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The island was born in fire, and in fire it lived. For long ages, little existed on the raw lava fields and ash beds of this island thrust up from the seabed by titanic forces, but gradually windborne spores and seeds clothed the lower slopes of the belching volcanoes in vegetation, both forest and grasslands. Insects followed, but the island was too far removed from the mainland, and too cold, for other life to easily colonise it. When the seas froze around its shores, polar bears visited, and arctic foxes followed and stayed, feeding on the huge flocks of seabirds that nested there.

Earth tremors shook the island from time to time, sending the birds squawking into the air, and the arctic foxes bolting for cover, but sometimes these tremors built on each other and one of the volcanoes would erupt in a paroxysm of lava and ash. At a time when men elsewhere in the world wielded bronze weapons and carved out empires, when the kingdoms of Egypt and Hatti maintained an uneasy truce and the Sea Peoples spread over the eastern shores of the Middle Sea, one of these volcanoes erupted, obliterating everything living on its slopes.

The ground shook as paroxysm after paroxysm tore at the fabric of the land. Ash was hurled into the air, climbing up into the stratosphere in an enormous billowing cloud, plunging the south of the island into a choking darkness. The ash cloud grew rapidly and upper level winds spread it in a huge blanketing shroud to the south and east, crossing the ocean and covering the continent of Europe that lay there. Beneath the cloud, sunlight faltered and dimmed, and after a time, temperatures started declining. Animals moved away from the deteriorating conditions, while plants died or became stunted, suffering from the lack of sunlight, poisoned by the acidic ash. Nomadic hunters and herders shifted away, but farmers suffered as their harvests started to fail.

The ash cloud extended over thousands of kilometres, and though it thinned with time, for several years the sunlight that filtered through it was too weak to sustain crops. Temperatures declined further and snow crept down the mountainsides. Wheat and barley crops failed and famine gripped regions normally fertile and productive. Nations became restive, believing their gods had turned their faces from them. The rule of law broke down as people fought to survive, and in this time of trouble, civilisations crumbled and fell.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

Year 29 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

D'vorah learned at an early age to keep her own counsel and let nobody know what she was thinking. This was necessary because of where she lived and who her parents were. When she was a small girl she had been unable to avoid trouble, but her mother Adara had sat her down and explained matters to her.

"People want others to be like them. If they are not, they sometimes make trouble."

"Do you want to be like other people, mother?"

Adara sighed. "Yes...and no." She smiled at the puzzled look on her daughter's face, and explained. "I want to be like other people so we can all live in peace, but I enjoy being different too."

D'vorah frowned, trying to make sense of her mother's words. "Different?"

"My mother and father are Kemetu, though my husband Dov...your father...is Khabiru. Kemetu and Khabiru believe different things..."

"What sort of things?"

"Well..." Adara thought about how to present the main differences between the two cultures. "Kemetu women are allowed a lot of freedom. They can own property, get married, have children, or even become doctors or scribes--whatever they want to do; but Khabiru women are ruled by their husbands or fathers..."

"Dada doesn't rule you."

"That's because I'm Kemetu and he knows better. But that's just one difference. Another is our worship. Khabiru worship one god who has no face, whereas we Kemetu worship many gods that reflect the many faces of the world around us."

D'vorah thought about this. "Like Re?"

"That's right," Adara said, pointing up at the sun's disk. D'vorah squinted into the brightness that was veiled as if by thin cloth, but said nothing. "Kemetu worship the sun as Re, the earth as Geb, and the night sky as Nut. Khepri moves the sun around, Asar rules the underworld, and Taweret looks after women in childbirth. Khabiru say their single faceless god does all these things and more."

"That's silly," D'vorah said. "The sun and the earth are so different. How could one god look after both? And...and who wants a male god looking after women in childbirth?"

"Well, that's why you have to be careful. Your father's people get very upset when someone believes in a different god. I've had people upset at me, and I didn't like it, but then I found out how to make it all right."

"How?"

"I worshipped their Yahweh in public with a smile on my face, as they wanted me to do, but in my heart I worshipped the true gods of Kemet. That way, people never knew what I was thinking and left me alone."

"Oh."

"There are other things, too," Adara went on. "Your father likes to believe he is the head of our household, so I let him think that. I always defer to him in public, so his Khabiru friends can see the man is in charge; but in private I talk to him and I can usually make him see my point of view. We love each other...and this helps."

D'vorah threw her arms around her mother and hugged her. "I love you both, too."

Adara laughed. "And we love you and Elior."

D'vorah grimaced. "Little brothers are a nuisance." She considered for a few moments. "But I suppose I love him."

Adara stroked her daughter's hair. "I know you love your brother, but I don't think you'd run around the village yelling that out to everyone, would you?"

"Ugh...no."

"You would keep your feelings to yourself. In the same way, you should keep other things a secret from those around you. I know you believe in the gods of Kemet, but there is no need to make people angry by telling them that. We know that women are the equal of men, but that's another thing people don't want to hear, so you keep silent on that. Don't make trouble for yourself."

D'vorah nodded slowly. "If people don't know I think something different from them, they'll believe I think like they do and won't get angry with me."

"It makes life easier. Another thing is reading and writing. I don't suppose you know I can read and write?"

"You can?"

"My mother taught me, but I keep it secret because that's another thing Khabiru women aren't supposed to be able to do. Very few Khabiru men can either," she added.

"But Kemetu can?"

"Actually, no. Scribes and priests can, of course, and nobles, but generally men and women never need to learn anything more than making a few marks to help with shopping lists or keeping accounts."

"So how did grandmamma know?"

"Your grandmother Tau was...well, let's say she was important in Kemet, and was properly educated...even more so than your grandfather Mentak."

"Poor papa. I miss him."

"I do too, but he was an old man and sick. He will be reborn eventually."

"Abrim says the dead are dead."

"Abrim is Khabiru, but we know the truth, don't we? Even if we don't say so out loud." Adara winked solemnly at her daughter.

"Will you teach me to read and write?"

"If you want. You probably won't have much use for it here in Kinnereth, but learning is a good discipline for your mind."

D'vorah applied her mother's advice in her life and people in the village who had looked askance at the precocious and argumentative child breathed a sigh of relief as she conformed to village life and beliefs. Adara took the time to teach her daughter basic reading and writing in the languages of Kemet and the local tongue, and the little girl soaked it up, quickly outstripping her mother. She even learned some of the priestly language of Kemet from grandmother Tau. What she was careful to do was to keep her knowledge a secret as best she could, though her father became aware of it early on. Her brother Elior learned of it too, and for a time insisted that he be taught as well. He did not display any aptitude for deciphering the strange forms of letters and ideas, or of recreating them on wet clay, so quickly lost interest.

Elior's interests lay elsewhere. He loved nothing better than following his father round, imitating his every action, and as soon as he grew enough to be able to face the physical challenges, and mature enough to comprehend the reasons behind instructions, was given responsibilities. At first, the tasks were simple, like feeding the ducks or putting fresh hay in with the calves and donkey. Sowing and harvest times were busy for all the family, but if he had a choice, Elior stuck close to his father. While his big sister helped their mother around the house, Elior worked outside and prided himself that he was learning to be a man. 

The herds had to be taken out for grazing, and the little boy learned to control herds of stubborn goats and addle-brained sheep, and became sufficiently proficient with a slingshot to see off any small predator. One day when he was eight, a leopard snatched one of the goats in his father's flock, and the boy ran toward the predator, attempting to drive it off its kill with his slingshot. The leopard snarled and, in the face of Elior's determined advance, picked up the goat's carcass and leapt down into a gully, quickly disappearing from sight. His father's reaction when Elior returned with the tale, surprised and dismayed him. Dov took a stick to his only son's backside, and then wrapped him in his arms and wept over him.

"W...why?" Elior sobbed. "I tried to save the goat...I really did."

"Foolish boy, don't you know that you are worth more than all I own. A goat is nothing, and I would lose them all to leopards rather than let one of them even scratch you. I beat you because you risked your life over nothing. Promise me you will never do that again."

"I...I promise, father, but..."

Dov held his son at arm's length and looked at him searchingly. "But what?"

