliced through his copper one with little effort. The bronze blade does not blunt easily either."

Anhotep looked at his companions. "This alone could spell the difference between success and failure. Minkhare, how do they produce this bronze?"

Minkhare hesitated, debating whether to risk invention, but he knew that lies had a habit of getting more complex until they eventually tripped one up.

"I don't know, my lord."

"Do you know where they make it?"

"No, my lord."

"Do you know anything else about it?"

"Only that they make armour out of it too, and the plates that they sew onto leather will turn the point of a copper spear."

Anhotep shrugged. "Who will go next?"

"Tell me about chariots," Lord Kakhent said. "Describe them and how they are used."

"A chariot is a two-wheeled cart, my lord. It is drawn behind a pair of horses that are controlled by a man called a charioteer. An armed man stands beside the charioteer and wields a bow or a spear. The chariot moves swiftly into battle, but instead of stopping to allow the armed men to fight, the chariot is driven into the enemy, trampling them beneath hooves and wheels."

"I would not have thought horses could be persuaded to charge armed men."

"Apparently they can, my lord. As I have said, I have never seen a chariot charge except from afar..." Minkhare allowed himself a lie here, telling the lords how he had watched the battle from the safety of Ankh-Tawy's walls rather than merely hearing about it. "I have seen a hundred chariots charge a thousand men on foot and rout them."

"That is hard to believe."

"I swear it is true. I have heard it from several people...as...as well as seeing it myself."

"Describe one of these chariots."

Here Minkhare was on safer ground as chariot copies had been assembled and used on Hori's estate. Although at the time, Minkhare had paid little attention to them, he was able to give many details of their construction and use.

"I am amazed," Kakhent said. "For one who observed them from a distance, you have been remarkably observant."

"Or is it something else?" Anhotep asked.

Minkhare knew he could not maintain his deception. "That is so, my lord," he admitted. "I have said I was the Overseer of General Hori's estate south of Ankh-Tawy. General Hori managed to capture a chariot and made copies, training horses and drivers so that the army would be able to counter the invaders. While I was not directly involved in this work, having to manage the estate, I saw many things that could prove useful."

"So you saw these chariots being put together?"

"Yes, my lord."

"And you observed the training of the horses?"

"Yes, my lord."

"It is a pity we do not have one of these chariots to examine. Is there any way we could acquire one?"

"It is possible," Minkhare said cautiously. "As I said, we had copied chariots on the estate, and I imagine men fleeing the invader's advance might very well drive them south."

"A pity you did not bring one with you...still, never mind." Kakhent thought for a few moments. "Could we send an armed party north to bring one of these chariots to Waset? You could guide it, Minkhare."

Minkhare stuttered, thoroughly alarmed at the prospect. "I...er...there...there may be...may be another way, my lord." He thought quickly. "This is, in part, the other morsel of information I have to impart."

"Yes? So tell us."

"My lords, do you remember King Merkawre Sobekhotep?"

Anhotep nodded. "He was king about twenty years ago, but regrettably was only on the throne for about two years. What of him?"

"He married the sister of General Hori and had two sons, Bebi and Sobekhotep. They were too young to inherit when their father died, but Hori raised them along with his own son Sekhem. Now that the kingdom is in disarray, it is my belief that Bebi will claim the throne."

"Interesting," Bakhenre said, "But how does that help us? If the heqa khasut are as strong as you say, he will soon die."

"That is true, my lord, but I believe the young man has more sense than to risk battle. He will lead his followers south, and he will bring chariots with him."

"You seem very sure of that," Kakhent commented.

"Bebi and Sobekhotep are already skilled in the arts of charioteering, my lord. Having learnt that, I do not think they will give it up readily."

Anhotep looked at his two companions before addressing Minkhare once more.

"Thank you, Minkhare. You have given us much to think about, and that is what we must do now. We will consider your words and evaluate them. Go back to your lodging now and hold yourself ready to answer our summons should we require anything more of you."

"Yes, my lord, er...I hesitate to say anything but...er, I have had some expenses..."

"And you need some recompense. I understand."

Anhotep walked across to a table where some scribal materials were laid out. He selected a piece of papyrus, a reed and uncapped a pot of ink, scribbling a few words before stamping it with his personal seal.

"Take this to the Governor's secretary and he will pay you fine gold. You have done well, Minkhare, and you deserve a reward."

