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Regnal Year 10 – Thutmose II


 


 


 


 


I stretched flat on my belly atop the low limestone wall
that edged a lotus–choked pool in the garden on the north side of Ipet–Isut’s
processional way. Ipet–Isut,  “the Chosen of Places,” was an ancient complex
containing the temples of Amun, his wife Mut, and their son Khonsu, located on
the northern edge of Kemet’s southern capital, Waset. The stone was pleasantly
warm on my chest and belly and thighs, the sun hot on my back. I wore a simple
white linen skirt and a cowry shell girdle that was, according to the women of the
harem, supposed to protect my fertility. I was, as usual, barefoot.


Neferure lay similarly, facing me. Her long wavy dark brown
hair tumbled across her back and shoulders, restrained only by the rearing
uraeus on a thin gold band around her brow that marked her as the king’s
daughter. She leaned over the side of the wall and closely studied the cluster
of flowers floating atop the water just inches from her nose. The water
reflected the acacia trees and dom palms that overhung the pool. With her
almond–shaped eyes and oval face and delicate chin, Nefer was practically the
image of her young mother, the beautiful Hatshepsut, half–sister and Great Wife
of King Aakheperenre – the second to bear the name Thutmose. At age nine Nefer
was already living up to her name – “Beauty of Re.” She was petite, graceful,
lively, smart and serious; everyone in the per’aa, or Great House of the king –
from the children of courtiers to the king’s most powerful administrators – was
drawn to her. In that she took after her mother too.


Nefer and I were practically sisters. I was a year older; my
mother had been her wet nurse and so I had grown up with Nefer in the per’aa.
Two years ago, when my mother went to the Afterlife, the king and Hatshepsut
had graciously allowed me to remain in the royal harem as Nefer’s companion. I
was pretty enough, or so I’d been told, though I’d never be Nefer’s equal – I
was gangly, too tall, black–eyed, with long reddish hair that set me apart from
every other child in the royal court and made me the butt of much cruel
teasing.


I leaned over the side of the wall and pulled close some
lotus flowers that were floating within reach and inhaled their heavenly
fragrance. Nefer swept a light brown hand through the pool and the reflections
danced. We both heard a step behind us on the garden path and swung our heads
around to see who was approaching.


“Nefer! Mery!”


“Thut!” Nefer rose from the wall and dashed into the arms of
her half–brother.


Thutmose, the third in his family to bear that nomen, was a
year older than Nefer and the same age as me. He too had been raised with us in
the king’s harem, part of the time here in Waset, the rest in Mennefer, the Two
 Land’s ancient northern capital. Thut was heir to his father’s throne, the so–called
“Falcon in the Nest,” and was, except for Nefer, my closest friend. All our
lives the three of us had been nearly inseparable. I knew Thut’s deepest
thoughts and dreams, and he mine; we could talk about anything. I practically
worshiped him, for he too treated me like a sister, not the commoner and
outsider I actually was. What I admired and envied most about him was his
intelligence. His interests were more far–ranging than anyone I knew – botany,
history, religion, interior design, literature. While I loved my studies, I struggled
to keep up with both him and Nefer. They seemed to almost magically master
every bit of information pressed on them by their tutors, while I fought
mightily to retain even a minimum amount of almost every subject. Thut and I –
and his favorite companion, Ahmose, son of the king’s treasurer – loved most of
all to be outdoors, not something Nefer was interested in. Thut had taught me
to ride and swim and hunt and fish and sail. I could outswim and outrun him –
Ahmose too – but Thut surpassed me in all else. Together we had roamed the
river and valley and desert and hills near Waset until we knew all of it.
Though Thut and Nefer had different mothers – his, Iset, was a commoner, hers,
Hatshepsut, was the daughter of a king – he looked almost exactly like his
father, with the same low forehead, deep sunken eyes, and heavy jaw.


Thut hugged Nefer tightly for a moment, then me. His kilt
today was white and unadorned by embroidery. He wore a broad collar of gold
inlaid with rows of red and blue faience, and a nemes headdress. He released me
and plopped down heavily on the wall beside Nefer. I perched next to him.


“I hope Senenmut didn’t send you to get me for my lessons,”
Nefer pouted. “Today’s too fine for study and I don’t want to go inside just
yet.”


Senenmut had been Nefer’s tutor for the past seven years or
so, appointed by her father. I studied at Nefer’s side, so for all intents and
purposes he was my tutor too. Thut and Ahmose had a separate tutor of their
own.


“No, Nefer.” Thut sighed. Normally ebullient, he regarded us
sadly. “Do you remember what Senenmut told us about the divine nature of our
father?”


“Of course,” Nefer replied brightly.


The gods had gifted her with almost total recall. Once she
mastered a lesson she never forgot. For that she was Senenmut’s darling.


“Our father the king, Aakheperenre – life, health,
prosperity – is Horus on earth, the good god, conceived of his mother, our
grandmother, Mutnefert, and the great god Amun himself. Someday, when our
father dies, he’ll fly to heaven and become the great god Osiris.”


Thut put an arm around Nefer’s shoulders, pulled her close.
“Nefer, that very day is upon us. Father is extremely sick. The time of his
return to the heavens is at hand. I came to get you so we can tell him
goodbye.”


I saw a tear trickle from the corner of Thut’s eye. I’d
never seen him cry before.


“No!” Nefer tried to stifle a sob but could not.


Tears began rolling down my cheeks too. The king had been
good to me and I loved him. I reached across Thut and took one of Nefer’s hands
in mine.


“He’s just sick is all,” Nefer said adamantly. “He’ll get
better. Mother told me. I don’t want Father to leave!”


Thut kissed the top of Nefer’s head. “Try to be brave, Sister,”
he said. “The physicians and magicians have done all they could for him.” He
hugged her tight for a moment, then released her. “We must hurry.”


We rose and took hold of each other’s hands and half–ran
from the garden onto the processional way towards the per’aa where the royal
family lived when the king was in residence at Waset. It lay on the east bank
of the river, the western section of the wall that surrounded its low mud–brick
buildings abutting the river. Flower gardens filled almost all of the space inside
the walls. The buildings, richly decorated inside and out, were themselves
arranged around an open square that contained more gardens and pools. There
were many more per’aas scattered in towns up and down the river – at Abu,
Abdju, Koptos, Iunu and several more – for the king and his court traveled
constantly. But only the per’aa at Mennefer, the northern capital at the foot
of the delta, rivaled this one at Waset in size and splendor.


A path ran directly south from the gate of the per’aa for a
few hundred feet, intersecting the broad processional way we were on, which was
aligned east and west. At the west end of the processional way, ahead of us,
was a stone quay at the end of a short canal that reached to Iteru, the great
river that was the heart of Kemet. The magnificent royal boat was currently
docked alongside the quay. Less than half a mile to its east, at our backs, was
the entrance to the vast Ipet–Isut complex. Gardens and trees and pools and
channels lined both sides of the processional way its entire length.


“What will happen to us afterwards, when Father is dead?”
Nefer asked plaintively, brushing tears from her cheeks as we hurried along.


“I’ll become king in Father’s place.”


“And Horus too?”


“I’ll become divine as the priests perform the sacred
rituals during my coronation ceremony,” Thut explained. “As they place each of
the royal crowns on my head, one after another, and as I take the crook and
flail into my hands, my nature will change. I, a mortal boy, will be imbued
with divine energy – the royal ka – that occupies an everlasting office –
nesu.”


“Human kings die and are replaced, but the kingship carries
on forever, passing from man to man,” I said. “The royal ka that will be in you
is the same one that once was part of Narmer, Kemet’s first king.”


“Yes,” Thut affirmed. “Or so we have been taught.”


“You’ll be a good god?” I asked.


“Yes, Mery. Good – not great. That distinction shows my
humanity.”


“And your duty for the rest of your days will be to ensure
maat – divine order and justice – in the world.”


Thut nodded. “I’ll possess hu and sia – divine utterance and
divine knowledge – as well as heka – divine magic. I will be the breath of
life…”


“Who makes all men live when he shines upon them,” I
finished.


“Or so I hope,” Thut said softly.


We approached the wall surrounding the per’aa. Farmers and
townspeople and craftsmen and laborers and even priests from the temples were
crowded around the gate and milling about on the processional way and the path
and even in the gardens. Women were crying and priests were reciting spells.
Most of the men stood silent, waiting. News of the king’s imminent death had
spread. Nefer and Thut were recognized and a path magically opened through the
crowd, the people dropping to their knees as the king’s heir and his daughter
passed, the braver among them calling out condolences.


Guards let us through the gate in the wall and closed it
behind us and we stepped into the inner garden. Thut paused in the shade of a dom
palm. “To answer your question, Nefer, once I’ve been crowned king I’ll decide
what happens to you. And I promise you this – no one will separate us from each
other – ever. Father has told us all our lives that it’s our duty to marry each
other and continue the royal line and rule together after him, and have a son
who will rule after us. We must honor his wishes.”


Nefer started to cry. “Except Father was supposed to live to
be an old man, Thut, to see the many grandchildren we would give him. He wasn’t
supposed to die so young.”


Thut took Nefer in his arms and she lay her head against his
shoulder and sobbed. As he comforted her, I wondered if, once Thut was king, it
would change how the three of us felt about and treated each other. It also
occurred to me that he’d control my destiny too.


“What will happen to me, Thut?” I asked.


“You’ll serve Nefer in my court, Mery,” he assured me.
“We’ll all three be together.”


That was a relief. “You’re so young, Thut. Can you really be
king?” I asked. He was my lifelong playmate. Now he was about to take charge of
Kemet in all its vastness. The sudden change in circumstance was almost
impossible for me to comprehend.


“Yes, but not alone. I’m sure there’ll be a regent to guide
me until I’m old enough to rule by myself.”


“Who?” Nefer asked.


“Vizier Aametshu, perhaps.” Thut lowered his voice. “Or my
mother.”


That wouldn’t bode well for Nefer, I thought. Thut’s
and Nefer’s mothers had been at war ever since Thut’s birth. They hated each
other. Senenmut had explained to me once, in confidence, that Iset had expected
to be named the king’s Great Wife when she gave him a male heir, but Hatshepsut
had blocked her, retaining that title for herself. Iset had taken her continued
relegation to a lesser place the last ten years without grace.


“What will happen to my mother if Iset is named?”
Nefer asked.


Thut shrugged. “She’ll probably assign Hatshepsut to live
out her life in the harem. I’m sorry.”


I had no doubt that, without her husband’s protection,
Hatshepsut stood to lose much.


Another crowd was milling about before the entrance of the
per’aa itself, made up of those who worked in the royal home but were ranked
too low to be admitted this day. The per’aa was a busy place and required many
people to operate smoothly – bread bakers, cooks, sandal bearers, fan bearers,
keepers of the royal robes and crowns, barbers, physicians, servants for kitchen
and dining room, domestics for the royal meals, scribes, priests for religious
ceremonies, heralds, butlers, musicians, doorkeepers. Every member of the staff
seemed to be gathered before the door, along with a gaggle of favored courtiers
bearing official titles – Friends, Unique, Uniquely Loved. They too cleared a
way. Thut and Nefer and I passed through an anteroom into the large audience
hall with its ebony and gold throne on a raised stone dais, then down a long
passageway. All of the walls and floors were brightly painted with scenes of
life along the river and images of Thut and Nefer’s father making offerings to
the gods. A robing room was on the left and a bathroom on the right of the
passageway, their ceilings decorated with bulls’ heads within a pattern of
interlocking spirals and rosettes, their stone–lined walls decorated with royal
cartouches and protective symbols. We entered a smaller reception room with
another throne on a smaller dais that the king used for private audiences, then
stepped into his bedchamber, past two armed Medjay bodyguards, dark–skinned
Nubians who flanked the door day and night.


The bedchamber was at the very rear of the palace, mimicking
the location of the god’s sanctuary in every temple in Kemet. Painted in black
and white and red on the yellow ceiling were five vultures, their wings spread
wide, heads facing the chamber’s entrance. Each represented the goddess
Nekhbet. Beneath their wings were cartouches containing the king’s five names –
nomen, prenomen, Horus, Nebty, and Horus of Fine Gold. The vultures were framed
by a band of small red–centered rosettes and a checkerboard pattern of yellow,
red and green. The room’s walls were painted with images of the god Bes
alternating with another checkerboard pattern, and large alternating images of
the hieroglyphs ankh and tyt, symbols connected to life and Isis respectively,
standing on baskets representing “all,” separated by vertical bands of red,
white and green.


The hushed room was crowded with gilded wooden chairs, tall
wooden stands for vessels, oil lamps on pedestals, chests full of linen and
clothing and other belongings, small wooden boxes crammed with jewelry. The
king’s wooden bed was at the far end of the chamber in a raised alcove beneath
a small high window that admitted the only outside light. The low bed sloped
from its head towards its foot, its legs terminating in carved lion’s paws. A
gilded wooden canopy soared over the bed, the curtains on its four sides that
were usually drawn for privacy thrown wide open.


Officials clustered around the bed, obstructing my view of
the king. Hatshepsut sat on one side, near the head, and Iset the other. Except
for crying women, the only sound in the room was the low voice of Hapuseneb,
the Opener of the Gate of Heaven, the high priest of Amun’s temple at Ipet–Isut,
his deeply lined face somber. Puyemre, Amun’s Second Prophet, held an unrolled
papyrus before Hapuseneb and he was reciting from it: “King of Eternity,
Lord of Everlasting, who passes millions of years in his lifetime, first–born
son of Nut, begotten of Geb, Heir, Lord of the Weret crown, whose white crown
is tall. Sovereign of gods and men.”


I recognized it as the introductory hymn to Osiris, one of
the spells of emerging in daytime designed to guarantee the dead eternal life.


Hapuseneb’s daughter, Seniseneb, was at his elbow. She was,
I knew, Amun’s divine adoratrix and Puyemre’s wife. Behind the priests stood
the land’s most important officials – Chancellor Neshi, Treasurer Thutmosis, Chief
Steward Amenhotep. Vizier Aametshu was at the head of the left side of the bed,
his long robe reaching from armpits to ankles, a golden maat symbol on a chain
around his neck. Everyone was afraid of the gruff old man – the bureaucrats who
ran the kingdom, the servants who worked in the per’aa, even the craftsmen in
the Place of Truth who dug the tombs of the kings in the Great Place. They in
particular trembled at his approach, for it was he who oversaw their village
and rewarded their work. But I knew that Nefer did not fear the vizier, and
that he adored her. Everyone in the bureaucracy did. Thut took Nefer’s hand and
gently pulled her forward; I remained behind, for I was not really part of the
family. The officials moved aside so Thut and Nefer could approach the bed. No
one paid me any attention or tried to stop me, so I moved to the foot of the
bed.


The king was covered from foot to chest with thick linen blankets,
his head propped on a curved headrest and linen pillow, his eyes closed. His
arms lay slack atop the blankets. None of us children had been allowed to see
him for weeks and his appearance had changed dramatically in that time. My hand
rose to my mouth involuntarily. Patches of hair were missing on the crown of his
head. His body was thin and shrunken, cheeks hollow, skin covered with horrible
scabs. His mouth was slightly open, lips stretched tight over his teeth. He was
gasping for breath at long intervals, the blankets slowly rising and falling
with each gasp.


Nefer took her father’s hand. Her tear–filled eyes rose to
her mother’s. Hatshepsut was perched on the bed beside the king’s shoulder,
facing Nefer. The king was both Hatshepsut’s husband and half–brother and her
sorrow appeared immeasurable. Even in the presence of death I was struck by
Hatshepsut’s beauty – she was petite, well–endowed, with an oval face, high
forehead, delicate pointed chin, prominent nose, light brown skin, dark brown
almond–shaped eyes, wavy dark brown hair. Only twenty–two, she’d been married
to the king for almost half her life. Tears were streaming down her cheeks too.
She stroked Nefer’s hair and shook her head in resignation and then let out a
sob. Sitre, the wet nurse of Hatshepsut’s infancy and her lifelong companion,
moved to her side and circled her shoulders with one arm. She was also crying.


Iset sat on the other side of the bed, in tears. Only a few
years older than Hatshepsut, she was holding the king’s other hand. Thut moved
next to her and put his arm around her and she leaned against him.


“You must kiss your father goodbye now,” Hatshepsut told
Nefer tenderly, in a choked voice.


Nefer leaned over and pressed her lips to the king’s. He did
not react. She turned and buried her face against Hatshepsut.


After a moment, Thut moved from his mother to stand next to
me at the foot of the bed. Tears were streaming down my cheeks. Our hands found
each other’s. His was trembling.


The king’s breathing soon became even more labored. We watched
and waited at his bedside for hours, the light streaming through the small
window eventually dimming as night began to fall. Shadows filled the room. No
one bothered to light a lamp. The king’s breath began to rattle in his throat,
his breaths coming farther and farther apart. Suddenly he gasped mightily, then
was still.


Vizier Aametshu moved to the bedside, bent, placed his ear
against the king’s lips. I felt Thut tense up beside me, saw Nefer stiffen, tried
to prepare myself. After a long moment the vizier straightened. “Aakheperenre,
King of the Two Lands – life, health, prosperity, justified – has flown to
heaven.”


Hatshepsut and Sitre and Iset and Nefer and the other women
in the room began to wail and ululate. The sound soon echoed throughout the
per’aa and then was taken up by the crowd in the garden and then the crowd
outside the walls. I buried my face against Thut’s chest and wrapped my arms
around him, my body racked with sobs. He circled me with his arms and stroked
my long hair and we comforted each other as best we could.


 


 


***


 


 


I stepped from the entrance of the per’aa in the dim light
of dawn and took my place in the procession bound for Amun’s temple in the
sacred complex of Ipet–Isut. The journey would be short, just a few hundred
yards, first straight south from the per’aa, then eastward on the broad
processional way through the center of the garden that stretched from the river
to Ipet–Isut’s entrance. Today Thut was going to be officially crowned king of
the Two Lands.


The seventy days of the king’s mummification and burial, and
the week afterwards leading to today’s coronation, had passed in a blur. The
per’aa’s gate had been closed since the king’s death, his staff and courtiers
going about their affairs silently, with bowed heads. Thut had taken the throne
the morning after his father’s passing, even before his coronation, and a week
later had departed Waset to make the traditional progression up and down the river
called “The Creation of Order in All Provinces.” He had visited all the major
towns and cities of his new kingdom, made offerings to local gods, and enacted
his coming coronation to ritually tie him to each location and reestablish maat
after his father’s death. Thut had, as expected of him, let his hair grow and
fasted daily the whole time. He’d returned from the progression the day before
his father’s funeral.


There were some images from those two months I knew I’d
never forget – the river at Waset crowded with the elegantly–decorated boats of
officials arriving from all over the Two Lands for the funeral, the ceremony
itself at Amun’s temple, Thutmose Aakheperenre being transported in his open
coffin on the royal boat across the river to the west bank, the narrow winding
dusty path to the Great Place on the far side of the western hills, the Opening
of the Mouth ceremony at the entrance of his tomb to prepare him for the
Afterlife, the long stone passageway descending deep into the earth, the helmet
of gold being placed on his head, Nefer laying a bouquet of flowers atop his
chest along with Hatshepsut and Iset, torchlight reflecting on grave goods beyond
counting of solid gold, the scent of incense, the assembling of gold shrines
around the king’s sarcophagus, the sealing of the tomb door by Thut using his
father’s signet ring, the long sad walk from the Great Place back to the river
after the ceremony was over.


“Majesty.”


Senenmut slipped to Nefer’s side and fondly placed a hand on
her shoulder. She smiled up at him. The bond between them was great and had
been ever since Hatshepsut and the king appointed him to be her tutor,
succeeding the tutor of her infancy, Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet, who had himself been
plucked from the royal treasury to look after Nefer soon after her birth.
Ahmose was much older than Senenmut; he’d served Nefer’s grandfather, the first
Thutmose, as a soldier in the wars that had expanded the borders of Kemet east
and south. Senenmut was in his early thirties, somewhat pinch–featured, with a
pointed high–bridged nose, fleshy lips, weak chin tending towards jowliness,
and kind eyes. He was charismatic, Hatshepsut’s valued counselor, a man who
moved freely through the per’aa, and smart – he had access to all the papyri in
the royal archives and had studied them closely and used them daily in our
education. He never tired of telling Nefer and I, as we sat amidst the scrolls,
that “there is nothing from the beginning of time I do not know.” I, for one,
believed him.


Nefer was wearing a skirt of fine white linen, its hem
embroidered with turquoise, a turquoise girdle, a broad collar of gold with
vertical bands of turquoise and carnelian and blue faience, turquoise earrings,
a narrow gold diadem with a rearing uraeus, gold bracelets, gold anklets, leather
sandals. Her eyes were outlined with kohl and she carried a bouquet of fragrant
lotus flowers. I was dressed much more simply, as befit my station, in a white
skirt, adorned with an amulet on a necklace and earrings and a few bracelets.
My red hair was unrestrained, my eyes protected with kohl. I too carried
flowers.


The procession was led from the per’aa by twenty beautiful
young chantresses wearing only sheer white skirts and gold broad collars and
gold earrings and gold bracelets, playing sistrums and crotal bells and shaking
menat necklaces and singing ancient hymns. Their hair was bound around their
brows with floral bands, and lotus blossoms drooped over their foreheads.
Behind them were a host of priests, heads shaved, kilts pure white, barefoot,
swinging gold containers on chains from which rose the sweet smoke of incense. 


Next strode Hapuseneb, the Opener of the Gate of Heaven,
Amun’s high priest – the most important priest in the land – wearing a white
kilt, with a leopard skin draped over his shoulders, accompanied by Puyemre,
Amun’s second prophet, and Huy, one of the god’s adoratrixes. Then came Thut,
bare–headed, dressed in a white shendyt with a lion’s tail attached at the back
of his waist, a wide gold broad collar draped on his chest, a corselet of gold
inlaid with red and blue faience, a red sash with his cartouche woven into it
twisted around his waist. He looked straight ahead, stoic, but I could tell he
was a little afraid and overwhelmed by the responsibility he was about to take
on. A fan bearer strode behind him – Mentuherkhepshef, the mayor of Qusiya had
been given the honor – the fan’s brown and white ostrich feathers set in a base
of gold atop an ebony shaft, screening Thut from the rising sun. It was not hot
yet, but would be before the ceremony concluded.


Behind Thut walked his mother Iset, and a little behind her
his stepmother and aunt, Nefer’s mother, Hatshepsut. Hatshepsut wore the regalia
of God’s Wife of Amun – an ankle–length tight–fitting sheath dress decorated with
two rosettes, a full pleated shawl, a gold broad collar, bracelets and earrings
of gold. She carried in her hand a wide flat–bladed length of wood, symbol of
her office. God’s Wife was a powerful position that had been passed down from
king’s wife to king’s wife in Nefer’s family ever since its creation by King
Ahmose for his wife Ahmes–Nefertari several generations ago. Some day, when
Nefer became Thut’s wife, she would succeed Hatshepsut in that role and become
the royal counterpart to the Opener of the Gate of Heaven, serving as a check
to his power. That check was needed; the Amun priesthood controlled much land
and many people throughout Kemet, and the priests’ wealth was now second only
to the king’s.


