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Setting the Scene

 

R


eaders of my other books on Ancient Egypt will know much of what I am going to say in this foreword. You can skip it if you want, but I will try to include some words specific to this series on the Pyramid Builders as well as general information pertinent to those ancient times. 

 

 

This is a work of fiction, but fiction based on fact. The closest parallel I can draw is of a dramatised re-enactment of actual events in history. I have tried to be historically accurate within this series of books, though I have had to make some assumptions that may not agree with every expert opinion. I did not want it to read like a history lesson, so I have invented dialogue, and many incidents that fill in the stories of men and women, both fictional and real, that lived and died in these years so long ago. I have also tried to make sense of tangled and sometimes contradictory lists of kings and relationships between real characters. I have read extensively in preparation for this series, consulting the works of both Egyptologists and other authors for whom the mystery of the pyramids is the centre-point of their lives. This research provided me with the bones and sinews upon which to hang the flesh of my novels. 

I would like to thank Sara Jane Sesay who is my first reader. She takes the time to go through my manuscript and is quick to point out any mistakes and places where my ideas need clarification. 

My cover art is by Julie Napier. I have long admired her work and over the years, she has designed all my book covers. 

I am grateful to my many readers. Without readers, a writer's efforts are just a personal exercise in telling a story. I would probably write them anyway, even if nobody read them, but I like to think I am bringing enjoyment to people interested in Ancient Egypt. 

The era of the first pyramid builders covers the third and fourth dynasties of the Old Kingdom, and even though huge stone monuments dominate the landscape at such sites as Giza, Saqqara, and Dahshur, there is still a lot that remains unknown. The kings of this time are known, for the most part, though nobody can really agree where, for instance, Sanakht fits into the king list, whether Bikheris is a real person, or whether Khaba and Huni are the same person or not. Even the relationships between the kings, their wives and courtiers are a matter of conjecture. It does not help that there are several royal ladies named Meresankh and Hetepheres. King Djedefre is known to have had at least four sons, two of whom lived long enough to take wives, but none of them became king. Nobody knows why, so I have used my imagination.

This brings us to the almost mythical person of Imhotep, First Minister of King Djoser, architect, mathematician, priest and physician, whose reputation swelled with the passage of time until he was worshipped as a god hundreds of years after his death. Nobody knows who he was or where he came from, but as influential people were usually recruited from the highest families, it is at least possible that he was related to the king. Was he the polymath he is made out to be? Was he really a skilled administrator, architect, and physician; or has his character been constructed from more than one person? I have explored this possibility. 

Two words you will come across in relation to those times are 'mastaba' and 'pyramid', neither of which was a word used by the ancient Egyptians. Mastaba is an Arabic word meaning a 'bench of mud' and describes the ancient mud brick tombs of the early kings. I have used the term 'per-djet' to describe these low, bench-like tombs. The word 'pyramid' comes from the Greek, but the Ancient Egyptians used the word 'mer', so I have done the same. 

Many of the names I have used in my books may be unfamiliar, as I like to use the names that would be recognised by the people of the times. Thus, modern Luxor is ancient Waset, modern Memphis is ancient Inebu-hedj. Heliopolis was once Iunu, Abydos used to be Abdju, and Saqqara was Sekera. There was no ancient name for Meidum, but the town of Heracleopolis Magna later lay close by. In Ancient Egypt, the town's name was Hut-Nen-Nesut, so I have used that name to encompass the Meidum site. The place where the Bent and Red pyramids stand, similarly has no ancient name, but it lay a little to the south of Saqqara, so I call it 'South of Sekera'. Later, when the pyramids were largely constructed, I refer to the sites by the name given to the individual pyramids--'Sneferu Shines', and 'Sneferu Shining in the South'. The ridge where Djedefre started to build his granite-encased pyramid is called Abu Rawash today but had no equivalent name in ancient times. I have coined a name for it based on that king's reverence for the sun god Re. The First Minister of a king was the Tjaty, more commonly known today as a Vizier. In the same way, the name 'Egypt' is derived from the Greek Aegyptos, but the people of those times referred to their country as Kemet and of themselves as Kemetu. The Land of Punt in the far south of the Red Sea was known as Pwenet and its inhabitants as Pwenetu, but very little else is known about it. The names of the gods differed too. Horus was Heru, Thoth was Djehuti, Osiris was Asar. Some people may disagree with my choice, but it just felt wrong to put Greek words in ancient Egyptian mouths. 

I have simplified the names of the kings. Egyptian pharaohs had five names, two of which are important as far as most stories of Ancient Egypt are concerned--the prenomen and the nomen. Only the nomen was given at birth, the prenomen being a coronation name. Thus, King Djoser of the third dynasty had the birth name of Nub-Hor, was known as Nisut-Bity-Nebty-Netjerikhetnebu (or just plain Netjerikhet) when he became king. Djoser was a descriptive, meaning 'sublime', and perhaps he thought of himself that way. Further back in time, in the Old Kingdom, not even these names are known with any certainty, and the kings bear only their Horus names or Nebty name. Thus, nobody really knows the birth name of Djoser's successor Sekhemkhet. His Horus name was Hor-Sekhemkhet and his Nebty name was Nebty-Hetepren, so I have had to simplify matters somewhat. Khaba, his successor, was similar. He was not a relative, or at least not a close relative of Djoser and Sekhemkhet, and he was known by his Horus name Hor-Khaba. Generally, I have tried to keep the names by which these kings are popularly known. 

How were the pyramids built? I dare say more has been written on this topic than on the whole of the rest of Egyptian history. I know I have read many books on the subject. Theories range from hauling rocks up inclined ramps to floating them up in cylinders of water, from using primitive block and tackle, to casting the blocks in situ using a limestone slurry as a cement. Some people even invoke music as a lifting mechanism or suggest aliens built them. I do not pretend to have the definitive answer, but I believe the simplest, most straightforward technique is the most likely. I am sure some of you will disagree with me, but viewed as a whole, I believe the progression of building from mud brick mastaba through stepped pyramid to immense smooth-sided stone pyramid is a step-by-step process started by master architects like Imhotep, Den, Hemiunu, and Djer, and passed on to their descendants. I have tried to outline how some of these novel solutions to the problems of building in stone may have come about. 

I have relied heavily on the theory of Jean-Pierre Houdin, who believes there are hints of an internal ramp system within the Great Pyramid. If there is such a thing (and it is far from being proven), it would help explain many of the difficulties of lifting such huge blocks of stone, so high into the interior of the pyramid. 

 

 

One last note on fictional characters. Many of the characters you meet in these books are real, lifted from the history books. They lived real lives, performed real deeds, and eventually died. Others are fictional, either created whole from my imagination, or based on other real characters from the times about which I am writing. Sometimes the two merge. For instance, very little is known about Imhotep beyond the fact of his existence and later legends told about him. He was the main architect of Djoser's step pyramid and may have been involved in the construction of stone temples and even Sekhemkhet's pyramid, but apart from this, nothing is known about the man, his ancestry, descendants, or associates. Those I have had to invent. It is possible that he had a young grandson named for him, who followed him into the medical field. After several hundred years, two physicians of the same name could easily be conflated into a single character. Again, I hope that my interpretation of real characters does not detract from your own ideas. 

 

 

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

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

I


 am king.

His coronation was unlike anything he had ever experienced. From the moment his father's tomb had been sealed and Djedefre made his way back to the palace in Inebu-hedj, the world around him took on an air of unreality. People spoke in muted tones, bowing and moving aside deferentially as he approached, while his thoughts churned around the idea that he was king. Brother Kauab was always going to be king and it was only his unexpected death that precipitated this great change in his life.