Minkhare took the papyrus and bowed, but as he retreated to the door he turned the paper this way and that, trying to make sense of the writing on it.

 

 

The door closed behind Minkhare and Anhotep turned to the others with a thoughtful expression on his face. "He seemed to have difficulty reading my chit. It makes me wonder whether he really was the Overseer of General Hori's estate. A man in such a position should be able to read, for how else is he to manage his master's business?"

"You think he was lying about that?" Kakhent asked.

"I don't doubt he held some position there, but perhaps he was not as important as he made out."

"What else was he lying about then?" Bakhenre asked.

"That is what we must discuss," Anhotep said. "Chariots first. What are your thoughts?"

"Well, we know they exist," Kakhent said. "Our spies have confirmed that, and their descriptions were close to that of this man. In that at least he told the truth. He has seen them and close up too."

"You think there is truth in his claim that this General Hori was actually building them and training horses to pull them?" Bakhenre asked.

"I sincerely hope so. It would mean that we could reasonably hope to fight the invader with his own weapons."

"Which brings us to the matter of this new metal called bronze. Harder and sharper than copper." 

"If that's true, then we're in trouble," Bakhenre said. "We have nothing to match it."

"Perhaps, perhaps not."

"What do you mean, Anhotep? You know something?"

"I have a little knowledge of metals..."

"A lot, I'd say," Kakhent muttered.

"...and I have heard that sometimes copper smelters produce copper that is harder and holds an edge better."

"You think it is bronze?"

"I wouldn't go that far, though it is different from normal copper. The smelters don't like it. They call it unlucky, even 'death copper'. Apparently, many people have died making it. The fumes--which are bad enough when smelting any copper--are particularly noxious when making this different metal."

"But does it have the properties of bronze?"

Anhotep shrugged. "Perhaps. The difficulty is finding anyone prepared to make it and fashion it into weapons. I'll make some enquiries though."

"How much did you pay Minkhare?" Bakhenre asked.

"Half a deben of gold."

Bakhenre whistled. "You value him highly."

"The heqa khasut could prove to be a serious threat, and anything with which we can counter them is worth paying for. I hope to use Minkhare further."

"But half a deben."

"Oh, you'll be paying your share...both of you...and other nobles besides. We're all in this together."

Bakhenre and Kakhent scowled but did not dispute Anhotep. It was a small enough sum for any of them.

"What about this Bebi, son of Merkawre?" Anhotep asked. "What is your evaluation, Bakhenre?"

"He's an unknown quantity. If he really is a son of Merkawre, then he has a claim on the throne...but there must be other scions of royal houses. The present king, if he still lives, may have a son. You've royal connections yourself, Anhotep. Will you claim the throne?"

Anhotep laughed. "I have no such pretentions. As for Bebi, he may not want it, or if he does, may be incapable of leading men."

"So we wait and see?"

"Just so. We investigate these matters of chariots and bronze and wait and see who floats to the top of the wine jar."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

When King Mersekhemre Neferhotep of Kemet died trying to escape from his enemies, the city of Ankh-Tawy was thrown into panic. They had been led by weak and ineffectual kings for many years, but any king was better than none and now, in their extremity, they looked for anyone willing to assume the throne. Neferhotep had a second cousin by marriage, a young man of no particular ability, whose only claim to fame was a tenuous link to the king. Sethhotep looked bemused when approached by a delegation of city elders, but needed little convincing. A coronation was set in motion without waiting the required seventy days from the death of the last king, and Sethhotep adopted the throne name of Sewahenre, in a hastily arranged ceremony of anointing.

Two days after his accession to the throne of Kemet, he found himself besieged by the heqa khasut, who threw their immense army around the city and blockaded their docks with a large fleet. The Kemetu could only respond by closing the gates and manning the walls with the few soldiers at their disposal. There should have been many, but almost the whole army had been cut off on the eastern shore and destroyed. King Samuqenu sent an envoy to the city, seeking an audience in which to present his terms for surrender. 

Sethhotep and his councillors discussed their options and decided that they lost nothing by hearing the terms, so offered safe passage for the envoy and his entourage. If they were surprised by the relatively low rank of the envoy, they kept it to themselves, though they could not still the murmurings that arose when they identified the driver of the envoy's chariot as a woman.
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Commander Sadiki strode into the main audience hall of the king's palace, looking around with interest at the statues and intricately painted walls, the ostentatiously ornamented young man who sat on the raised throne, and the nervousness displayed by the majority of the courtiers. He marched up to the throne, earning outraged mutters from the onlookers, to which he paid no attention.

"Whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?" Sadiki asked in a clear voice. "I ask because the kings of Kemet come and go and I have not yet been informed as to the identity of the present incumbent."

King's Tjaty, Ayatep, stepped forward. The envoy's Kemetu was understandable, even if strongly accented. "You are in the presence of King Mersekhemre Sethhotep, Son of Re, Lord of the Two Lands, Ruler of Sedge and Bee..."

"Yes, yes, I understand the forms," Sadiki interrupted, "but let us be realistic. Your king is ruler of only this city and even there not for much longer."

"You are impertinent...who are you?"

"I am Commander Sadiki of the Great King Samuqenu's Chariot Force, and special envoy sent by him to negotiate the surrender of Ankh-Tawy, of your king, and the remaining military forces of Kemet."

"This is too much," Ayatep expostulated. "You are here to present your king's terms. Once we have heard them we will discuss them and let you know our answer in due course. Your arrogance does neither you nor your king any credit."

"If that is why you think I am here, then there is little point in continuing," Sadiki said. "If you will not listen to me, then I will let the army of King Samuqenu speak in my place. Should you still be alive when the city has been burnt to the ground and this palace reduced to rubble, then we can resume our conversation." He turned on his heel and walked away, but had got no further than a handful of paces when Ayatep called out.

"Wait, Commander Sadiki."

Sadiki hesitated and then continued on his way. Ayatep called again, more urgently.

"Wait, Commander Sadiki...please. We will hear you."

Sadiki stopped and turned back. He regarded the king upon his throne, the anxious Tjaty at the foot of the raised dais, and the consternation on the faces of the courtiers.

"Hear then the words of Samuqenu, King of Amurru, Lebanon, Syria, Kanaan and the Delta. 'The city of Ankh-Tawy is to open its gates at once and allow my army to occupy it. The king and all his Councillors are to surrender their persons and kneel before me, and the Kemetu army is to disband, hand in all weapons and return to their homes.'"

Shocked silence pervaded the audience chamber as people came to terms with the words of the invading king. Then murmurs broke out among the audience, swelling to a roar of outrage.

"That is unacceptable," Ayatep said.

Sethhotep leapt to his feet, one hand dropping his regalia and clutching at the crown that swayed on his head. "I will have your head cut off and thrown at the feet of your king," he shouted.

"Do so and your own will follow it by no more than a day," Sadiki said.

"Son of Re, be calm, I beg you," Ayatep pleaded. "These terms do not deserve the dignity of an answer."

"Yet I will have one," Sadiki said softly.

Ayatep managed to calm the king and persuaded him to retire and leave negotiations in his hands. "Further words are beneath your dignity, Son of Re."

Sadiki waited until the king left and most of the other Councillors followed him, leaving only the Tjaty, The Treasurer, and two army commanders behind.

"Commander Sadiki, you have spoken public words and made the strength of your king's position known to us all," Ayatep said. "Will you not now speak gentle words of reconciliation? Words that will give us some hope of a peaceful resolution?"

"You are mistaken," Sadiki said. "The words of my king are as meaningful whether delivered to one man or to all. You have heard his terms--a surrender without conditions. Throw yourselves on his mercy, and my king may yet be generous. Refuse and you shall feel his wrath."

"He will allow the city to stand? The people in it to live?"

"If the city submits, they will survive. If you have doubts, look to Avaris. The city submitted and it flourishes."

"And the army of Kemet will be allowed to return to their homes and farms?"

"If they hand over their weapons and swear not to take up arms against us, then yes."

"And the king? His Councillors? Court officials?"

"They must throw themselves on his mercy."

Ayatep frowned. "How merciful is he?"

"I cannot answer for the king, but in truth, Tjaty Ayatep, what choice do you have?"

"Very little, it seems," Ayatep said. "I cannot answer for the king, you understand, and he may have to be persuaded. How long can you give us?"

"At dawn tomorrow, the gates must be thrown open and all men and boys over the age of twelve must come out and lay down their arms. If this is done, the city will be spared. If this does not happen, there will be no second chance. All the surviving men and women will be sold into slavery and the city razed to the ground."

"I will do what I can, Commander Sadiki."

Sadiki was escorted out of the palace and into the street where nervous looking guards held back a large crowd of curious onlookers from his chariot and his female charioteer. Neferit greeted him warmly as he approached.