"You want me to be a coward? To run away?"

Dov grimaced, then sat down and put Elior on his knee. The boy squirmed uncomfortably but managed to find a position where his sore bottom was bearable.

"A coward? No. But I want you to learn to use your mind."

"I don't understand."

"You must learn to pick your fights, Elior. You showed courage facing the leopard, but also foolishness, as the leopard could easily have killed you. It would have been better to walk away. The goat was already dead and confronting the leopard was not going to achieve anything."

"I...I might have hurt it...stopped it coming back."

"Perhaps, but a slingshot is not much use against a leopard. More likely it would have killed you and then I'd be mourning my only son."

"So...we just let it take our goats?"

"I'll take a few men from the village, track it down and kill it."

"Can I come?"

"No."

"But you said I'm brave. Why do you want me to just walk away from what it did?"

 "You will find that there are many times when walking away from a fight is better than being brave. That's true for both leopards and men."

"But I am brave," Elior declared. "You said so, and if anyone wants to fight me, I'll fight them...and win."

"What if they have a sword or a spear and you have none?"

"I'll take it off them."

"That is a good way to get yourself killed. It would be better to give them no reason to be angry with you."

Elior frowned. "If I got very good at fighting, I'd always win."

"There is always someone stronger, faster, and better armed. I'm not saying you should never fight, but what is the point of throwing your life away for nothing?"

"You've never got in a fight?"

Dov chuckled. "Many times when I was young and foolish, but only with fists."

"Did you win?"

"Sometimes, but I soon learned that if the other man was bigger and stronger than me, it was better to try and talk my way out of trouble. It was a lot less painful."

"So you'd never fight now?"

Dov stroked his beard while he thought about his son's question. "The head of a household has responsibilities, Elior, as you'll learn as you get older. I would do whatever I had to, to protect you, your sister and your mother, even if that involved fighting."

"Would you...would you kill another man?"

"If there was no alternative. Just as I'd give my own life to protect my family." Dov looked at his son's serious expression and smiled. "Don't go looking for bad things to happen. I try to avoid fights and talk my way out of trouble. I want you to learn to do the same."

For a time it seemed as if Dov's words had sunk into Elior's heart. He became more cautious when grazing the flocks and brought them home if he heard a leopard scream in the wilderness. His father and other men had gone out in search of the goat-killer but returned empty handed. They found the remains of the goat and a few pugmarks leading off into broken ground and decided not to follow as none of them were hunters; merely farmers and herders.

Elior distinguished between man and beast, however. He displayed caution when grazing his father's flock, but none with other boys in the village. A month after his father's talk, he returned home bruised and bleeding, and at first refused to reveal what had happened. Dov had to coax the truth out of him.

"I had a fight."

"I can see that. What happened?"

Elior shrugged and tried to avoid looking at his father. "I just had an argument."

"What about?"

Another shrug, and Elior feigned an interest in the ground, nudging the dirt around with one foot. "Nothing."

"Elior, look at me." Dov waited until his son dragged his gaze upward. "I have always brought you up to tell the truth. Keeping silent about something when I ask you, is the same as lying. Are you going to lie to me?"

"No, father."

"So tell me about the argument and the fight."

The story came out, slowly and monosyllabically at first, of a conversation that had devolved into an argument, then into shouted insults, and at last into blows.

"Who was involved?"

"Danel and Zekiah."

"They're both bigger than you."

"Yes, but I'm quicker."

"So they're as bruised and bleeding as you?"

"Well...no."

"So why did you fight them?"

"They insulted our family."

"What did they say?"

"They...they called us uncivilised and...and they said you were a Kemetu lover."

Dov struggled to maintain a serious demeanour and lost. "Your mother has Kemetu parents, so that last part is correct. As for being uncivilised, we live in the same village, so if we are, so are they."

"They meant because we have Kemetu blood."

"Having Kemetu blood is nothing to be ashamed of. As for the degree of culture, you've never seen the land of Kemet, and neither have they. Nor me for that matter; but from everything I hear, it is far more civilised than our little tribe and village. So why argue about something that is basically true?"

"But they meant it as something insulting."

"That is just their ignorance talking. Could their words actually hurt us?"

Elior thought for a few moments. "I suppose not, but they made me angry."

"Do you remember what I said about the leopard?"

Elior frowned. "To just walk away? I'd be showing them I was afraid."

"We Khabiru have a saying which you might have heard already--a gentle answer turns away anger. What do you think that means in this context?"

Elior was silent for a time as he considered his father's words. "That they wouldn't have got angry if I hadn't argued? But what about them? Shouldn't they have given a gentle answer in the first place and not picked an argument?"

"Yes, they should, but perhaps they haven't been brought up that way. It is up to you to take the lead, Elior. Control your temper, moderate your language, and do not fight unless you have absolutely no alternative."

"So I let everyone say what they want, or do what they want, and say nothing?"

"No, that's not what I'm saying. Speak to them with reason, show them the truth, and be circumspect with your opinions. If all else fails and they become belligerent, try and walk away. Only as a last resort should you fight."

"I'm not afraid to fight."

"I can see that, but look what happened." Dov hesitated. "There is something else. What if you had argued with somebody not of our village and they had drawn a weapon? You could be dead instead of just bruised. Is your death a price worth paying for any insult?"

Elior grimaced and looked away. "I suppose not."

"Think about it, my son. That's all I ask."

Elior did think about everything his father said, and even took his thoughts to his uncle Jerem. The older man listened to the boy and while he largely agreed with Dov, he did make his nephew a bow and a handful of unfletched arrows. In Jerem's eyes, the bow was little more than a toy, but he promised to make him a better one when he was older. To Elior, the bow was a means by which he could make his mark on the world and he vowed to master its use. As it turned out, it affected his life much more than he anticipated.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

Year 29 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

"He is your son, my lord, and deserving of more."

Usermaatre sighed and leaned back on his couch in the shade of the pavilion. A fresh breeze off the river rustled the papyrus reeds pleasantly and took the edge off the heat of the afternoon. He looked at his oldest wife Tiye, and saw that she was determined to force her views on him.

"How is he deserving of more?"

"Do I have to tell you?" Tiye asked. "You have many sons, though I do not count your sons by concubines, only by your wives. Prince Ramesses is your heir, and Prince Amunhirkhopeshef has estates in the north and assists the Governor of Per-Ramesses. Khaemwaset and Meryatum are high-ranking priests, and Sethirkhopeshef is a personal assistant to Ramesses. All of these sons have position and even wealth...but not my Pentaweret."

"Don't call him that. His name is Paramessu, and he is my youngest son."

"Yes, he is, but he has nothing."

"He has done nothing that warrants a reward."

"He is your son."

"What do you want for him?" Usermaatre turned his head to look directly at his wife, sitting on her own couch. "Bear in mind that Ramesses is Crown Prince and will remain so."

"I would not dream of asking for something that was not his by right...my lord."

"Ask then."

"You have already cut him off from the succession, so I do not ask that. He displays no propensity for the priesthood, so I do not ask that either. Neither does he show any love of the law or of governance, so I do not ask he be given a position as a scribe or overseer, or anything within the court."

"What then? There is not much left unless...are you asking he be given a command in the army?"

"It would be no more than his right."

"He is fifteen, yet he has no experience."

"You could have given him a command at any time."

"Why should I seek him out? His brothers petitioned me for commands when they were younger than he is now, but he is silent on this matter."

"You will give him a command then, if he asks for it?"

"Has he even had weapons training?"

"He is an excellent archer."

"That is something, I suppose, but...oh, very well. Let him petition me for a command and I will consider giving him one."

"Thank you, my lord," Tiye said. "I will send him to you immediately." She started to get up.

"There is no need for haste," the king said. "Come and sit beside me."

"As my lord commands."
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Prince Paramessu asked for an audience with his father the king, and Tjaty Toh was pleased to grant it. Paramessu attended the court in Men-nefer and approached the king after he had attended to the last of the petitions on that morning's list. Most of the petitioners and court officers had left the king's presence, though a few still remained when the prince entered the audience room. He looked around at the courtiers with a sneer on his face, recognised two and nodded to them, and then advanced on the throne nonchalantly.

