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AHHOTEP, QUEEN OF FREEDOM

Around 1690 B.C., Egypt was under Hyksos domination. But one young Theban princess refused to bear the invader’s yoke any longer. Her name was Ahhotep. With very little chance of victory, she set about awakening her fellow Egyptians’ consciences. Her Egyptian name, Ah-hotep, is made up of two words: Ah, the moon god, who is sometimes aggressive and fearsome, and Hotep, which means “peace,” “fullness,” “completion.” The name Ahhotep is therefore a positive program for a reign; it can be translated as “The Moon Is Full”—in other words, may heavenly power come at the end of darkness—or as “War and Peace.”

Three men, three Thebans, three pharaohs mark the life of Ahhotep: her husband, Seqen-en-Ra, and their two sons, Kames and Ahmose. From the very start, the queen made great sacrifices to invest all her energies in the campaign of reconquest, vital to reunite the Two Lands of Upper and Lower Egypt.





HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

During its magnificent 3000-year history, ancient Egypt experienced troubled periods. One of these marked the end of the Middle Kingdom, an era of peace, harmony, and stability, which began about 2060 B.C.

Danger came from the northeast, in the eighteenth century B.C., in the form of the Hyksos invasion.

Who were these Hyksos, called in Egyptian Hekau Khasut, “Princes of Foreign Lands?” The debate continues, but it is certain that among them were Canaanites, Anatolians, Cyprians, Asians, Caucasians, and others. This was the first invasion to strike Egypt.

The Hyksos occupation was long (lasting more than a century) and very harsh. The invaders established the center of their military and trading empire in the Delta, at Avaris. Soon there remained only one small island of resistance: the small city of Thebes.

Teti the Small became queen upon the death of her husband, the last pharaoh to reign at Thebes before the occupation. She needed great courage to maintain a semblance of independence in her province. But salvation came from her daughter, Ahhotep, who was under the moon’s protection and determined to resist.

Was Ahhotep the Egyptian Joan of Arc? In a way, she was, since she incited the Thebans to form an army of liberation and played an essential military role. But she was much more than a warrior queen, for she restored the essential values of pharaonic society. For the novelist and the historian, Ahhotep presents the image of a woman as fascinating as she is unforgettable, a woman who said no to occupation and barbarism.

 

Around 1730 B.C., Thebes was the last small island in which Egyptian civilization survived. To the north of the town, the whole country was under the yoke of the Hyksos and their leader, the tyrant Apophis. To the south were the Nubians, allies of the Hyksos. Thebes—the Theban province was called Waset, “(divine) Power”—was then only a provincial town, which celebrated the cult of the god Amon in the temple at Karnak (it was very modest compared with the immense temple city that tourists visit today). As yet, there was only one temple, built by Senusret I (twelfth dynasty). This temple no longer exists, for the pharaohs of the New Kingdom reused the ancient blocks of stone as symbolic foundations for their own monuments. But digs have enabled archaeologists to find the separate parts of a shrine called the White Temple of Senusret I, which has been reconstructed and shows the beauty of buildings of the time.

 

It was the horse, an animal hitherto unknown in Egypt, that gave the Hyksos their military superiority. Its role was a vital one: harnessed in pairs to a chariot, horses could carry four soldiers into battle, one driving the vehicle, the other three using bows or throwing bronze-headed spears. The Egyptians in turn adopted this “weapon,” as was seen many generations later at the battle of Kadesh, won by Ramses II.

 

The battle fought by Queen Ahhotep with her husband, Pharaoh Seqen, against the Hyksos was a ruthless one. The most moving testimony that has come down to us is the disfigured mummy of the young Seqen-en-Ra, “Valiant One of the Divine Light,” whose face and head carry terrible wounds. The embalmers did not remove these signs, as they wished to preserve the memory of the fierce battle in which the heroic king was killed. At Ahhotep’s side, he was the first pharaoh to resist the Hyksos occupation, because he wanted to see Egypt free and reunified.
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CHAPTER 1

Ahhotep had not moved for more than half an hour. When she saw the last guard walk past the main gate of the palace, the beautiful brown-haired girl took advantage of the few minutes before the guard was relieved and scurried into a thicket of tamarisks, where she hid until nightfall.

Ahhotep was the eighteen-year-old daughter of Queen Teti the Small, and she bore a strange name, which could be translated as “The Moon is Full,” “The Moon Has Been Appeased,” or even “War and Peace,” for, according to the sages, the moon was a warrior god embodying the mystery of death and resurrection.

War … it was the only way to rid the land of the Hyksos who controlled it all—with the exception of Thebes, the sacred city of the god Amon. Thanks to his protection, the Temple of Karnak and the town nearby had been spared by the barbarians, but for how much longer?

The Hyksos had flooded in through the Delta forty years before, like a mighty swarm of locusts. Asians, Arabs, Canaanites, Syrians, Scythians, Minoans, Cyprians, Persians, Anatolians, and yet more races, all armed to the teeth. They used strange four-legged creatures called horses, which had large heads and were bigger and faster than donkeys. The horses drew wheeled vehicles which moved incredibly swiftly and had enabled the attackers to massacre Pharaoh’s soldiers.