"Did everything go well?" she asked.

Sadiki grimaced and answered her in Amurru so as not to be understood by anyone within earshot. "I think the king will be a problem, but his Tjaty seems to understand that surrender is necessary."

"He is probably afraid for his life," Neferit said. "He has only just become king and now he has to step down. Will Samuqenu let him live?"

"Who's to say? Not I, that's for sure."

"Are we staying to wait for an answer?"

Sadiki shook his head. "I gave them until dawn tomorrow, so we'll head back to camp."

They mounted the chariot and Neferit urged the horses into motion, though because of the crowded streets, could manage no more than a walk. The men and women of Ankh-Tawy kept pace with the chariot, even calling out pleasantries which surprised Sadiki.

"What have you been saying to them?" he asked. "The women in particular seem quite enamoured of you."

"Nothing, though many shouted questions of me." Neferit shrugged. "Was I your bed mate was one the men wanted to know, and whether there are many women charioteers in our army? I said nothing because the first is none of their business, and the second is...well, none of their business either."

"You should not let the questions of the ignorant upset you."

"I don't."

They rode in silence for a time, the pace of the horses reduced to a slow walk by the crowds, but as they drew close to the northern gate by which they had entered the city, Neferit raised something that did concern her.

"Naming no names, but it is the attitude of our people that concerns me more."

"In what way?"

"Everything has changed since it became known I am a woman."

"It is a novelty," Sadiki said. "I came in for jesting and my share of ribald remarks when it became known that I preferred the company of men. They will lose interest soon enough."

"If it was just that, I would not mind," Neferit said. "It is more."

"More?"

"It is as if every man in the army has something to prove to me...to show me what I am missing by not taking a man...or them...to my bed."

Sadiki looked sideways at his charioteer, seeing the set of her jaw, the colour high on her cheekbones. "Have they done anything? Laid a hand upon you?"

Neferit shook her head. "Not yet, but I have heard threats."

"Why have you not reported this to me? Or to others?"

The chariot arrived at the north gate and they stopped while the soldiers there swung them wide, allowing them to pass through. Urging her team forward, Neferit started them back toward their lines before answering.

"How would it be if I went to General Anati with a complaint that his men are making sexual advances toward me? I can tell you exactly what he will say--he will laugh and tell me that I must expect such things and that if I don't like it I can run home to my mother. He will tell me that a woman has no place in the chariot squadrons, and if I insist on staying I must learn to live with them." She turned and glared at Sadiki as if he was at fault. "I will not run from these men."

"Then what will you do?"

"I don't know, but if one of them lays a hand on me I will kill him."

 

 

Sadiki reported to Samuqenu and was quizzed at length on what had occurred and the demeanour of the Kemetu king and his officials. Then he dismissed him and gathered his generals around him.

"How quickly can we take the city if this Sethhotep refuses to surrender?"

The generals looked at one another and waited for the senior ones to take the lead. After a few moments it was Yannass who ventured his opinion.

"It can be done, Great King, but not quickly."

"We destroyed their army in a single day."

"That is true, Great King, but their walls are high. We would have to force the gates and that will be costly in terms of lives."

"The docks might be easier," Admiral Baalbek said. "My fleet far outnumbers anything they have. I could land a thousand men on the city docks."

"If I am forced to assault the city it will burn, and its inhabitants with it," Samuqenu said. "So let us hope that their new king sees sense."
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Either Merkawre Sethhotep saw sense, or he was forced to it, for at dawn the next day the gates of the city swung open. The troops that had found refuge there marched out, along with every palace guard and Medjay, laying down their arms in a heap and moving away to stand in ranks under the city walls. An hour or so later, the king emerged, together with his Councillors and court officials, and was led into the presence of Samuqenu.

"My lord king of Amurru," Tjaty Ayatep said. "King Merkawre Sethhotep, Son of Re and Lord of the Two Lands, greets you and bids you welcome to Ankh-Tawy and the Great Kingdom of Kemet."

A faint smile played upon the lips of Samuqenu as he listened to Ayatep's words. The king was obviously trying to save face by pretending he was welcoming Amurru as a friend rather than a conqueror, but it would not work.

"Do you bend your knee to me in submission?" Samuqenu demanded.