"Father, I have come to claim my birthright."

Tjaty Toh winced, and looked for the king's reaction to this lack of manners. Usermaatre, though, kept his face expressionless and his voice mild.

"What birthright is this?"

"Mother said you wanted to make me a general or something. I told her I would accept. It is not before time."

"A general? What are your qualifications?"

"I am your son. What else do I need?"

"Some experience would help. Have you commanded men?" 

"I have commanded men all my life."

"I am not talking about palace servants, but soldiers. Have you fought against the enemies of Kemet with sword or spear or bow?"

"I am proficient with the bow. Fowl of the air and beasts of the field fall before me by the hundred and I trample them underfoot."

"Ducks are very different from men," Usermaatre observed.

A few of the remaining courtiers strove unsuccessfully to contain their mirth and Paramessu swung round and fixed them with an angry stare. They bowed and hurriedly withdrew from the audience chamber.

"Father, am I to be held up to ridicule by common men. I am son of the king and deserve greater respect."

The king nodded and told Tjaty Toh to clear the room. When all but Toh and the royal scribe had departed, Usermaatre put aside his crown and other paraphernalia of royalty and beckoned his son to approach him.

"You have no experience leading soldiers. How can you expect me to grant you a command?"

"Why not? I am your son and deserving of command. Soldiers will obey me readily enough or be punished."

"There is more to command than issuing orders. Still, you are my son, so I will grant you a command. I will make you a Troop Commander in a frontline corps so that you may gain experience."

"What? A Troop Commander?"

"You expected more? Your brothers Prehirwenemef and Meryamun became Troop Commanders and they were proficient with weapons before they took up their posts."

"You insult me, father. Common men command the corps and they would be giving me orders."

"Common men with a lot of experience," Usermaatre said. "Learn the trade of soldiering for a year and I will reconsider my decision."

"No."

Usermaatre stared at his son, hardly believing his ears. "You refuse?"

"Being a mere Troop Commander is beneath me. Give me what is mine by right."

"Nothing is yours by right, Prince Paramessu. All good things are given by the hand of the king. You would do well to remember that."

"Then give me what I deserve."

Tjaty Toh swallowed and shook his head slightly, marvelling at the arrogance of the young man. Had any man, even a prince, uttered those words when the king was in his prime, he would have rued his words. Even now, he could see the king's rising anger.

"If I gave you what you deserve..." Usermaatre broke off and made a visible effort to control his anger. "For the sake of your mother, I will overlook your utterances. You are unsuited to be a soldier, yet I will give you a position. You will be appointed as Commander of the Hapi corps, but you will be nominal commander only. Your duties are purely ceremonial and at other times you are to remain on your estates and not interfere with the running of the corps. Is that understood?"

"Son of Re," Tjaty Toh said. "Commander Ramose of the Hapi corps has served well, and does not deserve demotion."

The king considered his Tjaty's words. "Nor will he," he decided. "Ramose will remain as corps commander when Paramessu is absent from the corps, and I will give him a gift of gold as well."

"I accept," Paramessu said, "but where am I to live? I have no estates."

"Hapi corps is based in Ta Mehu, so you will have to live in the north. I am sure we can find you a suitable estate."

"Make sure it has a stretch of river in it. I like hunting."

"Tjaty Toh will arrange it," Usermaatre said.

Paramessu did not thank the king, believing the position and gift of land to be no more than was due him as son of the king. He did bow though, before leaving the presence of his father.

Usermaatre watched him go, and waited until his footsteps died away. "The most useless of my sons, Toh. He is hardly worth the begetting."

Toh said nothing as he deemed it inadvisable to agree or disagree with the king when he was talking about his family.

"You are wondering why I indulged him?"

Toh bowed, but kept silent.

"My wife Tiye has dinned my ears for years on the subject of her sons, and she has even tried to get me to make that one my heir. Can you believe it? Anyway, it is a lot easier...and more peaceful...if I just give him something to keep him out of trouble. A ceremonial position and some land seem to have satisfied him."

"I'll have the papers drawn up immediately, Majesty."

"Hapi should be kept near Per-Ramesses, so give him a river estate near there."

"Lord Merenakht has an estate near Djanet. He has recently died without issue, though some distant relatives are seeking his lands."

"Is there merit in their claims?"

"Some, but as all lands belong to the king, not so much the king could not claim it for his own."

"Is it suitable for Paramessu?"

"I would say it is ideal, Majesty. Much of it is low-lying and marshy, favoured by wildfowl. There is some grazing for cattle, an orchard, and..."

"It will do. Draw up a letter of title for the land. If Paramessu is happy hunting ducks, then he will not plague me."

"And Commander Ramose, Majesty? How much gold will it take to compensate him for his loss of status?"

Usermaatre grunted, already regretting his declaration of generosity. "Talk to him, Toh. Maybe he won't want anything. Or if he is unhappy, see if he will accept an addition to his lands instead."

"At once, Majesty."
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"You were right, mother. The king favours me."

"You have spoken with him? Tell me what happened."

Paramessu puffed his chest out and struck a pose. "You should have seen me. I marched into his presence and demanded what was my due as a prince. He immediately granted me the command of a corps."

"Excellent, Pentaweret my son. We need a man who can command the army if we are to succeed in our endeavours. One corps will not be enough, of course, but if you can make your mark there, other commanders will follow a son of the King's Body. What corps has he given you?"

"Hapi."

Tiye frowned. "Hapi does not have the best reputation, still...you must take the corps out on exercises at once...see if you can flush out and crush some bandits or rebels in Kanaan. You must build up your personal reputation."

"Hapi is in Ta Mehu, mother. And...well, I only have command during ceremonial occasions. Ramose remains as Commander otherwise."

Tiye stared at her son in disbelief. "And you accepted that?"

Paramessu shrugged. "Why not? I don't have to endure the discomforts of field exercises, but I still enjoy the status." He grinned. "It'll be good to march at the head of the corps as we parade through Per-Ramesses. Everyone will cheer me and..."

"You utter fool," Tiye snapped. "The king has palmed you off a worthless position. This command carries no real power, only the illusion of it. Gods...you make me question whether you are fitted for the throne."

"You can't talk to me that way, mother. I'm a prince; a son of the King's Body and you're just...you're just a wife...not even a Queen."

"Ah, stab me to the heart, you thankless child. After everything I have done for you, and continue to do, you cast me off like a broken sandal. What have I ever done to deserve such unfeeling words?" Tiye turned away to hide the fact that no tears appeared on her cheeks.

"I am a man, and no longer a child living in the company of women...what did you mean 'fitted for the throne'?"

Tiye turned back to face her son, eyes glittering. "You must have misheard me."

"No; you said it. What did you mean?"

Tiye put a finger to her lips and then crossed quietly to the door to the room, closing it. Then she checked the windows and the inner room, and only when she was satisfied no-one could overhear them did she speak again.

"I have told you of this before. Have you forgotten?"

Paramessu shrugged. "You speak of many things. I can't be expected to remember them all."

"I would have thought this particular topic would interest you more than any other."

"Remind me."

"The king is getting old..."

"Not so old." Paramessu flinched at the look on his mother's face. "All right, if you say so...but so what?"

"When the king dies, one of his sons will become king. At the moment, that is likely to be Prince Ramesses, as the king favours him most." Tiye fell silent until Paramessu looked enquiringly at her. "That need not be the case."

"Meaning?"

"Are you really this foolish, Pentaweret, or is it all an act?"

"There you go again, woman. Cease from insulting me. If you have something to say, then do so. I have better things to be doing."

Tiye's nostrils flared, but she controlled her anger. "I have told you, but I will tell you again. There are men...many men...who do not want Ramesses to be the next king. If another man grasped the throne, they would support him. I hoped you might be that man."

"I would like to be king," Paramessu admitted. "But is it likely?"

"I am determined to put one of my sons on the throne of Kemet."

"Let it be me, mother."

"That is why I hoped that the king would make you the Commander of a frontline corps. We need the support of the army."