Iset wore a white dress with wide straps and was bedecked
with gold and jewels. Her long wig was topped by the vulture crown of a king’s
wife – gold wings hanging on either side of her head, a rearing uraeus cobra on
her brow, a gold sun disk flanked by two tall white plumes. She looked about
haughtily, with satisfaction, for in only moments she would officially be the
mother of a king and his regent and the most powerful woman in all the land.
What she would then do to Hatshepsut and Nefer and me I didn’t dare imagine.
Iset was a vindictive woman. That I knew from personal experience. It irritated
her to no end that Thut was friends with me, someone so far beneath him, and so
unladylike. She’d tried to keep us apart for years, but had failed. But now…
Thut might try to protect Nefer, and perhaps me, from his mother, but would he
really have that ability yet? Could a young king overrule a regent? I had no
idea.


Behind the dead king’s wives walked courtiers and officials
– Chancellor Neshi, Chief Steward Wadjet–Renpet, Treasurer Thutmosis, Overseer
of the Seal Ty, Vizier Aametshu, a host of mayors, even Seni, the viceroy who
saw to the collection of taxes from the two vast lands south of the First
Cataract – Wawat and Kush. Everyone in the procession, except for me and Nefer
and a few of the temple chantresses, towered over the future king.


It did not take long to traverse the processional way that
bisected the lush flower gardens and pools between the per’aa and Ipet–Isut.
The path was lined on both sides with farmers and craftsmen and priests and
officials and women and children trying to catch a glimpse of the new king. All
fell to their knees as Thut passed. Long shadows stabbed in my direction from
two tall rose–colored granite obelisks, their tips clad with gold, partly
obscured behind a two–towered mud–brick pylon that marked Ipet–Isut’s entrance.
The pylon had been built by Thut’s father just a few years ago. Re had already risen
high enough over the pylon’s gate this morning to be framed by the towers and
obelisks. Senenmut had guided Nefer and me through Ipet–Isut many times since
becoming her tutor, teaching us about each structure and its purpose. Thus I
knew that the pylon represented the horizon of the world that Re rose above
each morning, and the obelisks Re’s rays.


Ipet–Isut was completely surrounded by a high wall, accessed
through the gate in the pylon at its west end. The chantresses passed through
that gate into a festival court that had been created by Thut’s father, and a
moment later Senenmut and Nefer and I followed. On the east side of the court
were the two gold–tipped obelisks that had been erected by Nefer’s grandfather,
King Aakheperkare, the first in the family to bear the nomen Thutmose – “Thoth
is Born.” They stood in front of a pylon that he had also erected. The
courtyard between the two pylons was enclosed by walls both north and south.


Inside the court were two small chapels, one of alabaster to
my left, and one of limestone to my right. The alabaster chapel was called
“Menmenu” and was the newer of the two, erected by King Amenhotep a few decades
ago, and was one of my favorite shrines. I marveled each time I saw it. It had
a single door and no windows. Each block in its four walls was a different size
and was decorated with a single scene, and all the blocks and scenes fit
together perfectly. Menmenu had been designed and built by the famous architect
Ineni, who had served both Amenhotep and the first and second Thutmoses and
would presumably serve Thut as well. He walked somewhere in this procession
today. Shades of caramel and honey ran through the alabaster, which was so
pockmarked and pitted that its carved images were hard to see. Someone had
suggested painting the images to make them more distinct, but the alabaster was
so costly and beautiful I thought it would be a shame if it was covered over.
The scenes were mostly of Amenhotep being joined with Amun during his
coronation ceremony, offering the god food and oil and water. There were also several
carvings of the first Thutmose worshiping Amun.


My gaze shifted to the marvelous white limestone chapel on
the south side of the court, the Throne of Horus, built by Kheperkare – the
first king Senwosret – for his first Heb–Sed festival more than four hundred
years earlier. It now served as a shrine for Amun’s barque and was my very
favorite structure in the entire land. The small chapel was reached by
ascending a short set of stairs and ramp. Four pillars on each side supported
the architrave and cornice. There were waterspouts to collect the rare rainfall
that pattered on the roof so it could be used for purification ceremonies. No
chapel in the land was carved with so many reliefs. I called to mind images of
Amun and Anubis and Thoth and Ptah and Horus and Montu and Amenet, carved so
meticulously that even the pleats in their kilts and capes were obvious, every
bead in their collars and necklaces carefully delineated. The hieroglyphs
naming kings and gods were elaborate too – birds were feathered, bulls muscled,
bees’ wings transparent, rope strands twisted, baskets woven in patterns. All
the images still had traces of their original paint. On the outside walls of
the temple were listed Kemet’s nomes – the twenty–two of Upper Kemet and the
fourteen of Lower – along with each nomes’ principal deity and the length of
its river shoreline. On one visit Nefer had memorized the inscriptions and
amazed Hatshepsut and her father at dinner that evening when she recited them.
I’d managed to recall only a handful, and none of them entirely correctly.


We passed through the gate of the first Thutmose’s pylon
into the Wadjet Hall, a court with another pylon on its east side, also erected
by him. It was dark in the hall, for it was roofed with cedar planks supported
by a bevy of cedar columns, creating a hypostyle hall. Senenmut had once told
me that the expense of such large pieces of wood was incredible – no trees so
large grew in Kemet, so the wood had all been imported from a low mountain
range called “The Terraces” in Setjet, the area beyond the desert east and
north of the river delta along the coast of the Great Green. The hall held huge
statues of the first Thutmose posed and dressed as Osiris, god of the
Afterlife.


Thut’s coronation was to be held in this hall. Since space
was limited, only the highest ranking officials were allowed to crowd in; the
rest of those in the procession would have to wait in the festival hall for the
ceremony to conclude. A temporary raised dais had been constructed at the left
end of the hall. The dais held an ebony throne beneath a leather canopy
decorated with painted lotus blossoms. Smaller, less elaborate thrones, flanked
the king’s. To the right of the dais was a wooden shrine, Per–wer, representing
Upper Kemet, and to the left another, Per–nu, representing Lower Kemet, symbols
of a time when the Two Lands had not yet been joined into one. The chantresses
moved to the left side of the dais and the priests to the right. Hapuseneb and
Thut moved to the foot of the dais and turned to face the crowd.


As the rest of the officials filed in I gazed through the
door of the easternmost pylon. Beyond was the large court that lay before the Temple
 of Amun itself. The court was called the High Lookout of Kheperkare – the
first King Senwosret – and was the oldest part of Ipet–Isut. 


Senenmut saw Nefer looking at it too and leaned close. “That
courtyard remained unchanged from the reign of Kheperkare, four hundred years
ago, until your grandfather’s predecessor, Djeserkare – King Amenhotep – ended
the wars of liberation against the Chiefs of the Foreign Lands and reopened
Kemet’s sandstone and limestone quarries. He built several of the small
structures that now occupy the space.”


There was a small calcite chapel on the near side of the
courtyard that had been erected for Amun by Amenhotep. High walls rose a little
above the chapel to its left and right; to the right and left of the walls were
smaller courtyards, themselves walled. Behind the chapel was the ancient temple
that Senwosret had erected, its west end fronted by a portico with twelve
pillars adorned with statues of Senwosret in the guise of Osiris. Beyond that
portico, I knew, was an open–air court with a single row of pillars on each
side, a series of red granite thresholds, and then Amun’s sanctuary.


Hatshepsut and Iset ascended the dais and seated themselves
on the smaller thrones, fan bearers behind them to keep them cool. As soon as
all of the officials were in the hall, Hapuseneb nodded his head. Four priests
bearing golden containers full of water moved forward. In turn, each poured a
small amount of liquid on Thut’s head.


“The priests represent the four cardinal directions,”
Senenmut explained. “As they pour water on Thutmose they are ritually purifying
him and transferring power to him.”


A chantress rushed forward with a linen cloth and dried
Thut’s head. Her long curly hair was pulled back to reveal the nape of her neck
and bound with a floral band made of lotus buds. A lotus blossom drooped over
her brow. Her pleated white dress covered her shoulders, with sleeves reaching
to her elbows. More lotus blossoms were fastened to her arms. Her earrings were
of carnelian, and her wristbands and armbands of gold, inlaid with red and blue
faience. She wore a broad collar of blue and red stones in alternating rows,
with gold between.


Hapuseneb motioned again. Hatshepsut descended from the
dais. Her lips were set in a tight line. Adoratrix Huy handed her small vials
of oil, one after another, and she anointed Thut on his head, brow, eyelids, lips
and hands. I glanced at Iset and saw her broad satisfied smile as she watched
her hated rival forced to sanctify her son. That no doubt made, for her, the
ceremony even sweeter. The anointing done, Hatshepsut resumed her seat. Then an
amply–endowed priestess took her place beside Thut and bared her breast. He
suckled from it briefly. Nefer and I looked at each other and giggled and tried
without success to suppress smiles. 


“This part of the ceremony signifies rebirth,” Senenmut
whispered sternly. “It transforms Thutmose from man to god.”


That didn’t make it seem any less silly to me.


Two priests, one representing the god Horus, the other his
uncle Set, led twelve servants bearing an empty palanquin covered with a linen
canopy to Thut. He stepped into it and the priests lifted the chair and carried
it to the first shrine, Per–wer. “This part of the ceremony symbolically
reunites the Two Lands,” Senenmut said.


Thut stepped from the chair and seated himself on a throne
inside Per–wer. A priest stood behind the throne, holding Hedjet, the White
Crown of Upper Kemet, a bulbous tiara of white leather.


“This priest represents the ka of the king’s ancestor who
once ruled the land from Nekhen, the ancient southern capital.”


The priest lowered the crown onto Thut’s head.


“The priest has just combined the divine royal ka with the
king’s mortal body, altering his very being,” Senenmut said.


“Thut is now a good god?” I asked.


Senenmut nodded.


Thut returned to the palanquin and was borne across the hall
to Per–nu. Once again he took his place on a throne within that shrine. A
priest removed the White Crown from his head. Another priest replaced it with
the Red Crown.


“This priest represents the soul of Pe, an ancestor of the
king from the ancient northern capital of Buto, in the delta.”


The crown, of red leather, was low in front and high in
back.


“Desheret, the Red Crown, is linked to the morning light at
dawn, when the sun is reborn.”


Thut climbed once more into the palanquin and the priests
returned him to the pavilion in the center of the hall, the Red Crown still on
his head. He ascended the dais and seated himself on a highly–decorated ebony
throne between Iset and Hatshepsut. Iset smiled at him proudly and he
momentarily placed his hand atop hers. The priest holding the White Crown came
forward and placed it within the Red Crown.


“Now the king wears Sekhemti, the Double Crown,” Senenmut
said.


The high priest ascended the dais.


“Hapuseneb is attaching a gold uraeus, the cobra goddess
Wadjet of Lower Kemet, and a solid gold vulture, the goddess Nekhbet of Upper
 Kemet, to the front of the combined crown,” Senenmut said. “The Two Ladies,
representing the Two Lands.”


A priest removed Sekhemti. Then, one after another,
Hapuseneb placed a series of crowns on Thut’s head.


“The Atef Crown, similar to the White Crown, with ostrich
feathers attached to its sides, is associated with Osiris. The king will wear
it during religious functions. The Blue Crown, Kepresh, is a leather helmet,
worn during wartime. See the elaborate arrangement of faience disks on its
surface? Now the nemes headdress of yellow and blue striped cloth, falling
loosely to the king’s shoulders. He’ll wear it almost daily; it’s connected to
solar rejuvenation. Now the diadem, Seshed, another daily crown, with a rearing
cobra hanging beside each ear and another rising in front.”


Priests handed Hapuseneb a crook and then a flail, each
constructed of gold and copper and faience, and he bowed and placed them in
Thut’s hands.


“Those are symbols of authority from a time when the people
of Kemet still wandered the desert and had not yet settled the river valley,”
Senenmut said.


Then Hapuseneb attached a false beard to Thut’s chin, held
in place by cords stretched around his ears. I thought it looked ridiculous on
someone so young. I’d make sure to tease Thut about it later.


A priest carried forward with an elaborately decorated
casket, its hinged top open. Thut peered inside momentarily, then nodded.


“The casket contains a document confirming the king’s right
to rule,” Senenmut noted.


Thut rose from his throne.


“Now the king will walk around the outer edge of the hall,”
Senenmut said. “As he does he’ll be symbolically circling and taking possession
of the Two Lands.”


Thut descended from the dais, along with Iset and Hatshepsut.
There was a path about three or four feet wide between the officials and the
walls of the hall. Thut, followed by the two women and priests and chantresses,
made his slow walk. Everyone else remained in their places.


“Had this ceremony been held at Mennefer, the king would
have walked all the way around the city walls,” Senenmut said. “It would have
taken hours. Let us be thankful the ceremony is here at Waset instead.”


After a short time, Thut and the women resumed their
thrones.


“Now he’ll receive the inheritance of Horus,” Senenmut said.


Hatshepsut anointed the new king once more with costly
ointments while chantresses sang hymns to the god. Then a priest offered Thut a
chunk of bread baked in the shape of the hieroglyph for “office,” which he ate.


Twenty priests moved to a small stone altar near the dais,
some carrying containers of burning incense, others various types of food.


“The king will now make offerings to his ancestors.”


Thut descended the dais to stand beside the priests. In
turn, each placed his offering on a fire that burned atop the altar. As the
smoke rose, Thut spooned incense onto each offering, to make it even sweeter
for the gods. Done, he reseated himself on his throne.


A priest dressed as the god Thoth moved to the foot of the
dais, a sheet of papyrus in his hand.


“Now we shall learn the king’s five names,” Senenmut
whispered.


The priest turned to the crowd. “I proclaim the king – Son
of Re, the third Thutmose, Thoth is Born – to be the legitimate successor to Aakheperenre
– life, health, prosperity – justified,” he cried in stentorian voice. “The
king shall bear the following names.” He scanned the document. “His Horus name
shall be ‘Strong Bull Arising in Waset.’ His Two Ladies name shall be ‘Enduring
of Kingship Like Re in Heaven.’ His Horus of Fine Gold name shall be ‘Powerful
of Strength, Holy of Diadems.’ And his prenomen, the name by which he shall be
known as king of Upper and Lower Kemet, shall be Menkheperre – ‘The Being of Re
is Established.’”


“Menkheperre – life, prosperity, health!” Hapuseneb cried.


“Life, prosperity, health!” all of us in the crowd
thundered.


I thought Thut’s Horus name was particularly fitting.


A priestess dressed as the goddess Seshat came forward and,
along with a priest, inscribed upon the branch of a sacred persea tree the
beginning year of Thut’s rule.


“Oh happy day!” cried Hapuseneb, turning to face Thut.
“Heaven and earth are in joy since you are the great lord of Kemet! Those who
fled are come back to their cities; those who were hidden have emerged; those
who were hungry, they are sated and content; those who were thirsty are
drunken; those who were naked, they are clad in fine linen!”


Thut descended from the dais and moved into the center of
the hall. A priest handed him a magnificent bow. Thut grasped it eagerly,
touched his fingers to the bowstring, drew it back experimentally, smiled
broadly. I knew Thut was a fine archer, far better than many who were much
older. He took great pride in his ability to shoot. Under his tutelage even I
had learned to shoot well, though with far less power than he. Nefer had
refused to learn; at least there was one thing I was better at than her. Thut
moved through the doorway in the eastern pylon to the center of the open
courtyard beyond and we all followed after, encircling him. Then he fitted an
arrow to the string and drew it back with ease and fired the arrow due north, all
the way over Ipet–Isut’s outer wall. In rapid succession, he fired three more
to the other cardinal points. Two disappeared on the far side of the outer
walls of the temple precinct, one passed high over the three pylons, that shot drawing
oohs and aahs from the crowd. Thut handed the bow to a priest. His eyes met
mine and he smiled triumphantly and I smiled back.


Then chantresses handed Thut four white birds, one after
another, and he released each to the winds.


“And now,” Hapuseneb announced, “we shall return to the
per’aa for the king’s coronation banquet.” He handed Thut the crook and flail
and placed Sekhemti on his head.


Thut stepped into his carrying chair and the priests raised
it to their shoulders. I fell to my knees along with everyone else in the
courtyard and bowed my head. The priests began moving west, towards the opening
in the pylon. When I looked up, Thut was gazing backwards over his shoulder and
our eyes met again and he smiled once more. I smiled back, but I sensed that
something had changed. He was no longer the friend he had been my whole life,
but my king. He held my fate in his hands now, and Nefer’s, and Hatshepsut’s,
and everyone else’s in the whole land. I rose to my feet and took my place next
to Nefer and Senenmut, behind Iset and Hatshepsut, ahead of the rest of the
dignitaries.


We moved through the halls and pylons of Ipet–Isut. Everyone
who had been waiting in the festival hall and outside the temple wall fell in
behind us. We walked west on the processional way, past cheering crowds,
towards the per’aa. As we neared it, Hatshepsut stepped from the processional
way onto one of the small paths that wound through the garden. She pulled
Senenmut and Nefer and me aside, then led us some distance north to a small
grove of dom palms, out of the sight and hearing of those in the procession.
She and Nefer seated themselves in the shade on a large stone in the midst of
colorful flowers atop tall stems. Senenmut and I stood before them respectfully.
He watched the distant procession attentively.


Once the tail end of the procession passed, Hatshepsut
carefully scanned the garden in all directions. She addressed me and Senenmut. “Warn
me if anyone approaches. Nefer and I must not be overheard.”


Senenmut nodded. “Yes, Majesty.” He moved a little away, as
did I in a different direction, though still close enough to hear perfectly the
conversation between Nefer and Hatshepsut.


“There’s something you need to know,” Hatshepsut told Nefer
in a low voice. “I’ve been appointed regent to rule beside your half–brother
until he’s of age. The highest civil officials and the Opener of the Gate of
Heaven insisted on it. They’ve passed over Iset. They’ll tell her when she
reaches the per’aa.”


I was surprised and relieved at the same time. If Iset
wasn’t the regent, she couldn’t send Hatshepsut or Nefer or me away.


“Why didn’t they choose Iset, Mother?” Nefer asked.


“They fear what an inexperienced boy with unfettered power
might do with that woman whispering in his ear.”


“Might do about what?”


“Enemy invasion. Problems with trade. Famine. Taxes. The
growing power of the Amun priesthood. The details of running a land as vast as
Kemet.” Hatshepsut threw back her shoulders. “If Iset had been named she would
have used the power that comes with being regent to take revenge on those she
felt had slighted her these past years – which in her mind is every high
official in the land. With Thutmose so young, she could have ruled for a decade
at least, and done much damage in that time to the whole land. That is why the
land’s highest officials have no intention of letting her be regent.”


“Why you? Why not Vizier Aametshu?”


“Though few are aware, I’ve been quietly ruling Kemet on
behalf of your father these past two years, Nefer, ever since his health began
to fail,” Hatshepsut said. “The bureaucrats and priests know my capabilities.
Besides, your grandfather thought me more fit to rule than any of his sons, including
your father. It is an opinion many shared.”


“How will Iset react, do you think?”


“She’ll be furious. That’s why I’m telling you, Nefer.
There’s been quite a power struggle between us since your father died. But I’ve
gained the support of the Oracle of Amun and she hasn’t and that’s that. So now
the bad blood between Iset and me will be considerably worse.”


“Senenmut says she hates you because she wanted to be
Father’s Great Wife, since she’d given him Thut as an heir and you’d given him
only me.”


“That’s part of it,” Hatshepsut said.


I had often noted how Hatshepsut and Iset barely tolerated
each other, sometimes going months at a time without speaking. Seldom did they
occupy the same room in the harem. I supposed that part of their dislike was
due to jealousy; as Great Wife, Hatshepsut had traveled from per’aa to per’aa
throughout Kemet with the king as he went about his business, while Iset
remained at Waset. Only at banquets and religious festivals were they together,
and even then Hatshepsut always took the place of honor. I had personally never
witnessed Hatshepsut act in a mean–spirited way towards Iset; she was merely
exercising the rights that came with her station.


“Iset also coveted my role as God’s Wife of Amun,”
Hatshepsut said, “particularly the estates and riches and power that position
brings. I, of course, had no intention of becoming a minor wife or giving up my
sacred duties or wealth. I am, after all, the daughter and granddaughter of
kings, and she is the daughter of commoners.”


“Is that why being regent is so important to you?”


“Preserving maat is part of our heritage – yours and mine,”
Hatshepsut answered. “Have you forgotten what I’ve taught you about your
ancestors – Tetisheri, Ahhotep, Ahmes–Nefertari? Tetisheri helped hold the kingdom
together after her son, King Seqenenre Tao II, was executed by the Chiefs of
the Foreign Lands. You’ve seen the pyramid–shaped cenotaph her grandson, King
Ahmose, erected in her memory at Abdju because of what she did. And Seqenenre’s
wife Ahhotep was regent for Ahmose, her son, and herself fought and defeated
the wretched enemy. Do you remember the inscription on the stela at Ipet–Isut
he raised for her?”


“Give your praise to the Lady of the Lands of the North,
whose name is exalted in all foreign countries, to she who rules the
multitudes, who looks after Kemet with wisdom, who took care of its army, who
watched over the country and made the fugitives return and reunited the
deserters, who appeased Kemet and subdued the rebels,” Nefer recited.


“Yes,” Hatshepsut nodded. “And then there was Ahmes–Nefertari,
Ahmose’s Great Wife, the first God’s Wife of Amun. She was regent when her son
Amenhotep was young, and helped him rule after his wife died. She traveled with
both kings, helped them open quarries, helped in building projects, was active
in religious ceremonies. She was deified after her death as Mistress of the Sky
and Lady of the West. And don’t forget about me. I’m God’s Wife of Amun. As I
said, I’ve ruled Kemet during your father’s illness.”


I saw several priests passing through the garden, heading in
the direction of the per’aa, and so did Senenmut. He signaled to Hatshepsut.
She fell silent until they were gone.


“The point is, Nefer,” Hatshepsut continued, “you must never
let anyone put a limit on what you can do. I haven’t. That you are a woman is
of no consequence. Ahmes–Nefertari did not spend her life hidden inside her
husband’s harem; she became a celebrity. Her personality eclipsed her daughter–in–law
Meritamen, who failed to provide him with a male heir. That was why Ahmose had
to pick his successor. He chose a middle–aged general, my father, your
grandfather, the first Thutmose.”


“So grandfather’s blood wasn’t pure?”