Ahhotep cursed the softness and cowardice of the feeble Theban army. True, it could not hope to measure up to the large, powerful forces of occupation, with their terrifying new weapons, but failure to act would result in annihilation. When Apophis, supreme commander of the Hyksos, eventually decided to raze Thebes to the ground, the Egyptian soldiers would run away, and the population would be massacred—with the exception of pretty women, who would be used by the brutish soldiers for their pleasure, and sturdy children, who would be sent into slavery. The last free men on Egyptian soil would bow their heads, incapable of doing anything.

What was left of the wondrous realm of the pyramid builders? A province caught between the occupying power in the north and its Nubian allies in the south, a temple built by Senusret I and left abandoned, and a palace that now looked anything but royal.

Without Teti the Small’s resolution, even the House of the Queen would have been destroyed, and the Thebans, like all other Egyptians, would have become servants of the Hyksos. But, trapped in her isolation, Teti was beginning to weaken, and the supporters of Theban independence saw their numbers fall every day.

If there were only one rebel left, that person would be Ahhotep. The young girl had no fear of battle, suffering, or death. Even with a dagger at her throat, she still would refuse to submit to the Hyksos yoke.

The courtiers mocked her as mad, regarding her as amusing rather than dangerous. They were wrong. Today was the start of the war for freedom. With an eighteen-year-old rebel as its only soldier and a well-sharpened flint knife as its only weapon.

The guard had been changed, and Thebes was asleep. It was a long time since any banquets had been held or music played in the reception hall, with its faded paintings. And there was no longer a pharaoh to take his seat upon a desperately empty throne.

Ahhotep wanted to forget this heartrending sight, and she ran toward the landing stage. At the quay lay a half-derelict cargo barge, once used to transport blocks of stone from the quarries, which the Hyksos had closed down, and a few small sailing boats.

Among them was one small boat in good condition. This was the means of transport Ahhotep planned to use to leave the Theban enclave. She jumped nimbly down into the boat and seized the oars. She was heading north, and the current would be in her favor.

No one traveled on the river at night, for there were many dangers—hippopotamus, crocodiles, whirlpools—but Ahhotep had no choice. “And when we have no choice,” she often declared loudly, “we are free.”

Determinedly, the princess began to row.

Since no one could tell her precisely where the free area ended and Hyksos-occupied territory began, she would find out for herself. The queen’s frightened advisers assumed that the Hyksos had made great progress since Apophis’s seizure of power, and Apophis’s reputation for cruelty exceeded his predecessors’.

They were urging Teti to leave Thebes without delay.

But where could she live in safety?

As far as Ahhotep was concerned, the only refuge was in attack. The first skirmish would take place on the demarcation line, and, if necessary, the princess herself would command the tattered remnants of the Egyptian army.

In the past forty years, thousands of her compatriots had been massacred. The Hyksos believed they could act with complete impunity and continue their reign of terror over the Two Lands of Upper and Lower Egypt. Ahhotep soon would show them that they were very wrong.

Never had an Egyptian princess, accustomed to the luxury of court, been forced to wield heavy oars like this, at the risk of spoiling her hands. But the survival of the country was at stake, and the pretty brunette thought only of the goal she must attain.

The boat bumped hard against something and almost capsized, but by great good luck it righted itself. Ahhotep glimpsed a dark form moving away, its powerful tail thrashing in the water. She had disturbed a crocodile.

Refusing to be afraid, Ahhotep rowed on. Thanks to her excellent eyesight and the light of the full moon, she avoided the wreckage of a boat and a grassy islet where pelicans were sleeping. On the banks, the peasants’ houses stood abandoned. Fearing that the invaders were coming, the people had taken refuge in Thebes.

Not far away, she saw smoke.

Ahhotep slowed her pace, steered the boat toward the bank, and hid it in a papyrus thicket, disturbing a cloud of sleeping egrets. Fearing that their cries might give her away, she waited some time before moving. When she eventually climbed up the sloping bank, she found herself in an abandoned field.

Was the smoke coming from a burning farm or from a Hyksos camp? Whichever the case, the enemy was very close.

“Well, well, little girl,” barked an aggressive voice. “What are you doing here?”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Ahhotep swung around and, brandishing her flint knife in her right hand, hurled herself at the enemy.





CHAPTER 2

Kill it,” ordered Apophis.

The young donkey saw its death approaching. Its large, soft eyes were filled with incomprehension. Why kill me? it thought. Since the age of six months, it had carried loads so heavy that they had hollowed its back. It had guided its companions in misfortune along every track and had never once lost its way. It had obeyed orders always, without hesitation. But its owner, a merchant from the Arabian peninsula who had been in Hyksos service, had just died of a blood clot, and it was the invaders’ custom to sacrifice a caravan leader’s best donkeys and throw their remains into a makeshift grave.