"Well, there's not much I can do about that." Paramessu yawned and stretched. "I didn't tell you my other news. I have been given Lord Merenakht's estate near Djanet. I know it, as I went hunting there once. It has marvellous marshes, where the sky darkens at dawn and dusk when the wildfowl fly over."

"It appears that hunting excites you more than becoming king," Tiye remarked.

"Well, I'm good at hunting and I can do it whenever I like, whereas who knows whether I will ever become king."

Tiye looked out of the window, staring at the palace walls and the pennants fluttering on top of the tall poles atop the pylons of the Great Temple of Ptah. After several minutes, she turned back to her son and smiled.

"Then go and enjoy yourself, my son. Say nothing about anything else, and I will work day and night to bring this thing about. Then you can fulfil your destiny."

Paramessu embraced his mother and took his leave, his mind already on the joys of the hunt.

Tiye watched him go, and the smile on her face became a sneer of contempt.

All of my sons are weak, but at least this one can be manipulated. I will bring Usermaatre low, destroy Ramesses, and make Pentaweret king, but he will be a figurehead only; he will rule only through me.

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

Year 29 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

A pall of ash drifted over the lands to the north and west of Kemet and Kanaan, high up for the most part, obscuring the light of the sun and making men question whether the gods still looked favourably upon them. The haze moved south and east, darkening and lightening with each pulse of the burning mountain and swirled by local winds. At times, the land beneath the cloud lay in shadow, even at noon, the sun appearing as no more than a pale disk, giving off light scarcely more powerful than that of a full moon. Men and women bewailed their fate and petitioned the gods, animals hid or panicked, and plants grew pale. Ash fell from the sky, irritating eyes and lungs, and where the dust lay thickest, the plants became yellow and died, as if a disease had gripped the land.

Grain crops suffered the most, perhaps because these were the ones most planted, and because men depended on them most. Harvests were poor or non-existent and people started to go hungry. The little community on the shores of the Sea of Kinnereth were not as badly affected as many others, as grain was not a major part of their economy, but they still suffered. Everyone needed grain and the bread that came from it, and as harvests failed, the price of grain rose. Dov sold his other produce, but there came a time when he was forced to sell off a number of his goats to buy bread, and resolved to drive a flock westward to the town of Urit that lay on the caravan routes to get a better price.

"I'm not happy with you taking Elior," Adara said. "He's too young to be exposed to the things that go on in Urit."

"He's twelve," Dov pointed out. "And it's time he assumed the mantle of manhood. Besides, I need someone to help me manage the flock."

"Take someone else from the village. Ezek-el, for instance. He's a goat herder."

"If I take anyone else, I'll have to pay them, and we can't afford it. Elior will be fine. Seven days there, another five back and a day or so to sell them. Half a month and we'll be home again." Dov took his wife in his arms and reassured her. "Urit is safe enough. It's the caravans you have to be careful of, and I've no intention of dealing with them direct. I'll sell to one of the dealers in the town. We probably won't even see a caravanner."

Adara allowed herself to be persuaded. "You look after him, husband."

Dov and Elior left three days later. D'vorah was quite jealous of her brother as she had never left the environs of the village, and greatly desired to see the things of the outer world that she had heard about in stories.

"Girls don't go out into the world adventuring," Adara told her. "Your adventure will come soon enough when we find you a husband. Raising children and looking after your home will be all the excitement you need in your life."

D'vorah scowled at her mother's words, but hid her displeasure behind her hand. She was allowed to venture a few hundred paces down the road to wave farewell to her father and brother at the crest of the first hill, but then she had to turn back.

"Just as well," Elior said. "A girl would only spoil things."

"There's a lot of your grandmother Tau in her."

"What do you mean?"

Dov merely smiled and shook his head.

The journey to Urit took nine days as the herd of goats only moved slowly. Grass near the road was stunted and patchy because of the lack of sunlight, and the animals had to forage over a wider area, slowing their overall progress. They arrived on the outskirts of the town and hired a holding pen for the goats. Elior was left in charge of the goats while Dov went into the town to look for a buyer.

Elior gathered together whatever vegetation he could find within sight of the pen and threw it in with the goats, and then sat on the low stone wall and looked toward the town. Apart from the little mud brick dwelling that housed the owner of the holding pen, the nearest buildings were perhaps a thousand paces to the west. The sun beat down on a dry and stony landscape in which few things moved. A scrawny dog scratched for fleas by the owner's house, and lizards basked on the rocks or scuttled under them whenever the shadow of a circling hawk disturbed them. 

He grew bored, and took out the small bow his uncle Jerem had made him from the bag that held their provisions. It was a simple bow, possessing little power, even when drawn to its fullest, but Elior loved it. He had learned to make arrows under Jerem's guidance and even fletch them with goose feathers. Assiduous practice had improved his skill, and he looked forward to the day when Jerem would fulfil his promise and make him a proper bow to use with his fletched arrows. Then he could defend his father's goats against any leopard. In the meantime, he aimed at the lizards and pretended they were leopards.

They proved an elusive quarry, and Elior gradually wandered further afield, looking for prey that had not been alerted by his efforts. Toward dusk, he started back to the holding pen and crossed the road leading to Urit about halfway along its length. He started walking away from town, wondering if his father had returned yet, and if he had, what excuse he was going to use to explain his absence.

He heard running footsteps behind him and whirled, raising his bow, but lowered it when he saw a boy, not much older than him, racing toward him. The running boy showed no sign of stopping and only glanced at Elior, uttering one word--"Run!"

Before Elior could ask why, the boy had passed him and was disappearing into the gathering gloom. He shook his head and started on his way once more, but now he heard more footsteps. Men appeared...soldiers...and Elior moved to the side of the road to keep out of their way. He wondered if they were chasing the running boy, but as they neared, the leading man gave a shout and stopped, levelling his spear at Elior. The soldier shouted something, and for a few moments, Elior could not understand him. Then he realised the man was speaking Kemetu, though a rough form unlike the cultured syllables he had heard his grandmother Tau use.

"I am not the one you seek," Elior said. "He passed me a short while ago."

Another soldier grabbed Elior's bow and snapped it, throwing it aside, before pushing him toward his companions.

"He's the one, all right."

"What do we do with him?"

"We take him back, of course," said the man with the spear. "Bind him."

"Wait...I haven't done anything..."

"Gag him too if he won't be quiet."

A rag was stuffed in Elior's mouth and his arms were bound to his sides before he was roughly thrust in the direction of the town. He wept with frustration and fear, but this blocked his nose. Struggling to draw breath past the rag in his mouth, he strove to be calm, telling himself that his father would find him and straighten everything out. Clearly the soldiers had mistaken him for the running youth, but they would find out their mistake and release him.

The soldiers took him back to Urit and threw him in a stone cell, closing the door on him. He managed to work the rag out of his mouth and gratefully drew several large breaths, then regretted it as the air in the little cell stank of human waste. Then, with nothing else to do, he sat against one of the walls and went to sleep. He awoke stiff and sore in the morning, a thin bar of grey light showing under the door. His bladder was full and after a few minutes of struggling to contain himself, he did his best to ease his clothing out of the way before urinating in a corner.

Nobody came to release him, or even to feed him, so for half a day Elior sat in a stinking darkness, waiting for a rescue that never came. At last, the door was thrown open and a soldier grabbed him and hauled him out into bright, hot sunshine. He looked around, squinting, and saw his father standing near a Kemetu officer.

"Father! Help me..."

A cuff around his head cut his cry off, but he could see his father had heard as he wore an agonised expression when he looked in his direction. Dov spoke to the officer, and the man beckoned for the soldiers to bring Elior across.

"This is your son?" the officer asked.

"Elior; be strong. This is all a misunderstanding..."

"Do not talk to the prisoner. He is your son?"

"Yes; and he is innocent of all charges."

"He knocked a soldier to the ground and stole an armband."

"Not my son, sir. I left him to look after our goats while I went in search of a buyer."

"So he was not in your sight all the time?"

"No, but I know him. He would not wander off and rob a man."

"And yet he was found on the Kinnereth road, without a single goat in sight. Perhaps he is not as obedient as you think. Besides, it does not matter. The soldier who was robbed has described your son."