“Not when he was born. His father was a commoner and his
mother, Seniseneb, was not royal either. But Thutmose married your grandmother
Ahmose, his sister. So, since they were both royal, being the current king and
current king’s wife, their daughter – me – is of pure blood.” Hatshepsut
stood, faced Nefer. “You know my father was a warrior. He moved the southern
boundary of Kemet past the Third Cataract and placed a border stela and took
control of the African trade routes that converged there. He put a viceroy in
charge of Kush and brought the Kushite kings’ sons to Kemet and raised them at
court. He only ruled six years, but he made Kemet an unparalleled kingdom.”


“But my father was no warrior.”


“No, and his mother was a commoner, and so his claim to the
throne was strengthened by marriage to me, his half–sister, who alone in the
family had pure blood. We married when I was only twelve years old. And Kemet
was fortunate that he married me. Your grandfather was a brilliant military
leader, Nefer, but your father was always in poor health. Few knew how much he
let me do of the actual day–to–day governing of the Two Lands.”


“Is it true that Father was king only because his brothers
died?”


“Yes. As you know, my sister Akhbetneferu died in infancy.
Before he married Ahmose, my father was married to Mutnofret and they produced
three sons, all half–brothers to me – Wadjmose, Amenose, and your father.
Mutnofret died before your grandfather became king, and neither Wadjmose nor
Amenose lived beyond childhood. But I’ll let you in on a secret, Nefer – your
grandfather always favored me over my brothers. He wanted me to be his heir. He
once told me that Amun himself had proclaimed me the future king when I was but
a young girl.”


“A female king?”


“Yes.”


“Then why weren’t you put on the throne after grandfather
died?” Nefer asked, skeptical.


“That would have been a very radical step when there was a
viable male heir, my half–brother, though all the king’s advisors knew of
Father’s preference,” Hatshepsut answered. “So, now that your father is dead,
the key officials in the government – most of them appointed by your
grandfather – made me regent, knowing my abilities, knowing that Kemet will be
in good hands until your half–brother is prepared to rule on his own.”


“So you’ll help Thut rule for now, and once Thut and I are
married and I’m his Great Wife I’ll help him. And then our son will be king
after him.”


Hatshepsut nodded.


“That’s what I desire most, Mother, to be mother of a king
myself. And to help my husband rule.”


Hatshepsut smiled at Nefer. “Be assured, Senenmut will
continue to see to your education and prepare you to help Thutmose. I trust him
above all others in Kemet.” She raised Nefer to her feet and hugged her close.
“But be careful, Nefer. Without a doubt, when Iset learns I’m regent she’ll be
apoplectic. I don’t think she’ll try to make an enemy of you – after all, your
blood is pure, and so your marriage to Thutmose will legitimize his rule since
his is not. But sometimes she lets her petty vindictiveness get in the way of
reason. So you must be wary of her from now on, just in case. And pray to the
gods she doesn’t try to poison Thutmose against you.”


 


 


***


 


 


That night, after the banquet, I returned to my small room
in the harem. I passed by one near mine, the room that Thut had occupied my
whole life. We’d spent many nights there together, whispering in the dark,
talking about nothing and everything, slipped from it to haunt the hidden
recesses of Ipet–Isut, departed from it by day to explore desert and valley and
the hills along the river. The door was ajar and I stepped inside. Nothing
remained except Thut’s bed. The rest of his possessions had already been moved
to the royal bedchamber once occupied by his father. I took a seat on the edge
of the bed. For as long as I could remember, Thut had been my friend. We’d
learned, explored, laughed together. We’d shared our deepest secrets, our
hopes, our fears. The empty room was for me a visible sign that my world had
changed forever. I was still a girl, but he was now a king, with
responsibilities and cares I couldn’t even begin to imagine. I felt as if Thut
had been taken from me, that the boy I had known my whole life was gone.
Sorrowing, I lay down on his old bed and cried myself to sleep.
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Regnal Year 2 – Thutmose III


 


 


 


 


I stood beside Thut near the bow of the royal boat, headed
north down the river to Mennefer, the ancient city founded by Kemet’s first
king, Horus–Narmer, in a time beyond memory. My pleated skirt swirled about my
legs in the breeze, the sun warmed my bare shoulders and back. My long red hair
tumbled halfway to my waist and strands blew across my face. Thut was wearing
his yellow and white nemes headdress, and a simple white bag tunic embroidered
in gold, and a gold broad collar with a vulture design in red and blue and
green faience. Once we reached Mennefer, the northern capital, Thut would begin
his military training. 


Thut was in his second year on the throne. I’d spent most of
that time in the harem at Waset, with Nefer, pursuing my studies under
Senenmut. Thut had presided in the audience hall each day alongside Hatshepsut,
tending to Kemet’s affairs, learning all he could from her and his advisors. He
was taking his responsibilities as king quite seriously. He was still my friend
– his kingship had not altered our relationship in that way at all, despite my
fears that it would – and most days we managed to dine with each other at least
once, along with Nefer and Thut’s friend Ahmose. We’d even managed to slip off
together by ourselves to wander the west bank and talk in peace a few times,
though only at long intervals. On this journey down the river, with Hatshepsut
and Iset and their various advisors occupied in deep and separate discussions
on board, I’d been able to spend as much time as I wanted with him, and for
that I was grateful. But in just a few days we’d be separated, for who knew how
long – he at Mennefer and army camps in the North, me at Waset. I could hardly
stand the thought.


I ran my hand along the railing. The royal boat was
magnificent, more than two hundred feet long, made of highly polished cedar
from Setjet. The wood glowed darkly and gave off a warm resinous perfume. The
boat’s profile was beautiful, its high prow gracefully rising in the shape of a
lotus blossom on a stalk, its stern steeply raked back over the boat. Nearly
every surface was richly decorated with gold or copper. A cabin, its roof
supported by thirty–six palmiform columns, occupied the rear third of the boat,
its walls covered with brightly painted images of lotus blossoms. The cabin had
an antechamber and main cabin and two sleeping cabins, one for Thut and Iset,
one shared by Hatshepsut and Nefer and me. When we stopped each evening, the
crew and the rest of those accompanying the royal party slept in tents on
shore. A canopy extended in front of the cabin, shading two thrones – for Thut
and Hatshepsut – and a small table and several chairs. An open–sided baldachin
with a slightly arched roof occupied a portion of the deck near the bow, and
that’s where Nefer and I spent most of our time. The eye of Horus decorated
both bow and stern. Pennants flew atop the mast and its furled sail. A carved
falcon’s head topped each of the two rudders, one on either side of the stern.


Just now Hatshepsut and Senenmut and her other advisors were
seated together in the shade of the canopy, heads close together. Iset was in
the cabin with hers. The two mothers were, as usual, avoiding each other – Iset
still hadn’t gotten over Hatshepsut being appointed regent instead of her. On
more than one occasion I’d overheard Iset allude to the day when Thut and Nefer
would be married and Iset would be put in charge of the royal harem and would
make Nefer pay for Hatshepsut’s treatment of her. I’d never mentioned it to
Nefer; there was no sense making her worry about something that might not come
to pass. I was certain Thut would never let his mother do anything to make
Nefer suffer.


I never tired of watching the riverbanks as we moved swiftly
downstream, the river churned white by thirty oarsmen on each side of the boat
who added to the speed of the current. The inundation had long since receded
and fields had been planted and farmers swarmed everywhere, tending their crops
as their ancestors had from time immemorial. In many places great basins
sparkled on the cultivated plain, their water trickling into dike–lined
irrigation ditches and bringing life to fields of vegetables and melons during
the hot dry growing season. I saw mud huts, cows, sheep and goats in the
fields, cranes and herons fishing in the shallows along the bank and in patches
of reeds and papyrus taller than a man. Birds rose in fright as we passed small
islands, descending to carpet nearby sandbars. There were fishermen in reed
huts along the riverbanks or poling papyrus boats. At night scattered campfires
glimmered and smoke rose to the stars.


Our journey was slow; we stopped at every major town and
temple so that the people could see the king and his regent, and so officials
could make reports and pledges of fealty. Nearly every night we attended a
banquet hosted by a local dignitary. At each, Hatshepsut and Nefer took the
places of honor beside Thut; Iset was relegated to the background, and I could
see her resentment growing each and every day.


Two days before our scheduled arrival at Mennefer we put
ashore for the night at Dahshur, one of the city’s ancient necropolises that
stretched for miles atop the plateau on the west side of the river, south of
the great burial grounds of Saqqara and Abusir and Meidum and Giza. A little
after first light we set out for the necropolis, the royals carried in
palanquins, the rest of us on foot. I walked beside Nefer and Thut, who shared
a palanquin; Senenmut was just ahead of me, conversing with Hatshepsut. The
going was pleasant in the cool of the morning, through green well–watered
fields of waving emmer. We passed through groves of palm trees, and shortly
thereafter began to climb a path that wound up the face of a low rocky
escarpment. At its top was desert, the Red Land, a sandy barren waste without
limit to north, south and west, treeless, strewn with dunes, golden in the
morning light, the sky above it hazy with dust. Sand stung my cheek, for the
wind blew hard and hot here. The full might of the sun suddenly beat fiercely
on my back, and I began to sweat.


Thut got down from his palanquin at the top of the
escarpment to walk beside me. A servant with a sunshade hurried after to keep
the sun off him, and a fan bearer moved close to keep him cool. Me they
ignored. Thut was, as usual, impatient, and we strode quickly across the
desert. Soon everyone but his Medjay bodyguards – dark–skinned Nubian
mercenaries – were far behind us. Thut pointed across the wastes to where two
great pyramids rose like mountains, about a mile from each other. One seemed
perfect; the other was strangely bent, the slope of its upper portion much less
than the lower.


“Those pyramids, King Sneferu’s second and third, were
erected more than twelve hundred years ago, when kings were still experimenting
with how to build their tombs,” Thut told me. “Sneferu tried first at Meidum,
but the pyramid’s sides were at too steep an angle, and when structural
problems became evident he abandoned it. His engineers moved here to Dahshur
and started over.” He pointed to the oddly–shaped pyramid. “That was his
second. But as it rose it began to collapse of its own weight, so he abandoned
it too and tried a third time.” Thut indicated the pyramid with a reddish tint.
“His engineers got it right at last. That one is perfect. In fact, it’s the
second largest, exceeded in size only by that of Sneferu’s son Khufu at Giza.
Once the Red Pyramid was done, Sneferu returned to the Bent Pyramid and
strengthened the lower level by building a support structure around its
outside. Then he placed a second, smaller pyramid with less steep sides atop
it. The records tell us that the engineers immediately accounted for every
crack and settling issue as they built, so it may be the most solid pyramid of
them all.”


“And the one at Meidum?”


“Sneferu returned there and finished it as well. Though the
records say he was buried here, in the Red Pyramid.”


“Are we going to walk all the way to them?” I asked. The
sand was already hot beneath my leather sandals.


Thut shook his head no. “Today we’re visiting the pyramid of
the third king Senwosret.”


“Who placed his own statues in King Mentuhotep’s temple at
Waset?”


“The very one. Senwosret was of the house that expanded
Kemet’s borders after Mentuhotep’s family reunited the Two Lands more than four
hundred years ago. I’ve read about him in the Annals – he ruled for
almost four decades and was a great builder. He was an impressive and mighty
warrior – he stood six and a half feet tall – and he launched devastating
campaigns into Nubia and pushed our boundaries farther south than any other
king, all the way to the Second Cataract. I once read a copy of the inscription
he placed on a stela there: ‘I carried off their women, I carried off their subjects,
went forth to their wells, smote their bulls; I reaped their grain and set fire
to it.’”


“He’s your favorite king?” I guessed.


Thut smiled. “One worthy of emulation, don’t you think? He
built seventeen forts between the first and second cataracts, and his house
created a professional army for the first time to garrison them. He also
extended trade into the North and East, and built widely. He was also a far–seeing
administrator. You see, Mery, in the years when the Two Lands were splintered,
before Mentuhotep, the nome was the primary unit of government – there were
about forty of them strung out along the river – and because there was no
single strong king the nomarchs filled the void and became the true rulers of
Kemet. They passed their posts to their sons and ignored the decrees of kings
and pretty much did whatever they wanted. Senwosret pulled government oversight
back to the capital. He absorbed the powerful provincial families into the
state bureaucracy, and redirected their influence and wealth from their home
districts to Mennefer. He raised the sons of the nomarchs in his per’aa, and
when they were grown he assigned them to the nomes of their birth as state
officials. They were eternally loyal to him thereafter. The king took control
of what had been nomarchal wealth, and bureaucrats became more pervasive
throughout the land. New departments were formed to oversee Upper and Lower
 Kemet. The southernmost nine nomes were reorganized into the Head of the
South. The Office of the People’s Giving consolidated control of all labor
under the king. He created a national treasury, offices of Fields and Cattle,
and a permanent army. The primary area of local government became town instead
of nome, with the mayor the chief officer.”


“I’m amazed you know so much about King Senwosret, Thut,” I
said admiringly.


“I’ve studied every aspect of his reign. The Two Lands
became rich under his rule.”


“You intend to emulate him as king,” I guessed.


Thut vigorously shook his head no. “I’ll surpass him, Mery.”


It was the kind of bold pronouncement I’d learned to expect
from Thut. He never held back in anything, whether it was a game of Senet or
Dog and Jackals or a hunt in the desert or shooting contest or, it seemed,
plans for his kingdom.


The rest of the royals descended from their palanquins when
we reached the foot of a wide stone causeway that led to a temple at the base
of Senwosret’s pyramid which, though far smaller than either of Sneferu’s,
still rose high over our heads. I walked between Thut and Nefer; Hatshepsut was
just behind us. Many of the buildings clustered around the pyramid were in poor
shape, nothing but mud–brick foundations littered with limestone fragments.
Some of the immense limestone facing blocks were missing from the lower levels
of the pyramid.


“All this destruction was caused by the Chiefs of the
Foreign Lands,” Hatshepsut informed us. “The farther north we go and the closer
we get to their seat of power in the delta, the worse it is.” Hatshepsut
stopped, put her hand on a damaged block of stone, addressed Thut fervently.
“Majesty, we must restore these monuments, and the rest the wretches damaged
throughout the land. The ka of all the kings of the Two Lands is in you; what
the wretches did to your ancestors they did to you. We must restore the glory
that once was.”


“On that we agree, Regent,” Thut replied.


We investigated the temple on the south side of the pyramid
at the end of the causeway, then circled the pyramid to visit a second temple
and a chapel on its north side, as well as several buildings dedicated to
Senwosret’s wives. The interior walls of each were smoothly plastered and
painted yellow or light green, and decorated with colorful images. We were
clearly not the first visitors; many doorways and dadoes were covered with graffiti
written in hieratic in black ink.


I read one out loud: “There came the scribe Inkaef to see
the temple of the third Senwosret and he found it beautiful in his heart, more
than any other temple.”


Hatshepsut echoed his comment. “The architectural and
painting styles of Senwosret’s era were much purer than today, much closer to
that adopted by the first kings,” she told us. “Craftsmen have lost much skill
these past centuries. Their execution has become clumsy. We would do well,
Nephew, to send our own craftsmen here, and to Saqqara and Giza, to study the
old ways and include the best of it in your buildings, both architecture and
style of decoration.”


“I will see to it, Majesty, if that is your wish,” Senenmut
said.


“It is,” Thut replied. “The Regent’s mind and mine are one
in this.”


Before we finished our visit, Thut, Nefer and I left graffiti
of our own.


We did not return to the boat that night, but camped instead
along the riverbank. We ate close around a blazing campfire, the sky above us
awash with stars, the river gurgling powerfully past, insects noisily buzzing
and chirping. Hatshepsut was with us, and Iset, and Senenmut, and Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet,
who had been Nefer’s first tutor. Thut’s friend Ahmose squeezed in beside me,
as usual. Raised since infancy in the king’s per’aa, along with Thut and Nefer
and me, he was an inch or so taller than Thut, wide–eyed, more muscular, quick
to laugh. Ahmose was going into the army along with Thut to, as he said, “look
after him and keep him out of trouble.”


“Tell us about the warrior–kings who reunified the Two Lands
– my ancestors, and the king’s,” Hatshepsut prompted Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet after
dinner was finished.


“As you wish, Majesty,” he said. He paused for a moment,
collected his thoughts, his deeply–lined face pensive in the firelight. “I have
been many things in my long life,” he began. “Wearer of the royal seal, chief
treasurer of the land, herald of the king, tutor of the king’s daughter.” He
tilted his head towards Nefer, sitting across from him next to her mother. “But
in my youth, before all that, I joined the army, much as you are about to do,
Majesty,” he said to Thut. “I followed the kings of Upper and Lower Kemet, the
living gods, on campaign. I was with their majesties when they went to the
south and north countries, to the eastern and western deserts – every place
they went – the first King Ahmose, King Amenhotep” – he looked at Hatshepsut –
“your father, the first King Thutmose, and your brother–husband as well. Not
once in all those years was I separated from the king on a battlefield. Not one
of them was injured by any enemy in my presence.” He looked at young Ahmose.
“It is a record you must live up to, protecting the king, your friend,” he said
sternly.


 “I will. With my life.”


Ahmose then looked at me, boldly, as if I should be
impressed by his promise. I blushed a little. Ahmose liked me – a lot. I was
absolutely certain that in a year, when we were both twelve and old enough,
he’d try to take me to wife. That’s something I’d never agree to, for when I
dreamed of love and marriage and such – deep in the night – it was Thut who
filled my mind, not Ahmose. I was crazy about Thut and had been as long as I
could remember, though I’d never told anyone – especially not Nefer. Marriage
between Thut and me was, of course, impossible. He and Nefer would someday
become man and wife, as their father had wished. Plus, he was a king and I was
a commoner. His mother would never let me have anything to do with him. But I’d
never settle for Ahmose. I’d already decided I’d never marry, for no one would
ever measure up to Thut in my eyes.


“Barely a hundred years ago,” the old soldier continued,
“Kemet was divided. The Chiefs of the Foreign Lands occupied Ta–mehi, the
delta, and ruled the North from their capital, Avaris, while the rightful king
resided at Waset and ruled only the South. During the reign of the second King
Seqenenre Tao, the pretender in the North goaded him into war. The king moved
north with his army, taking back territory, until he was at the very gates of
Avaris. But he was captured in battle and executed. He suffered five mortal
wounds in all – a jagged hole on his right forehead, an ax blow at his
hairline, a spear hole to the right of his right eye, and two more. His body
was already rotting when it was recovered and brought home for burial.


“His son Kamose, just a teenager, succeeded Seqenenre Tao.
When he took the throne Kamose’s kingdom stretched from just south of the Faiyum
all the way to the First Cataract. He wanted to resume his father’s war at once,
but was dissuaded by his court. Eventually he did attack. He caught the enemy
by surprise and won some minor victories. But he died after ruling only five
years, his work unfinished, the wretches still in control of the North.


“The first King Ahmose was Kamose’s younger brother. He too
was a minor when he came to the throne. Ahhotep, the widow of Seqenenre Tao and
the mother of Ahmose and Kamose, served as his regent.”


“The first of the great women who preceded us,” Hatshepsut
said to Nefer.


Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet nodded. “Your house has been blessed with
outstanding women, Majesty. Anyway, King Ahmose took up arms not long after
reaching his majority. He resumed the war against the enemy’s so–called king,
Khamudi. At first King Ahmose suffered setbacks, but then recaptured Mennefer
and took Avaris after a siege. He drove the enemy out of Kemet, all the way to
Sharuhen, in southern Retenu. He was thereafter called ‘The Liberator’ and
donned the Double Crown, the first king to do so in a century. The land finally
united, thereafter he periodically went on campaign in Setjet and Retenu and Nubia
to secure his borders. He replaced local rulers here at home who had been slow
to recognize him. He reorganized the government. He rewarded outstanding
service with land grants, some of which I obtained. He built temples at Abdju
and Ipet–Isut.” Ahmose glanced at Nefer and Hatshepsut. “The king surrounded
himself with strong women in his quarter–century on the throne – Tetisheri, his
grandmother; Ahhotep, who was his mother and his father’s sister and
Tetisheri’s daughter; his principal sister–wives Ahmes–Inhapi and Ahmes–Nefertari.
They helped him make his reign glorious. I served him in every one of his
campaigns. In my first battle, in Zahi, a region in northern Setjet, I captured
for the king a living prisoner, and presented him with a hand I had cut off an
enemy as proof I had slain him.”


“That’s how soldiers count the enemy dead,” Thut
interjected, for my benefit. “Either by cutting off a hand or the penis of a
slain soldier.”


I thought that was disgusting.


“I’ve seen baskets full of both after battles,” Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet
said. “After King Ahmose died, his son Amenhotep came to the throne. He was as
young as you at the time, Majesty, and so his mother Ahmes–Nefertari served as
his regent. He campaigned in Nubia in his seventh and eighth regnal years; I
myself witnessed him ritually club Nubian chieftains to death after his
victories. He put Nubia under the control of a tribute–collecting viceroy he
stationed at Nekhen, a post still filled to this day. I was with him when he
marched to the River Euphrates on the very border of Naharina, a great land to
our northeast. The tribute he demanded of conquered enemies funded many of his
building projects, especially at Waset. He built several chapels at Ipet–Isut,
one of limestone, one of calcite, restored the temple of the second Mentuhotep
on the west bank, then erected a chapel near it for himself and his mother. He
gathered together the craftsmen who had built and decorated the temples in
Waset and excavated the first tomb in the Great Place and created for them the
Place of Truth, the walled village on the west bank where their descendants
live to this day. He and his mother are worshiped as patrons of that village,
and seven times a year his cult statue is paraded through it and its adjacent
cemetery and carried all the way to the Great Place. While campaigning with the
king in Kush, I captured a living prisoner. In the western desert, at Imukehek,
I took three hands. For my deeds the king awarded me two gold bracelets, two
gold necklaces, a gold armlet, a dagger, a headdress, a fan, and a mekhtebet.”


“Is that one of the necklaces around your neck?” I asked.


He smiled. “Yes. Unfortunately, King Amenhotep died without
an heir, and so, as he had ordained, the first Thutmose was named king after
him.”


“He was my father, and your father’s father, Nefer and Thutmose,”
Hatshepsut interjected. “My mother was Ahmes, Ahmose’s daughter and Amenhotep’s
sister, though your father, Nephew, was delivered of a minor wife, Mutnofret.”


I noted Iset glaring at Hatshepsut. Clearly, Hatshepsut was
flaunting her “pure” blood and drawing parallels between Nefer’s same purity
and the less legitimate blood of Thut, also born of a non–royal wife. It was, I
knew, the main point of contention between them, one that Iset would never be
able to overcome.


Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet continued. “King Thutmose’s first
campaign was in Nubia, in his second regnal year. I was at his side as he went
beyond the Fourth Cataract, the first and so far only king to do so. He placed
a boundary stela at Kurgus, mid–way to the Fifth Cataract, claiming that territory
for his own. Then he turned his attention north and raided into Setjet, to the
very banks of the Euphrates to, as he said, ‘make the boundaries of Kemet as
far as the sun disk encircles.’ Those raids resulted in much booty and ongoing
annual tribute from the North and East, which we still receive to this day.” He
addressed Thut. “The king your grandfather hunted elephants on the way home
from the Euphrates.”