Indifferent to the slaughter, Apophis climbed slowly up the steps leading to his fortified palace. It stood at the heart of the citadel that dominated his capital, Avaris, which had been built in a fertile area of the northeastern Delta.

Apophis, supreme commander of the Hyksos, was a tall fiftyyear old with a prominent nose, flaccid cheeks, a potbelly, and thick legs. His manner was icy and his voice harsh, and the mere sight of him was enough to inspire fear. People forgot his ugliness and spoke of his unfathomable gaze, which could catch a man unaware and enter his soul like the blade of a dagger. It was impossible to know what he was thinking, this man who had terrorized Egypt for twenty years.

 

Whenever he thought of the Hyksos invasion, Apophis felt a surge of pride. Had it not put an end to thirteen centuries of Egyptian independence? Chariots and horses, then unknown to the pharaoh’s army, had caused panic and made the conquest easy and swift, all the more so since many collaborators, like the Canaanites, had been happy to resort to treachery in order to win the conquerors’ favor.

Although well paid, Pharaoh’s hired mercenaries had turned their weapons against the Egyptian footsoldiers, who had thus been attacked from within as well as without. And there were too few forts in the Delta to stem the flood of invaders.

“A fine journey, my lord,” exclaimed Khamudi, Apophis’s most trusted henchman, bowing low.

Khamudi had a moon face, jet-black hair plastered to his round head, slightly slanting eyes, plump hands and feet, and a heavy frame; he looked much older than his thirty years. He hid his aggressive nature beneath a feigned unctuousness, but everyone knew he would not hesitate to kill anyone who got in his way.

“I trust you have put a stop to those regrettable incidents?”

“Oh, yes, my lord,” confirmed Khamudi with a broad smile. “No more peasants will dare rebel, you can be certain of that.”

Apophis never smiled. The only time his face brightened was when he witnessed the death throes of an adversary who had been insane enough to oppose Hyksos domination.

In this instance, a small village close to the new capital had protested against the unbearable burden of taxation. Khamudi had immediately unleashed his dogs of war, Cyprian pirates whom the Hyksos had recruited from Egyptian prisons. Despite orders, they had not spared even the children. When they left, nothing remained of the village they had attacked.

“What about the harvests?” asked Apophis.

Khamudi’s face fell. “According to first reports, they aren’t very good.”

Cold anger filled Apophis’s eyes. “Do you mean they’ll be worse than last year’s?”

“I fear so, my lord.”

“The peasants are mocking us.”

“I’ll have a few villages burnt. Then they’ll realize that—”

“No,” interrupted Apophis. “It’s pointless killing slaves whose labor may be useful. We must find another solution.”

“Believe me, they’re frightened.”

“Perhaps too frightened.”

Khamudi was dismayed.

Apophis began climbing again; Khamudi followed, keeping one step behind his master.

“Fear is a good counselor,” Apophis went on, “but dread can paralyze. And we must have more wheat and barley to feed our officials and our soldiers.”

“None of them will consent to work in the fields.”

“I don’t need to be reminded of that.”

Khamudi bit his lip. A lover of food, good wines, and voluptuous women, he sometimes had a tendency to talk too much.

“We have conquered Egypt,” Apophis reminded him, “and that miserable Theban enclave, populated by cowards and old men, is certainly not going to pose a threat to us.”

“I was about to suggest that you destroy it without delay.”

“That would be a mistake, my friend, a grave mistake.”

“I don’t understand.”

Soldiers armed with spears bowed as the two men passed by. Heading along a low-ceilinged, narrow passageway lit by torches, they reached a small room that had been constructed at the very center of the fortress. Apophis was certain that no one would overhear them there.

He sat down on a low, plain chair made of sycamore wood. Khamudi remained standing.

Apophis said, “Not all of our allies are reliable. I am counting on you, my efficient and devoted friend, to put our own house in order.”

“Have no fear, my lord.”

“Use any means you like—yes, you heard me correctly, any. Whatever the circumstances, I shall approve and support your actions. The only thing that matters to me is the result. I do not wish to hear even one more dissenting voice in the Hyksos coalition.”

Khamudi almost drooled with delight. Those who had dared criticize him, even in their thoughts, had just been condemned to death.

“We still have a great deal of work to do to erase the remaining traces of the pharaoh’s former regime,” Apophis continued. “We must show the people of Egypt that the Hyksos revolution is all powerful and can never be reversed.”

“Then Thebes must die.”

“Of course, but first it must unwittingly serve my ends. The key to total victory is collaboration. Traitors helped us invade Egypt, and other traitors will help us bring her to heel. Let us allow the last rebels to believe that Thebes represents a real hope, while insinuating a worm into the fruit.”

“The peasants …”

“If they harbor hopes of liberation, however distant, they will work with renewed ardor, little knowing that not one ear of corn will reach the rebels. And you, my friend, must demonstrate your skill in the art of lying and disinformation. Organize false networks of opponents, and then arrest a few members so that no doubts remain, and whip up the yokels’ fervor.”