I am king.

Colours were brighter as he entered the city, the people having stripped away the black banners that symbolised death and rebirth that had draped every important building since the king's death. Now, the people rejoiced in their new, youthful king, displaying the vibrant colours of life and vitality. Blue and green, yellow and white, and even splashes of red, even though that eye-catching colour represented blood and violence. Predominant, though, were banners of gold and sun-yellow, welcoming the god Re into the life of the new king.

I am king.

People cheered his passage through the streets, men and women flocking to see the youth that would reign over them. Curiosity was tinged with greed, inevitably, as the heir to the throne had promised that all would share in the feast celebrating his ascension to the throne. Great bonfires had been built on street corners, bakers had been hard at work grinding grain and creating the delicious golden-crusted bread, while brewers produced beer in quantities that rivalled the Great River itself. From the outskirts of the city could be heard the bellowing of herds of the king's cattle as they were slaughtered and prepared and as soon as Djedefre had walked past, people's attentions turned to the coming feast.

I am king.

Within the palace, all was in readiness for an immediate coronation. Djedefre bathed and donned fresh garments, never worn before, for the holy ceremonies. He wore no jewellery, no cosmetics; presenting himself solely as the man he had been up to the moment he became a man-god, a son of the great sun god Re. Joined by his brothers, his father's Tjaty, and a bevy of priests, he made his way through the streets once more to the temple of Re, where the ceremony would take place. Other kings before him had chosen other gods as their protective deity and Khufu, when he became king, acknowledged Khnum. He had since embraced other gods and later on had singled out Re as pre-eminent, even going so far as to name his sons Djedefre and Khafre for that god. Djedefre would now ascend the throne as a son of that god, and would be the first to call himself Sa-Re--Son of Re.

The Hem-netjer of Re met Djedefre at the entrance to the public court of the temple and escorted him to a great stone basin filled with water. Here, the youth stripped off his clothing and was ritually washed by the priests of Re, while priests of the other gods intoned prayers and recited hymns of praise. Washed and dressed once more in virgin linen, Djedefre moved deeper into the temple, there to greet his heavenly father and secure his blessing. First the Hem-netjer of Re, and then the other high-ranking priests anointed Djedefre's body with holy oil and pure water; reciting the names by which he would be known.

"Bikju-nebu, the most golden falcon; Kheper-im-nebti, Embodied in the Two Ladies; Hor-Kheper, Embodiment of Heru; Sa-Re Djedefre, Son of Re, He who endures like Re."

The priests led the new king out into the public court once more and presented him to the waiting dignitaries, the court officials and family members, who cheered him, their cries of joy being taken up by the people jamming the streets outside the temple, hoping for a glimpse of their youthful new king. Djedefre grinned, looking more like a mischievous boy than a semi-divine king, but on this day nobody took any notice of that. He strode out through the temple pylon into the street, escorted by an honour guard of palace soldiers. People pressed close, all wanting to see their king, but the soldiers pushed them back, allowing Djedefre to walk among them.

I am king.

It was starting to feel real. The ceremonies, the anointing, the adulation of the crowds and the way men hurried to do his bidding, all fed his good mood. He looked around as he walked and saw the bold looks of young women in the crowd, which excited him. Behind him, he saw his brother Khafre frown, and that made him laugh out loud. Khafre was too serious. This was a joyous occasion and Djedefre was determined to make the most of it. He did not care in the slightest what Khafre deemed proper; he was the king and his will prevailed.

"I am king!"

The people cheered his exultant shout, and the rush of excitement that rippled through the crowds energised him as he returned to the palace and made his first pronouncement as king.

"I confirm my uncle Ankhhaf as my Tjaty," he declared. "He has performed well in that office under my father, and I desire he continues to do so."

A great feast followed, with all the court officials, nobles of Inebu-hedj and as many dignitaries from other parts of the kingdoms as could be packed into the palace, celebrating the new king's accession. The feasting went far into the night, and as darkness fell over the city, great bonfires blazed on the corners of the principal streets where the populace could cook free meat to eat with their bread and wash it down with draughts of beer. Music played and people danced, praising the new king, and the drunken celebrations lasted through into the next day.

At the height of the feasting, Djedefre shouted above the hubbub for silence, and when the conversation died away, made an announcement.

"You have all become accustomed to the glory of the Two Kingdoms under my blessed father Khufu, and I know many of you think his reign was the pinnacle of Kemetu achievement, but you have seen nothing yet."

Djedefre raised another cup of strong wine and drank deeply before continuing. Those closest to him could see the effect of so much wine on him, but nobody dared say anything.

"My reign will be even more glorious than that of my father. Kemet is the richest kingdom on earth, and I will make its glories talked about by every nation upon which the sun shines down. I will build temples throughout the kingdoms, my tomb will be larger and more magnificent than that of Khufu and... and all men will praise my name."

Djedefre stood swaying gently as he looked around for the wine carrier. The young man hurried forward to fill the king's cup as cheering from the drunker guests echoed off the walls of the chamber. Lifting his cup high, the king grinned as he realised that as king, he could do anything he pleased.

"One more thing... I am taking my sister Hetepheres to be my wife, and I will make her my queen, sowing sons in her belly to reign after me."

Ribald jokes filled the air as the younger men took the lead from their king, but Hetepheres herself, sitting with the women, frowned. Khentetka, the king's wife and mother of his sons, looked furious, but knew better than to say anything at the feast. Both women sat with their closest friends and confidants, whispering about the king's words.

Tjaty Ankhhaf and Khafre looked at each other, their faces impassive, but each knew what the other man was thinking. Djedefre was doing himself no favours by making drunken pronouncements at his accession feast. Decisions on the kingdoms' future and of a more personal nature should have been the subject of discussion beforehand, with wiser, more experienced men offering their advice.

The feasting and drinking continued throughout the night, though Djedefre retired in the early hours of the morning. He awoke the next day in a foul mood, his head pounding, whereupon he promptly vomited. Servants washed him and clothed him, sending for the physician who administered a tonic to relieve the symptoms of drunken excess. He ate sparingly, not being able to face heavier fare, and send for his Tjaty.

"What did I say last night?" Djedefre demanded. "Khentetka gives me poisonous looks."

"You announced that you were marrying Princess Hetepheres..."

"That was always going to happen. I am the king; it is expected."

"You also said you would make her queen, Son of Re."

Djedefre held his head in one hand, massaging his temples. "Say that again."

"You said you would make Princess Hetepheres your queen."

"Not that bit; the other thing."

Ankhhaf frowned. "What other thing?"

"What you called me... Son of Re."

Ankhhaf bowed. "Son of Re."

Djedefre nodded, wincing at the movement. "Yes, I am, aren't I? Well, what did she expect? I cannot very well raise up my sister and deny her that title."

"Of course not, Son of Re."

"What does she want?"

"Princess Hetepheres?"

"No, Khentetka. She knows I have to do this, so why is she disturbing my peace?"

"I do not pretend to know the mind of your wife, Son of Re, but perhaps she is concerned that she will become less in your eyes. Remember that she is only the daughter of Nub-Hor, the Hem-netjer of Heru, whilst Hetepheres is the daughter of a king. Raise your sister Hetepheres to the rank of queen and what is she to become? In her mind you are making her a secondary wife."

Djedefre groaned. "She is the mother of my heir, Hornit."

"Perhaps you need to reassure her on that point, Son of Re. After all, once Princess Hetepheres is your queen, she will expect that her son will become your heir. You must make your wishes known to both women as soon as possible."

"I will think of something," Djedefre said. "Was that all I said last night?"

"You said you were going to glorify Kemet."