“I will too, some day,” Thut promised.


Hunting was one of his favorite pastimes.


“The king built widely,” Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet said,
“especially at Ipet–Isut. He erected a festival hall and the Wadjet Hall and a
courtyard and two pylons, one embellished with colossal Osiride statues, and a
pair of obelisks, and a wall defining the sacred precinct, with rooms attached.
Anyway, while fighting at his side, I captured in Kush five living prisoners.
In the Euphrates campaign I presented him with twenty–one hands, one horse, and
one chariot. He gave me two gold bracelets, four gold necklaces, one gold
armlet, six gold flies of valor, three lions, and two golden axes.” Ahmose
addressed Thut directly. “I also fought beside your father. In the Sinai he
drove off the Bedouin, and I took so many living prisoners I didn’t pause to
count them. He gave me three gold bracelets, six gold necklaces, three gold
armlets, a mekhtebet, and a silver axe.”


“And I was so pleased with you,” Hatshepsut added, “that I
gave you Neferure to tutor while she was still a child upon the breast.”


“Weren’t you afraid in battle?” I asked him.


“I wouldn’t be,” young Ahmose boasted, catching my eye.


“Then you’re a fool,” the old soldier snapped. “Fear is all
that keeps men alive in battle.” He sighed. “And good wine keeps life worth
living.” He addressed Ahmose. “See to it that one of those serving girls brings
me a cup of wine. Perhaps that pretty one you’ve been eyeing all evening.”


Ahmose blushed and rose to do his bidding, to everyone’s
laughter. Perhaps Ahmose wasn’t as enamored of me as I’d thought.


 


 


***


 


 


Well after midday we neared Mennefer. Thut and I were under
the baldachin near the prow of the boat, alone, though in plain sight of
everyone. I placed my hand on his arm. “Do you really want to be in the army,
Thut?” Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet’s campfire tales had kept me awake all night. For the
first time I realized the seriousness of the course Thut was embarking on.


Thut nodded. “Ever since my ancestors drove the Chiefs of
the Foreign Lands from Kemet, its been necessary that the king be a warrior. We
have many enemies on our borders seeking to limit our trade routes and move
into our territory, Mery. The ability to fight and personal bravery are
expected of a king. Even if Father wasn’t dead I’d be joining the army now.
Leading it is the traditional role of the king’s eldest son.”


“But you’re already king.”


“I’m restless at court, Mery,” Thut said confidentially,
lowering his voice and looking towards the canopy, where Hatshepsut and Nefer
sat amidst a host of officials. “As regent, Hatshepsut runs Kemet. I just sit
at her side in the audience hall and carefully observe what’s going on. I don’t
really do anything.”


“Do you mind that she’s regent?”


Thut shook his head. “Not really. Many king’s wives have
acted as regent for their sons until they were of age, though I’m still not
sure why my own mother was passed over.”


I did know, and I felt horrible keeping the reason from him.
The highest officials in the land didn’t trust Iset to look out for anyone’s
interests but her own. But it really wasn’t my place to tell Thut, and even if I
did, what difference would it make?


“Having a regent frees me to learn about all aspects of kingship,
without the pressure that comes with actually ruling,” Thut said. “So far, I’ve
discovered that I loath being a bureaucrat. In the army I’ll be active, live
out in the open, ride and shoot.”


“Doing what you love most,” I said.


Thut nodded. “Anyway, kings must lead their subjects in
battle. It’s important for me to prepare myself to do it well.”


“Like the kings Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet told us about?”


“And the second Mentuhotep, who reunited the land, and Horus–Narmer,
who first joined it together.” Thut’s eyes suddenly flashed. “Besides, I want
to see the world, Mery, not only all of Kemet, but what’s beyond our borders.
I’ve heard tales of the eastern and western deserts, of Retenu and Setjet and
Naharina and Wawat and Kush. I want to see them for myself, see their wonders,
learn about their cities and mountains and rivers and plants and animals. I can
do that in the army. I can’t sitting in the audience hall of a per’aa.”


“I want to see the world too,” I said fervently.


“I promise you will. You’ll travel with me when Nefer’s my
Great Wife and you’re her Great Companion.” He glanced across the deck at
Ahmose, who was chatting with one of the serving girls. “Unless, of course, you
yourself are married…”


I blushed, understanding his meaning. “Not to him, Thut.”


“Ahmose will be disappointed.”


“He looks pretty happy to me every time there’s a girl in
the vicinity,” I said.


“True,” Thut laughed. “Do you care for someone else, then,
Mery?”


My eyes did not meet his. I couldn’t let Thut guess what I
felt for him. “There’s time enough for that,” I said noncommittally. “I’m not
even a woman yet, after all.” I looked towards the canopy. “When do you suppose
you’ll take Nefer to wife?”


“Mother says I can in two years, when she’s twelve. But
Mother also says Hatshepsut will make us wait. Hatshepsut told her so.” His
eyes took on a determined look. “I assure you, Mery, the moment I’m old enough
to rule on my own, eighteen or so, my first act will be to marry Nefer. Though
sooner would be better. I must have a son and heir as soon as possible. It’s
never a good idea to put that off too long.”


“It’s what Nefer wants too,” I averred. “She tells me
constantly that she can hardly wait to give you a son and be the mother of a
king.”


“Maybe that would stop our mothers from bickering,”
Thut said.


“We can only hope.” I broke Thut’s gaze, looked up the
river. “I see it!” I cried, pointing at the gleaming white walls of distant
Mennefer.


“I can’t believe you won again,” Thut said disgustedly.
Being the first to spot each city along the river was a game we’d enjoyed all
our lives as we’d traveled with the royal family from per’aa to per’aa for
festivals. “But I fear we’ve played for the last time.”


Because he would be staying behind in Mennefer to train with
the army, and I would be traveling back to Waset with Nefer. I pondered that as
I turned my attention to Mennefer, looming ever larger to my left on the west
bank of the river. The city was my favorite place in the whole land – bustling,
exotic, exciting, colorful, mysterious – already more than a thousand and a
half years old, yet still expanding and constantly being renewed. I’d been told
by Senenmut it was the largest city in the entire world, and I believed him. Mennefer
stretched for miles along the river, its limestone outer walls pierced by eight
mighty gates. It had originally been called Ineb–hedj – “White Walls” – at its
founding, and then, in the time of the kings who had reunified the land, been renamed
Ankh–Tawy – “That Which Binds the Two Lands.” Now it was Mennefer, “Enduring
and Beautiful.” West of the city I glimpsed sections of a north–south canal
that ran parallel to the river, connected at each end to the river by east–west
flowing canals. Senenmut had once taken Nefer and I to visit the memorial
temples built by earlier kings that lay in a line on the desert west of the
long canal.


I pointed to the plateau looming over Mennefer. Atop it lay Saqqara,
the necropolis where kings and even nobles from as early as Horus–Narmer’s time
were buried. I saw the remains of ancient tombs at the plateau’s very edge,
what was left of their eroded brown mud–brick walls sharp against the blue sky.
“Remember when we visited the stepped pyramid of King Netjeryket Djoser?” I
asked.


“The first monumental stone building in the world. No wonder
the king’s architect Imhotep was deified,” Thut said.


“Pyramids make my ka stir at the vision and power and
magnificence of our ancestors,” I said.


“Someday I’ll build many monuments and temples to honor the
gods,” Thut vowed. “All who follow after me will know my name.”


The closer we drew to the harbor the more crowded grew the
river. I did not recall seeing such a variety of boats before on any of my
numerous visits. Some were being steered with one long oar, others two. The
masts of south–bound boats were disengaged and rested on support beams; those
of north–bound held unfurled sails, some white, some decorated with brightly–colored
images or geometric patterns. On one boat, the wooden cabin frame was hung with
woven mats, its mat curtains rolled up over the side windows to let in the
breeze. A sailor stood on a flat space on the bow, and a harpist and singer
were entertaining the boat’s owner, who sat on a chair just inside the cabin
door. On another, the cabin was long and wide and arched and covered with leather,
and both ends were open. I could see a woman in a white skirt standing in a
wooden tub inside the cabin, no doubt mixing mash for beer with her feet.
Several boats had leather canopies supported by four posts carved in the shape
of lotus blossoms. Most boats were decorated on both bow and stern with the Eye
of Horus, for protection. Some had snubbed prows, some slender; some rose
gracefully, some were relatively low. Many were made of papyrus stalks bound
together, more of wood. We passed a boat where sailors were lowering cowhide
bumpers over each side and fixing them in place, no doubt to cushion the boat
against the dock upon their arrival in the harbor. Countless sailors with
sounding poles stood on bows, measuring the water’s depth. Thut pointed out a
military transport boat; long quivers attached to the cabin held spears. Shields
hung on the cabin’s sides, and soldiers were lounging on the deck. A very large
boat, richly decorated, no doubt that of a governor or other high government official,
passed in the opposite direction, moving upstream, its large white sail
billowing in the breeze. It was towing a small kitchen barge, its round–topped
cabin crammed with storage jars, with a cook fire burning on a bed of sand near
the prow. Scattered about the deck were food storage crates and several large
beer jars with mud stoppers. A serving girl was on her knees, grinding grain
for bread on a slab of stone, her long hair swaying in time with her movements.


The people on the boats and on the riverbanks all stared and
pointed and called out and fell to their knees as our boat drifted by.


The royal boat slipped past the south suburb and south
district of Mennefer, their centerpiece a temple to Hathor. The area’s twelve
wards contained seventy villas for the elite, and state–owned houses for high
officials, and Thut and I pointed out to each other those whose occupants we
knew. The district’s northern border was the southernmost east–west canal. On
the canal’s south side was Mennefer’s harbor and Kemet’s most important trade
district, Peru–nefer. I gazed west up the canal as we passed the harbor; boats
large and small seemed to occupy every inch of the docks that lined its banks,
in the process of being either loaded or unloaded. Many were clearly from
foreign lands, heavy, ponderous, girdled with rope trusses to lend them
stability on the Great Green, their curly–headed crewmen heavily bearded and
mustachioed. Men in kilts swarmed the decks and docks like ants, hoisting jars
and baskets and boxes onto their shoulders, carrying them up and down
gangplanks, piling them on or taking them from similar stacks on the docks,
their bodies drenched with sweat. Shouts and curses and the cries of overseers
filled the air. Adjoining the docks were huge mud–brick warehouses in a long
row. I knew they held trade goods brought here from every corner of the world,
for Mennefer was located at the exact spot where the river fanned out into its
great delta and the trade routes from the eastern and western deserts came
together.


The boat continued past Peru–nefer. I caught sight of the Temple
 of Ptah rising high above the surrounding buildings in the center of the city,
just east of the old White Walls section that marked the boundaries of the
original capital. Next to Amun’s at Ipet–Isut and Re’s at Iunu, Ptah’s temple
was the most important in the land. A temple to the goddess Neith lay just
north of Ptah’s, and beyond that were a northern district and northern suburb
packed with the mud–brick houses of laborers and craftsmen and foreigners and
minor officials. More houses lay west of the Temple of Ptah, hemmed in by the
canal. Soon the per’aas and royal estates of Kemet’s kings began to appear
along the riverbank, each with its own small harbor and stone quay. There were
many of them, for each king abandoned that of his predecessor and erected one
of his own.


“We’ll tie up before the per’aa that Father built at the
start of his reign,” Thut told me.


“Someday you’ll have one of your own,” I said.


He nodded. “The finest of them all.”


The crewmen all stood up and began to use their oars as
poles as the boat slowed and turned towards shore. Several sailors lowered
bumper cushions over the side, others tossed the ends of thick ropes to men
waiting onshore. The boat lurched to a stop alongside the quay. Men secured the
vessel to stout poles with the ropes.


Thut pointed at a tall soldier waiting on the quay in the
midst of others. He was bald, in his mid–twenties, skin darkened by the sun, a
dagger in a well–worn leather sheath at his waist, gold flies of valor shining
around his neck, his white kilt immaculate. “That’s Captain Djehuty. He’s going
to personally oversee my training. He’s a charioteer. That’s what I hope to
command some day.”


“Because you love horses so much?” I asked.


“I rode before I could walk, as you know,” Thut said
proudly, “and I’ve trained them for as long as I can remember. So that’s part
of the reason.” He wiped sweat from his brow, for the day had grown hot. “But
mostly because charioteers are the army’s elite.”


“Do you suppose you’ll go to war soon?” I asked, a little
fearfully.


“Not until I’m fully trained, Mery. And the army doesn’t
fight year round anyway – usually only during harvest months, so that we can
pillage enemy crops and not have to carry all of our food with us. And anyway,
Father hardly used the army, except at the beginning of his reign. No one
threatens our borders right now.”


I saw the fire in Thut’s eyes as he talked about his future.
I was happy for him, that he knew exactly what he wanted and was putting
himself in position to get it. But I was sad for myself. I lay my head against
his shoulder, not caring who saw. “I’m going to miss you very much each and every
day that we’re apart, Thut.”


He put his arm around me. “I’ll miss you too, Mery. But I’ll
still see you often enough. I’ll travel to Waset for festivals, and you’ll come
to Mennefer for visits.”


“But I won’t see you every day, like I always have,” I pouted.


Suddenly Iset was at our side. Thut released me and I
straightened and moved a step away. She glared at me, as she always did, then
ignored me. “Thutmose, after we disembark, I will introduce you to the
officials who will serve you in the North.” She pointed to the quay. “That’s
Kenamun, both mayor of Mennefer and a royal butler.” She indicated a young man
with a maat symbol on a chain around his neck in the midst of the crowd.
“That’s Neferweben, vizier of Lower Kemet. He’s the son of Aametshu, the vizier
who controls Upper Kemet from Waset and works alongside that woman.”


I did not miss her disdainful reference to Hatshepsut.


“Even so, you can trust him. In fact, you can rely on and
trust all the advisors I’ve selected for you. And me, of course. I will be at
your side from now on, wherever you go.” Her eyes narrowed. “But trust no
official from Waset, Thutmose. They’ve helped the Regent split the kingdom in
two. They don’t have your best interests at heart.” Iset gazed at Nefer, where
she stood beside Hatshepsut amidships. “Nor your sister either, I fear. The
sooner you two are married, and she’s out from under the influence of her
mother, the better for you both.”


With those cryptic words, Iset took Thut by the elbow and propelled
him towards the gangplank. Thut looked at me over his shoulder and rolled his
eyes as his mother dragged him away.


 


 


***


 


 


Two days later, Senenmut took Nefer and I to visit Peru–nefer.
I hardly slept the night before I was so excited. The harbor district was my
favorite section of the city. Unbeknownst to anyone, every time I’d come to
Mennefer in the past I’d managed to slip off by myself for half a day or so, wandering
among its docks and warehouses and workshops, seeing their wonders. It was the
one advantage I had as a commoner over Nefer and Thut. I could go anywhere I
wanted in Kemet without being noticed. For them such a thing was virtually
impossible.


As always, Senenmut was enthusiastic about the opportunity
to teach us. “I’ve wanted to visit the North with you on my own for a very long
time, Nefer,” he said. “There’s no city like Mennefer in all the world. Today I’ll
show it to you. And in the weeks that follow, we’ll visit Ta–mehi – the delta.
And then every major town and temple along the river as we journey home. We’ll
be traveling separately from your mother, so that we can take our time and
explore. We’ll be gone for months. I’ll also spend the time teaching you about
what lies beyond our borders. It is important that you know as much as possible
about every aspect of this country, so that you can someday help your brother
rule properly.”


It was very early in the morning. The three of us had left
the per’aa on foot, unaccompanied by guards, Nefer and I wearing dresses
borrowed from serving girls, unadorned with jewels or finery so as not to draw
attention to ourselves or mark Nefer as a royal. Senenmut wanted us to
experience the city as its residents did, not disrupt it as we passed through.
The truth was that I already knew the city so well I could have guided us to
the harbor, but I kept that information to myself. I feared future restrictions
on my movements if anyone found out.


“Keep your eyes open,” Senenmut told Nefer, “for nowhere
else in Kemet will you obtain a better sense of the world you live in. There’s no
substitute for personal observation. Remember, Nefer – what you see with your
own eyes best informs your mind.”


We walked west into the city from the king’s per’aa, then
worked our way south. Ptah’s temple dominated the skyline to our right, scarlet
banners snapping from tall gold–tipped flagpoles before massive pylons at its
front. The royal district was lush and green, the houses surrounded by walls
and gardens, the streets broad and clean, lined with many trees and flowers and
channels flowing with water. Once beyond it the majority of the greenery
disappeared, the bright colors replaced by the drab brown and beige of mud
brick. The dusty streets were laid out in a grid, teeming with people and
animals, choked with refuse. We dodged donkeys burdened with sacks, women in
ragged skirts herding half–naked children, porters bent nearly double under
their loads, water carriers, craftsmen, finely–dressed merchants preceded by
servants clearing a way for them through the crowd. Cats slunk in the shadows.
The heat was intense and the smell incredible. I saw Nefer cover her nose with
her sleeve.


Senenmut reacted to the disdain in her eyes. “If not for
people like these, Nefer, Mennefer would not exist,” he said. “If not for the
farmers who make up most of the king’s subjects, no one in this city would eat.
And without both, your family would not live in luxury.”


“So, you’re saying the people of Kemet are layered like a
pyramid, with officials at the very top, farmers at the base, and everyone else
in the middle?” Nefer asked.


“Exactly. And the higher you are on the pyramid, the fewer
of you there are, and the more dependent you are on those below. That’s
something that all who seek to rule should keep in mind.”


Most of the mud–brick houses we passed were small, crammed
closely together, multi–storied, with flat roofs providing additional living
space. Senenmut pointed out a large cluster of houses surrounded by four high
walls. “That district is inhabited by weavers. There’s another one not far away
for potters, another for carpenters, more for other trades. Each district has
its own specialized marketplace, where its people trade their products.” He
pointed to a group of men with thick curled hair and aquiline noses and long
pointed beards, gathered to the side of one intersection. “Bedouin from the
desert,” Senenmut informed us. “No doubt they trade wine or dates.”


There were wonders around every corner in Mennefer – great
temples surrounded by walls and gardens and topped with banners, walls with
brightly painted inscriptions, crowded markets where vendors sold baskets full
of vegetables and fruit and fish and dates, streets nearly covered with cloth that
had been unrolled by weavers trying to entice buyers, barbers and manicurists
and pedicurists and hundreds of others plying their trades in the shade of
walls or the doorways of their homes, calling out to Nefer and Senenmut and me
to sample their wares, fragrant and exotic and familiar and horrible smells,
trees, small canals, crying children, braying donkeys, the noise and bustle of
hundreds of thousands of people going about their lives. Everywhere we went men
and boys stared at Nefer. That happened whenever she appeared in public, for
she was beautiful and seemed to grow more so every day. But Senenmut kept close
to her and none dared approach.


About midday we reached the southernmost of the two east–west
canals that joined the river to the canal that ran north–south along the
western edge of the city. A small boat manned by royal guards was waiting to
ferry us to the south bank of the canal, where towered the mud–brick warehouses
of the massive trade district. The canal bisected a huge rectangular harbor a
little west of the river that was thick with docks, crammed with trading
vessels of all sizes and shapes and nationalities. South of the canal I noted
the villas of the elite and high officials.


“The walls around the villas hide gardens and pools,”
Senenmut told us as we disembarked.


That part of the city seemed less packed and more orderly
and clean to me than the part we had just traversed. Senenmut stopped at the
stand of a vendor and obtained bread and onions and beer. We perched atop sacks
of emmer at the side of one of the docks, and ate and observed what was
happening around us.


Thousands of men, many strangely dressed, their hairstyles
unusual, were hauling leather and reed baskets and earthenware jars and wooden
boxes full of goods from the boats into a plethora of warehouses, or from
warehouses onto the boats. Boats were continually entering the canal from the river,
those from the north quickly lowering their sails and poling into any space
along the docks being vacated by a departing merchant. The noise was almost
deafening – the barked orders of ships’ captains and overseers, the cries of
merchants, the grunts of porters heaving their burdens, the shouts of vendors.
Exotic smells drifted on the breeze, and a babble of tongues.


“How fares your family, Senenmut?” Nefer asked as she
munched an onion.


“Well, thank you,” he answered.


“Do they still reside in Iuny? Your brothers Pairy and
Minhotep and Amenemhat, and your sisters Ahhotep and Nefrethor, and your father
Ramose, and your mother Hatnufer?”


“Yes, Majesty. Perhaps we’ll stop at Iuny on our return to
Waset and visit them,” Senenmut said. “But first, in the morning we’re going to
leave Mennefer for Ta–mehi. There’s much for you to learn about the plants and
wildlife and geography of Lower Kemet.”


“Will we go as far as the Great Green?” Nefer asked.


“Most assuredly, Majesty.”


“I’ve long wished to see it.”


I noticed a woman eyeing us from a few paces away on the
deck of the closest merchant vessel. She was older than me – she looked
eighteen or so – and taller than average. The boat was a poor one, battered and
unpainted, by its design likely from Retenu. The girl matched its condition –
filthy, skirt ragged and torn, so scrawny I could count her ribs. Her dark
brown hair was long and tangled and unwashed. “Are you hungry?” I asked in what
I expected was her tongue. I held out my piece of bread.


“You speak other languages, Mery?” Senenmut asked,
surprised.


“A passable amount of several,” I replied. I’d put my hours
spent around the docks at Mennefer and Waset to good use.


“Mery’s being modest,” Nefer laughed. “She struggles to keep
up with me in my studies, as you can attest, but she picks up languages like a
native. And she knows more than just a ‘passable amount.’”


“Why haven’t I discovered this before now?” Senenmut asked.


“There’s no reason to speak any language but our own in the
harem,” I replied.


The girl cautiously surveyed the deck of her boat. Certain
no one was watching, she stepped onto its railing, then lightly dropped onto
the quay. She approached me timidly, as if she was uncertain of what I might do
to her. She seized the proffered bread and ripped into it hungrily with white,
even teeth. After a few bites she looked at me with gratitude. Her eyes were
dark and compelling. The bread was gone an instant later.


“Sit,” I said, and after a moment’s hesitation she moved to
the sack beside me. I handed her my cup of beer and she drained it thirstily.
“I’m Meryetneith. You can call me Mery,” I said. “This is Neferure, and this is
Senenmut.”


“I am Aachel.” She nodded respectfully to each of us.


“You’re from Retenu?”


“We call it Canaan,” she replied. “I was raised in Yehem, a
village south of Megiddo, which is a very large and important town.”


I told Senenmut and Nefer what Aachel had said. I handed her
an onion and she bit into it immediately. She’d clearly been starving.


“Is the merchant your father?” I asked, indicating the
vessel.


