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 Chapter one

 


Nehmet was
sweeping the floor of the dyemaker’s shop when his friend Chibale
came in. Nehmet and Chibale were born during the same cycle of the
sun. They often played together when their work was done.

Chibale
was apprenticed to the stonecutter Akhmet. For the past few cycles
of the sun, he had been too busy to play. He and his master had
been hard at work carving something from a mighty piece of stone.
Only during the quiet seasons, when the workers went away, did
Chibale have time to play.

Every time
Nehmet had asked what they were carving, Chibale answered, “A
monument to Pharaoh Khafre.”

So far, Nehmet
had seen only a head with a headdress. Below the level of the head,
Chibale was smoothing and rounding the rock that stretched behind.
What it would eventually become, Nehmet had no idea.

“I
cannot play this evening, Chibale,” Nehmet said. “I have much work
still to do.”

“I did not
come to play,” Chibale answered. “My master needs some dyes. A deep
red ochre, the colour of the earth. Blue of the sky and yellow of
the sun.”

“What surface
does your master wish to paint?”

“Limestone.”
Chibale turned and pointed out the door towards the monument.

“To
paint all that stone?” Nehmet stopped sweeping. His eyes lifted
from the floor to Chibale’s face.

“To paint the
head,” Chibale answered.
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Nehmet moved
to the door and looked out. The monument was huge. He couldn’t
guess at how much dye it would take. Limestone was porous and
absorptive. It would draw the colours inside. The longer it was
exposed to the air before painting, the more it would absorb.

Traders from
the east had been early this season and yellow orpiment was in good
supply. The red of the earth was freely available. But the blue…
Nehmet looked again at the monument.

“Father,” he
turned back into the shop and called out.

The dyemaker
appeared from behind the linen drop that separated the shop from
the living areas of the home.

“Father,
Chibale and his master desire dyes for their limestone monument.
Red, yellow and blue.”

The dyemaker
entered the shop fully. The linen fell neatly behind him to hide
what was beyond.

“A great
monument it is, Chibale,” he began.

Chibale
beamed.

“Alas, I
have no azurite to make blue. It has all turned to green. When does
your master desire the colours?”

Both
boys had been alive long enough to know that one did not ask for
what was not possible.

“When they are
all available,” Chibale answered.

The
dyemaker lifted a hand to his chin and stroked his beard for a
moment before answering. “Tell your master I will speak with him before the moon has
reached midpoint.”

“I will tell
my master,” Chibale nodded. He turned and left the shop.

“Blue,”
Nehmet’s father spoke more to himself than to the boy. “I can see
the headdress in Akhmet’s monument. A headdress of limestone.” He
shook his head. “It will take a great amount of blue and the
traders will not return until next season.”

Nehmet looked
at his father as the older man’s voice faded. There was a request
coming in his words.
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