"That is easy enough to do. Just being king will accomplish that." Djedefre grinned and then thought better of it, stifling a groan as pain lanced through his head again.

"Son of Re, you swore to build a bigger, more magnificent tomb than your father."

"And so I will. I rule Kemet; I can order anything done, can't I?"

"Yes, Son of Re... except..."

"Except what?"

"You can order it, Son of Re, but whether it actually happens depends on the state of the treasury. Men must be paid, food and clothing bought, materials supplied. If these things do not happen, then orders are useless."

"Why should these things not happen?" Djedefre demanded.

"You should hear this from the lips of your treasurer, Son of Re."

"Then send for him."

Treasurer Minkare bowed before glancing nervously at Tjaty Ankhhaf. "You sent for me, Son of Re?"

"Tjaty Ankhhaf tells me I cannot afford to do everything I want to do. I want you to tell me the true state of the treasury."

"My lord... Son of Re..." Minkare licked his lips and looked at Ankhhaf.

Ankhhaf shrugged. "Tell the king what you told me," he growled. "It is not your fault, so do not fear retribution."

Minkare bowed again. "Son of Re, the royal treasury is in a parlous state. Your royal father spent gold freely and...and there is little left."

"How much?"

Minkare told him, but Djedefre just shrugged.

"That figure is meaningless. Put it into a context I can understand."

"Yes, Son of Re." Minkare thought for a moment. "If your father was still building his great mer, I do not think he could afford more than another two years...maybe three. Less if his expenses were great elsewhere."

"How did this happen?"

"Building a mer of such enormous proportions is an expensive business, Son of Re."

"But the kingdoms are productive," Djedefre protested. "Wealth is always flowing in from the sepatu in the way of taxes."

"For several years, expenditure has exceeded income," Minkare said.

"What about the gold mines of Wawat?"

"They help, Son of Re, but insufficiently."

"Then more gold must be mined," Djedefre said. "More from the existing mines or find new ones. How am I to do what I want without wealth?"

The king gave orders to Ankhhaf that more wealth was to be generated, whether by increasing taxation or by mining more gold, and all the Tjaty could do was agree to find ways. He also tried to dissuade the king from committing to major expenditure.

"I have already announced that I will build a mer greater than that of my father," Djedefre replied. "Would you have me go back on my word?"

"You are a young man, Son of Re, with a long life stretching out before you. You can afford to wait a few years before starting work. Do other things in the meantime that do not call for wealth you do not have."

"Such as?"

"Marry your sister Hetepheres and make her your queen. Such a move would be very popular and would cost very little."

Ankhhaf met opposition from one of Djedefre's brothers. Hordjedef was a youth and sought out a way to make a name for himself. Lacking any obvious natural abilities, save that of being a close relative of the king, he tried to use his position to acquire wealth and power. He had lived his life within the palace, observing the interactions of his older brothers Kauab, Djedefre and Khafre. From childhood, he recognised that he would never be able to influence righteous Kauab or serious-minded Khafre, but Djedefre was another matter. Hordjedef had a selfish nature and realised that making friends with an older brother who similarly did not hold others in high regard was a good way of furthering his ambitions. He lacked opportunities as long as Kauab was heir, but limitless possibilities opened up once Djedefre became king.

"You are king, my brother," Hordjedef said softly. "No one can tell you what to do, and equally, no one can tell you what you cannot do. As king, you can do anything."

"That is true," Djedefre agreed, "but I still need wealth."

"You own Kemet," Hordjedef pointed out. "Everything in the kingdoms is yours by right. You only allow others to make use of your property. If you need wealth, take it."

Djedefre frowned. "I already tax the people."

"Increase taxes. Make your nobles give a portion of their wealth to you; it is only fair. Why should they enjoy the good things of life while you make do on scraps?"

"They would not like it."

"Why should you care; you are the king. Have every man declare his personal wealth and then have him forfeit a tenth part. No one can say a tenth part will force them into poverty, but a tenth part of everything will yield much wealth. You can build your great mer, and anything else you desire."

"Son of Re, you have a responsibility to rule well," Ankhhaf protested when he heard of Hordjedef's plan to increase the king's wealth. "Actions like these will upset the ma'at of the kingdoms."

"But I own everything anyway, don't I?"

"Yes, my lord, but a wise king rewards his loyal followers by gifting them land and gold. Taking everything from them is not wise."

"I am not taking everything. Hordjedef says I should tax them a tenth part, but I think one part in five would be better. It will enable me to start building that much sooner." 

 

Ankhhaf appealed to Khafre to support him in limiting the king's actions, but Khafre just shook his head.

"The king will do as he pleases," Khafre said. "As a prince he never listened to sense, so why would he start now?"

"You will just let him extort taxes from the nobles? They will not like it, and you know that he will squander what good will he has."

"He is the king," Khafre said. "I warned our father of the consequences of making him heir, but he would not listen. I can do no more."

"Once ma'at is disturbed, who knows what will follow? Will you allow Kemet to fall into chaos?"

"What would you have me do?" Khafre demanded. "He is the king."

Ankhhaf grimaced. "I say nothing of what might be done, my lord, but Kemet would not face this uncertain future had Khufu named you heir."

Khafre looked round to see if they could be overheard. There were no servants nearby, but he lowered his voice anyway. "That is dangerous talk at any time, uncle, but more so when it concerns my brother. Refrain from pursuing that subject."

"I pursue nothing. I only state what any right-thinking man already knows; some men are more suited to be king than others. If you see yourself as such a man, you are not alone."

"It was Khufu's decision," Khafre said. "Right or wrong, it was his to make, and I will not try to undo it. Now let that be an end to it."

"As you will," Ankhhaf murmured. "I pray that you will see what must be done before the kingdoms descend into open rebellion."

"Enough!" Khafre snapped. "I will hear no more."

 

Djedefre taxed the nobles within Inebu-hedj at first, and then within the sepatu throughout the kingdoms. He did not go so far as to extract a fifth or a tenth of their wealth, losing his nerve at the last minute. Instead, he taxed the number of cattle each man owned, reminding them that a cattle tax had not been applied for many years. There was some grumbling, but gold flowed into the treasury coffers, and Minkare was pleased to carry the good news to the king.

"There is enough to build my mer?" Djedefre asked.

"No, Son of Re, but it is a start," the treasurer said.

"Then we must find a way to apply other taxes," the king said.

"Perhaps there is another way," Hordjedef mused. "Son of Re, you desire a tomb worthy of your greatness, that will be favourably compared to the vast edifice built by our father, but why build next to him?"

"What do you mean?"

"People can judge the size of your mer only if it is built next to our father's mer. Build it somewhere else and they cannot judge between you, even if yours is smaller."

"Why would I want to build a smaller one?"

"You can afford a smaller one," Hordjedef said patiently. "Build your mer somewhere else so nobody can compare yours to Khufu's."

Djedefre frowned and turned away, thinking. "How much smaller?"

Hordjedef shrugged. "I have no idea, Son of Re. That would be a matter for your architects, but if they could find a good building site, then possibly not too much smaller. You already have the workers and a plan. Any construction you start now must surely be able to be completed in a shorter time."

"Send for my architects, Hordjedef. I will pursue this idea further."

 

Djer was nominally the king's architect, but as he was not of the nobility, Hemiunu was also summoned, and the two men listened as Hordjedef explained the king's thinking on the subject. He told them that Djedefre required a tomb that would be a magnificent structure, but that must cost less. The king would not contend with his father as to which tomb was the greatest, Hordjedef said, so a site must be found where a tomb could be displayed to the best advantage.

"Are there any other requirements, my lord?" Djer asked.