Aachel spat. “I was taken by bandits ten years ago, in the
mountains near my home. My master bought me from them. He’s from Yapu, a great
walled city with a harbor, right on the coast.” She paused. “I see to his
comfort.”


I didn’t dare ask what kind of comfort Aachel was forced to
provide. It was obvious. I filled the others in on what she had told me.


A shadow suddenly loomed over us. “Get back on my boat!” A
man cuffed Aachel on the side of the head and she tumbled to the dock with a
pitiful cry. He kicked her in the ribs as she tried to rise. She cried out
again.


I was immediately on my feet, Senenmut beside me. “Leave her
alone!” I commanded.


I guessed him to be the merchant who owned the boat, the man
Aachel had called her master. He sneered. He was missing several teeth. Despite
the heat he was dressed in a dirty cloak, belted around his waist. He had a hat
on his head. A thin beard framed his chin and a mustache drooped below his nose
and his hair was long and curled. “She doesn’t concern you. She’s mine to do
with as I please.” He kicked her viciously once more.


In a flash Senenmut pinned the merchant against a stack of
boxes, pressed his dagger against the man’s throat, seized the man’s hair with
his free hand to control him. The merchant struggled to get free, spluttered
angrily, pulled fruitlessly at Senenmut’s hand. I saw faces peering at us
curiously from the dock and nearby boats. I noted laborers rushing towards the
commotion to see what was going on. Aachel sprawled at the merchant’s feet, her
eyes wide with terror.


I moved forward and leaned close and whispered in the
merchant’s ear. “My companion is Neferure, daughter of the great king Aakheperenre
and his wife, Regent Hatshepsut. She is sister of the great king Menkheperre.”
I indicated the crowd that had gathered. “One word from her and you’re dead.
And your whole crew with you, if it comes to that. Do you understand?”


The merchant’s eyes darted between Senenmut and me and
Nefer, scanned the deck of his vessel. His handful of men stood there as if
frozen. None seemed inclined to come to his aid. “Yes,” he hissed through
clenched teeth. Sweat was suddenly beading on his brow.


“Get back on your boat. Leave immediately. Never return to
Kemet. Do you understand?”


“Yes.”


“Aachel is forfeit. Go!” I addressed Senenmut. “Release
him.”


Senenmut shoved the merchant, hard, then stepped back.


The merchant took one look around, then hurried onto his
boat and started barking commands.


I bent and helped Aachel to her feet. Her cheeks were wet
with tears and I hugged her close. “You’re safe now,” I said soothingly.


She trembled against me. She was half a head taller. Her
eyes were locked on the merchant’s vessel. She was not convinced she was free.


“You’re coming to live with Nefer and me,” I told her. I
turned to Senenmut. “Looks like Nefer and I now have a tutor to teach us more
fully the language of Retenu.”


The crowd on the quay began to dissipate. Ten minutes later
the merchant’s vessel was underway, his boat nosing into the canal and heading
towards the river. Once it entered the wide channel, Senenmut and Nefer and
Aachel and I moved from the quay onto the street lined with warehouses. Not for
an instant did Aachel let go of my hand. She was still trembling, not yet
believing she had just shed her old life.


“Peru–Nefer is the crossroads of the world,” Senenmut told
Nefer and me. “Our emmer and gold and other products flow from here south to
Wawat and Kush and north and east to Setjet and Retenu and Naharina and the
lands beyond – by boat on the sea and river, by caravan across the desert. The
goods of those lands are carried to us here. Everything useful and wonderful in
the world passes through this district at one time or another.”


Senenmut led us into the nearest warehouse. It, and the rest
we visited that afternoon, was cavernous, of mud–brick, its walls high, goods
stored in mud–brick lined pits and great pottery jars set in storage cellars,
and stacked from floor to ceiling in rush and leather baskets. I’d never seen
such a variety of items: knives, arrowheads, grinding palettes, malachite and
hematite pigment stones, copper tools, shell ornaments, beads, wooden
containers, polished jars, amulets, spices, olive oil, tanned leather, cedar,
natron, copper, obsidian, jewelry, emmer, gold, amethyst, alabaster, ebony,
ivory, incense, perfume, skins of lions and leopards, ostrich feathers, dates,
wine.


“The raw materials in these warehouses are distributed to
craftsmen throughout Kemet, who all work for the king,” Senenmut explained.
“They labor in workshops under the watchful eyes of master craftsmen. Many of
those workshops are here in Mennefer, many are in Waset, many are in the larger
towns and cities along the river. Since the time of the first king, Horus–Narmer,
craftsmen have created items in a style approved by the king, following
conventions that now reach back a millennium and a half. Every item tells the
common people a story in a manner defined by the king.”


“And the emmer and wine and other food?” I asked.


“All of it is the tax paid by farmers, since the king owns
both the land and crops of Kemet,” Senenmut replied. “What the king needs to
ensure his people are well–fed is stored in granaries throughout the land, and
distributed by the king’s officials from state granaries and by priests from
temple storehouses. The emmer in these warehouses is surplus and will be
exported to other lands.”


“Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet taught me that the state granaries
protect the land from famine,” Nefer volunteered.


“He is correct. There are Nilometers the length of the river
that measure the height of the inundation each year. Knowing that height,
officials can predict if the harvest will be large or small and plan
accordingly.”


“Ahmose told me that the kings have tamed the river.”


Senenmut laughed. “I don’t think the river will ever be
fully tamed, Nefer, but we have learned to control it, at least a little.
Before the first kings, the river wandered where it would each year. Sometimes
the inundation deposited rich soil all the way to the edge of the desert;
sometimes it bypassed sections of riverbank entirely, leaving tangled masses of
brush and marsh that served as homes for crocodiles and wild cats and hippopotami
and other vicious beasts. Towns sprung up only in locations where the
inundation was reliable enough for the land to support agriculture, leaving
many stretches along the river vacant and unutilized. But generations before
Horus–Narmer unified the Two Lands, the chieftains and local kings of Upper
 Kemet began to dig irrigation ditches to carry water closer to the desert’s
edge, and dikes along the riverbanks to keep precious water from flowing back
into the river, and huge basins to store it in for use during the long hot dry
months. Over the course of hundreds of years, our ancestors expanded that
network of dikes and ditches and basins to reclaim ever more land, and learned
to use the network to grow several crops each year. That transformed the river
valley into the world’s breadbasket. Never forget, Nefer – emmer is the true
wealth of Kemet.”


After we’d inspected the warehouses, Senenmut took us to see
some of the workshops he’d spoken of earlier – those of weavers, potters,
jewelry makers and more. Several stood out for me. The copper smelter was a
large open–sided building with seventeen furnaces belching plumes of smoke, its
hordes of workers sweating profusely in the nearly unbearable heat. Craftsmen
in a much smaller shop were making blue pigment for use in paintings. I watched
workers in a ceramic shop shape molds for amulets and seals and scarabs. In the
stone carver’s workshop, I looked over the shoulder of an apprentice who was
duplicating a model head, one of many such heads and figures that were lined up
on a long wooden shelf. He informed me that he wouldn’t be considered a master
carver for at least a dozen years.


We finally returned to the per’aa just as Re dipped below
the western plateau, this time sailing up the river from the harbor on a small
royal boat instead of walking through the city. Aachel still clung to me, and she
slept with me in my bed that night after a long bath and change of clothes and
a filling meal. As I lay awake beside her, listening to the sound of the river
flowing past the window of my room, I reflected on my day in Mennefer. The city
was crowded, dirty, drab, colorful, loud, alive, magnificent. I loved every bit
of it. I promised myself I’d roam its streets again, and often, discover even
more of its secrets. And for the first time in my life, I allowed myself to
dream what it would be like to rule it at Thut’s side, as his wife.


 


 


***


 


 


The next morning the four of us set out for Ta–mehi and the
Great Green on one of the royal boats. The craft was long and slim, its ends
rising gracefully in the shape of lotus flowers. The bow and stern were painted
in bands of red and green, the bulk of the body yellow. A cabin large enough
for us all to sleep in occupied the center of the boat, decorated with vultures
on its sides. The sail was patterned with red, white and blue squares. A
steersman stood atop a small platform at the stern, manipulating a very long
rudder crowned with a falcon head. The eye of Horus decorated both bow and
stern.


Aachel was clean now, dressed in a brand–new white linen
shift, with a golden amulet around her neck and bracelets on her wrists. She
was overwhelmed by her change in circumstance. There was gratitude in her eyes
as she looked at me. Her skin was much lighter than Nefer’s and mine. So was
her hair, which was quite a bit shorter. Her eyes were brown. I thought it
would be many months before the hollows in her cheeks and between her ribs
filled out.


“This will be no pleasure trip for you, Nefer,” Senenmut
said as we walked up the gangplank. “I expect you to return to Waset an expert
in the geography and flora and fauna of the river valley, from the Great Green
all the way to your home, with at least a grasp of Aachel’s tongue.” He looked
at me. “And I expect you to speak Retunian like a native” – he sighed – “and
remember at least a little of the rest.”


“I’ll try, Senenmut. I really will.”


“And I expect Aachel to be able to speak our language
passably. Your job is to teach her, Mery.”


I welcomed the challenge and opportunity and told him so.


Senenmut joined we three girls alongside the railing not
long after the boat moved into the river. The oarsmen began ply their oars,
aiding the north–flowing current. Nefer gazed wistfully at Mennefer as it
disappeared behind us.


“You miss your brother the king,” Senenmut said. It was no
question.


“It’s the first time we’ve been separated since we were
born.” The wind blew Nefer’s long hair across her face and she pushed it to one
side. “I know we’ll be together again, when Thut makes me his Great Wife. But
that won’t be for many years.”


Half an hour later three great pyramids appeared on the west
bank, towering over the vast desert plateau, and the head of a great statue
buried nearly to its chin by sand. Aachel pointed at them excitedly.


“Tell me all you remember of what I’ve taught you about the Giza
plateau,” Senenmut ordered Nefer.


“These pyramids were raised more than a thousand years ago,
when kings had absolute authority over the people of Kemet,” she replied. “The
whole land was devoted to their construction – never before had such a thing
happened anywhere in the world. Bureaucracies were created to manage the
workforce and materials and food and supplies, and methods of working and
transporting stone were invented and put in place. The largest pyramid belonged
to Khufu, the second to Khafre, and the smallest to Menkaure. Their sides were
once smooth with gleaming limestone, and their peaks tipped with gold to catch
the first and last light of Re each day.” Nefer pointed to the statue. “They
say it has the body of a lion, though its been buried by sand for time beyond
memory and no one now alive has ever seen it.”


“Excellent,” Senenmut said with satisfaction. “Mery, who lies
in the smaller tombs?”


“Kings’ wives in the smaller pyramids at the bases of the
larger, their children and nobles in the nearby tombs arranged like a small
city.”


“You’re correct as well.” Senenmut surveyed the plateau.
“Even after ten centuries, these pyramids are still the largest structures on
earth, perhaps never to be surpassed in size. They’ve made the kings buried
inside them immortal. We’ll stop and see them up close on our return.”


We ate our midday meal under a decorated linen canopy at the
center of the boat. Serving girls placed beer and bread and onions and a
variety of fruits on our small table. We all watched, amused, as Aachel wolfed
down her portion before we had even taken a few bites. At Nefer’s command the
girls brought her more. As I ate I gazed at the banks of the river. We were in
Ta–mehi now, moving steadily north on one of the river’s branches, the oarsmen
rhythmically dipping their oars into the water, occasionally singing, their
overseer shouting, the steersman moving the great rudder as necessary. I had
never seen such a landscape. I was used to a silver river banded with narrow
strips of cultivated fields hemmed in by desert and rocky plateaus and
scattered with groves of trees. But here in the delta the riverbanks were
screened by thickets of tall reeds and papyrus. Beyond them were fields of
waving emmer that stretched to the horizon in every direction. For the first
time in my life I could not see the desert. It was a bit disorienting. Numerous
small villages of low mud–brick houses topped hillocks barely higher than the
fields themselves. They were scattered across the land like knots in a
fisherman’s net.


“Those villages date back to the beginnings of Kemet itself,
if not before,” Senenmut told us. “The delta’s first farmers settled on rises
high enough to remain dry during the inundation. Eventually, when their mud–brick
homes crumbled to dust, they built anew atop the ruins, the rises gradually becoming
hillocks, ever higher and more expansive.”


The fields were alive with farmers caring for their crops,
laced with irrigation channels and dikes. I noticed a few fishermen casting
nets from reed punts at the margins of the channel, and hunters stalking game.
The marshes teemed with colorful birds and waterfowl. The trilling of the birds
was both incessant and pleasant. I saw dozens of large crocodiles sunning
themselves on one open stretch of riverbank. Several sailors on our boat raised
amulets to ward them off.


“Will you always be my tutor?” Nefer asked Senenmut as she
sipped from a cup of beer.


“I hope so. I’ve served your mother for many years in a
variety of posts. She trusts me. I’m very proud of the faith she’s shown in me,
allowing me to educate you these past years, and I won’t fail her. She’s given
me a very important task – she’s charged me with preparing you to be a king.”


“King? But my brother is the king,” Nefer said, surprise in
her voice.


I was equally surprised. Did Hatshepsut expect Nefer to
seize Thut’s throne?


“What if Menkheperre – life, health, prosperity – dies
before he has an heir?” Senenmut asked gently. “Your half–brother just joined
the army, Nefer. He could be killed in battle, or die of disease, or simply die
young, as your father did. If he does you’ll have to take the throne. There’s
no one else in the land with royal blood except your mother – no other
brothers, no other sisters.”


All the times I’d worried about what might happen to Thut
after he joined the army, I’d never once considered the impact of his death on
Nefer’s future. She was a girl, after all. Who’d ever heard of a female king?
Was that even possible, even if Thut died?


“Are you saying it may be the gods’ will that I rule some
day?” Nefer asked skeptically. I could tell she was having a difficult time
accepting the concept.


“Perhaps. That’s what you must prepare for. That’s why your
mother has commanded that your course of education be that of a king’s.”


“Which means?”


“You must become as literate as a scribe. You must learn the
hieratic system of writing, and then hieroglyphs. You’ll receive training about
restricted subjects in the temples, since the king is the highest priest in the
land. You’ll read and memorize the classic literature, which imparts morals.
You’ll study Kemyt, a textbook of formulas and idioms and model literary
letters. You’ll continue to study mathematics. You’ll learn the arts of war.”


“Would I really have to fight, to lead troops in battle?”
Nefer asked, wide–eyed.


“Some say Ahhotep, wife of King Kamose, did,” Senenmut
answered.


Nefer threw back her shoulders. “I would too, if I had to,”
she said bravely, and meant it. She took a deep breath. “What you said about
being prepared in case my brother dies without an heir makes sense. So I
promise, Senenmut, I’ll study hard. I’ll pray to the gods every day that they
keep Thut safe, but I’ll be ready for whatever comes. You can tell Mother
that.”


Senenmut smiled and bowed slightly. “Very good, Majesty.”


I mulled over the conversation late into that night, lying
at Nefer’s side in our cabin on the royal boat, listening to her regular
breathing. What Senenmut had told Nefer about preparing to be king made perfect
sense. Yet for some reason I felt uneasy. I had the feeling Senenmut had not
been completely honest with Nefer. But I couldn’t figure out what he might have
lied about, or why. In the end, I decided my imagination was overactive, and
rolled over and went to sleep.











1474 BC


Regnal Year 6 – Thutmose III


 


 


 


 


A young girl wearing only a girdle of cowry shells draped a
garland of lotus blossoms around my neck. I lifted the flowers to my nose,
inhaled their heavenly scent, more wonderful even than the fine perfume with
which I had anointed myself and Nefer and Aachel for tonight’s banquet honoring
 Isis. I was excited; Thut had arrived from Mennefer for the festival a few
hours ago. I hadn’t seen him in six months and could hardly wait to be with him
again.


I paused beside one of the columns that lined all four sides
of the square courtyard in the middle of the per’aa. The column was decorated
with images of Thut worshiping various gods. The courtyard was already crowded
with revelers, already loud with a hundred conversations, decorated with
flowers and greenery and lit by torches and bowls of oil with burning linen
wicks set on stone and wooden stands. Small tables with two or three chairs at
each were scattered everywhere. Directly opposite me, a group of female
musicians dressed in white skirts played guitar and lyre and flute and
tambourine and drums. Above, the black sky was awash with stars.


Nearly every high official from Waset was here tonight, and
many from Mennefer who had accompanied Thut south. Torchlight glittered on a
plethora of jewels and bracelets and earrings and armbands and girdles of gold
that adorned wives and daughters. Most of the women wore wigs topped with
incense cones; as the cones melted in the evening’s heat they would release
their perfume. The dresses were amazing – most white, some yellow or pale blue,
sheer, opaque, pleated, with sleeves, without, some with one strap, some with
two. Some dresses were completely open down the front, others covered with nets
of beads. Shawls were draped over a few shoulders. I had selected an opaque
linen dress, knotted over my left shoulder, with earrings and broad collar and
girdle and bracelets of gold inlaid with carnelian. My red hair was unbound and
fell halfway down my back.


I saw Hatshepsut in the center of the courtyard, surrounded
by a group of officials and foreign dignitaries, a gold diadem with a rearing
uraeus on her brow. She was laughing and smiling and easily conversing with
everyone. Her dress was white, her jewels the finest in the hall. She was by
far the most beautiful woman in attendance, and I did not miss the lustful
glances from those men gathered at her side. Many of them, I knew, were
actively courting her, though she had so far shown no inclination to remarry.
Senenmut stood a few paces away, quietly observing, his face impassive but
fists tightly clenched. It occurred to me that he might be jealous of the
attention Hatshepsut was receiving. Iset was watching Hatshepsut too, her stare
icy, hatred evident in every line of her body. She wore the crown of a king’s
mother and was surrounded by her own small knot of officials, likely from the
court in Mennefer. They’d no doubt come with her and Thut to Waset for the
festival. 


“A fine party, don’t you think?”


I turned, startled. “Ahmose!”


He embraced me and I hugged him back.


“I hoped Thut would bring you with him from Mennefer,” I
said. “I was afraid you’d have to stay with the army. These banquets are so
dull for Nefer and Aachel and me unless Thut and you come.”


“I go where the king goes,” Ahmose assured me. “I’m his
protector, after all.” He smiled, took hold of my hand. “And could be yours
too, Mery.”


I laughed and pulled my hand away. Ahmose had been trying to
court me, on and off, for the past three years, whenever we were together like
this. But I knew I wasn’t the only girl he toyed with, from rumors Aachel had
carried to me of his activities in Mennefer. It seemed no maiden in the capital
was safe from his advances. But, then, he’d been moving from girl to girl ever
since we were children, and so I’d never taken his attentions seriously.


Just then there was a stir. Thut entered the hall,
accompanied by his Medjay bodyguards. He wore a blue– and yellow–striped nemes
headdress, and a white kilt, and a broad collar of gold inlaid with blue and
green and red faience. Most of the younger women and many of the officials made
a beeline for him. He’d changed considerably since leaving for the army four
years ago. He’d shot up several inches and his voice had deepened and his body
was lean and well–muscled. His military training had been good for him. There
was an air of authority about Thut now that he’d lacked when he’d first been
crowned, a sense of command, of kingliness. Despite his time in the field, he
hadn’t neglected his studies either. Or so Hatshepsut’s spies, who kept tabs on
him, regularly reported in the per’aa’s audience hall. Like Nefer, Thut was
serious about preparing himself to be king in his own right. I had no doubt
that Iset’s spies at Waset kept equally close watch over Nefer. Sometimes I
felt as if Thut and Nefer were merely pieces in a game being played between
Iset and Hatshepsut and their respective supporters.


I saw Aachel disengage herself from a group of admirers. She
waded through the crowd to Ahmose and me. She greeted us warmly. Now twenty–two,
she’d turned into a beauty, her legs long, hair lustrous, as close a friend to
me as Nefer was. She slept in the room next to mine in the per’aa and we often
shared each other’s beds, talking late into the night. I found it easy to
confide in her my hopes and dreams; she was the older sister I’d never had.
Aachel was eternally grateful to Nefer and me for rescuing her from a life of
slavery, and there was nothing she wouldn’t do for either of us. Had she not
been Nefer’s companion she surely would have been married by now, for she did
not lack suitors, many of them quite persistent.


Aachel pointed across the courtyard. “I see Nefer’s admirers
are out in force tonight.”


Nefer was surrounded by officials and their sons, and not
surprisingly so. At age fourteen she was stunning, her beauty attested by the
number of boys and men who pressed upon her, not only tonight, but in town
after town as we ranged up and down the river on state visits.


“And plenty of men are staring at you too, Mery,” Aachel
added, then giggled.


I blushed. Wherever we three girls went now, the eyes of men
were upon me as well as Nefer and Aachel. Because of my long red hair I stood
out in any crowd. I was no longer gangly but had finally grown into my body,
curved in the right places, shaped by years of swimming and riding and other activities.
Had I not been part of the royal court I’d probably have been married years ago,
and a mother several times over.


“Aachel’s right, you know,” Ahmose said, trying to take my
hand in his again.


I ignored him. I indicated the king. “And I see all the
pretty young women have set their sights on Thut.” He was virtually surrounded
by the daughters of his courtiers, all bedecked with flowers and jewels, all
smiling, all hanging on his every word. He didn’t seem to mind their attention.
I felt a surge of jealousy.


“It’s like that wherever the king goes in the Two Lands,”
Ahmose said. He must have seen something in my face. “Not that Thut
reciprocates,” he added hastily. “Which is good for me. All those fine women
who get ignored by the king are only too happy to settle for the king’s Great
Companion.”


I thought Ahmose was trying to make me jealous. If he was,
it wasn’t working. “Perhaps you should take advantage of such good fortune,” I
said sweetly.


Ahmose looked crestfallen.


I thought it would be so much easier for us both if he’d
fall in love with someone for real and let me alone. As much as I liked him as
a friend, that was as far as I’d ever go.


“What will they all do, I wonder, when the king and Nefer
are married?” Aachel asked.


“Won’t stop the women,” Ahmose predicted. “Kings can take as
many wives as they want, after all.”


I reflected that was probably true, though I had never
really considered it before. Thut’s father had two wives, and his grandfather.
I supposed he would too. I wondered how that would make Nefer feel. Though any
other wives would be minor and subservient to her as his Great Wife.


“Time to take our places,” Ahmose announced, and seizing my
elbow guided me through the crowd to the front of the room. Aachel trailed us.
We seated ourselves at the table next to Thut and Nefer’s, with Iset to our
left. Hatshepsut and Senenmut were at the table to Nefer’s right.


“I’ve missed you so much, Majesty,” I said, tilting my head
to Thut as I settled into my chair. “I trust your journey was pleasant?”


“The end exceptionally so,” he said, and smiled. “It’s good
to see you, Mery.”