“My lord, I shall be obliged to kill a few of our own officers.”

“Concentrate on the Canaanites—they’re a little too noisy for my taste.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

“Khamudi”—Apophis’s tone made his henchman shiver—“you’re the only person who knows my real intentions. Make sure you don’t forget that.”

“It is an immense privilege, and I shall prove myself worthy of it, my lord.”





CHAPTER 3

Teti the Small was beside herself with worry, for there was no denying the facts: Ahhotep had vanished without trace. The headstrong girl was neither in her bedchamber nor in the library, where she spent hours reading stories written during the glorious Middle Kingdom period. Nor yet was she in the garden, where she loved to play with her enormous dog, Laughter, a half-wild creature which obeyed no one but her. In her absence, the guards had tethered the huge animal to the trunk of a sycamore tree.

“But Qaris, you must know where she has gone.”

Qaris, the queen’s steward, was the very soul of politeness, a plump, round-cheeked fellow who kept calm in all circumstances. He had taken on the difficult, if not impossible, task of maintaining some semblance of comfort in the royal palace at Thebes, which seemed destined for rapid decay.

“Alas, Majesty, I do not.”

“I am sure she has confided in you, and you do not wish to betray her.”

“Truly, I know nothing, Majesty. The guards have been informed.”

“The guards! A band of cowards who will die of fear before the Hyksos even arrive.”

Qaris could not deny this. He said, “I have also alerted the army.”

Teti sighed. “Does it still exist?”

“Majesty …”

“Attend to lunch, Qaris. Let us continue to pretend to live like a royal court.”

Shoulders bowed, the steward went off to attend to his duties. He had long since given up trying to comfort the queen with fine words he did not believe himself.

Teti was tired. She went to the throne chamber, which had been created hastily forty years earlier, when the court had fled the Memphis region and taken refuge in the small insignificant town of Thebes.

Upon the death of her husband, a pharaoh who had lacked true power, Teti had chosen not to be crowned as his successor. What was the use of bestowing inflated titles upon herself? That would only have attracted the anger of the Hyksos, who at present were too busy bleeding the country dry to crush wretched little Thebes beneath their heel.

The queen’s strategy had worked. The invaders had forgotten the sacred city of Amon, convinced that it was peopled only by harmless old priests celebrating outmoded cults. And that was indeed the message Teti wished to send to the new capital, Avaris, in the hope that the Hyksos would leave the last free Egyptians to die in peace.

What else could she have done? The Theban army was nothing but an incompetent, ill-armed rabble. The soldiers’ training amounted to grotesque parades that no longer even entertained the children. Experienced officers had given up hope and limited themselves to maintaining the fabric of their barracks.

When the Hyksos eventually attacked, as they must surely do, both soldiers and guards would lay down their arms and try to pass as civilians in order to escape the ensuing massacre. And the most senior general, an old man in failing health, would be incapable of maintaining even a semblance of discipline among his troops.

From time to time, Teti convened the ghostly relic of a council, at which people spoke without laughing of a “Theban kingdom.” For, in theory, Thebes still governed a few ruined provinces, each of which retained a governor and a scribe whose task was to proclaim the pharaoh’s decrees. But no one believed in this masquerade anymore. At the first sign of a threat from the Hyksos, all the governors would declare that they did not support Thebes in any way and that its queen was a dissident who should be severely punished.

Teti was surrounded by people who were insignificant, incompetent, or corrupt. She had not even appointed a tjaty, since he would not have had the power to do anything. The only official posts remaining were those of the ministers for agriculture and finance, which were held by elderly courtiers who provided their dispirited staff with directionless leadership.

Loyalty had disappeared, and people thought only of themselves. By some miracle, the Thebans had agreed to retain the royal family, albeit in greatly reduced form, as if they were reluctant to forget the past. Thanks to Qaris’s tireless efforts, Teti, Ahhotep, and those close to them did not go hungry, even if the food put before them would have seemed pitiful to the monarchs of glorious ages gone by. Each day, the queen wept. Shut up in her paltry palace, which seemed more and more like a prison, she lived on memories and dreams, in which the future had no place.

Teti bowed before the empty throne, which no pharaoh would ever occupy again. Horus, the falcon of heaven, had flown away, never to return to the Earth from his celestial paradise. The happiness of the Two Lands, symbolized by the union of the plants of north and south, was no more than a mirage.

Although the queen hid her despair behind a mask of carefully applied face paint—and it was scarce now—she had already thought several times of killing herself. What use was a queen without a crown, helpless in the face of a barbarian revolution?

The only thing that gave her the courage to go on living was gazing up at the stars. In them shone the immortal souls of reborn kings, who trod the path of righteousness for all time, beyond the reach of doubts and despair. And so Teti carried on her obscure existence as the last queen of Egypt.

Qaris’s discreet cough broke into her thoughts. “Majesty,” he said.