Ayatep knelt in the dirt and bent his head, and one by one the other Councillors and officials did the same. Sethhotep was last and the mental struggle he was going through was evident, but at last he lowered himself to his knees, though he refused to bend his head. An Amurran guard started forward with the intention of forcing the prisoner to bow, but Samuqenu stopped him with a word.

"You have all given your submission to me and I will be merciful, but let no man go back on his word, for then you will find me full of righteous anger and my justice will be swift and deadly."

To the great surprise of Sethhotep and Ayatep, they were permitted to retain their positions. Ayatep assumed the reins of government once more, but this time only over the affairs of Ankh-Tawy, and Sethhotep was even called king, though he found himself all but powerless. Samuqenu installed a military governor, Arib-Har who had once been aide to General Yannass, and one of his duties was to spy on the Kemetu king.

"Great King, would it not be simpler by far just to have him killed?" Arib-Har had said when given his instructions.

"No doubt it would," Samuqenu replied, "But tell me, Arib-Har, do you believe the Kemetu are now all loyal to me?"

"Of course not, Great King. I don't trust any of them."

"Then if I kill their king, the others will bend their necks and pretend to be loyal, and I can never be sure of any of them. If, on the other hand, I give them a measure of freedom, they might grow careless and start hatching plots. If you do your job, Arib-Har, you will discover these plots early enough for them to be put down. Let all the guilty ones be gathered into one place and then I will stamp them flat without mercy."

Within a month, the city of Ankh-Tawy had settled into an uneasy peace under their foreign overlords, Arib-Har keeping a watchful eye on Sethhotep and his friends. Samuqenu turned his eyes to the south. He gathered together his generals once more and asked them for their advice.

"We have conquered what is generally known as the richest food producing area of this region--grain in abundance, herds and flocks, river fish. The whole of the Delta kingdom lies in our grasp and we now have Ankh-Tawy, the capital city of the river valley. My question to you is this--should we forge on and war against the rest of Kemet, or do we conclude a peace and limit ourselves to possession of the north? Speak freely, and let no man fear that I will hold them in less regard for their opinions, no matter what they are."

The generals looked at one another, nobody wanting to be the first to speak. King Samuqenu had a reputation for holding a grudge against men who disagreed with him and they all desperately wanted to know his mind before they spoke. After a few minutes of silence, Samuqenu reiterated his request, but this time specifically addressing General Kanak. 

Kanak grimaced and marshalled his thoughts. "We are a warlike race, Great King, and maintain our pre-eminent position among the nations by warlike actions. I say we should invade the south immediately."

"Thank you for your thoughts, Kanak. What of you, Yannass?"

"I agree with my colleague, Great King. War is our way of life."

"Siaan?"

"My thoughts incline the same way, Great King...but I believe we should delay."

Samuqenu frowned. "Delay? Why?"

Siaan swallowed. "Great King, when we invaded the Delta we acted upon a wealth of information supplied to us by your spymaster Qub-Har and men of Hattush who came down to spy out the strength of the enemy. Their knowledge gave us an advantage when it came to war. Now we have conquered them and face another enemy..."

"Whom we have just crushed," General Anati said.

"We have destroyed one army and captured their northern capital, but what do we know of the rest of Kemet? The river valley is long and there are other cities of unknown population. Who is to say that there aren't other armies in the south? Bigger or better armed than the one we destroyed? I say, go to war with them by all means, but let us find out who we are fighting before we commit ourselves."

"Caution is but two steps away from fear," Samuqenu said. "Qub-Har, what is your assessment of the military capabilities of Kemet?"

"I have not yet completed my assessment, Great King."

"Why not?"

"We face many enemies, Great King, but the greatest of these is perhaps distance. By all the reckoning that I can bring to bear on Kemet, it is as far from Amurru to here as it is from here to Waset, their greatest city in the south; and likely as far again from there to their southern border. It is difficult to gather information quickly over such a distance. Let us then send an army south along the river. Do we march down one bank or the other...or both? There are cities on both sides. Do we concentrate our army to give us the best opportunity of crushing whatever opposition we meet, or do we spread ourselves thinly? How do we supply our army over such great distances? Do we rely on what we can scavenge from the land as we advance, or do we send down supplies from the Delta?" Qub-Har paused and ran his fingers through his beard. "Our every past war has been waged over a broad front and over short distances, where we can manoeuvre and employ our strengths to best effect. What we face now is a war where we are a thin spear probing at an unknown enemy, with little room to spare. It is our strength alone that will win the day, rather than a use of superior tactics."
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