Just then serving girls in white skirts began to circulate
among the tables, bearing platters of meat and vegetables and fruit and bread.
Others began pouring wine into cups. The hall was suddenly filled with a babble
of voices. Including ours. As always, when Thut and Nefer and Ahmose and I got
together, it was as if we’d never been apart, all of us talking at once, asking
what the others had been doing, filling them in on our activities. We even included
Aachel in our banter, despite her being older and a relative newcomer. Thut and
Ahmose told us tales about the army; we three girls about what had happened in
Waset and on our various trips throughout Kemet.


Thut glanced at Hatshepsut and Senenmut. “Is Senenmut still
your tutor?” he asked Nefer.


“Mother relies on him to do more and more to help her as
regent,” Nefer said. “But he still teaches Mery and me. He’s practically become
a second father to us both.”


“And Aachel,” I added.


Senenmut loved Aachel and me, and we him, but his bond with
Nefer was special, unbreakably forged in the first few months after her
father’s death. She’d missed the elder Thutmose terribly, and Senenmut had
filled the void. He spent time alone with Nefer every day, and she often
accompanied him as he performed some task for Hatshepsut. Those were
opportunities to prepare her to be king, I knew, but I suspected that even if
that hadn’t been his duty he’d still spend as much time as he could with her. Nefer
was for all intents and purposes his daughter, and he treated her as such.


As soon as the meal was finished, the musicians began to
play loudly and dancing girls swept into the open space before our tables. They
were all young and nubile, long–haired, their eyes outlined with kohl. Some
wore skirts, some only girdles of loose beads that clicked and rattled in time
to their movements. They swirled around the courtyard, leaping, dipping,
twirling, performing acrobatic movements. Everyone clapped along and cried out.
Near the end of their performance I saw Ahmose slip out of the courtyard along
with one of the serving girls. A moment later Thut caught my eye and rose. I
followed him outside as well.


We strolled along a narrow path deep into the garden. At one
point I saw two figures entwined in the shadows – no doubt Ahmose and the
serving girl. Thut continued some distance past them, then sat down on a block
of limestone beneath a grove of dom palms. I perched beside him. The block had
been our favorite nighttime meeting spot when we were young, the place from
which we had launched much mischief. It was much quieter outside than in the
courtyard, though the sound of music and revelry still carried to us on the
night breeze. Insects hummed and buzzed all around, and the stars were
brilliant above our heads. The flowers and trees rustled in the gentle breeze.


“It seems like forever since I’ve been here,” Thut sighed.


“To me too, Thut.”


“Tell me about your life here at Waset, Mery. What occupies
your time?”


“Most days, after breakfast with Hatshepsut, Nefer and I go
to the audience hall in the per’aa. We sit to one side at the foot of the dais,
facing the officials and petitioners gathered before it.”


“Why?”


“It’s part of Nefer’s education, so that when she’s your
Great Wife she can help you rule. Thanks to those daily sessions, Nefer is well
informed about everything that’s going on in Kemet. And, of course, Senenmut
tutors us every afternoon. And we go with him and Hatshepsut when she travels
up and down the river to participate in religious and other festivals. He never
misses an opportunity to expose us to something new. So now I’m quite familiar
with a great deal of the river valley. And I make sure to spend time on my own
down by the river, questioning traders who dock at Waset or merchants arriving
from the caravan routes across the wadis of the eastern desert, picking up bits
and pieces of their languages and learning about the lands beyond Kemet’s
borders.”


“To what purpose?”


“Because I’m as interested in the world outside the river
valley as you, Thut,” I said earnestly. “Tales about other lands and people
fascinate me. I’ve made myself competent enough in the languages of Retenu and
Setjet and Wawat and Kush and the islands in the Great Green that Hatshepsut
calls on me now to translate when foreign ambassadors attend her in the per’aa.
Someday, perhaps, I can serve you as translator as well, once you and Nefer are
married and you sit the throne by yourself.”


“You wouldn’t mind spending your life at my side, in my
court, Mery?”


“It’s the greatest desire of my heart, Thut, to be with you
always,” I said sincerely. “Remember when we were young? I was always trying to
keep up with you. I wanted to be like you and do everything you did.”


“Shooting and swimming and running and sailing and hunting.”
He laughed. “I noticed.”


“Remember how we used to sneak off into the hills and desert
to explore, and how we stole fishermen’s boats and poled through the marshes to
study wildlife up close?”


Thut laughed again. “It wasn’t really stealing, since Father
was king and owned everything in the land.”


I took a deep breath. “Did you know, Thut? I worshiped the
ground you walked on. That must have been annoying for you, looking out for a
little girl. But you never ignored me. You were always so calm and patient with
me, the brother I never had.”


“I enjoyed being with you immensely, Mery. I still do. In
fact, tomorrow morning I’m going to work out my horses on the plain on the west
bank. You should come.”


“I’d like that very much.”


 


 


***


 


 


I watched in the early morning light as Thut’s chariot and
team of horses were loaded onto a royal transport boat that was secured to the
quay along the channel that led from Ipet–Isut to the river. Several soldiers
were already on board, and a number of chariots and teams. Thut was standing at
the foot of the gangplank, chatting easily with Ahmose, dressed to ride. I
hurried towards the quay. Thut greeted me warmly at the foot of the gangplank.
He reached out and touched the gold fish–shaped amulet that I’d twisted into my
red hair and fastened by the loop at the end of its nose. It had gold fins and
a green stone eye, and each scale was separately indicated.


“You gave it to me for protection, the day you taught me to
swim,” I told Thut. “I wear it whenever I’m on the water.”


“I remember.” He laughed. “If we capsize today, I command
you to save me, Mery. I am your king, after all.” He tilted his head towards
Ahmose. “He’s on his own.”


“You’ve got a hundred men to save you,” Ahmose protested.
“But I have only Mery.”


I laughed at him and followed Thut up the gangplank. The
boat was soon in motion.


“I like to work my horses every day, to keep them in
fighting trim,” Thut told me as we sat side by side beneath a canopy on deck.
“The desert on the west side of the river has the best surface for riding.”


We were across in no time, and the chariots and horses were quickly
unloaded and hitched by Thut’s men.


“Would you like to ride with me?” Thut asked.


“Do you mean it?” I asked. I’d never been in a chariot
before.


He got in and took up the reins and helped me in. “Stand at
my side, Mery,” he said. “Left hand on the chariot frame, right around my
waist. Spread your legs to brace yourself.”


I did as he ordered. Thut’s waist was hard, all muscle. I
thrilled to the feel of it. My right leg pressed against his left.


Thut gave a command and the man holding his horses let go
and we were off. At first we moved slowly, up a long narrow lane through the
cultivated strip, through the shade of palm trees, past waist–high fields of
waving green emmer, ever closer to the western hills and the strip of desert at
its base. I looked backwards. Ahmose drove close behind the king, watching me,
leading ten or more chariots that were strung out in a long line. Farmers
paused in their work as our chariots rumbled past, and a few frightened cattle
took to their heels, and then, abruptly, we reached the desert.


With a great cry, Thut slapped his reins on his horses’
backs and the chariot took off like a shot. I nearly stumbled but caught myself
and tightened my grip on Thut and heard a wild cry issue from my mouth. We were
moving blindingly fast, the horses’ hooves pounding the level desert, the wind
tearing at my dress and whipping it about my legs. My hair flew out of control.
I saw the light of pure joy in Thut’s eyes as he urged his team on, the muscles
of arms and chest bulging, sweat beginning to glisten on his skin. Ahmose
pulled alongside and shouted something I couldn’t hear and Thut slapped the
reins again and we moved even faster, if that was possible. I glanced backwards
and saw the rest of the chariots beginning to fall behind, plumes of dust
rising from their wheels and obscuring the desert to their rear. And then
Ahmose dropped back too and Thut and I were all alone, racing the wind.


Everything passed in a blur – the desert hills to our right,
the green fields and blue river to our left, the flat drab plain before us.
Occasionally I picked out a mud–brick hut or a random farmer or the silver
ribbon of an irrigation ditch or a falcon soaring far over our heads. I clung
so tightly to Thut and the chariot that my hands and fingers began to ache. After
a very long time Thut finally slowed our chariot and gradually brought the
horses to a halt. They snorted and tossed their heads, their backs wet with
lather.


“That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever done!” I cried
breathlessly, my chest heaving, body drenched in sweat.


Then I saw that the other chariots had turned around and
were following Ahmose towards the river.


“They’ll wait for us,” Thut said, with assurance. He took up
the reins again.


“My turn!” I exclaimed, and without waiting for Thut to
agree I stepped in front of him and seized the reins from his hands.


“Same daring Mery,” he said, laughing, and put his arms
around me from behind and grasped the front of the chariot. He peered over my
left shoulder and I was aware of his body pressing against mine, his strong
arms encircling me. He was awakening something I’d never felt before. I slapped
the reins and we began to move, slowly, but surely, Thut telling me what to do
and giving me constant encouragement. Before long I had the horses at a trot
back in the direction from which we’d come, and then a gallop. I might not have
had Thut’s training, but I was as bold as he. And I had no doubt that if I did
anything foolish he’d straighten us out.


We pounded across the desert once more. It was even more
exciting for me this time, being in control. For the first time I understood
why Thut wanted to be a charioteer. Driving had to be the next best thing to
actually flying. Before long every muscle in my upper body felt the strain from
the horses pulling hard against the reins – my arms were dead weight and felt
like they wanted to fall off – and sweat began to fly from me, but I refused to
ease up. I was having too much fun to care about the pain. The miles passed
seemingly in seconds and at times I could barely see, my eyes tearing up from
the wind. Thut finally shouted for me to slow down as we approached a great bay
in the cliff opposite Ipet–Isut. At its feet lay the temple complex of the
second Mentuhotep, the king who had reunified the Two Lands after a long period
of instability. 


I stopped the chariot with a spray of sand at the entrance
to a walled avenue that led to the complex. Thut jumped down and secured the
horses, then helped me step to the ground. I stumbled from the sudden lack of
motion and Thut caught me in his arms and set me on my feet. I stretched my
back and rubbed my arms and wiped the sweat from my brow and made Thut swear
he’d let me drive his chariot again. Laughingly, he promised.


The long avenue was lined with twenty–two seated statues of
Mentuhotep that he’d erected to commemorate one of his Heb–Sed festivals,
adorned with the White Crown on the north side and the Red Crown on the south.
It bisected a lush garden full of flowers, and sycamore and tamarisk and fig
and palm trees, and silver pools of water. Once neglected, Hatshepsut’s
gardeners had restored it over the last several years, in line with her vow to
repair the damage done throughout Kemet during the era of the Chiefs of the
Foreign Lands. At the avenue’s end was a short steep ramp that ascended to a
large rectangular terrace looming high over the valley. Mentuhotep’s actual
temple occupied most of the terrace, the building about thirty feet high,
surrounded on three sides by a columned portico, topped with an even smaller
temple.


“Mentuhotep was a great warrior king,” Thut said as we
walked. “I’ve studied his campaigns in the Annals. Did you know he took
three different Horus names as he fought to reunify the Two Lands? The first
was Sankhibtawy, ‘the One Who Makes the Two Lands to Live.’ Next was Nebhedjet,
‘Possessor of the White Crown.’ And finally, Sematawy, ‘the Uniter of the Two
Lands.’”


We climbed the ramp to the terrace and paused and looked
back the way we’d come. First was desert, then the emerald cultivated strip,
then the fringe of palms along the river, then the river, with Ipet–Isut and
Ipet–resyt and Waset spread for miles along its eastern bank, then another
cultivated strip and more desert leading to hills already obscured by a haze of
dust and wind–blown sand. We could see our boat bobbing at anchor beside the
stone quay, the other chariots already loaded on it. 


Then we moved across the terrace, skirting the portico, to
the temple’s rear. To its west was a small walled court open to the sky, with
columns on north and south. We entered the courtyard. In its center was the
entrance to Mentuhotep’s actual tomb, a long passageway lined with red granite
cut into the floor of the terrace and angling deep into the mountain. Thut and
Nefer and I had explored this complex often when we were younger. Six funerary
chapels in a row comprised the court’s eastern wall, the tombs of Mentuhotep’s
wives. Beyond the chapels was a hall with eighty–two octagonal columns in eight
rows, and past them, cut into the cliff itself, the sanctuary.


“All of these chapels are decorated in the old style of the
first kings,” Thut told me as we stood before them. “No doubt Mentuhotep
brought craftsmen here from Mennefer to build them. But he used local craftsmen
to decorate the rest of the complex, so its style is different. It was a
measure of the unsettled times he lived in.”


I pointed to a spot on the terrace. “I’ve read in the
archives that sixty of the king’s soldiers are buried there. They were slain in
battle, and the king honored them by returning their bodies to Waset and
burying them in his own temple.”


We moved about the temple in silence, studying the many statues
of Mentuhotep and carvings of him in the company of deities, particularly the
war god Montu, and depicted as Osiris, god of the dead. This was the first
temple in Kemet where the connection between Osiris and the king had been portrayed
so prominently; from this time Osiris had grown in importance throughout the
land. In one chamber we found a seated statue of Mentuhotep in his Heb–Sed
garments. In another he was depicted with black skin, representing the
fertility of the land, sucking at the teat of the celestial cow goddess Hathor.
We stumbled on a scene of the siege of a walled city in Retenu, with enemy
soldiers falling from its ramparts, pierced by arrows. 


We moved to a base of one of the statues shaded by the
colonnade. “This was placed by the third Senwosret, one of Mentuhotep’s
successors, to honor him as the reunifier of Kemet.”


“We visited his pyramid at Dahshur.”


“It seems so long ago.”


The statue depicted Senwosret in old age. His hooded eyes
protruded outward from sunken sockets, emphasized by pronounced pouches
beneath. Parallel sets of diagonal grooves extended from the inner corners of
his eyes to his cheeks, from his nostrils to the corners of his tight–lipped
frowning mouth, and from the corners of his mouth to his chin.


“My sculptors will depict me as a young man, not like this,”
Thut said, a bit disgusted. “But, then again, Senwosret ruled when the memory
was fresh of Kemet being ripped asunder. Those who rule after me will remember
only our might, and that the Nine Bows absolutely feared us.”


We seated ourselves at the very edge of the terrace, in the
shade of the colonnade, our legs and feet dangling in space.


“That’s a lofty aim, Thut,” I observed.


“That’s not all. I’m going to build the world’s first
empire, Mery,” he said passionately, eyes flashing.


“What’s an empire, Thut?”


“All the lands we know of beyond the river valley, beholden
to me,” he answered. “I’ve given it much thought while I’ve been away in the
North. Kemet is already the most important kingdom in the world. I’ve studied
the Annals. I know about the great kings who came before me, what they
accomplished. But I’m going to be greater than any of them, Mery. I’m going to
expand Kemet’s borders far to the north and east and west and south. My
grandfather campaigned all the way to Naharina, and demanded tribute from the
lands between there and here, and then came home. I’ll go farther than he did,
conquer Naharina, hold Retenu and Setjet and Wawat and Kush and the eastern and
western deserts permanently.” He seized my hand. “I haven’t told this to anyone
else, Mery. They’d just laugh at me – even Ahmose – tell me I’m only a boy with
a head full of ridiculous dreams, tell me to be content with ruling the river
valley. But I could always tell you everything that’s in my heart. You’ve
always believed in me, in my ambitions. You’re the one person in the world I’ve
always been able to confide in and trust.”


I squeezed the hand that held mine. “I’ll always believe in
you, Thut, no matter what.”


He smiled. “To build my empire I’ll need the army, and for
the army to follow me on such a quest they’ll need to believe in me as you do,
see me as competent and worth following into battle.”


“Ahmose and the rest of the charioteers who were with us
today look up to you,” I said loyally.


Thut snorted. “Raw boys. Mostly trainees, like myself. Until
they see me tested in battle they won’t really believe in me. They look up to
me now because I’m their king, and they have to.” He gazed over the valley.
“But in the heat of battle that won’t be enough to hold men to me, to keep them
from running when the odds seem hopeless. No, Mery, today I lead only a small
unit of charioteers. I must earn greater responsibility – leadership of larger
units, of a corps, of the army itself. I must become an expert in everything
associated with military life, build trust with the men, gain their loyalty.
And when I’ve done that I must forge them into an unstoppable force.”


“And then attack and defeat the Nine Bows!” I exclaimed.


“If it was only that easy,” Thut replied, shaking his head.
“I still have so much to learn. Captain Djehuty is teaching me about
provisioning an army on the march and during a siege, securing supply lines,
the geography and climate of nearby lands, the locations of roads and trails
and water holes, coordinating land and naval forces, supplying men with
weapons, managing herds of donkeys to carry gear, holding and governing
conquered territory and, of course, military tactics and strategy for both
battles and campaigns. Every day I get a little closer to understanding how
everything fits together, but I haven’t mastered it all yet.”


“I had no idea your training was so complicated.” I scanned
his face. “But if anyone can conquer the Nine Bows, you can, Thut.”


He smiled. “You don’t think I’m just a dreamer? You really
believe I can create an empire, Mery?”


“With every fiber of my being, Thut,” I said fervently. “I
know that once you’ve set your mind to something no one can stop you. The Nine
Bows will not be able to stand against you.”


“Now you know why I don’t terribly mind the Regent running
Kemet’s day to day affairs. It frees me to concentrate on my military training
and make my long–term plans. Besides, even if I was ready to command now,
Hatshepsut wouldn’t let me use the army. But in two years I’ll be old enough to
rule on my own, and then no one will be able to stop me. It gives me so little
time to master all I must of military affairs. I don’t have a single hour to
waste.”


We both turned and looked out over the river valley. My eyes
traced the ramp that led down from this temple, through its gardens, past the
harsh desert to the cultivated strip and the river and the emerald fields on
the east bank of the river and the desert hills rising beyond. Waset stretched
along the river, a warren of low mud–brick buildings along narrow twisted
lanes, with the pylons and obelisks and temples of Ipet–Isut rising to its
north. Nearer at hand, on the low hills just to the south of Mentuhotep’s
temple, tomb openings gaped darkly.


“I won’t neglect Kemet either, Mery,” Thut said
thoughtfully. “I’ll add to Ipet–Isut, as my grandfather and father did, and
erect more temples to the gods throughout the land. I’ll demand tribute from
the lands I conquer – I’ll make Kemet the richest kingdom in the world. And
I’ll devote a portion of that tribute to the gods, for their glory – most
particularly to Amun, for his support.”


“You dream large, Thut,” I said admiringly. “Dreams enough
for many lifetimes.”


“It’s good I only sleep a few hours a night, then,” he
chuckled. “Even now I feel time pressing on me. There’s not enough to
accomplish all I want.”


“Then I’ll pray to the gods that they grant you all the time
you need,” I said.


Thut suddenly leaned close and brushed my hair from my face
with his fingers. His touch on my cheek was electric. His eyes met mine. “I
never realized how much I missed being with you until we were parted so often,
and for so long.”


“I feel the same way,” I admitted.


“Last night you said you wanted to be with me in my court, to
be my translator.”


“That, or to serve you in any way I can, Thut.”


He pulled an object from his kilt and held it up. A golden
amulet on a gold chain. Hathor, goddess of love. It glittered in the sunlight.
I caught my breath at its simple elegance and beauty. Thut turned it over and I
saw his name inscribed in a cartouche on the back. He reached around my neck
and fastened the chain, let the amulet fall against my chest. He took my hands
in his, raised his eyes to mine. “Would you serve me as my wife, Mery?”


I was stunned at the unexpectedness of his question, at the
ramifications for us both. The amulet told me he was not asking on the spur of
the moment. Now our separation from the rest of the charioteers made sense.
He’d wanted to be alone with me. My heart started to beat much faster.


“Haven’t you ever imagined us sharing our lives that way?”
Thut spoke as a suitor, not a king.


I couldn’t lie. “Yes, Thut, I have. Of course. So many
times. But its just a beautiful dream that can never be more than that.”


“Why not? Don’t you love me?” he asked.


There was no sense lying. He’d always been able to see
through me. “Always. Horribly. Awfully. You know that.”


“And I you.” He kissed me gently.


My arms rose of their own accord and circled his neck. His
crept around my back, pulled me close, held me tight. My body seemed to melt
into his. I returned his kiss, my eyes tightly closed, desire and longing
surging through me. I kissed Thut for a very long time. I’d never guessed at
the passion that had been pent up inside me. Then I came to my senses. I broke
our kiss, backed away from him. “This is crazy, Thut,” I said breathlessly.
“Nefer’s going to be your Great Wife.”


“I’m the king. I’ll have many wives – like Mentuhotep, like
my father, like my grandfather. You can be one of them, Mery. The very first.”
He embraced and kissed me again.


I backed away once more. “Nefer should be, Thut,” I
protested. “I can’t come between you two. You know how much I love her – as
much as I love you. I couldn’t betray her like that.”


“How is it betrayal? Nefer will be my Great Wife. Everyone
knows it. But lets be frank – I’ll marry Nefer to legitimize and solidify my
claim to the throne, and she’ll marry me so her son will rule this land after
me. We won’t marry out of love, but out of duty, as Father wished.”


“Duty! That’s what Nefer calls it too. Thut, sometimes the
two of you drive me mad! Most of the time! You two are perfect for each other.
Nefer is amazing and so are you. The two of you are going to rule Kemet and
make it magnificent beyond what any king has ever done, just as you’ve dreamed.
While you’re off creating your empire, Nefer will be working here at home, on
your behalf, building those temples you talked about, putting the tribute you
demand to good use. You’ll both be so much happier if you’ll fall in love with
each other for real.”


“But I don’t have to force myself to love you, Mery. I
already do.” He kissed me again.


Again I pushed him away.


“Don’t I tempt you, Mery?” Thut asked. “For you most
assuredly tempt me.”


“Of course you do, Thut. My heart sings just thinking about
being your wife. But you’re going to marry Nefer.” I took hold of his hand. “So
I can’t be your wife. As much as I want to be, I can’t. I couldn’t compete
against her for your affection. And what if we both gave you sons? How would
you choose your heir between them, especially if mine was born first? Or worse,
what if I gave you sons and Nefer only daughters? I couldn’t watch our children
compete against each other to follow you on the throne. I couldn’t do that to
Nefer. So make Nefer your wife for real. Find a way to love her, Thut,” I said
urgently. “Find a way to make her love you. You could be happy together. You
don’t have to be miserable or feel duty–bound. I’ll help you both, in any way I
can.”


“What about us?”


I threw back my shoulders. “We have to try to forget what we
feel, stop loving each other this way. We can’t be anything more than friends.
We just can’t.”


Thut shook his head and stood and helped me to my feet. The midday sun beat down upon us. The wind whipped my skirt around my legs, my hair about my
face. He took both my hands in his again, linked our fingers. “You’re wrong,
Mery,” he said cheerfully, at the same time staring deep into my eyes. “You
just said that whenever my heart’s set on something I get it. Well, my heart’s
set on you. I will have you – maybe not now, but someday. It’s inevitable. Go
ahead and try to stop loving me. You won’t be able to. I certainly won’t stop
loving you – I’m not even going to try. Rest assured – while you’re trying to
make Nefer and I love each other, I’ll be doing everything I can to change your
mind about us. And I will, Mery. I promise you that.”