“What is it?”

His voice unsteady, he said, “The guards are asking to speak to you.”

“Can you not deal with it?”

“Their commander will speak only to you.”

“Very well. Show him into the audience chamber.”

Qaris’s gaze was fixed on the empty throne. “Majesty, were you thinking of … ?”

Teti smiled sadly. “Of course not.”

“If we only had a pharaoh again …”

“Banish that thought from your mind, Qaris.”

Slowly, the queen closed the door of the throne chamber. From now on, it would be left to its silence.

“If you wish, Majesty, I will have the floors cleaned and try to brighten up the paintings,” suggested Qaris.

“That will not be necessary.”

The queen went to her bedchamber to check her appearance in a bronze mirror and put on a fine gold crown, which other Great Royal Wives had worn before her. (Her last woman of the bedchamber had tried to steal it, but Teti had done no more than dismiss her.) The queen of the Theban enclave must continue to look like a queen. Fortunately, she still had a few dresses worthy of her rank, and she took great care of them, for presenting a truly regal appearance was the one thing that still made an impression on the forces of law and persuaded them that a governing authority still existed, however limited it might be.

Today, she chose a pink linen gown and golden sandals. As she put them on, for a moment the queen imagined that her province was a real country and that she was going to address a real representative of the law.

 

Surprised by the queen’s noble bearing, the guard commander was silent for a few seconds. Then he bowed low and said, “Majesty.”

“What is it, Commander?”

“It is a serious matter, Majesty, very serious.”

“Does it concern the safety of Thebes?”

“I fear so. Your daughter …”

The queen paled. “Have you found her?”

“Not I personally. It was a border guard.”

“Is she … alive?”

“Oh, yes, Majesty—no one could be more so! As for the guard, the princess wounded him in the arm with her knife.”

“Her knife? Are you mad?”

“The report is quite clear, Majesty. Princess Ahhotep tried to kill the guard who arrested her. She was so wild that he had to call for reinforcements to control her.”

Teti was struck by a terrible thought. “Was she … harmed?”

“No, Majesty, for she identified herself immediately. At first, the guards did not believe her, but her vehemence shook them. They were afraid of making a mistake, so they decided to tie her up and bring her to me.”

“Then this ridiculous matter is now closed.”

The commander met her eye. “I fear not, Majesty.”

“What do you mean?”

“We cannot consider this incident a simple altercation.”

“Why not?”

“Because it is clear that the princess was leaving Theban territory to join the Hyksos.”

“How dare you?”

“The guards and I accuse Princess Ahhotep of treason. Given her rank, an emergency court must be convened as a matter of urgency.”

“Do you realize that—”

“She will be condemned to death,” said the commander with relish. “What could be more appropriate? If we do not make an example of her, there will be chaos.”

Teti swayed. “No, it’s impossible. You must be mistaken.”

“Facts are facts, Majesty.”

“I wish to see my daughter.”

“The interrogation was carried out properly, Majesty, I assure you.”

“Has Ahhotep confessed?”

“We will have her confession soon.”

Teti the Small drew herself up to her full height. “I am the Queen of Thebes, and I demand to see my daughter immediately.”





CHAPTER 4

The contrast between the two women was striking. Teti the Small was like a precious statuette, so slender she looked as though she might break; Ahhotep was tall, majestic, her hair hanging loose, her green eyes flashing with anger. They were equally beautiful but had nothing else in common save the fact that they were both members of the royal family.

And the fact that they were being watched with cruel amusement by the guard commander and his four men, who held the princess bound and gagged. Teti knew she was embarking upon a decisive battle. If she lost, those who favored collaboration with the Hyksos would strip her of her few remaining powers and deliver up the city of Amon to the invader.

“Release my daughter!” ordered the queen.

“She is dangerous, Majesty,” said the commander. “We cannot take any risks.”

“I gave you an order,” she reminded him coldly.

The officer hesitated. He could sweep away this frail, defenseless creature with one swipe of his hand and seize the palace’s last measly riches. But to take power that way would provoke hostility from both soldiers and priests, and no one would emerge victorious from the ensuing conflict.

“Let us be cautious, Majesty, and just remove the gag.”

Two guards untied the strip of coarse linen.

“Are you hurt, Ahhotep?” her mother asked.

“Only by these idiots’ stupidity. It took five of them to overcome me—what fighters!”

“They accuse you of trying to escape and of treason.”

Everyone was expecting an explosion of anger, but the young woman remained strangely calm. She stared at each of the guards in turn, and each took a step backward.

“Who,” said Ahhotep, “dares tell such a lie?”

“You cannot deny that you were trying to escape,” said the commander defensively.

“Are these men really border guards?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“I was arrested at Mount of the Quails, was I not?”

“Indeed, but—”

“Is the border really that close to Thebes?”

“Of course not!”

“Then kindly explain why your guards were there, and why they had lit a fire.”