Djedefre frowned, and then, without looking at Djer, spoke to Hemiunu. "Find a place where my tomb can be dedicated to the sun god Re, and plan one that will compare favourably to that of my father."

The two architects bowed and left the presence of the king and his brother, remaining silent until they were alone.

"He has given you an impossible task," Hemiunu said.

"Given us one, you mean," Djer said. "He spoke to you, not me."

"Do not take it to heart, my friend. Neither of us can help who our fathers were. We just have to do the best we can."

Djer shrugged. "Where do we look, then? Rostau is out, and unless we are going to build something monumental, we cannot put it anywhere within sight of Sneferu's meru."

"I think we need to look to the north," Hemiunu mused. "The king styles himself Son of Re and he wants his tomb dedicated to Re, so what is more natural than building where the worship of the sun god is centred?"

"Iunu? You think we should build near that city?"

"It cannot hurt to look."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

F


or nearly a year, Psartu hid his identity, taking the name of his uncle Hannu, and setting up a small medical practice in the trading post of Waset. He had fled Inebu-hedj thinking that he would be tried for murder after attempting surgery on an injured priest, only to have him die beneath his hands. An accusation brought against him failed when the Tjaty ruled the death an accidental one, but Psartu was not to know, having fled the city ahead of what he believed to be a sure arrest. Half a month later, a ship landed him in Waset, a trading town on the great curve of the river south of Abdju, and he sought refuge there among the traders and foreigners that swarmed its streets. There, his darker skin excited no interest, and there was always a need for another physician.

Psartu practiced his craft quietly, under an assumed name, afraid that if he was recognised, soldiers would come to arrest him. Most medical remedies were simple, herbal in origin, and it was easy to find what he needed in the countryside around the town. He had brought his knives with him, as well as a few valuables, so he could live for a time before people learnt there was another physician plying his trade. Customers came for simple remedies, salves for a sore eye, or creams to soothe a burning rash, potions to ease pain or the binding of a simple wound. When he effected a cure, people spoke of his success, and more people arrived, looking for help. His practice grew, and slowly his confidence returned. Taking up the knife and the saw once more, he ventured to become a surgeon again, and no more people died than might be expected. Surgery was always a chancy business, but the relatives of the dead men paid the fees, knowing that life and death were in the hands of the gods.

Six months after his arrival in Waset, Psartu sat in the doorway of his house, dispensing medicines and listening to the medical woes of the people when a shadow fell across him. He looked up, surprised, to see a soldier looking down at him. Psartu felt a frisson of fear but masked it by fumbling in his medical bag; taking out a small parcel and handing it to a man crouched beside him.

"Here, take this and mix a pinch of it in wine. Drink it morning and evening for three days and..."

"Are you Psartu, sometimes known as Sa-Imhotep?" asked the soldier.

"What? No, you are mistaken; I am Anactes."

"I think you are Psartu. You arrived in Waset six months ago, didn't you?"

"I am Anactes; I have never even heard of this Psartu." He got to his feet, trying to conceal the trembling in his limbs. "Go look for this man elsewhere."

"I am sure you are Psartu," the soldier said. "How many dark-skinned physicians can there be?"

"Many in these parts," Psartu said. Then he pointed over the soldier's shoulder. "There is one of them now."

As the soldier turned to look, Psartu pushed him aside and took to his heels, running down the street. The soldier staggered and called out loudly for help. Glancing back as Psartu ducked into an alleyway, he saw two other soldiers come running from the area of the docks. Then he was off, dodging through the stalls in the marketplace, racing for the town limits. If he could make it to the cover of the scrub not far from the town, he might be able to evade capture. He hid behind a midden wall, not far from the edge of town, disregarding the stink as he looked for his pursuers. One of the soldiers appeared, but as he started off in another direction, a man called to him, pointing toward the midden.

Cursing, Psartu broke cover and ran for the short expanse of open plain between the town and the scrub. Two hundred paces, no more, separated him from safety, when he heard pounding feet behind him. Terror sped him on his way, his back crawling as he imagined the blow of a spear between his shoulder blades that would end his life. He sidestepped, changing direction as he fought for life, and now his shadow cast by the setting sun ran alongside him, drawing ahead as he ran in a curve away from the river. Another shadow appeared, his nearest pursuer, gaining on him, and Psartu realised he could never hope to outrun trained soldiers. He called out, an incoherent cry of anguish, and fell to the ground, rolling into a ball with his arms over his head.

"Mercy!" he cried out. "Do not kill me, I beg. I did not mean it...it was an accident."

The three soldiers stood, resting on their spears as they looked down at the man whimpering on the sand.

"Why did you run?" asked one of them.

"Do not kill me, I beg you."

"We are not going to kill you; just tell us why you ran."

"I... I was afraid." Psartu looked from one to the other, seeing only amusement and exasperation in their expressions. "You are not going to...to hurt me?"

"No, but tell us who you are. You are Psartu, aren't you?"

Psartu felt tears prickle his eyes as he nodded. "I did not mean to kill the priest. It was an accident. You must believe me."

"It is no odds to me if you did or you did not," said a soldier. "The Tjaty heard the complaint brought by the priests and exonerated you."

"If you had remained in Inebu-hedj, you would have heard about this six months ago," said one of the other soldiers.

"Instead of sending us down to this arse of a town looking for you," said the third one. 

"You...you have not come to arrest me?"

"For what? Tjaty Ankhhaf cleared you and there is no charge to answer. Why he would want to bother looking for you to tell you so is beyond my understanding."

"But we obey orders. Find him and tell him there is no charge, the Tjaty says."

"So we do." The soldier looked at Psartu, who had now risen to his feet. "You are Psartu, aren't you?"

"Yes."

"All right then; we have done our duty." The soldier looked at the sun sinking beyond the western cliffs. "Time to find a good tavern, boys. A good meal, a good bed, and several drinks..."

"Maybe even a woman," another one added.

"...and tomorrow we can head home."

The soldiers started back to the town and Psartu followed, still trying to grasp the notion that he no longer had cause to hide his identity.

He made his way back to his house and made himself an evening meal, sitting on his doorstep afterward with a pot of beer and talking with his neighbours. They were very interested at what had taken place that afternoon and were amazed that the physician they knew as Anactes was, in reality, the famed Sa-Imhotep.

"I suppose you will be going back to Inebu-hedj," asked one man.

"I would, if I were in your place," said another.

"Imagine living in the capital, seeing the king every day," said a woman.

"It is not like that," Psartu said. "The king and the court keep to themselves for the most part, while ordinary people live and work in the city."

"What is the king like, this Son of Re?"

"I have never seen the new one," Psartu said. "I left while Khufu was still alive; though I did see Djedefre when he was just a prince."

"What is he like?" asked the woman. "Handsome and virile, no doubt."

"Perhaps, though he was a mischievous boy not so long ago." Aware that one had to be cautious about comments concerning the king, Psartu added, "He will make a fine king, I am sure."

"So, are you going back to the capital city?"

That was the question that had preyed on Psartu's mind all evening. If he returned to Inebu-hedj, he would be just one more physician in a large city containing many of them. Moreover, despite being exonerated, he would still be remembered as the physician who had killed a priest. In Waset, on the other hand, there was little competition, and if he could now practice openly as Sa-Imhotep, he could make himself wealthy.

"I think I will stay in Waset," he said.

The use of his father's name proved useful as the name Imhotep was famous throughout the kingdoms, both as an administrator and Tjaty, and as a skilled physician capable of raising the dead. Psartu refrained from correcting people's notions that the two individuals named Imhotep were one and the same, and played upon the fact that he was Son of Imhotep.