Thut took my hand and led me down the ramp towards his
waiting chariot. My mind was swirling with conflicting emotions. Thut loved me
and I loved him. I loved Nefer and I wouldn’t betray her. But even so, Thut
intended to make me his wife. I feared – and hoped – he would.
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Nefer and Aachel and I waited on the east bank of the river
just south of Swenet, a small collection of mud–brick houses and a few
administrative buildings within sight of the First Cataract. Abu, a long narrow
island with high sheer banks of rock, occupied most of the river’s channel
directly to our west. Half a mile to our east was a quarry in the midst of a
vast granite plateau. Hatshepsut had sent Nefer to Swenet to oversee shipment
of two great obelisks of rose–colored granite that she had ordered to be
created for Amun’s temple at Ipet–Isut. The river was confined here, snaking,
bending, choked with many small islands that were dotted with huge rocks and
shaded by clumps of palms and edged by mud and thickets of tall grass and
reeds. I could hear the river roar as it rushed through the miles–long narrow
cataract. A high desert plateau loomed closely over the river on the west, its
sharply–slanting sand slope dropping to a fringe of palms and patches of reeds
at river’s edge. Unlike most of the valley, there was no cultivated strip here
at Swenet, only rocks and sand beyond the riverbanks. High steep bluffs rose
east of the quarry as well.


Thut was at the cataract too, though today he was with
Viceroy Seni inspecting fortifications a short distance upriver, part of a
military tour that would eventually take him all the way to the Second
Cataract. He had appeared at Waset from Mennefer on the eve of Nefer’s and my
departure, and had sailed with us on a royal boat to Swenet. This journey was
the first time Thut and I had seen each other since our visit to Mentuhotep’s
temple a year ago, for he had returned to Waset for none of the usual festivals
in the interim, caught up in military activities.


Our reunion had been glorious. Thut had risen quickly in the
army since our last encounter and was now a captain under Djehuty, himself promoted
to command the elite chariot corps. The air of quiet authority about Thut I’d
noticed the prior year had become more pronounced. To me he seemed
unquestioningly regal, every bit a king. There had been no awkwardness between
us at all when we first came together again, despite how we’d left things, only
an undercurrent of wistful longing and desire. Thut had been right – I hadn’t
been able to make myself stop loving him, and had finally given up. What I had
felt for him a year earlier had blossomed into true love during our time apart,
despite the impossibility of it going any further, despite my insistence that
we had to put aside our feelings and be only friends. Thut’s love for me had
grown too, and was even stronger than before. Each of us was bursting with news
for the other, each of us excited to know what the other had been doing. He was
as happy to be with me as I was to be with him. On the voyage south to Swenet
and Abu I dined with him at every meal, and we played Senet or conversed for
hours each evening, often sitting on the riverbank alone in the moonlight as
the river silently slipped past, its broad surface shimmering with silver. I
spent almost every minute of the day that Thut wasn’t attending to royal
business with him, sometimes standing at the bow of the boat watching the
countryside, sometimes in the shade of the canopy amidships. I listened
enthralled as Thut told tale after tale of all he’d seen and done in the army,
of his trip to the oases in the western desert, of sailing on the great sea, of
what it was like to rule the country, of the changes he was making to Mennefer,
of the per’aa he planned to build there. I told him of my studies, of what I’d
learned in the audience hall of the per’aa and on the docks of Waset. On the river,
essentially alone with him, the rest of the world seemed far away.


Nefer dined with us, but she spent most of her time on the
journey with Aachel and Hori, a priest about Aachel’s age from Amun’s temple at
Ipet–Isut who’d been assigned by the high priest Hapuseneb to accompany us to
perform the proper rituals on the obelisks. Hori was tall and slim with
piercing yet friendly black eyes, knowledgeable, engaging, an excellent
storyteller. We traveled leisurely up the river for several weeks, driven by
the prevailing southerly wind that filled our vulture–patterned sail,
accompanied by kitchen boats and storage boats and a military escort. We
stopped each evening to camp beside the river or, if we were at a town, to
attend a banquet hosted by the local mayor or governor. We visited every town,
so that the people could see the king, and we worshiped at every temple. We
even made extended stays at several localities so that Thut could hunt; it was
his passion, and each time he took to the desert or marshes I was his
companion. He had, after all, taught me to shoot with a bow when I was young
and now, under his constant tutelage and with increased practice, my skill
improved greatly.


“The obelisks are now complete,” the overseer of the work
told us. He was a wizened, bent old man, skin burned nearly black by a lifetime
of constant exposure to the sun.


Two very long narrow stone objects lay side by side above a
narrow canal that had been excavated into the bedrock a short distance east
from the bank of the river, suspended over it on three sets of timbers that lay
perpendicular to the channel. One set of timbers was in the middle, and the
others near each end of the obelisks. Both of them were completely smooth on
all four of their faces; Senenmut had informed me they’d be inscribed with
hieroglyphs from top to bottom after they arrived at Waset. 


“How in the world?” Nefer asked, reaching out and touching
the hard sun–warmed granite.


“Your mother commissioned them, the first non–monarch to do
so,” the overseer of construction explained. “They are called the obelisks of
Heh. Each weighs between four hundred and six hundred tons. Senenmut oversaw
their creation. They represent Re’s rays.”


“Yes. I know that,” Nefer said impatiently. “I meant, how in
the world were they constructed and moved into position?”


“First, we located suitable granite in this desert quarry
and marked out the dimensions of each obelisk. Then we set a series of small
fires along the planned edges, dousing them with water after they’d burned for
some time. Then we relit and redoused until the surrounding rock cracked. We
prepared the uppermost face of each obelisk, then men excavated and shaped the
two sides by rhythmically bouncing balls of dolerite against each surface –
it’s a much harder stone. The balls eventually ate away the granite.”


“How long did that take?” I asked.


“A year. We prepared the underside the same way, leaving the
obelisk supported by nothing more than isolated spurs of the mother rock and
packing stone. When we were ready, we replaced the packing stone with wooden
rollers and broke the spurs. Then, using ramps and rollers and ropes, we
dragged each of the obelisks here to the riverbank and moved them beside each
other over the sets of support beams, which we’d set into parallel trenches
beforehand. Then we dug the canal underneath the obelisks, leaving them
suspended on the timbers. In a few days we’ll float a barge into the canal and
load the obelisks on board.”


“At which time Her Majesty and I will perform the
appropriate rites,” Hori said as he joined us.


The overseer nodded.


I was glad Hori had been sent with us. He’d proven to be a
wonderful traveling companion, sharing with us around our evening campfires his
extensive knowledge of flora and fauna gained while growing up on a farm near
Abdju. He and Thut had spent many hours discussing such things and comparing
notes on all they’d seen in their various travels. Hori had even good–naturedly
endured Aachel’s and my constant teasing as we pointed out the women in the
towns and temples along the way who showed an interest in him.


Teasing was Aachel’s way of covering up that she’d fallen in
love with Hori almost on sight. She’d admitted it while lying beside me in my bed
a week or so into our journey, but I’d already guessed it. Love shone in her
eyes every time she looked at Hori. I could tell he was attracted to Aachel
too, and why not? She was a beautiful woman, kind, caring, with a sweet
disposition. Hori was as unable to hide his feelings about her as she was about
him. I did not doubt at all that in the fullness of time they would confess
their love to each other and marry. I envied them that. It was so much simpler
to fall in love with someone who wasn’t a king.


“What will be done with the obelisks?” Aachel asked.


“They’ll be placed in the courtyard directly east of the Temple
 of Amun at Ipet–Isut,” Nefer replied. “They’ll be covered from top to bottom
with electrum, so that they’ll blaze with light when Re touches them. Wherever
you are in Waset, either in the town or on the west bank or anywhere in the
valley, you’ll see them, a constant reminder that the god is with us.”


 


 


***


 


 


That evening Viceroy Seni hosted all of us in Thut’s party at
an elaborate banquet.


The hall, where Seni held court when he was at Senet – most
of the time he resided at Nekhen, overseeing the southern part of the valley
from there – was much smaller and plainer than the audience hall at Waset, the
mud–brick walls plastered and painted but not carved. Oil lamps on stands and
flaming torches affixed to the walls cast light on the guests who crowded into
every available inch of space. Young serving girls draped garlands of fragrant
lotus blossoms about our necks as we entered. We made our way to the front of
the room, everyone dropping to their knees as Thut passed. Thut and the viceroy
and his wife and two grown daughters and Nefer shared a number of small tables
facing the other guests. Hori and Aachel and I occupied a table a few feet
away, close enough to hear their conversation. I did not miss the shy glances that
Aachel and Hori constantly cast at one another.


Thut wore his yellow– and blue–striped nemes, a gold broad
collar, armbands of gold around his biceps, and a yellow– and blue–striped
shendyt with a blue sash. Nefer wore a white pleated dress with wide straps,
turquoise earrings and bracelets and necklace, and a double–plumed vulture
crown. She looked radiant. Aachel and I had spent hours that afternoon bathing
and anointing her and lining her eyes with kohl and coloring her cheeks and
lips. No man in the room could take his eyes off her. And that included Thut.
That was, of course, something I both hoped for and didn’t want. I was
convinced that if they truly fell in love with each other they would have a
bright and happy future. I thought that with Nefer at his side Thut would
neither need nor take more wives. It was truly what I desired for my friends,
even though it would keep me from ever being with Thut myself.


The viceroy’s daughters were both openly flirting with Thut,
even though he was seated next to Nefer and everyone in the land expected they
would someday marry. Both girls were pretty but not beautiful. He flirted back
anyway, enjoying their attention and that of other women seated nearby. It was
a scene that had been repeated at banquet after banquet as we’d traveled to the
cataract. I, of course, didn’t like the flirting one bit. I was jealous. I
couldn’t have Thut, but I surely didn’t want anyone but Nefer to have him
either. I drained the wine in my cup and studied Thut. I realized that on this
trip, for the first time, I’d started seeing him as a woman saw a man. It was a
revelation to me. I’d never imagined the profound difference between childhood
infatuation and true love.


The rest of the room was filled with officials and their wives
from nearby towns along the river, all seated at tables with either one or two
chairs, all decked out in their finest clothing and jewels. Some of the women’s
dresses were pleated, some sheer, some colored. One woman wore a net of red and
turquoise tube beads over an opaque shift, others dresses with a single strap
knotted on one side, some with long sleeves, most with none. A few women wore
white mantles over their shoulders. Wigs were elaborate; nearly every woman had
an incense cone atop her head. One corner was occupied by female musicians
softly playing a harp, guitar, double pipe, lyre, square tambourine, darabooka
drum and cymbals, their skirts sheer and hair long. Young girls in white skirts
circulated among the tables bearing platters of food, and others with large
jars of wine that they used to keep cups filled. The most beautiful of the
serving girls stood near Thut, waiting to attend to his every need.


“You knew our grandfather?” Nefer asked the viceroy as we
ate.


“I did, Majesty, and your father as well.”


“What was Grandfather like?”


“Aakheperkare – life, health, prosperity, the good god,
justified – was a great warrior,” Seni answered. “In his second regnal year he
marched into Nubia, through Wawat, all the way past the Third Cataract to Kush itself,
where he set up a border stela, thus taking control of the African trade
routes. That’s when he created the position of viceroy that I now hold to
permanently oversee Kemet’s new territory. He brought back sons of Wawat’s
various kings to be raised in his court as hostages. To show his might he even
sailed home with a dead enemy bowman draped head down over the bow of his boat,
Falcon.”


“His next campaign was against the Mitanni, in the North and
East,” Thut interjected. “He took his army as far as the Euphrates River, the
border of Naharina. He even hunted elephants in the swamps of Setjet on his way
home. I’m going to do that some day.”


“Majesty – you must be very brave then,” the viceroy said.


“My brother certainly is, and a remarkable bowman too,”
Nefer said proudly.


A voice came from one of the nearby tables. “I’ve heard
rumors of your prowess, Majesty, carried far and wide across the land.”


I turned to look, as did everyone else.


A man in his mid–twenties, a soldier by his
appearance, stood and eyed Thut. “Perhaps a demonstration, Majesty?” Despite
his smile there was challenge in his voice.


Thut leaned back in his chair, regarded him calmly. “Your
name?”


“Amenemhab, Majesty. I’m an archer in your army, stationed
at the cataract.” His tone was diffident, yet every line of his body proclaimed
his skepticism. And why not? No king ever made a modest claim about his
abilities, especially since no one ever challenged him to prove that claim.


“I will conduct no demonstration,” Thut said dismissively.


I could see the triumph in Amenemhab’s eyes, that he had
shown up the boy–king. Many broke into smiles in the room. Dislike for
Amenemhab swept over me.


Thut leaned forward and himself smiled. “But a contest
between bowmen… now that’s another matter.” Thut turned to Seni, spoke sharply.
“Arrange it.”


“For tomorrow, Majesty?”


“No. Right now. In this hall.” Thut locked his eyes on
Amenemhab’s. He wasn’t smiling any longer. Thut loved to compete. And he loved
to win.


Amenemhab returned his stare, unblinking.


Seni summoned an attendant and whispered in his ear. The man
rushed off.


Thut rose and his eyes swept the hall. “Let all who would
challenge me stand.”


Amenemhab was like a single palm tree on an isolated desert
plain. No one joined him. The local officials hung back, nervous, afraid, each
looking one to another. I could almost hear their thoughts – every man among
them assumed he would beat the king; all feared the consequences of doing so.


The tension in the room was suddenly palpable. Amenemhab had
turned a festive banquet into a confrontation. I couldn’t see how this shooting
contest was going to turn out well for anyone if Thut and Amenemhab remained
the only competitors. King pitted against commoner – who knew what form that
story would take, or how widely it would spread, or how it might damage Thut’s
reputation. So, impulsively, I stood up. After all, I had some skill with a
bow. I could hit a stationary target. And even if I missed, so what? Murmurs
rolled through the crowd like a wave, punctuated by loud guffaws and laughter.
The tension was broken, at least. I breathed a sigh of relief.


Thut laughed too. “Do the men of the cataract fear me more
than my sister’s companion does? Very well – to overcome your fear, I’ll award
gold to anyone who bests me.”


At that, men began to rise from their chairs until nearly all
– except the aged – were standing. The viceroy’s attendant arrived just then
bearing a copper target that was three fingers thick. He set it on a stand on
one side of the hall. More attendants laid bows and arrows on the opposite
side.


“One shot each. Whoever’s arrow penetrates the target the farthest
and closest to the center will be declared the winner,” Thut announced. “I’ll
shoot last.” His eyes scanned the room. “Who has the courage to shoot first?”


Everyone looked around uncertainly, shifting from foot to
foot. No one wanted to be embarrassed by making a poor shot in such august
company. I had no such fear. There was no chance I’d win. I smiled knowingly at
Thut. With a slight laugh of my own I strode to the far side of the room, put
on an ivory arm brace, picked up a bow, selected an arrow, tossed my long hair
back over my shoulders, took my position. “Majesty,” I said, bowing my head
slightly to Thut.


“Proceed, My Lady,” he said amusedly, alone of all those in
the room knowing my ability.


I saw encouragement in Nefer’s eyes, hope in Aachel’s,
amazement in Hori’s.


I faced the target, blocked everyone from my mind. I fitted
the arrow to the bowstring, pulled it back, sighted, released. The arrow struck
about three inches to the right of center, its tip barely embedded in the
copper. While I certainly wasn’t going to win the contest, lacking the strength
of a man, I thought I’d done a respectable job. “Try beating that, Majesty,” I
challenged gaily. I knew that I alone of the competitors could get away with
taunting the king.


“I pray the gods will give me the strength, Mery,” he joked
back.


More laughter rolled through the room. Together, the king
and I had changed the tenor of the contest for the better. I, for one, was
relieved.


A line quickly formed, and one after another men shot. Some
missed the target altogether, to jeers and hoots of laughter and heckling; some
hit the target, though their arrows glanced off; some hit farther away than I
had; one hit dead center; three put their arrows all the way through the target
– one a full three inches. By the end of the contest I was prouder of my shot
than I’d been at the beginning.


Finally, only Amenemhab and Thut remained. The crowd watched
with bated breath as Amenemhab stepped to the line. I heard someone whisper
that he was the best bowman at the cataract, and from the way he fitted the
arrow to the bow and drew the bowstring back I could tell he was an expert. He
let his arrow fly and it sounded faster than anyone else’s had. He hit nearly
dead center, a little to the right.


“A hand’s length through,” the attendant beside the target
cried. “The new leader.”


There was wild applause in the hall. Amenemhab stepped to
one side, smiling broadly, his friends clapping him on the back, certain he had
just shown up the king, certain he would receive gold.


Thut stepped to the line. I could tell that all the men in
the hall hoped he’d lose and every woman hoped he’d win. He fitted his arrow
and drew back the bowstring, farther, farther, then let fly. His shot hit a bit
left of center, a fraction farther out than Amenemhab’s shot.


The attendant looked behind the target, measured, faced the
crowd, a stunned look on his face. “Three palms’ width,” he cried. “The winner
is Menkheperre – life, health, prosperity.”


Applause swept through the hall. I saw disappointment on
faces that had already counted the gold they would now not receive.


Thut gallantly turned to the slightly chastened Amenemhab.
“When I return to Mennefer you’ll come with me, archer. I want men beside me in
battle who are bold enough to challenge a king.”


“Thank you, Majesty.” Amenemhab bowed, truly surprised. He
quickly recovered his swagger. “And perhaps someday we’ll test each other
again.” His defeat had only whetted his appetite.


Thut laughed. “Count on it.”


And that, I thought, was how a king turned a potential enemy
into a friend.


The hall was quickly put back in order. The musicians
resumed playing and we all took our seats. Thut had a special smile for me.


“If I didn’t have the obelisks to transport I’d go farther
south and explore with the king,” Nefer told Seni. “I’ve always been curious
about what lies beyond the First Cataract.”


“The first section of Nubia, between the first and third
cataracts, is known as Wawat, Majesty,” Seni said. “It is not fit for farming
as we know it – the riverbanks are rocky and the inundation does not refresh
its fields – but the surrounding desert is rich with gold.”


“Nubia’s mines are the source of our wealth,” Thut
interrupted. “That’s why Grandfather established the Third Cataract as the
southern boundary of Kemet in his wars.”


Seni nodded. “Beyond the Third Cataract lies Kush, a region
of rich grassland, with which we trade. Then come Karoy and Trem, the latter
beyond the Fifth Cataract. They are much less hospitable areas.”


“My father fought a campaign against Kush, didn’t he?” Thut
asked.


“Indeed,” the viceroy answered. “He raised a stela on Abu to
commemorate it.”


“I saw it today,” Nefer said.


“Did you memorize the inscription?” Thut teased. “I seem to
remember you were talented that way.”


“You remember correctly, Brother.” Nefer sipped her wine,
moistened her lips, recited: “Now, there was a chieftain in the north of
impotent Kush, who had drifted into a time of conspiracy with a
pair of Nubians in the southern plain. The king raged about like a panther
after he heard, and said ‘As I live! As Re loves me! As I praise my father, the
lord of the gods, Amun! I will not let a single man among them live! I will set
death among them!’ Then the king sent a great army to Nubia, on
his first occasion of victory, to overthrow all those who had plotted against
the king and rebelled against the lord of the Two Lands.”


Everyone in the hall applauded.


“Impressive, Majesty,” Seni said. “My memory is not that
good.”


“Recall is my gift from the gods,” Nefer said simply.


“At any rate, Majesty, your mother has asked that I send some
children from Wawat’s royal families back to Waset with you, to serve as
hostages,” Seni said. “I have rounded up a handful. Perhaps they can tell you
about their land on your journey home.”


“I suppose that will have to content me,” Nefer said,
looking meaningfully at Thut. “For now.”


 


 


***


 


 


What happened a few nights later was, for me, the most memorable
event of our journey.


I couldn’t fall asleep because of the heat, and because my
mind was racing with thoughts I couldn’t control. I decided to take a dip in
the river to cool off. I quietly rose, made my way from the room I shared with
Aachel and Nefer in the viceroy’s quarters, slipped through the town and past
the extensive encampment of Thut’s soldiers and Nefer’s boatmen just outside
its limits, walked north along the riverbank until the army’s campfires were
mere pinpricks of light. The moon was full, the river silver in its light, and
where the bank was not shaded by palms the night seemed nearly as bright as
day. I could even make out details of the great elephant–like rocks edging the island
 of Abu, part way across the channel. I waded into the river, up to my knees.
The water was refreshingly cool on my feet and calves. The wind sighed through
a grove of palms on the bank and the tall marsh grass along the shore. All
manner of insects were humming and chirping, and there were random splashes in
the dark, no doubt small animals hunting fish or each other.


I heard a rustling close by. Someone was approaching.
Panicking, I sloshed a few quick steps towards the center of the river, then crouched,
so that the water covered me to my chin. I whispered a prayer to the gods that
whoever was on the riverbank wouldn’t notice me. I cursed myself for being a
fool. I should have brought a guard with me. There were nearly a thousand
sailors and priests and servants in our expedition, not to mention locals and Thut’s
soldiers. Anyone could be lurking on the bank, perhaps ill–intentioned, and I
was huddled in the river, defenseless. Aachel and Nefer would never even miss
me until they awoke in the morning if something happened.


A dark form took a few halting steps into the water,
directly towards me.


“Who’s there?” I demanded, trying to keep the fear from my
voice. I eyed the army’s distant campfires. They were in the wrong direction. I
couldn’t possibly reach them by swimming because the river’s strong current was
against me. All I could do to save myself was be bold. “I have a knife,” I
bluffed.


“Mery. It’s me,” came a quiet voice.


“Thut?” Relief washed over me.


“I was awake, sitting by my campfire. I saw you and
followed.”


Thut was sharing the tents of his men here at the cataract,
eschewing more comfortable quarters in the viceroy’s house.


I stood. Thut waded the rest of the distance that separated
us. Just about the time I could make out his features in the moonlight, he dove
into the river. A second after that his hands and forearms were wrapped around
my knees and calves, and then I was underwater too.


I surfaced spluttering and laughing. Thut unceremoniously picked
me up, one arm under my back, the other under my knees. My left hip pressed against
his abdomen, my left side against his chest. I linked my fingers together
behind his neck.


“The last time we were in the river together we were ten
years old, just a few weeks before Father died,” Thut said.


“I remember. We always had so much fun in the water. Several
times a week after you taught me to swim.”


“Not just to swim. You can ride and shoot because of me, too,”
he said. “No adventure was ever too daunting.”