One of the men could not hold his tongue. “We were there on our commander’s orders. We’re not responsible for anything.”

“And what were those orders?” asked Ahhotep angrily.

“Say nothing, you fools!” hissed the commander.

“You looted and burned a farm, didn’t you? Instead of doing your duty and guarding the forward positions, you took advantage of your uniforms to rob unfortunate people who had taken refuge in the free area.”

The guards huddled together; their commander unsheathed his short sword.

“Surely you aren’t afraid of two women,” Ahhotep said with a sneer.

There was no answer.

“You are the one who is guilty of treason,” she went on, “and the queen demands that you bow down before her.”

Teti the Small gazed disdainfully at the accused man. “Put up your sword, and prostrate yourself before me.”

He burst out laughing. “You are nothing now, Majesty, and your daughter’s hands are bound. You should thank me for offering you a quick death.”

A menacing growl drew everyone’s attention. Wheeling around, the ruffian saw Ahhotep’s huge dog, Laughter. He raised his sword, but the attack was so swift that he had no time to use it. The dog sank its teeth into its victim’s arm, and the man roared with pain.

“Untie me,” ordered Ahhotep, and the guards hastily obeyed.

Ahhotep stroked her dog, who looked up at her with gentleness and a satisfied expression, as if extremely proud of his latest exploit.

“How did that creature manage to get free?” whined the wounded man.

“A court shall indeed be convened urgently,” the princess informed him, “but it will sit in judgment on you, a traitor who dared raise his hand against his queen and threaten her with death.”

The commander sobbed. “You must forgive me. I didn’t wish Her Majesty any harm.”

“A coward as well as a traitor,” said Ahhotep with contempt. “Guards, throw this vermin in prison.”

Only too glad to be let off so lightly, the guards did not need to be told twice.

Tongue lolling out, Laughter stood up on his hind legs and put his enormous front paws on the princess’s shoulders.

“So, you were tied up and yet managed to free yourself, did you?”

The dog was incurably honest, and Ahhotep saw in his eyes that he had had some vital help.

“I shall solve this problem,” she promised.

“Ahhotep,” whispered Teti.

Seeing that her mother was on the point of collapse, the princess hurried to her and helped her to a chair.

“So much violence,” said Teti. “Even here, in my palace. I no longer have the strength to bear such horrors.”

“Of course you have. You ought to rejoice.”

“Rejoice? Why?”

“Because the commander made such a huge mistake. That useless creature has at last shown you just what he’s capable of. Replace him as soon as possible.”

Teti began to see her daughter in a fresh light. Although Ahhotep was already a woman, and a very attractive one at that, up to now the queen had regarded her as an undisciplined child who thought only of escaping into her own imagination so as to forget her country’s agonies.

“Ahhotep, I’m so tired.”

“Majesty, you have neither the right nor the time to be tired. It is only because of you that Egypt survives. If you give up, the enemy will have defeated us without even fighting.”

How sweet it would be to close my eyes forever, thought the queen. But she knew her daughter was right. Aloud, she said, “Do you really think we have a chance of defeating an enemy like the Hyksos?”

“Yes, if we really want to.”

Teti gazed at her thoughtfully for a moment, then said, “Why did you venture so far from the palace?”

“To find out the precise location of the border of what we dare to call the Theban kingdom. But I failed, so I shall have to try again.”

“It’s too dangerous.”

“But it’s vital, Majesty. We cannot organize resistance if we don’t know the enemy’s positions.”

Teti took off her crown and laid it on her knees. “The situation is desperate, Ahhotep. We have neither a pharaoh nor an army, and our only chance of survival is to persuade the Hyksos that Thebes is just a small town populated by harmless old men who spend their time praying to dead gods.”

“That will do excellently,” declared the princess. “As long as the invaders regard us as utterly negligible, they won’t attack us.”

“But we are negligible,” Teti sighed. “May the sky goddess permit us to die here, on our own land, in the illusion of freedom.”

“No.”

The queen stared at her daughter in astonishment.

“I will not accept as inevitable an outcome that is nothing of the kind,” Ahhotep continued passionately. “If Amon has preserved Thebes’s independence, it surely must be because he has a mission for his city. If we hide ourselves away, quaking with fear, we shall close our ears and no longer hear his voice.”

“Not a single man will have the courage to fight the Hyksos,” said Teti.

“Then the women shall do it.”

“Have you taken leave of your senses?”

“Mother, you are the earthly representative of Ma’at, are you not?”

The queen smiled faintly. Ma’at, goddess of harmony, righteousness, and justice; Ma’at, depicted as a woman crowned with the rectrix, the feather that enabled birds to steer their flight; Ma’at, the foundation upon which the pharaohs had built both their civilization and the statues of the reborn, whose mouths, eyes, and ears were opened by the priests.

“Even Thebes is no longer fit to welcome Ma’at,” lamented Teti.

“Of course it is, for you are the queen, and Ma’at is made flesh in the office you fulfill.”

“That is nothing but a dream now, Ahhotep, a distant dream that has almost faded away.”