"Perhaps he described a boy who looked like him. Has he actually seen my son and identified him?"

"No, but I am satisfied we have caught the right boy."

Dov cast an agonised look at Elior, and then rounded on the officer again. "Did you find the armband on him?"

"No, but all that means is that he passed it to an accomplice before he was caught."

"But he doesn't know anyone in Urit. He's never been here before, so how could he have an accomplice?"

The officer looked at Dov. "You would say that, of course."

"Fetch the soldier who was robbed. He will tell you my son wasn't the one."

The officer considered the request for a few moments, and then nodded. "Bring Ahmes to me," he told one of the soldiers.

While they waited, Dov embraced his son and pleaded for the ropes binding him to be loosened, but the officer refused. All Dov could do was reassure Elior, telling him that the misunderstanding would be cleared up very soon.

The soldier returned with another man and they both saluted the officer.

"Ahmes, is this the boy who robbed you?"

The soldier stared at Elior. "Looks like him."

"You are certain?"

Ahmes nodded. "Did you find the armband on him, sir?"

"No. It would appear he passed it to an accomplice before he was caught."

"Bastard. That armband was a gift from my father, sir. It was worth two kite of silver."

"I am satisfied," the officer said. "Take him away."

Soldiers started dragging Elior away. The boy cried out and Dov remonstrated with the officer.

"Where are you taking him?"

"He will be sold into slavery to pay off his debt."

"I...I will pay the debt. I have goats...they are worth more than two kite of silver, I'm sure."

"They will need to be worth more than that. The penalty for robbery with violence is ten times the worth of the item stolen. Can you afford two deben of silver?"

"I don't have it," Dov admitted, "but I can get it. Let me find it and bring it to you."

The officer regarded Dov speculatively. "You have three days. Then he will be transported to Kemet and sold."

"Three days? I cannot possibly get it in that time. I live five days away in Kinnereth. I would have to get there and back, and sell..."

"That is not my problem. You have three days." The officer turned and walked away, while the soldiers hustled Elior back to his stinking cell.

Dov immediately rushed to find a buyer for his goats, and then to a number of Urit's moneylenders, hoping to find someone who would lend him two deben of silver, but he had nothing with which to secure such a large loan and was unable to find it. On the third day, he presented himself at the Kemetu barracks and offered all he had been able to raise--seven kite of silver.

"Not enough," the officer said.

"I can get more," Dov said. "I just need more time. This seven kite is surely a token that I mean to raise the full amount. Take it and leave my son here in Urit while I raise the rest."

"I feel for you. I am a father myself, but you are too late. There was a detachment heading south to Kemet yesterday, and I sent your son with it."

Tears streaming down his face, Dov remonstrated with the Kemetu officer, but there was nothing to be done. Elior was on his way to Kemet to be sold as a slave, and there was no way he could rescue him. He repaid the silver he had borrowed, the interest owing on it even after three days cutting into the slender profits he had made from the sale of the goats, and headed home to Kinnereth.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

Year 29 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

The wailing and cries of grief that emanated from the house of Dov and Adara soon attracted the notice of the whole community. Neighbours came round to offer support and advice, but it was obvious that their concern was tinged with a measure of curiosity and secret delight at the misfortunes of others. Dov gathered up his remaining family, including his parents, and took them to the house of his wife's mother.

"We must decide what we are going to do...what can be done...and Tau is Kemetu. She might have an insight into the problem."

Tau was old and infirm and still mourned the death of her husband Mentak, but her faculties were still acute. She listened while Dov described, once more, the abduction of Elior and his subsequent exile into captivity in Kemet.

"Kemet is a civilised country," she said. "You must not lose hope."

"How can we not lose hope?" exclaimed Yeshua, Dov's father. "He has been sold into slavery and will die there unless we can rescue him."

"And just how do you plan on doing that?" Tau asked. "Even if you armed every villager in Kinnereth and marched to Kemet to take him back, a score of soldiers could defeat you. Face it, Yeshua, you cannot take him back by force."

"A curse on Kemet, old woman. I will not just sit back and do nothing."

"I'm not suggesting you should, but there is only one way to rescue Elior. You must buy him back."

"How?"

"You know the price--two deben of silver. At least, that was the original price. You may need more to buy him back if he has given good service. Gather together as much as you can and take it to Kemet. Offer it in exchange for Elior's freedom."

"If he's not dead by then."

"Don't say that," Adara cried, echoed by Ziphah, Dov's mother.

"Unlikely," Tau said. "Kemetu do not ill-treat their slaves. Not unless they are guilty of murder or something equally heinous. Then they are sent to the mines. Elior is an intelligent boy and will probably be sold to some household or other."

"Is that supposed to make me feel better?" Adara demanded. "Who knows what indignities he will be subjected to."

"As I said before, Kemet is a civilised society. Slaves are seldom mistreated."

"I don't know whether we can raise two deben of silver easily," Yeshua said.

"Or more," Dov said gloomily."

"How can you even argue the point?" Adara demanded. "Elior is our son...and your grandson..." she added, looking at Yeshua. "You will rescue him and bring him home. Is that clear?"

Yeshua looked at his son and shrugged. "I know people we can ask. It may take time, but we can gather the needed silver, I'm sure."

"Then what are you waiting for?"
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D'vorah stayed on after the others left, preparing a meal for the old woman. While she crumbled a little cheese into milk and warmed it on the fire, she asked Tau about Kemet.

"Do you really think Elior can be rescued?"

"Of course. As I've said before, Kemet is a civilised country. As long as he keeps out of trouble, he'll be well treated."

"Kemet's a large place, though. He could be anywhere."

"True, but a slave coming in from Kanaan will almost certainly be sold in Per-Ramesses in the north. If your father can get down there with silver within say, six months, there's a good chance he won't have been taken further afield than somewhere in the northern kingdom."

"What if he can't borrow the silver?"

"Then he has a problem. You can't expect his new owner to give up a slave he's paid good silver for, for nothing."

"Perhaps he could just escape." D'vorah tested the heat of the milk by dipping her little finger in it. She took it off the heat and stirred in a little honey, then handed it to her grandmother.

"I wouldn't recommend it, except as a last resort. They treat escaped slaves quite harshly. At best, he'd be consigned to the mines."

"But it could be done?" D'vorah hesitated. "Mama told me a story about you."

"Did she indeed? I hope you haven't told anyone else...though I doubt King Usermaatre would be interested in a toothless old woman any longer." Tau sipped her drink and smacked her lips.

"Was it true? Could you escape Kemet?"

Tau's eyes lost focus and she stared at the wall as if seeing something that lay far beyond in either distance or time. "I had your grandfather Ament to help me then...and many other men and women prepared to risk their lives." She blinked and looked at D'vorah. "It could be done again, but Elior would need someone to guide him. Someone older and wiser. If I wasn't so old and half crippled, I'd go myself. I can't think of anyone else who knows Kemet well enough."

"Uncle Jerem? Or Uncle Ephrim? They've both lived in Kemet."

"They're not much younger than me, and they have families of their own. Maybe if your mother asks them nicely, but..." Tau shook her head.

"Were you really a queen, like mama says?"

"Do I look like a queen?"

D'vorah stared at her grandmother, disregarding the worn, old clothing and the grey hair and wrinkles. She saw a firmness and discipline within the old woman she had not previously paid any attention to, and she frowned.

"You do to me."

"Sweet child," Tau said, her eyes twinkling. "Now fetch me some of those ripe figs and be off home. You mother will want you to do chores for her, rather than for your old grandmother."
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D'vorah fetched the figs and kissed her grandmother before starting for home. She paid little attention to where she was going, as her mind was turning over the information she had learned about Kemet. When she looked up, she found she had passed the turnoff to her home and was at the foot of the low hill surmounted by a stone altar to the Khabiru god Yahweh. Without formulating a coherent thought, she climbed the hill and stood looking at the flat stone altar and the ash in the fire pit beside it.