"Not only does his breath fill my lungs," he would say, "but he trained me in every aspect of medicine. When you employ me, it is as if you employ the great Imhotep himself."

Psartu was wise enough to be careful in selecting the cases he accepted, knowing that failure would hurt his good name. Increasingly, he would make a show of consulting his dead or absent father before committing to any surgical procedure, and this gave him time to assess the likelihood of success, and the excuse he needed to refuse involvement. Over the next six months he performed seven surgeries, all successful; and turned down another five, of which four subsequently died. His reputation grew.

He took on two assistants, young men of Waset, called Nartis and Hotep, more because he seemed more important with assistants than because he really needed them. Nartis came from the west, in the land of Ribu, whereas Hotep was the son of a fisherman. They proved useful, though, and Nartis had a good eye for healing herbs, finding them in the surrounding countryside. Hotep mixed the herbs and other ingredients garnered from around the city and combined them, under Psartu's supervision, into a variety of unguents and tonics.

Imhotep had always favoured using wholesome ingredients for his medicines and had tried to inculcate an enquiring mind and attention to detail in his son, but Psartu was lazy. He wanted fame and wealth without having to work for it. Honey was expensive, so he dropped that from his recipes; bat droppings were plentiful at the bottom of the western cliffs, so he added those instead. Imhotep's recipes turned from pleasant drinks into noxious brews that taxed the will of the sick. Psartu's practice did not suffer, however, as he bruited it about that medicine was supposed to be foul tasting.

There were other physicians in Waset, including one named Amenhotep, who was making a name for himself. People who had known Imhotep in his youth would have recognised many features of the great man in this young physician, and as Amenhotep's reputation grew, that of Psartu started to lessen. 

Angered, Psartu looked for ways to renew his ascendancy, and started to take on more difficult surgeries. He took on cases where there was little likelihood of success and, by chance, cured a minor noble by excising a growth from the man's thigh. The noble bled a lot and died two months later, but Psartu proclaimed that the man had not died of his surgery, but of another matter altogether. Sufficient time had passed between operation and death to leave doubt in men's minds. Heartened by this success, Psartu took on other surgeries, losing three patients within the space of a month. His reputation plummeted, and his practice dropped away.

Meanwhile, Amenhotep's reputation grew and worse still, men were starting to compare him to Imhotep. In vain, Psartu spoke of his relationship to the great physician--people started to mutter that perhaps Psartu was lying about being Imhotep's son.

"I have to do something," Psartu muttered, "if I am not to crawl away in shame."

After much debate, he realised there were two possibilities open to him if he wanted to stay in Waset--either Amenhotep had to go, or Psartu had to devise a new avenue of treatment that would restore his reputation. Further consideration convinced him that the other physician's position was untouchable, so he would have to find a new aspect to the practice of medicine. Just what he would do escaped him for the moment, but he knew he would think of something. If all else failed, he could either remove Amenhotep or move away.

Psartu joined Nartis on excursions out into the countryside in search of herbs, and found that his young assistant knew about more than just efficacious plants. Nartis also knew what plants had an injurious effect on the human body.

"How is it that you know such things?" Psartu asked. "I mean, there are plants and other substances that can be harmful if used to excess in the course of mixing up medicines, but you know things that no normal physician would use."

Nartis was evasive in his answer, but Psartu persevered, and at last the youth revealed the source of his knowledge.

"My grandfather was a Ribu medicine-man who fell afoul of a chieftain and had to flee to Kemet. He deals in herbs and...other things. I lived with him for a few years when my father died."

"He taught you about poisons?"

"Yes, master." Nartis hesitated, and then added, "Other things too."

Psartu was intrigued by the youth's hesitancy. "What other things?"

"I daresay it is just superstition, master, but people said he could kill from a distance, by evoking evil spirits."

Psartu made the sign of the protective eye of Heru. "Sorcery?"

Nartis shrugged. "I never learnt such things from him but..." His voice trailed off and he looked away.

"But what?"

"I saw strange things in his hut...at night...shadows."

"More likely you have an active imagination," Psartu scoffed.

"You do not believe in evil spirits, master?"

Psartu grimaced. "I have never seen one...but then again, I have never seen a god either, yet they exist."

He said nothing more, nor asked any more questions, but he thought about the words of Nartis and wondered if the young man could be the gateway to useful knowledge.

"Where does your grandfather live?" he asked.

"Inland from Behdet, master."

"Take me there."

"Master?"

"I want to meet your grandfather and learn from him."

"It...it could be dangerous. He is protected by spirits."

"I am the son of Imhotep. His name affords me protection." Psartu shrugged. "And if it does not, then the fault lies with me, not you."

Nartis required more persuasion, but he agreed to take Psartu south. They took passage on a trading ship and disembarked at Behdet some seven days later. Psartu carried gold, with which he hoped to buy knowledge, but he kept it carefully hidden about his person. A donkey carried Psartu inland, with Nartis walking ahead of him and a day later left the cultivated land behind, angling south along the edge of the desert for another two days.

"There is my grandfather's house," Nartis said, pointing.

It was less a house than a pile of stones and timber leaning against a low cliff. A thin column of smoke rose from it, percolating through the structure of the building, and the faint glow of a fire could be discerned through the open doorway.

Nartis called out, and a figure appeared at the doorway, staring across the scrub and desert toward them.

"That is my grandfather, Asinax."

Psartu and Nartis approached between an avenue of large flat rocks that converged to a point bounded by a circle of coloured stones. They stepped over the circle, and the closer they got, the more uneasy Psartu felt. The old man standing in the doorway was clothed only in an animal-skin loincloth, and had long, grey, bedraggled hair and beard hanging to his waist. He had a subtle air of menace about him, though he held no weapon and was slight of build.

"Greetings, grandfather," Nartis said. "This is the great Kemetu physician Sa-Imhotep, who desires to meet you."

"I have heard of Imhotep," the old man said in a breathless whisper, not looking in Psartu's direction, "but not his son. Why does he desire to meet me?"

Psartu was disconcerted by the old man ignoring his presence, but stepped in front of him and addressed him. "Greetings, Asinax. Your grandson Nartis has spoken of your knowledge and wisdom and I wanted to see it for myself. I bring gifts..." he gestured toward the panniers on the donkey.

Asinax fixed Psartu with a glittering stare that made him shiver, despite the hot sun. "Nartis is a fool," the old man muttered. "I see no one."

"Nevertheless, we are here," Psartu said boldly. "Will you not speak to me of your wisdom, in exchange for gold?"

"I have no need of gold..." Asinax looked up at Psartu with a calculating look in his eyes. "Are you prepared to offer something more personal, Son of Imhotep? Something more intimate?"

"What are you asking?"

"There is power in the name of Imhotep, and if you are truly his son, then there may be power in you, boy. Make me a gift of that power and I will share some of my knowledge with you."

"H... how do I share that power?"

The old man's eyes gleamed. "You are afraid?"

Psartu started to deny it, but the words had no force, dying away into a formless whisper.

"You would do well to fear me, boy," Asinax said. "Fear is the beginning of wisdom."

"S... speak then. Tell me wh... what you want of me."

"Blood, fresh from the channels in your body."

"You would take my blood?"

Asinax bared his teeth in a mirthless grin. "Not all of it."

"Why do you want it?"

"I seek power wherever it might be found. The blood of Imhotep would be potent, even diluted by that of your mother."

"My mother is royal; sister of the king of Pwenet."

"Indeed? It appears you have something of worth to offer, after all."

Psartu looked at Nartis, noting the youth looked pale and was sweating. It seemed he was not the only one afraid of the old man.

"If I offer it, what do I get in return?"