“Ma’at is nourished not by dreams but by reality,” said Ahhotep firmly. “That is why we must reconquer our land and give it back to her.” She knelt before the queen. “Majesty, I have taken up arms. All I have is a flint knife, but that is not such a bad start. If handled well, it is very effective.”

“Ahhotep! Surely you aren’t thinking of fighting?”

“I have just done so, Majesty, and I shall do so again.”

“You’re a young woman, not a soldier.”

“And where are they, those valiant soldiers of ours? If no one jolts them out of their stupor, they will sleep on forever. It is our task to awaken them.”

Teti closed her eyes. “It is insane, my dear daughter. You must forget these mad thoughts.”

The princess got to her feet. “They are my only reason for living.”

“Is your determination really so strong?”

“It is as strong as granite.”

The queen sighed again. “In that case, I shall help you with every last shred of my strength.”





CHAPTER 5

Ten peasants were trudging slowly through the marshes, not far from the new Hyksos capital. They were longhaired and unshaven, dressed only in kilts made from reeds. They led four fat oxen toward a small island where juicy galingales grew.

Their leader, a man with a big, bushy mustache, growled to a straggler, “Faster.”

“Haven’t you had enough of playing the slave master?”

“Take a look around you,” advised a third fellow, who had plastered himself with mud to guard against mosquitoes. “It’s a beautiful day, with a clear sky and a light northerly breeze. Why are you so bad-tempered?”

“Because the Hyksos have taken my land,” replied Mustache.

“Yes, but a man can get used to anything in time. Looking after oxen isn’t so bad.”

“If you aren’t free, everything is bad.”

Mustache thought of the hours he had spent irrigating his land, looking after his tools, sowing, harvesting, arguing with scribes at the finance secretariat to get his taxes lowered—all that toil wasted. And then there was the struggle against nature, which could be generous one moment and merciless the next. He bemoaned his lot constantly and dreaded what the future might hold in store for him.

Not content with having ruined him, the Hyksos had forced him to become leader of this miserable band of oxherds, who habitually grazed their charges in an area that was often flooded. Quarrels were frequent, the atmosphere oppressive.

“We’re going to have grilled fish to eat,” announced a plump-cheeked fellow, licking his lips. “I caught it before dawn, and we’re not going to tell the officer.”

Each morning and evening, Hyksos soldiers counted the oxen. In exchange for their toil, the herdsmen were allowed just one spelt flatcake, some onions, and—once a week—some dried fish, which was often inedible.

“If they see the smoke, they’ll beat us,” said another man worriedly.

Plump Cheeks shook his head. “We’re too deep into the marshes for them to spot it.”

Everyone’s mouth watered at the thought of the feast.

“Watch out, all of you! There’s someone on the little island.”

A strange, turbaned man with a large black beard was sitting on a papyrus mat, roasting a fish.

“He’s an odd-looking fellow,” said Mustache.

“I bet he’s an evil marsh spirit. Let’s get out of here.”

“No, let’s go and take over his fire,” advised Plump Cheeks. “He won’t stand a chance against all of us.”

As the oxen and herdsmen approached, the stranger stood up slowly and turned to face them.

“I tell you, we should run away,” said one of the oxherds. “He’s not human,” and in panic he turned to flee.

But the stranger pulled out a slingshot and began to brandish it, whirling it around his head at an incredible speed. A stone flew out of it and struck the man on the back of the neck. He instantly collapsed into the murky water and would have drowned if Mustache hadn’t dragged him out by the hair.

“Come here, friends,” said the stranger. “You have nothing to fear.”

The oxherds, scared to death as they were, found this difficult to believe. But Plump Cheeks decided to obey, and his comrades followed suit.

“Don’t forget your oxen,” their host reminded them with an ironic smile.

One of the animals was tired; it bellowed and refused to go any further. However, a few blows on its back with a stick soon changed its mind.

One by one, the peasants clambered up onto the little island. The oxen shook themselves and were at last able to graze.

“Who is your leader?” asked the bearded man.

“He is,” replied Plump Cheeks, pointing at Mustache. “And who are you?”

“You may call me Afghan.”

The peasants exchanged looks. None of them knew the word.

“What’s an Afghan?” asked Plump Cheeks.

The stranger reached into the pocket of his brown tunic and took out a blue stone. When he held it out to them, the oxherds saw that it contained flecks of what looked like gold. The marvel dazzled them.

“That must be worth a fortune,” breathed Plump Cheeks. “It looks like lapis lazuli.”

“There is nothing more beautiful,” agreed the Afghan. “Where have you seen a stone like this before?”

“My cousin was a priest of Ptah. When he died, his colleagues gave him a heart scarab made from lapis lazuli, and I was allowed to admire it before it was placed on the mummy. How could I forget something so gorgeous?”