She had seen sacrifices offered up to the Khabiru sky god, and also offerings made to the hilltop Baals that her Uncle Jerem worshipped. The only difference she could see between the two was that Yahweh was faceless, whereas a Baal was represented by a small upright stone. In her eyes, having been brought up to recognise both Khabiru and Kemetu gods, having a physical presence to address made it easier to talk to a god. D'vorah raised her eyes to the haze-filled heavens and squinted at the sun which was obscured as if by a thin film of cloth.

"Yahweh? Are you there? I can't see you, so I don't know if you are here or off attending to something else. I can see you, though, Re...and Heru circling above...Geb of the fruitful soil...should I ask you for advice? What do I do about my silly young brother Elior, who's got himself sold into slavery in Kemet? I don't know if my father can raise the silver needed to buy him back. If he can't then does that mean Elior has to stay in Kemet? Can you help my father find the silver he needs?"

D'vorah stood in silence, hoping that somehow her prayers would be answered, but all she heard was the gentle whisper of wind over the hilltop. Nothing stirred on the altar, or on the ground nearby, but far above she first heard and then saw the hawk cry shrilly and dip away to the south, losing height as it soared into the distance and was lost to sight.

"Is that you, Heru? Is that your answer? What does it mean?"

She waited for a time, but nothing further happened, so she went home. As her grandmother had said, Adara put her to work, seeking to expunge any feelings of loss and worry by keeping both mind and body busy.

A few days later, she overheard her father and grandfather talking in a low voice, and although she had been brought up not to listen to other people's conversations, she could not help herself.

"Nothing?" Dov asked.

"As good as," Yeshua said, his voice bitter. "Men I have known all my life, and who boast they are rich, but who cannot find even a deben of silver between them to ransom my grandson."

"I can raise maybe a deben," Dov said, "but only by putting a lien on the farm."

"You cannot risk your whole livelihood. I will see the moneylenders."

"Usury is frowned upon."

"Only among Khabiru. I am sure I can find a Baal worshipper who won't mind beggaring me."

"I can't let you do it, father. I will put up the farm."

The voices faded as the two men walked away, and D'vorah almost cried. Not only had they lost Elior, but now they were likely to lose their home as well--and without the certainty that they could even ransom her brother. She tried to imagine her family destitute and begging on the streets, and shuddered.

"There must be something I can do...but what?"

She had nothing of value that she could sell; neither could she even hire herself out to work for one of the other families around Kinnereth. Truly there was nothing she could do but pray to the gods, but none of them had even answered...unless the cry and dip of the hawk could be interpreted thus.

The hawk is Heru, a powerful Kemetu god. Did he answer me? What did he say?

D'vorah found herself a place in the olive orchard where the bole of the oldest tree effectively hid her from her mother's gaze. She often came to this place when she needed a bit of peace and quiet, and it now provided her a place to think.

Gods never speak with a human voice, but only through the aspects that they control. I don't know what Yahweh controls, unless it's everything like the Khabiru priests say...but if it is, then how can we ever know what he says? Too many things happen. Now a god that controls one thing is another matter. Clearly, the sun god is annoyed so he hides his face from us...but that can't be anything to do with me. Elior was taken long after the sun hid his face...so...what?

D'vorah racked her brain for a message from the gods, but the only thing she could come up with was the hawk above the hilltop. She looked up again, and saw another hawk circling high above, and another one to the east.

They are just hawks, not an expression of the god...I think. But was the one above the hilltop trying to tell me something? What was he telling me? He flew south, but what of it? I know where Elior went; he went south to Kemet...so why would the god tell me this if I already knew it?

She shifted and felt the rough bark of the olive tree through her thin dress. Picking up a fallen twig, she broke it in two and then each half into quarters and smaller, before flicking them away between thumb and forefinger.

Heru is a Kemetu god, and I am part Kemetu. He spoke to me through the flight of the hawk, but what did he say? Was he telling me Elior had gone south? I already know that, so what...? D'vorah was shocked by the thought that rose in her mind. Does he mean I should go south to look for him? He can't...I'm only a girl and I wouldn't know how. I don't know what it's like out there...away from Kinnereth. I haven't even been to Urit, and Kemet must be at least...what? Twice as far? More? It's ridiculous. That can't be what the god means.

The thought was so troubling, she got to her feet and brushed her dress off. She walked back to her house and found her mother had just finished the preparations for the evening meal and was about to sit down with a cup of cool water. D'vorah poured one for herself, and sat down beside her mother.

"What is troubling you?" Adara asked. "Elior will be all right. Your father will find the ransom."

D'vorah decided to say nothing about what she had overheard. "You can't know that, not for certain."

"We must pray."

"To what god, though?"

"To all of them." Adara looked sideways at her daughter. "But only to Yahweh in your father's hearing."

"How will we know if our prayers are answered?"

"Elior will return, of course."

"But..."

"But what?"

"What if the god requires something of us to make Elior's return happen, but we don't know what it is?"

"The gods always make it plain what they want, even if you have to ask a priest." Adara snorted gently. "If you want an answer from Yahweh, you have to ask his priests. They guard knowledge of his will most jealously. The gods of Kemet, however, are easier to understand."

"How? How do they speak?"

"Well..." Adara thought for a few moments. "Statues of the gods are carried in procession, and the priests carrying the barques...those are the boat-like things the statues stand on...well, they sometimes stumble and the statues seem to nod and dip. Priests can decipher these nods as instructions from the gods."

"So priests are needed for the gods of Kemet, too."

"The gods sometimes appear in dreams directly to the person."

"Any other way?"

"Your grandmother once told me a story of a snake, a cobra that guided her away from enemies who sought to take her life. Kemetu believe that the cobra is the goddess Wadjet, so you could say that the goddess spoke to her...not in words, but by slithering in a particular direction."

D'vorah thought about the hawk she had seen. "What about other animals? Foxes, say...or hawks?"

"It is possible. I think a Kemetu, in need of an answer from the gods, would seek to find that answer where he could. If it meant interpreting the movements of an animal, or a falling star, or even the wobble of a boat, he would use that."

Adara looked at her daughter carefully, searching her face for the thing that was troubling her most. "Is that all that worries you? That Elior has been taken? Your father will get him back. I know it. Even now he gathers the silver he needs for the ransom."

D'vorah nodded.

"If it will make you feel better, pray to the gods...all of them. It can't hurt and may do some good."

D'vorah thanked her mother and said she would pray. She took herself off into the fields and sat alone with the breeze and the sun, listening to the sounds of insects and the trilling of songbirds in the trees.

"God of the Khabiru and gods of Kemet," she prayed. "Keep my brother Elior safe and bring him home safe. I do not have much, but I will sacrifice all I have if you do so."

Her prayer was met with silence, apart from the insects and birds who continued their calls unabated.

"Hear me, all gods...especially Heru. Did you speak to me in the passage of the hawk? It flew south. Was that just to tell me Elior went south: which I already know? Or does it mean something else? Please show me what it means, or what I must do?"

Silence again, the vault of the sky hanging empty of signs. She felt a tickle on her arm and looked down. A bee crawled up her arm and sat motionless. It looked at her; she even thought it stared; and D'vorah stared back. She was unconcerned that it would sting her as she was not interfering with it, and just wondered what it wanted. Then it lifted off, hung in the air in front of her for a moment and sped off across the field.

D'vorah stared after it. Was that a sign? What does it mean? She gasped, as two thoughts crashed into her consciousness. The bee was the symbol of the kingdom of Ta Mehu, where Elior had been taken; and it was also a message for her. She had been named Rina (Joy) at birth, but since been known as D'vorah, which meant 'bee' in the Khabiru tongue. Could the gods be any clearer? The message is sent to me and I must follow Elior to the land of the bee, to rescue him.

She leapt to her feet, realising what she must do, though the thought of leaving her home and journeying to a foreign land alone made her tremble.

The gods are with me, though. They would not send me into Kemet if it was dangerous. Would they? No, surely not.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

Year 29 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

Tiye, First Wife of Usermaatre, speaks:

By rights I should be Queen of Kemet and sit on a throne alongside my husband Usermaatre Ramesses. I married him when he was only a corps commander and had no ambition higher than that. We had sons, and I suppose that I should have seen then that his eyes were raised above his station for he insisted on naming our eldest boys after the sons of the Great Usermaatre, who ruled Kemet for over sixty years. Amunhirkhopeshef was the eldest, then Khaemwaset, followed by Prehirwenemef and Meryamun. Ah, what sons they were, and under ordinary circumstances, would have been enough for any man and woman.