"What do you seek, physician?"

"Ascendancy over all other physicians," Psartu said. "I want to be as famous as my father."

"I cannot teach you medicine, boy, but I can teach you arts that will amaze those that see them. If you have the stomach for it, you will summon spirits, talk to the dead, and have the power of life and death. Is that what you desire?"

Psartu hesitated, the hairs on his body prickling, and then nodded. "Yes, that is what I want."

"And you are prepared to pay the price?"

"Blood? Yes, I am."

"There may be other things, but nothing that will endanger your health," Asinax said. "If you are ready, enter and we shall start."

The hut was dark and smoke-filled, the air almost thick with heavy scents, not all of them unpleasant, and Psartu stumbled his way to where the embers of a fire smouldered within a ring of stones. Nartis stood just behind him, panting with fear, and Asinax chuckled, the sound making Psartu think of the rustle of bats' wings in a breached tomb.

"Sit," Asinax said. He rummaged around in the darkness before squatting beside Psartu holding a stone bowl and a flint knife. "Hold still."

Psartu flinched as the flint knife nicked the skin of his arm and he looked down to see his dark blood running into the bowl. He swallowed nervously as the flow continued, wondering if the old man intended to bleed him dry after all, but the bowl was not large. It filled and Asinax slapped a wad of moss on the wound, telling Psartu to hold it in place. The old man took the bowl of blood into the darkness, emerging after a few minutes and sat opposite Psartu.

"You Kemetu believe that only the king's spirit has true life after death, with the common people existing only to serve the king in death as you did in life," Asinax said. "That is false. Every man and woman lives after death, though for most it is not much of an existence. The shades of men live in the shadows and thirst for the richness of their former lives. Blood fulfils their needs, and their desire for it is so strong that they can be bent to your will--providing you have blood and utter the proper incantations. You are interested in such a skill?"

Psartu squeaked a reply, before clearing his throat. "Yes, I am."

"Some spirits are stronger than others," Asinax went on. "Mighty men from past ages live on in spirit and some call them gods; others call them demons. They are harder to control, but it can be done. You desire this skill?"

Psartu swallowed but nodded. "Yes."

"You will do what I say? Without argument?"

"Well... it depends..."

"This knowledge is dangerous, Son of Imhotep. Unwary men have attempted control of the spirits and gone mad or died. You must make yourself as a child, obeying me in all things, or you will die. I cannot say it plainer than this."

Psartu considered the old man's words. He did not like the thought of blind obedience, but he had come this far, so he would be foolish not to investigate a little further.

"How do I know you can do all this? Prove to me you can summon spirits and I will do whatever you ask."

Asinax laughed. "Sit still then and observe my power, but a word of warning. Do not move from your place. Just as the lion springs upon the fleeing gazelle, so too do the spirits attack those that flee from them in terror."

Nartis gave a whimper of fear, but did not move from his place, so Psartu nodded cautiously and said nothing. Asinax withdrew into the darkness for a few minutes, returning with an object that looked suspiciously like the leg bone of a man and what were indisputably fragments of a human skull. The bowl of Psartu's blood followed, together with other bowls filled with leaves and powders that Psartu could not identify.

Asinax sat opposite Psartu and placed all these objects around him within easy reach. He bowed his head and started humming, the noise rising and falling, gradually becoming words in an unfamiliar language. Psartu, already a little lightheaded from loss of blood, tried to follow the chanting; trying to remember some of the words, and then the old man reached out and threw a handful of powder onto the fire. It flared up in shades of green and blue, and a handful of leaves followed, sputtering as billows of white smoke enveloped them all.

Psartu coughed; his eyes stinging from the pungent smoke. He breathed it in unwillingly, but he was curious about the old man's claim to summon spirits. It seemed an unlikely feat, and Psartu doubted that any man could bring people back from the dead, but no doubt he might conjure up some simulacrum by trickery.

Asinax threw something else on the fire and the smoke changed, becoming bluer and more translucent. Psartu breathed it in without difficulty, but the fumes made his head swim. Something moved in the shadows, and he thought it was Asinax--but the man was still seated across from him. Nartis sat to one side, so it was not him either. The old man lifted the bowl of Psartu's congealing blood and sprinkled some drops in the fire, where it spluttered and hissed, obscuring the phrases Asinax muttered. The movement in the shadows solidified, moving behind the old man, a human shape though with indistinct features.

"I have used your blood to summon the shade," Asinax rasped. "Do you recognise it?"

Psartu's vision swam, and his senses reeled as he stared through the smoke at the figure behind Asinax. For a few moments, the figure was just a shape, and then the features cleared, dimly seen in the faint firelight. He gasped, and coughed again, half rising to his feet.

"Father?"

The figure standing behind Asinax did not move, but it seemed as if the features became clearer. It was undoubtedly the image of Imhotep, and he wore a reproachful expression.

"Is... is it really you, father?" Psartu croaked, sinking back to the ground. "Have you no word of blessing for me?"

The figure remained silent, but Psartu thought the expression on its face became harder, an angry glare rather than simple reproach.

"Forgive me, father," Psartu muttered. "You... you were dying and I..." 

The stinging in his eyes became more intense and he wept. As the tears flowed, the figure dimmed and faded into the gloom of the hut. Psartu sat stunned by the vision of his father. All the doubts he had about the ability of the old man fled with the shade he had conjured. He had never told anyone how he had buried his father in the wilderness east of Iunu, telling everyone that he had sailed south to Pwenet looking for a cure. If Asinax did not know Imhotep was dead, then how could he invent his spirit? The vision had to have been real.

The smoke cleared from the hut and Psartu became aware of Nartis beside him, shaking with fear. Asinax started clearing away his paraphernalia, so Psartu arose on stiff limbs and stumbled outside into the glare of the sun, Nartis following him after a few minutes.

"Did you see him?" Psartu asked, staring out toward the distant river.

"Her, you mean," Nartis muttered.

"What? That was my father."

Nartis shook his head. "It was my mother."

"Standing behind your grandfather. How could it be anybody else? He looked at me and recognised me, I swear."

"I do not know who you saw," Nartis said, "but I saw my mother. She smiled at me and told me she loved me."

"Nothing was said," Psartu protested. "I would have heard."

The two men spoke further, each frustrated by the other's refusal to believe the shade had been anything other than they said. Their voices rose as they argued, until Asinax emerged, whereupon they turned to him for verification of their vision.

"Who did you conjure?" Psartu demanded. "It was Imhotep, wasn't it?"

"It was my mother," Nartis said stubbornly. "She spoke to me."

"Tell us, Asinax."

The old man shrugged. "Both are right, and neither. I conjured a shade, but it stood behind me and I did not see it. You both saw what you wanted to see... or feared to see."

"It was my father," Psartu said. "He... I know what I saw."

"And I know my mother," Nartis said.

Asinax looked at Psartu. "Well, did I fulfil my promise to bring forth a spirit?"

Psartu nodded slowly. "You did." He hesitated a moment. "I want to learn how to do that."

"You will do exactly as I say? Without reservation?"

"I will," Psartu said.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3
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ordjedef revelled in his position as brother to the king and tried to grow closer to him, spending as much time in his presence as possible and flattering him shamelessly. In his view it was only an accident of birth that had prevented him being the older brother and king, so he saw nothing wrong in trying to further his own fortune. He was not alone in this, as the other children of Khufu also sought preferment, but Hordjedef had got there first and was not going to tolerate competition. Khufukhaf and Minkhaf were older, but they had long since given up any idea of high position, preferring family and minor officialdom in the south. They had been brought back to Inebu-hedj but languished without responsibility at court. Hordjedef saw to that, whispering in the king's ear, and hinting that they were casting envious eyes on their younger brothers. Horbaef was another brother, a King's Son, but of a concubine, and was destined for some minor position at court. The princesses, sisters of the king, could be dismissed as contenders. Hordjedef would make sure their contribution to the future was simply as wives and mothers, without power.