“Lapiz lazuli comes from my country, Afghanistan. When a pharaoh ruled Egypt, my countrymen delivered it to him in large quantities, in exchange for gold. Only temples were allowed to work the lapis lazuli. Today, everything has changed. The Hyksos invaders aren’t interested in rites or symbols—or in buying lapis lazuli, either. They would simply take it, as they take everything else. Because of them, Afghanistan has lost its main source of wealth.”

“So you’re an enemy of the Hyksos, are you?”

“I’m the enemy of anyone who impoverishes me. My family owns the main seam of lapis lazuli. They used to live on a splendid estate, had many servants, and owned so many head of livestock that they had lost count of them. Since the loss of the trade with Egypt, they have been living in poverty. Last year, my mother died of despair, and I have sworn to take revenge on those responsible for her death.”

“You mean … the Hyksos?”

“They have ruined me and condemned my people to poverty. I belong to a race of warriors, who do not tolerate such insults.”

“You’d do better to go home while you can,” advised Plump Cheeks. “Pharaoh’s army has been wiped out, and there is no longer any opposition at all to the invaders.”

“Aren’t you forgetting Thebes?” protested Mustache.

“Thebes?” Plump Cheeks shook his head. “That’s just a mirage.”

“But isn’t it the sacred city of Amon?” asked the Afghan.

“Yes, it is,” said Mustache. “But nowadays it houses only a queen with no power at all and a few old priests who spend all their time praying—but that’s only what people say.”

“You mean, it’s not true?”

“I hope not,” said Mustache fervently.

“Is there any organized resistance to the Hyksos?” asked the Afghan.

“If there was,” cut in Plump Cheeks, “we’d know about it. Why are you so interested, anyway, stranger?”

“You still don’t understand, Egyptian. I want to sell my lapis lazuli, become rich again, and restore my tribe’s fortunes. That is my only goal, and I shall devote my entire life to it, whatever the risks may be. If the Hyksos had been honest businessmen, I would have come to an understanding with them. But they will never sign a trading agreement, for they’re nothing but lawless predators. There’s only one solution: to drive them out and support the return of the pharaohs. A pharaoh would never alter the rules of the game to suit himself.”

Plump Cheeks burst out laughing. “You’re the funniest man I’ve ever met, Afghan. I bet nobody gets bored in your country.”

“My father delivered lapis lazuli to Thebes—and was paid handsomely, I may say. He told me that Amon isn’t the only god of the region, that he has an ally, Montu, represented by a bull strong enough to destroy any enemy.”

“The gods have left the Two Lands,” said Mustache sadly.

“Why shouldn’t they come back?”

“Because soon there’ll be no one left to welcome them.”

“Not even the Prince of Thebes?”

“It’s a queen, not a prince, who rules the city, and no one knows if she’s still alive.”

“Then the rebellion shall have its birth here,” said the Afghan, “right here in this marsh.”

“And who’s going to start it?” asked Plump Cheeks worriedly.

“Those of you who agree to help me.”

“But … you’re completely mad!”

“Any enemy can be beaten, especially if he thinks he’s invincible. Just one little wasp causes great pain to the giant it stings, doesn’t it?”

Mustache was intrigued. “What’s your plan?”

“To create a swarm of wasps. But sit yourselves down, and let’s smoke a plant from my country that relaxes the mind and makes one see things more clearly.”

Abandoning the overcooked fish to Plump Cheeks—who guzzled it down in one mouthful, much to the dismay of his comrades—the Afghan brought out and lit some little rolls of hashish, which he handed out to the peasants.

“Inhale slowly, and then let the smoke emerge from your nostrils and mouth. Little by little, you will forget your fear.”

At first, they all coughed, but they soon got used to it.

“This isn’t a marsh, it’s a peaceful garden,” declared Plump Cheeks.

Several of the other oxherds agreed. Only Mustache seemed to have reservations.

“Smoking this plant doesn’t just open the doors to dreams,” said the Afghan. “It has another quality that will be very useful to us.”

“What quality?” asked Plump Cheeks, whose pupils had dilated.

“It compels traitors to betray themselves.”

“Really? How does it do that?”

“They lose control, sweat profusely, stammer inconsistent explanations, and eventually confess. Confess that they have been spying on their comrades for the Hyksos—as you have, for example.”

“What? Me?” stammered Plump Cheeks. “You’re saying … you’re just saying anything that comes into your head.”

“I saw you yesterday with a Hyksos officer,” said the Afghan. “You took me for a beggar, so you weren’t wary of me. You promised him you’d denounce the oxherds as rebels, one by one, in return for a reward.”

Looks of hatred were turned on Plump Cheeks.

“No, that’s not true, comrades—at least, not completely. You don’t understand. I lied to the officer, of course. I’d never betray you and—”

Vengeful hands seized him by the hair and plunged him face-down into the marsh. He struggled for a few moments, then his corpse sank down into the mud.

“Now,” declared the Afghan, “we can talk safely about the future. All of us here present shall become rebels. In doing so, we’ll be risking arrest, torture, and death. But if we win, we shall become very rich men.”
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