Ordinary circumstances did not exist in the latter days of the House of the Great Usermaatre, though. His long and redoubtable reign was followed by a succession of weak rulers culminating in that of Queen Tausret. I will not refer to the throne name she took, for she had no right to it. The infant son of Userkheperure Setepenre Seti should have followed his father on the throne, and it would have been acceptable for Tausret to act as regent, but the boy died and she took it upon herself to reign alone.

That is when my Ramesses, and his father Setnakhte, decided they could not allow her to do so, and challenged her for the throne itself. You might think this to be an enormous act of arrogance, but it was not, and many people supported them. Setnakhte, you see, was a son of the Great Usermaatre, born to one of his concubines, and while he was far removed from the normal line of succession, the blood of kings still lived within him. Tausret was merely the daughter and wife of a lesser king, while Setnakhte was a son of the greatest king to rule over Kemet. The fact that he won the throne shows that the gods themselves supported his claim.

And that changed everything. Setnakhte became king, my Ramesses became the heir, and our young sons became princes. Two years later, and my Ramesses ascended the throne, taking on the throne name of (you guessed it) his boyhood hero Usermaatre, and I became the wife of the king. It would only be a matter of days...or a few short months...before I was made Queen. I was at the pinnacle of my power. My husband was undisputed king, I was his only wife, and we had four healthy sons to carry on the family line. What more could I want?

A husband who thought the same as I--that's what. 

I mean, it's not unreasonable, is it? His father, Setnakhte, married his mother Tiy-Merenese, and remained faithful to her, taking no other wives when he became king. Admittedly, he was only king for two years and was occupied for most of that with pacifying the kingdoms after the civil war, but even so I don't think it even entered his mind that he was allowed other wives. It was different with my Ramesses...or Usermaatre as we must now all call him. No sooner was he crowned than he took other wives--and worse than that, he made these wives his queens and denied that status to me.

The first of these queens was his own sister Tyti. Brother-sister marriage is allowed among the kings of Kemet, and Usermaatre wasted no time in taking his sister to his bed. I recognise the necessity of preventing some adventurer from marrying his sister and having a claim upon the throne...I really do. And the necessity of making her a queen--but why did he have to deny me that privilege? Had I not supported him in all things over the years, giving him four healthy sons? Then he married that Syrian whore who took the name Iset. And not content with marrying her when all she deserved was to be a concubine, he raised her to be another queen...and still I am overlooked.

I know why the fool did it, of course. He was so wrapped up in emulating the Great Usermaatre that he desired two queens also...and one named Iset. I can think of no other reason.

Anyway, despite the insult I was prepared to overlook it, as long as one of my sons was the official heir. And so it was, for over twenty years. My dear sons Amunhirkhopeshef, Prehirwenemef, and Meryamun died one by one, but Khaemwaset continued as heir until for selfish reasons he stepped down. Inconceivably, he renounced his glorious future, preferring life as a priest. You can be sure I railed against his decision, pleading with him...but to no avail. He stepped down and the son of that bitch Tyti was made Crown Prince.

No doubt young Ramesses is a competent young man, and he is married to my daughter Tentopet, so his son is my grandson, but he is not my son. If I am forced to accept a lower status, I am determined that one of my sons will ascend the throne of Kemet after my husband Usermaatre. I have other sons--my fertile field has been ploughed regularly, and I have given the king other sons. Mentuhirkhopeshef, Sethirkhopeshef, Meryatum and Paramessu. Not that they have brought me much joy, for Mentuhirkhopeshef has died, Meryatum has become a priest, and Sethirkhopeshef has betrayed me by throwing in his lot with Tyti's son. Only Paramessu remains...or Pentaweret as I like to call him.

Pentaweret is the last of my sons, and in many ways the least of them. He displays no facility for rulership, or martial skill, or administrative ability. He likes to hunt, but of what practical use is that for a king? No, he would be an incompetent king, but even an incompetent king is better than no king at all--as long as that king is my son. The succession notwithstanding, I intend for Pentaweret to succeed his father, and for me to be the guiding hand on the reins of the chariot that is Kemet. Pentaweret will be king and I will be the King's Mother and he will make me Queen.

How will this come about, when Usermaatre intends for Prince Ramesses to be king after him? I have tried persuasion, but that alone has not worked. If nothing else, there is one final way, one cast of the Senet die on which to risk everything. If all else fails, Usermaatre and Ramesses must go down into death.

Let Shai--that which is ordained--rule Kemet. I truly believe that my son Pentaweret is ordained by fate to be king, and that I shall rule through him. It is no small thing to kill a king and his son, but I believe that the gods will look favourably upon my actions. Something has angered the gods. Re has turned his face from the Two Lands, hiding as if in shame of the man who calls himself Son of Re. The heavens themselves cry out for justice, and I mean to act upon it. I am not alone in this, for a multitude of like-minded people, high and low, are determined to join with me in deciding the fate of Kemet. Together, we shall overthrow the man who calls himself king and place Prince Pentaweret in his place.

I have organised a great conspiracy to rid Kemet of its king and present heir, and replace them with my Chosen One of Taweret. I believe this enterprise to be unstoppable, but it is perhaps ironic that the only way it could fail is if I am accused falsely of seeking to kill Prince Ramesses. Someone sent an assassin to kill the heir, and the attempt was foiled by the presence of my son Sethirkhopeshef. As the assassin lay dying, he implicated me in the attempt. Sethirkhopeshef kept silent on that matter, but made a point of accusing me of it to my face.

"I am glad to see you, my son," I said. "We have not always seen eye to eye, but..."

"Do not think this is a social visit, mother."

I was chilled by coldness in his voice, but I smiled and waited for him to continue talking.

"Your attempt to kill the Crown Prince has failed. Because you are my mother and I have no desire to disrupt the Ma'at of the kingdoms, I have not accused you, but any hint of a future attempt and I shall lead the squad that arrests you, myself."

I stared...I fear, open-mouthed like some common woman. I had not expected that. "What are you talking about?" I asked.

"Do not pretend. The assassin named you with his last breath."

"I really don't know what you are talking about. I have not tried to kill anyone."

"You deny sending a man to strike down the heir? It is obvious who would benefit by such an action."

"The king has determined that age is the essential determinant for becoming heir. If Ramesses died, then no doubt Amunhirkhopeshef the Syrian would be named Crown Prince. Why should I seek that?"

That, apparently, had not occurred to him.

"It is by no means certain that the son of Iset would succeed," he said after a few moments. "Anyway, that is beside the point. An attempt was made on the life of the heir, and the assassin named you as the instigator with his dying breath. Do you imagine he would go to face the gods with a lie upon his lips?"

"Nevertheless, it is a lie," I said. "Did he speak my name to you, or to someone else?"

Sethirkhopeshef hesitated, and a faint flicker of doubt showed in his eyes. "To someone else, but someone I trust."

"What is his name?"

"That I will not tell you, for if you are guilty, you would strike back at him."

"Ah, so you admit you have doubts as to my guilt?"

"I have no doubt you are guilty, mother."

"Yet you say 'if you are guilty', which implies otherwise." I waved away his fresh unspoken protests and asked, "Is the man who says the killer confessed known to you? Is he a member of your staff? Of the Crown Prince's staff? Has he earned your trust over months or years through selfless service and scrupulous honesty?"

My son had the grace to flush. "No."

"Then is there a possibility this unnamed man could want you to think I am guilty to deflect suspicion away from the real culprit?"

"I suppose it is possible," he said with evident reluctance. "But who?"

I laughed. "You really have to ask that? Her name has already been spoken."

"Queen Iset."

"If Ramesses died, you might be named heir...but only after Amunhirkhopeshef. Such a prize would excite the Syrian."

"There is no proof she was involved."

"But there is proof I am involved?"

Sethirkhopeshef frowned. "Aside from the word of a single witness, no. But there does not need to be proof, mother, for you are not facing a court of law. I am here to tell you that an attempt on the life of Prince Ramesses will not be tolerated. If there is even a hint of an attempt, I will tell the king what I know."