Aside from Khafre, Hordjedef was the only brother of King Djedefre with the opportunity to rise high in world, and he was determined to grasp it with both hands. His first action was to get rid of Khafre, the only real threat to his position, and he achieved this by playing upon the king's insecurities.

"How fortunate we are to have a brother like Khafre," Hordjedef said. "It is not given to many people to have such a loyal and steadfast man so close to them."

"Is he so?" Djedefre said, his attention focused on the Senet board where, despite his best efforts, he was losing. "I had not really noticed."

"Oh, yes. He is always there, examining every document, weighing up every decision you make, and if he disagrees with anything, he is very forthright in making corrections. That is an admirable quality."

Djedefre frowned, his hand hovering over one of the pieces in the game. "What mistakes do I make? The king does not make mistakes."

"Of course not, Son of Re. I did not say you made mistakes, but Khafre disagrees with many of your decisions."

"If he disagrees, surely that means he thinks I have made a mistake?"

"I am sure that he would never accuse you of making a mistake--not openly, at least."

Djedefre sighed and gestured at the Senet board. "I only want to have a game, not deal with all this tiresome business of ruling."

"Your desires are all that concerns us, my lord. Or at least, me. Khafre does what is natural to him, I suppose, being critical of everything he comes across. I am sure he means well, and if he changes something, well... you can always change it back if you deem it important."

"I should not have to change anything back," Djedefre complained. "I am the king, and what I decide should be what happens. I do not like it that anyone changes anything, even my brother Khafre."

"I am sure there is no malicious motive behind it. It is only natural that a man who believes he has great ability should seek to exercise it."

"He thinks he has great ability, but he is just a humourless man consumed with details. He fails to see that the king is above such things."

"That is true, my lord," Hordjedef said. "You are the Son of Re, and the rest of us are mere mortals, sitting in your shadow."

"I should bring Khafre before me and chastise him," Djedefre said. "Teach him his place."

"I am sure there is no need for that, my lord. Khafre knows that he is not the king." Hordjedef's voice held just the right amount of doubt, so the king was swayed to the opposite conclusion. He could see Djedefre's frown and added, "You should give him a task that is worthy of his abilities but will remove him from court and the temptation to reach above his station in life."

"That is an interesting thought. What sort of thing?"

Hordjedef pretended to think, having already decided what would be the best course. "Well, you are building upon our father's reign to make Kemet the richest, most powerful nation under the sun. To do this, you need gold and peace. Wawat lies to our south, but we know little of its riches and whether it is a threat to your rule. Why not send Khafre to Wawat to seek out new gold mines, and appraise the threat this land holds?"

"That is a good idea." Djedefre frowned. "Where is Wawat... exactly?"

"Wawat is the northern province of Kush, my lord, lying just to the south of Abu. It is traditionally regarded as a friendly nation, but trouble sometimes arises in the tribes of Kush. It would be useful to know if discontent is being spread into Wawat. In addition, there is gold in that province."

"Well, that is settled then. Now, can we get back to the game? All this thinking is making my head hurt."

A few days later, Djedefre called Khafre to him and told him of the assignment.

"That is scarcely something suited for a man of my standing," Khafre said. "Send a scribe who can busy himself making reports."

"Our brother the king has decided that you would be the best person for the job," Hordjedef said. "Surely you will not refuse your king?"

"I thought I could see your hand in this," Khafre said sourly. "Djedefre, you should find yourself better advisors. Someone with a bit of experience."

"You will address me with suitable deference, brother," Djedefre said. "I am king, not you."

Khafre grimaced and bowed slightly. "Son of Re."

"It is my decision to send you south. My scribe has your instructions, and you will have plenty of time in the voyage south to acquaint yourself with your duties. I dare say you will be gone for a year or so, and I want a full report when you get back."

There was no answer Khafre could make to that, so he bowed and went to make his preparations. Hordjedef smiled, knowing he had prised a competitor away from the king, strengthening his own position. It was time to act against the other person who had the ear of Djedefre.

"Son of Re, you have done well, but you should consider consolidating your reign. There is another man whose influence you need to curb."

"There is? You and Horbaef are my only other brothers, and Horbaef is too young to influence me." Djedefre looked quizzically at his brother. "You do not mean yourself, do you? I regard you as a man who looks after my interests."

"I am gratified that you regard me so, my lord, and it is true that I only have your welfare at heart. Horbaef is nothing; no, it is an older man that you must think about. Your uncle, Ankhhaf, who acts as your Tjaty."

"Ankhhaf? What has he done that is wrong?"

"Nothing, my lord... at least, nothing that we know about. However, he is an old man and set in his ways. You, on the other hand, are young, and Kemet needs young men to reflect your wishes."

"My father raised up Ankhhaf to be Tjaty. Are you saying he was wrong to do so?"

"Of course not, my lord. Our beloved father raised up the perfect Tjaty to meet his needs and those of Kemet... at the time. All I am saying is that your needs are different. Perhaps you need a younger man in the position, my lord; a younger man who can more fully appreciate what you intend to accomplish throughout your long and glorious reign."

"There may be something in what you say. The days of King Khufu are in the past, and Ankhhaf, while competent enough, still thinks himself in those days." Djedefre pursed his lips as he thought about his ageing Tjaty. "He is humourless too, you know. I have seen his disapproving looks before, when I was a prince."

"You need someone who can appreciate that we are in new times, my lord. Someone in whom you can have complete confidence and who will do your will unquestioningly."

"Where to find such a paragon though?" Djedefre smiled. "Do you mean yourself, dear brother?"

"I... had not considered such an honour, Son of Re, but I doubt you could find a man who loves you more, or who is more devoted to your well-being."

"You are very young for such a position, barely eighteen years old. Ankhhaf is experienced, and he all but rules in the king's absence."

"Loyalty and devotion are more important," Hordjedef said. 

"A Tjaty acts for the king," Djedefre said.

"An old man acting for a young king will hold you back, persuade you into decisions that will make your reign no better than the one that went before. If I was acting for you I would help you make your mark on the world." Hordjedef tried to look earnest. "It is all a question of what you want, my lord."

"I do want to make my mark on the world," Djedefre mused. "Ankhhaf will not like it though, if I demote him."

"You are the king," Hordjedef pointed out. "It is your wishes that count."

"Then I will do it. Send for Ankhhaf."

Hordjedef immediately sent a servant to find the Tjaty and have him report to the king. While they waited, he rubbed his hands in satisfaction, pleased that within the space of a single day, he had got rid of the two main obstacles to his ambition. He started daydreaming about what life would be like as the most powerful man in the kingdoms after the king. Djedefre was not really interested in ruling, he knew, so that meant that he, the king's brother, would effectively rule as king. It was a heady thought, interrupted by the rival of the Tjaty.

Ankhhaf entered the room and bowed to the king before contemplating the presence of Hordjedef. "You sent for me, Son of Re?"

"You served my father faithfully as Tjaty, Ankhhaf, and it seems to me that you should have some reward for everything you did for him."

"My service to the King of Kemet is reward enough, Son of Re."

"Nobly said, but I am minded to give you some more tangible reward. Gold perhaps... or better still, a fine estate in the south, with pastures and orchards where you may take your ease."

"I would have no time for such things, my lord, being busy with the affairs of the kingdoms."

"That is precisely the king's point, Ankhhaf," Hordjedef interjected. "You will no longer be busy with the affairs of the kingdom."

Ankhhaf stared at the king's younger brother, deducing the reason for his presence. "Why would I no longer be concerned with affairs of state?" he asked.

"The king has decided you are no longer to hold the position of Tjaty."

"Is that so, Son of Re?" Ankhhaf asked.

"Yes, you have done a fine job, but you are old and should retire so you can enjoy what remains of your life."

"I would not enjoy my life knowing that my king was bereft of my support and guidance," Ankhhaf said.

"He would not be," Hordjedef said. "I will support and guide him."

Ankhhaf laughed, infuriating Hordjedef, though Djedefre looked nonplussed.

"This?" Ankhhaf asked, pointing at Hordjedef. "You would put this foolish boy in charge of the kingdoms in my place?"

"The king can do as he pleases," Hordjedef said hotly. "Something you would do well to remember."

"Yes, he can, but a wise king listens to the advice of those that care for him."

"I have Hordjedef to advise me," Djedefre said. "He cares for me."

"Hordjedef cares for no one but himself, my lord, as you would know if you stepped back and looked at him dispassionately. He is hardly more than a boy, with no experience of the world outside the palace."

"The king does not have to listen to you," Hordjedef said.

"No, he does not, but he would be wise to do so." Ankhhaf turned to the king. "Son of Re, I am, as you have said, an old man, but with age comes experience of life, and with experience comes wisdom. I was appointed Tjaty by your father, and I managed the affairs of the kingdoms well. I continue to do so in order that you do not have to. Now, it appears, you want to put Kemet in the charge of an inexperienced stripling whose accomplishments so far in life are to eat, drink and pursue palace women."

"Well, I am sure there is more..." Djedefre started to say.

"Does Hordjedef know any of the rituals so necessary for invoking the gods? He never turns up to them, so I would assume not. Does Hordjedef know anything about the laws of the kingdoms? I doubt it, as he has never studied them. Can Hordjedef competently sit in judgement when men bring their disputes to the law courts? How can he when he does not know the law? Can Hordjedef advise you when there is a problem, drawing upon his wealth of experience in the ways of the world? How can he when he has none? Will Hordjedef be able to command men, when he cannot even command his own appetites?

"Seriously, Son of Re, do you want a boy representing you in place of a man in whom King Khufu had full confidence? You say you want what is best for Kemet, but all men will doubt this if you put Hordjedef in such a powerful position. He is a boy who could not even find his own member if it did not point the way whenever a pretty woman walks by. How can you seriously contemplate making him Tjaty?"

"You... ah... make some serious allegations," Djedefre stuttered. "I do not know what to say."

"Then clear such stupid ideas from your mind, Son of Re," Ankhhaf said. "If this useless brother of yours wants responsibility, then let him earn it in a position where he can do no harm. If all he wants is wealth and a title, then make one up and give him gold. Do not risk the welfare of the kingdoms by giving him real responsibility."

"Do not listen to him!" Hordjedef cried. "He cares only for himself. You are the king and can do whatever you want."

"You know my record of service to your father," Ankhhaf said. "Would you rather have someone who knows what they are doing as Tjaty, or an inexperienced boy who would not know the first thing about being in charge?"

"I...I do not doubt you served my father well, but I am a young man, a new king..."

"All the more reason to have experienced men about you to run the kingdoms until you are comfortable doing so," Ankhhaf said.

"Son of Re, I can understand that you are in a flush of excitement at being king and you want to reward a younger brother who has done nothing except be related to you. By all means shower gifts and honours upon him; that is your right as king. All I would ask is that you leave the actual work of running the kingdoms to those who have always done so."

"I would make a good Tjaty," Hordjedef said sulkily. "Who better to care for the king than a relative?"

"I am also a relative," Ankhhaf pointed out, "being the king's uncle."

Djedefre frowned, his gaze turning from one to the other as they spoke. "You both speak words pleasing to my ear," he said. "How am I to decide?"

"If I might make a suggestion," Ankhhaf said. "Give your brother Hordjedef the choice between the tiresome duties of a Tjaty that will occupy his every waking moment without any reward, or give him the riches and honours he wants so much without the encumbrance of duties."

Hordjedef snorted. "And will you do the same? Work without reward?"

"Yes. I will work as Tjaty without any reward. Will you?"

"Son of Re, this is pointless," Hordjedef protested. "The position of Tjaty carries with it great prestige and is suitably rewarded. Make me Tjaty and I will serve you well."

"Ankhhaf, you would work as Tjaty without reward?" Djedefre asked. "Why?"

"To serve you, Son of Re. I do not need wealth or fame."

"And what about you, brother? Will you do the same if your only reward is service to your king?"

Hordjedef scowled. "You would not do that. I am worthy of reward."

Djedefre looked pensive. "I think that I shall leave matters where they stand for now. Ankhhaf shall continue as Tjaty, with the same rewards as before, but I do not wish my brother to go without anything, so I shall make him a gift of land, and the title of 'King's Adviser'."

Ankhhaf bowed and left the presence of the king with dignity, but Hordjedef continued to argue with his brother, protesting the royal decision until Djedefre lost his temper, stamping the floor and yelling at Hordjedef to go away. The younger man, appalled at the king's anger, burst into tears and begged his brother's forgiveness. Djedefre's burst of anger quickly ended and the two brothers embraced, but for some time each man was embarrassed by what had happened.

 

 

Ankhhaf was aware of the danger Hordjedef still posed, having the ear of the king, so he went looking for an ally in court, and found Khafre preparing to leave the city.

"Delay your departure, Prince Khafre, or better still, do not go at all. The king faces a subtle danger and I need you by my side in order to curtail it."

"Your words intrigue me, Uncle Ankhhaf," Khafre said. "What is their meaning?"

Ankhhaf told his nephew what had transpired and how Hordjedef had tried to persuade the king to make him Tjaty in his place.

"He did not succeed... this time. I have no doubt he will try again, though."

"From what you say, it is more likely he will be tempted away from the path of power by access to wealth and the pleasure it can bring. Hordjedef was always less competent and more pleasure-seeking than my other brothers...except perhaps Horbaef."

"That may well be, but I fear the course to which Hordjedef will persuade the king if I am the only one standing in his way. I would have you by my side, Khafre, so that together we might protect the king."

Khafre sighed. "In this you are too late, Uncle. Hordjedef has already persuaded the king to send me away. That is why I am packing; not because I want to leave Inebu-hedj, but because I must. The king is sending me south to gauge the temper of the southern tribes and to find fresh sources of gold. Hordjedef is behind it, of course, but the king sends me away. I cannot refuse."

"No, of course you cannot." Ankhhaf grimaced. "How long will you be away?"

"My instructions were vague," Khafre said. "A year or so were the king's words."

"Then make it no more than a year. I need you back at court, Khafre; the king needs you too, though he does not yet know it."

"Hordjedef will not endanger the king... will he?"

"I doubt knowingly," Ankhhaf said. "He may be a foolish boy, but he must know he cannot hope to usurp the throne. My guess is that he will try to rule through his brother."

"Djedefre always was a fool," Khafre grumbled. "What evil spirit possessed father to make him heir after Kauab died?"

Ankhhaf frowned. "Spend your time in the south in contemplation, Prince Khafre. Learn to guard your tongue before it gets you in more trouble. I know your anger is directed at ones like Hordjedef, but anyone else listening might take your words as criticism of the king."

Khafre left Inebu-hedj for the south, and Ankhhaf returned to his duties as Tjaty, hoping that he could continue to guide the kingdoms through the perilous times that must ensue when a young, weak king was on the throne of Kemet.
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