"You threaten me?"

"Only if I must, mother."

"Then rest easy, my son. I will not attempt to kill Crown Prince Ramesses."

He left me then and returned to the man in whom he put his trust. I did not lie when I said I would make no attempt on the life of the heir, of course, for when I finally act I will succeed. 

His accusations made me think, though. If I am to ensure my son Pentaweret is accepted as king, I must make sure all other contenders for the throne are disposed of. The Syrian's son is the only other prince who could be put forward after Usermaatre and Ramesses are dead, so he must go too. It is hard to imagine that Kemet would accept the son of that Syrian whore, but perhaps the king of Hatti funds her, sending her gold to destabilise the kingdoms. If that is true, then the loyalty of the troops stationed in Per-Ramesses must be questioned. It is something I will have to examine. I will have the men who conspire with me, the men whose greed for gold and advancement makes them betray their oaths, act as my ears and eyes. Some of them will travel to Per-Ramesses and insinuate themselves into the palace, delving into the Per-Khemret and finding out whether that Syrian whore actively plans the advancement of her son by removing Ramesses.

I cannot allow her to try again, of course. A clumsy move would be easily discovered, and even if she escaped retribution, would make it harder for me. Sethirkhopeshef would not believe I was innocent of the attempt, and I have no doubt the king would believe him. I must not jeopardise the one chance my son Pentaweret has of ascending the throne of Kemet.

Perhaps this visit by Sethirkhopeshef is a sign from the gods. I have considered this action ever since the king elevated Ramesses over my sons, but I have been slow to act, fearful of this final act, fearful that I would be discovered. Well, that is past. I will gather my fellow conspirators, binding their loyalties to me and Pentaweret, and accelerate our holy enterprise.

There are ways of encompassing the death of men, and I have many ways at my disposal. Magic, poison, accident, warfare--all of these have good points and bad. We shall discuss them, decide upon a course of action and follow through, ridding the kingdoms of Usermaatre and Ramesses. It might not happen in the next month or year, but it will happen. I believe the gods are on our side, and with the gods supporting us, how can we fail?

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 6

Year 29 of Usermaatre Ramesses

 

"D'vorah! Where are you?"

Silence enveloped the house in Kinnereth, and Adara pursed her lips in annoyance.

"D'vorah! Answer me."

Adara went looking for her daughter, muttering to herself that though the girl was old enough to be wed, she still shirked the daily duties of her parents' house. She was not out in the yard, nor in the barn, and her room tucked away at the back of the house was neat but empty.

"Rina! Where are you?" The fact that her mother had switched to her birth name of Rina should have alarmed D'vorah, had she been within earshot. Evidently, she was not, as she did not come running.

Adara went stamping out to the orchard, where Dov was pruning a few small trees and asked if he had seen their daughter.

Dov turned a face wracked in misery toward his wife and shook his head. "Not this morning. She'll be doing her morning chores."

"No, she's not," Adara snapped. She bit her lip and embraced Dov. "I'm worried about her, husband. She's taking Elior's absence very hard, but once we ransom him back we must think about betrothing her. She's old enough."

Dov nodded, but said nothing about his lack of success in borrowing enough silver to buy back their son. After another hug, Adara went back to the house and started her work. In the course of it, she went into D'vorah's room to collect her any clothing in need of repair and stopped, staring at a piece of folded paper on the bed. She picked it up and read it.

"Dov! Dov! Come here...quickly!"

Her husband ran from the orchard and found his wife in the kitchen, weeping and holding a crumpled scrap of paper.

"She's gone...oh, Dov, our girl has left us..." Adara held out the paper.

Dov scanned the note, and then read it again slowly and carefully as it was written in cursive Kemetu rather than the Khabiru tongue with which he was more conversant. "She's gone looking for Elior? What is she thinking? And what's this about God telling her to do it?"

Adara snatched back the note. "It says 'gods', but she mentions Heru in particular. She says Heru sent her a sign that she was to go down to Kemet and bring him home. The flight of a hawk and then of a bee, of all things." Tears welled in her eyes and she brushed them away fiercely. "She says not to worry, that she can take care of herself and that she'll be back in a few months at most."

"Foolish girl. She knows nothing of the outside world. What does she imagine will happen to a young girl..."

"Do not say it, Dov. Nothing bad will happen. And she is not foolish. Headstrong and stubborn, but not foolish."

Dov groaned. "Now we have two children to worry about...wait, she can only have left last night, maybe even early this morning. She can't have gone far."

"Then what are you waiting for, husband? Go and look for her, and when you find her, chastise her properly for worrying us."

"Help me, Adara. She'll have taken the west road to Urit most likely, but she may have taken another route. Check the village just in case...and your mother's house."

Adara ran to Tau's house and from there to the houses of her step-brothers Jerem and Ephrim, but D'vorah had not been to any of them. Nor had they seen her in the village, so after alerting the elders to the situation, they all went back to Adara's house. Dov had not returned, so Jerem and Ephrim set out along the west road in an effort to overtake him.

"She will be all right," Tau said.

"How can you say that, mother? It is all your tales of Kemet that have made her think of it as a benevolent land, rather than one filled with danger. She is a young girl and...and anything could happen to her."

"I won't deny she'll need her wits about her," Tau replied. "But all those lessons I have given her on Kemet and its customs will stand her in good stead. She speaks the tongue, knows how to behave, and is aware that women have more rights there than they do here in Kinnereth. She'll be all right." She shrugged. "She probably won't even get as far as Urit. Dov will overtake her and bring her home."

In the event, he did not. Dov returned five days later, exhausted, with Jerem and Ephrim in tow. They had run part way to Urit, but there had been no trace of D'vorah, and neither had she been seen by travellers on the road.

"We met Dawid two days out. He'd been trading in Urit and says she has not been on the road at all."

"Could she have just hidden when she saw him?"

"There aren't many places to hide," Jerem said.

"Nobody else saw her either," Ephrim added. "We talked to at least a score of other people and none of them report seeing a young girl alone."

"Then where is she?" Adara demanded. "Oh gods," she cried, as another possibility occurred to her. "Is she lying hurt or...or dead somewhere?"

"Shh, daughter," Tau said. "There is another possibility. "The road south along the river."

"But that road does not lead to Kemet," Dov said. "Only to the Salt Sea. No, she must have sneaked past the travellers on the Urit road."

"I'll go and check the river road," Ephrim said. He hurried off before anyone could object, and returned before nightfall.

"She took the river road. A young girl matching her description was seen with a family journeying south."

"But the road does not go to Kemet."

"Not directly, but there are roads leading there through the desert."

"You didn't go after her?" Adara asked.

"She's a full five days ahead, and I didn't want to disappear without telling you what I found out." 

"You did right," Dov said. "Thank you...and you, Jerem...for all your help. I will go and fetch my daughter now."

"We'll come with you," Jerem declared.

Dov hesitated and then nodded. "Gather some provisions then. We will leave at once."

"It is nearly dark," Ephrim pointed out.

"I am not going to wait until morning. If you want to, then follow, but anything could happen to her in the meantime."

"We will come with you," Ephrim said. "I only spoke because it will soon be too dark to see her trail."

"Then we will camp beside the road, but at least I will be that much closer to my daughter."

They quickly gathered blankets and food and armed themselves. Adara was afraid to ask why they did this, and Dov did not want to worry her with the thought of bandits. Jerem loaded everything onto a donkey, and as the sun touched the horizon, they hurried off toward the road that led down the Yarden Valley.

The river road was an easy one to follow, winding its way through pleasant fields close to the river or through open scrub in the drier areas. There were fewer people using it than the west road or the main caravan route south from Urit, and Dov hoped that the presence of a young girl would stand out in the memories of those travellers they met. They asked everyone, and for two days people agreed they had seen a girl matching D'vorah's description.

"Yes, she was with a family. Man, woman, two donkeys, two adult sons and a smaller one, as well as this girl."

"Was she under duress?" Dov asked. "Or with them willingly?"

"Willingly. I remember she greeted me as we passed."
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