Thut let me down into the water. I wished he had held me
close forever. The reason I’d been unable to sleep earlier was that I couldn’t
get him out of my mind. For hours I’d been replaying every moment I’d spent
with him on this journey, over and over, for in a few days we’d part once more
– me to return to Waset, he to travel farther south – and I simply couldn’t
bear the thought of it. I was desperately in love with Thut. How many more
lonely years was I destined to live away from him? How would I stand it,
feeling as I did?


I looked up at Thut, his face half in shadow, half in
moonlight. The river was at our waists and I could see his broad muscled chest,
his strong arms, the glittering eyes that were sweeping over me possessively.
“It’s been absolutely wonderful being with you again, Thut. I’m going to miss
you so very much.”


He took the Hathor amulet that dangled around my neck on its
chain in his hand, the one he’d given me the day he told me he loved me, held
it up.


“I wear it every day – and night,” I said in answer to his
unasked question. “I’ve never forgotten what happened between us at Mentuhotep’s
temple.”


“You still love me, don’t you Mery? I’ve seen how you’ve
looked at me on the boat on the way to the cataract, and at the banquet. You
can’t make yourself think of me as just a friend, can you?” There were traces
of both triumph and doubt in his voice. He seized me by the shoulders and
pulled me closer.


I was in a horrible position. Of course I loved Thut. Of
course he was far more than a friend. I wanted to shout my love for him joyfully
to the very heavens, but I held back. Nothing could ever come of it. I’d told
him at Mentuhotep’s temple that we had to forget our love. The reason for that
had not changed. We simply had to. Even though I hadn’t been able to. I
couldn’t keep the misery from my voice. “You already know the answer, Thut.”


“Then say it, Mery!”


“I can’t, Thut! I love Nefer, and you’re going to marry her.
You both mean the world to me. If I confess my love it’ll complicate our three
lives. It’ll change everything for us. Please don’t make me choose between
loving you and hurting Nefer. I beg you.”


“It doesn’t have to be either me or Nefer,” Thut said. “I’ll
surely take many wives, Mery. Kings always do. That’s how I’ll grow my empire,
build lasting alliances with the rulers of other lands. Nefer is reconciled to
that. Don’t you think she’d welcome you as one of them?”


“We’ve already talked about this,” I reminded him. “It’s
impossible.”


“I’m the king,” Thut said gently. “If I commanded you to be
my wife, you’d have to obey.”


“Of course I would, Thut. And that would make it easy for
me, being commanded, having no choice. But if you truly care for me and Nefer
you won’t.”


Thut stared into my eyes for a long moment. Then he pulled
me to him. “I love you, Mery. I can’t help myself.”


His lips were suddenly hard on mine. At first I tried to turn
away, but it was a half–hearted effort. I didn’t really want to. I yielded to
him, then responded. I raised my arms and circled his neck. His right hand
slipped to my back and he nearly crushed me to himself. His left slid down my
side to my hip. My body melted into his. My heart was pounding. I wanted him
like I’d never wanted anything in my life. I wanted my doubts and fears and
good sense to disappear. I wanted him to be a commoner like me so we could go
away and spend the rest of our lives together. I wanted this moment to last
forever. And I knew that it could not and that it had to end. I broke our
embrace, pushed him away.


“You have to go, Thut,” I said, tears springing into my
eyes. “You have to go or I’ll confess that I love you, that I hear your voice
on the wind, that I see your face in the sun, that I can’t bear being apart
from you, that my body cries out for you every minute of every day. But I can’t
confess any of that – ever.” I was breathing hard now, panting, my heart
breaking. “If you love me you’ll go, Thut.”


“It’s too late for that,” he said. He was breathing hard
too. Without warning, he scooped me into his arms once again. I couldn’t help
myself. I surrendered. I laid my head against his chest. My heart beat even
faster. He carried me to the riverbank. He laid me on my back atop a pile of
fallen palm fronds and fell to his knees beside me and kissed me again and
again and again.


We awoke in each other’s arms just before dawn. We’d gotten
little sleep. I’d never felt so happy and sad and fulfilled and empty in my
entire life. I’d had a tantalizing taste of what life with Thut could be like,
and now I craved it. I wanted to have it forever. Though I knew that was
impossible. We rose just as the sky began to lighten in the east. Hand in hand,
we made our way to the edge of the army’s camp. Thut took me in his arms in the
shadow of some palm trees just beyond the soldier’s tents. He kissed me.


“Neither of us can ever mention this,” I said firmly after I
returned his kiss. “It’d kill Nefer, knowing I betrayed her. And we can’t ever be
together like this again, Thut. We have to forget it ever happened. We have to
keep our distance from each other.”


Thut pulled me close once more, stroked my hair. “Oh, my
beautiful, beautiful Mery. My fiery–haired love.” He bent his head and kissed
me tenderly. “We may not mention what we did, but we’ll never forget – either
of us.” He kissed me again. “So I’ll ask you again, now that we both know
beyond any doubt what we feel for each other, know the joy we can have together
– Mery, will you be my wife?”


Misery swept over me. “I want to so badly, Thut. Believe me,
I do. But I won’t compete with Nefer. I can’t.”


“What if you don’t have to?” he asked.


“What do you mean?”


“I’ve given it a lot of thought, Mery. What if I take Nefer
to wife, make her my Great Wife, and then, once she gives me a son and heir –
what if I marry you then? She’ll have what she wants, and we can have what we
want.”


I felt like a drowning man spotting the safety of a distant
shore, saved from certain death. Thut’s solution was so simple. Why hadn’t it
occurred to us before? Thut was destined to take many wives. Nothing was going
to change that. I could be one of them. Nefer could have her place, and I could
have mine, subservient to her. Surely she wouldn’t object, for she loved me as
much as I loved her. She’d want me to be happy. I threw my arms around Thut,
tilted my face to his. “Yes!” I exclaimed, tears springing to my eyes. “Yes,
Thut! Joyfully! Gladly!”


Afer kissing me once more, Thut stepped from the shadow of
the trees and strode towards his tent. The camp was beginning to stir to life.
I watched him through tear–wet lashes. He looked back once and smiled broadly.
I’d never been so happy in my life. Thut loved me. I loved him. Nefer’s future
was secure. She’d become Thut’s wife and so would I, and our friendship would
be preserved. I’d just have to wait a bit, until she had a son. I could do
that, knowing what waited for me. My feet barely touching the ground, I made my
way back to the viceroy’s dwelling.
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Everyone was up and about a little before dawn on the day
the obelisks were to be loaded onto a gigantic barge for transport to Waset.
Swenet and Abu had never seen such activity. Hundreds of sailors swarmed over
the decks of nearly thirty large boats anchored in the river near the end of
the quarry canal, seeing to ropes and oars, their captains’ shouted orders
echoing against the far plateaus. Some of the boats belonged to merchants, some
to fishermen, some to temples and gods’ estates; they’d been commandeered from
towns as far away as Waset and were going to be used to pull the obelisks
north. A small army of workers dressed only in kilts swarmed along the banks of
the canal, some being positioned by overseers, others uncoiling and stretching
long thick ropes. Farmers and craftsmen and townspeople from miles around had
gathered and lined the banks of the canal and the river itself, watching the
spectacle unfold.


Thut and Aachel and I took positions near the obelisks on
the south bank of the canal. I smiled shyly at Thut and he smiled at me and the
secret that we shared burned hot within my heart.


A long broad barge made of sycamore was centered below the
obelisks. Hundreds of men pulling on thick ropes had hauled it into position
the day before. The outer edges of the hull were nearly touching the banks of
the canal. The barge was more than a hundred feet long and loaded from end to
end with thousands of stone blocks a foot square. It rode extremely low in the
water because of their weight, its deck just inches above the water’s surface,
the piled stone only inches below the obelisks.


“The stones on the barge weigh twice what the obelisks do,”
I informed Thut. “That was the only way to get the barge low enough to float
under them.”


Hori and Nefer and a procession of priests carrying burning
incense in golden containers, and chantresses playing sistrums and crotal bells
and small drums and shaking menat necklaces, marched along the south bank of
the canal from the river towards where we waited. The chantresses wore only
white skirts and gold necklaces and earrings. Lotus stems were fastened in
their hair, the blossoms dangling over their brows. Once beside the obelisks,
the chantresses and priests fanned out in a wide semi–circle. Hori and Nefer
stepped up to the obelisks and purified them with both water and incense. Then
they made offerings of food to Re on small altars, lighting the various items
and scooping incense into the flames to sweeten the smoke. Throughout the
ritual, priests from local temples recited appropriate spells. The ceremony
concluded, Hori and Nefer joined us, and we seated ourselves in leather–bottomed
chairs in the shade of a canopy to observe the loading of the obelisks.


“Incredible!” Nefer exclaimed as the workers sprang into
action.


Hundreds, dressed in kilts, jumped onto the barge and began
removing the blocks of stone. Each block was light enough for a single man to
lift. The men on the boats passed them to men standing on the canal banks. They
stacked the blocks in orderly piles. The workers’ torsos soon gleamed with
sweat. Muscles in legs and backs and arms and chests bulged as the men first
removed all the blocks from directly below the obelisks, clearing a space on
deck for the obelisks to eventually rest. Then they removed the blocks from the
sides of the barge, and finally from bow and stern. Throughout this process the
barge slowly rose in the water. By the time half the stones had been removed
the deck of the barge was touching the three beams that supported the obelisks
over the canal. By the time the last of the stones was piled on the bank the
barge was riding high enough in the canal that the obelisks were suspended several
feet above ground level, their support beams high enough to clear the banks.


Carpenters had assembled six wooden frames, each wide enough
to reach across both obelisks, and workers laid them on top of the massive
objects at equal intervals. Then more workers crawled over the obelisks, firmly
lashing the frames to the obelisks to keep them in position, and then lashed
the obelisks themselves to the barge. Then they attached three pairs of hogging
trusses, each pair consisting of two long ropes stretching from the barge’s bow
to its stern and passing over the frames. Several overseers tightened the
trusses by passing a stick between the pairs of ropes and then twisting the
stick over and over. The trusses would keep the hull from collapsing under the
great weight it bore.


Finally, the obelisks secured, the steersmen attached their oars,
one on each side of the stern.


Then sailors fastened numerous ropes to the westernmost end
of the barge, and long lines of men on each bank of the canal began to slowly pull
the heavily–loaded vessel the short distance to the river. By now the heat was merciless,
and the men by turns pulled and rested and drank water and took up the ropes
again. After considerable effort, the barge’s bow finally poked out of the
canal and into the river. At that point more ropes were fastened to the barge,
and men waded and swam with the free ends to twenty–seven boats manned by eight
hundred fifty oarsmen that clustered in orderly rows in the river channel.
Though the current would carry the barge downstream, the weight it bore was so
great that it would need assistance to reach Waset. Once all the ropes were attached,
the overseer gave a great cry. The men on the smaller boats dipped their oars
into the river. The barge moved very slowly into the current and began to drift
north. With considerable difficulty, the barge was turned by steersmen with
long flat oars so that its bow headed directly down the river. The task had to
be done quickly because the river was narrow here, the island of Abu
dangerously close, and if the barge came to rest on a sandbar there would be no
getting it off. The sailors bent to their oars with a purpose and churned the river
white, and the barge began to move a bit faster. Everyone gathered along the
riverbank cheered. Men with long poles stood at the barge’s bow, probing for
sandbars or areas of low water. The steersmen fought to keep the barge in the
center of the channel, away from boulders and other obstructions.


All of us in the royal party then ascended the gangplank
onto the royal boat. I was the last; I told Thut goodbye at the gangplank’s
foot. He would be leaving for the Second Cataract in the morning. It nearly
broke my heart to part from him now, after what had happened between us, for
all at once I felt a great sense of possession and possibility as I regarded
him. I glanced at Nefer standing on deck, and a bit of guilt washed over me
because of what had happened between Thut and me on the banks of the river. I’d
have to keep that a secret from her, at least until after we were both Thut’s
wives. But, I rationalized, I was putting Nefer’s interests ahead of my own. I
could have married Thut today, gone south with him. But I wouldn’t become his
wife until Nefer became the mother of a king. That way, I could have Nefer and
I could have Thut. A future that had seemed so uncertain upon my arrival at the
First Cataract was now filled with clarity and purpose.


The captain gave an order and sailors pushed the royal boat
from the shore. Once we were past the end of Abu and the river channel became
wider, we sped past the barge and moved into position to lead the procession
down the river. Three escort ships full of priests fell in line just behind us,
the priests censing the river ahead of the obelisks with incense, chanting
appropriate spells without ceasing. I stood at the stern and watched Thut until
he was too distant to see anymore.


And so began a three–week long journey, leisurely for us in
the royal party, desperately hard for the sailors. We traveled only by day,
anchoring the barge in the river at night for fear of running aground on sandbars.
The thousand sailors and priests of the escort boats camped each evening along
the bank, ate beside blazing campfires, slept exhausted in tents or atop
blankets under the stars. I refused to sleep on the boat; I shared a tent with
Aachel on shore, simply for the adventure of it. By day I spent almost all of
my time with the hostages that had been delivered by the viceroy, four boys and
a girl, all my age or a little younger. Two spoke a bit of my language; as we
traveled north I questioned them closely about Wawat and Kush and its geography
and wildlife and crops and culture and gods. I began learning their language,
and by the time we reached Waset I could more or less converse with them.
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“Hapuseneb, is it true that the gods make their wishes known
to kings in dreams?” Hatshepsut asked.


“They do, Majesty,” answered the Opener of the Gate of
Heaven. “A dream is a biayet, a sign from god.”


Hatshepsut was seated on an ebony throne atop the three–step
high dais in the king’s private audience hall in Waset’s per’aa. She wore a
white pleated dress of fine linen, with wide straps, and was bedecked with gold
and jewels, a uraeus crown on her brow. Sunlight spilled into the room from two
narrow windows high up the walls and her light brown skin glowed warmly,
enhancing her loveliness. She was not yet thirty, still at the height of her
beauty; I’d long ago lost count of all those who sought to court her, from
Kemet’s officials to ambassadors and rulers from foreign lands. To date she had
ignored them all.


The throne was richly decorated with gold and faience, its
feet carved in the shape of lion’s paws, the sides etched with the bee and
sedge and papyrus and lotus, the symbols of Upper and Lower Kemet. The walls of
the audience hall were elaborately and colorfully decorated with images of Thut
making offerings to Amun, and its floors were plastered and painted with scenes
of him trampling the Nine Bows. The ceiling was decorated with five vultures,
each protecting one of the king’s names. I sometimes wondered if the
omnipresent reminders of Thut disturbed Hatshepsut as she ruled the land in his
name from his per’aa.


As always, I was in attendance on Hatshepsut and Nefer,
though today I couldn’t wait to be dismissed. Aachel was in our quarters in the
per’aa, getting our dresses and jewels and perfumes ready for the Opet.
Tomorrow was the start of the eleven–day long festival, established by
Hatshepsut shortly after her ascension to the regency and already the most
important religious celebration of the year at Waset. Its purpose was to
reidentify the king with the royal ka that had been shared by all of Kemet’s
previous kings, renew his divine kingship, and reconfirm his right to rule. In
short, the Opet legitimized the king. At dawn, statues of Amun and his wife Mut
and their son Khonsu would be carried in procession from their temples at Ipet–Isut
to the small stone shrine Ipet–resyt three miles to its south that Hatshepsut
had recently erected. A fertility rite conducted within that shrine would renew
the king’s authority and affirm his divine nature, and refresh the gods’ as
well. Hatshepsut would stand in for Thut this year; he hadn’t returned from his
tour to the Second Cataract yet.


I was even more in love with Thut now than I’d been before
the trip south. I missed him terribly. I was mentally and physically exhausted
these days; I’d scarcely slept more than a few hours at a time since parting
from him. I’d tossed and turned half of every night, unable to drive what had
happened between us from my mind, going over and over the precious hours we’d
spent on the riverbank and the promise we’d made to each other afterwards again
and again and again. I was happy and miserable at the same time. Now that I’d
agreed to marry Thut, I didn’t want to wait to become his wife. I wished
something would happen to hasten Nefer and Thut’s marriage, so that my own
could take place.


Nefer was wearing a simple white linen dress today, and a
gold diadem and a girdle of turquoise. She squirmed in her chair, as restless
as me. She wanted to escape the audience hall too, a place in which she had
become a fixture. Even though she was only fifteen, and a girl, Hatshepsut’s
advisors had long ago accepted Nefer’s daily presence and, in fact, greeted her
enthusiastically each morning upon her arrival. She was always prepared and
fully engaged and, despite her youth, occasionally able to offer an insight or
perspective based on her extensive travels in the valley and the superb
education she was receiving under Senenmut’s tutelage. She was, I knew from
practically being her shadow, doing everything she could to prepare herself to
help Thut rule when he took the throne on his own. The past couple of years she
had become as popular with the king’s courtiers as Hatshepsut herself. Everyone
gravitated towards her; she was the life of every banquet hosted by the Regent.
I thought half the men and boys in the royal court were in love with her, and
those that weren’t pursued her anyway, seeking the position marriage to her
would bring. Nefer flirted sometimes, basking in her admirers’ adulation, but
taking neither they nor their flattery seriously, still certain she’d be Thut’s
Great Wife very soon.


I, of course, was invisible to everyone in the audience
hall, unless I was called upon to translate, after which I melted into the
background again. Being invisible, Hatshepsut and her advisors spoke freely in
front of me. I’d closely observed how the Two Lands was governed these past
years, how Hatshepsut and her advisors dealt with petitioners and ambassadors
and Kemet’s officials and their issues. I had the distinct impression that the
kingdom was extraordinarily well–run under Hatshepsut’s leadership, and even
more prosperous than it had been under the rule of Nefer’s father. Why, even
delegations from far–off Keftiuh, an island in the Great Green, regularly
traveled to Waset now, bearing gifts for the Regent. Some of their craftsmen,
left behind at the royal court, were even somewhat influencing the style of our
local craftsmen. Hatshepsut’s advisors were all clearly devoted to her,
followed her without question, and were united in their purpose. She governed
in her own right, though, certainly no one’s puppet or figurehead, listening to
everyone’s advice but making all major decisions herself. I shuddered to think
how poorly Kemet would be faring if Iset had been appointed regent.


The last of the day’s petitioners had left the hall a few
moments ago and the royal herald had closed the door behind them. Only
Hatshepsut’s closest advisors remained. I scanned their faces – Vizier
Aametshu, Chancellor Neshi, Chief Steward Amenhotep, Nefer’s old tutor Ahmose
Pen–Nekhbet, the architect Ineni, Senenmut, Treasurer Thutmosis, the high
priest Hapuseneb, Overseer of the Seal Ty, Chief Steward Wadjet–Renpet, Amun’s
Second Prophet Mahu, a few more. All were solemn, as if some great issue
weighed upon their minds.


“Each night this past week I’ve received the same dream,”
Hatshepsut told her advisors, seemingly troubled.


“Can you describe the dream, Majesty?” Hapuseneb asked.


“I saw Amun–Re take the form of my father the king to have
intercourse with my mother.”


“You’re certain?” Hapuseneb asked sharply.


The other advisors looked at each other.


“Yes. I have no doubt,” Hatshepsut replied.


“A powerful dream, Majesty!” Hapuseneb said joyfully.


“Unprecedented!” Mahu echoed.


“But what does it mean?” Hatshepsut sounded perplexed.


The advisors watched the high priest expectantly.


“Clearly, Amun predestined Your Majesty to rule Kemet as
king while you were still in your mother’s womb!”


I stared at Hatshepsut, stunned. She was supposed to
be king? A dream sent by the gods said so?


Hatshepsut showed no surprise at the priest’s pronouncement.


“But Kemet has a king. Thutmose. Why would the gods send
such a dream to Regent Hatshepsut now?” Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet asked the high
priest.


Vizier Aametshu held up a sheet of papyrus. “Because Kemet
is at risk, and our boy–king is hardly capable of saving it!”


I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach at the
scathing way he’d mentioned Thut.


“Explain yourself, Vizier,” Chancellor Neshi insisted. 


“Majesty,” Aametshu said, addressing Hatshepsut, “your
father Aakheperkare – life, health, prosperity, the good god, justified –
expanded the influence of Kemet all the way from Retenu to northern Setjet and
beyond. But your husband, though far from a weakling, did not follow up on your
father’s success. These past seven years, under your nephew’s rule, our
influence in Retenu and Setjet has declined. The sons and grandsons of the
foreign kings who surrendered to Aakheperkare no longer send us tribute as
regularly and in the amount expected of them. They neither respect nor fear our
child–king. In particular, the King of Mitanni has taken advantage of
Menkheperre’s neglect.”


“How so?” Hatshepsut asked.


“He has extended his influence from Naharina, his land
between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, all the way west to the Great Green,
threatening our trade routes. Because of him, and the kings who now scoff at
us, the royal treasury is running low.”


“How low?” Hatshepsut queried.


“We have resources adequate enough to meet our needs, for
now,” interjected Thutmosis, head of the treasury. He shrugged his shoulders.
“But if things continue as they have been…”


“We must teach the Nine Bows a lesson,” Chancellor Neshi
said darkly.


Hatshepsut nodded. “I burn with desire to recreate the
glories of the years when Nebhepetre – Mentuhotep – life, prosperity, health,
justified – and his house ruled,” she said firmly. “It was a golden age. Kemet
prospered under strong kings.”


“Would you have the Regent go to war, Chancellor?” Second
Prophet Mahu asked. I sensed his skepticism.


“Indeed,” Hatshepsut said. “If I propose war against the
wretches, who in the army will heed my words? I am only regent. Menkheperre is
king, young as he is. An inescapable fact.”


“Thutmose may be in the army, but he does not lead the army,
and does not have the authority to wage war, and does not command the hearts
and minds of its soldiers,” Amenhotep said. “But that will change soon enough,
Majesty. Thutmose is weak now, but that will not always be true.”


“He’ll be eighteen in less than two years,” noted Ahmose.
“He’ll be old enough to rule without a regent. When that day comes, and he
arrives in Waset accompanied by an armed host – and mark my words, that day
will come soon enough – his mother Iset will see to it – when he arrives and
insists on taking the throne for himself, where will that leave Kemet?” His
gaze swept the other advisors. He answered his own question. “At the mercy of a
child who has been trained to fight but doesn’t know the first thing about how
the government works.”


“A boy with no taste for bureaucracy,” Amenhotep added.


“This is wrong!” I whispered to Nefer, unable to contain
myself. “They’re going to push Thut aside. We have to do something!”


She nodded slightly, squeezed my hand. “My brother fully
understands Kemet’s government,” Nefer interrupted, her voice low but firm.


Everyone turned towards her, surprise on their faces. They
had forgotten she was here. Senenmut had specifically warned Nefer and I this
morning that we had been summoned to the audience hall to listen today, not
talk. But someone had to defend Thut, for all of Hatshepsut’s advisors were
wrong about him. And I was glad Nefer had risen to his defense. I wasn’t the
only one in this hall who absolutely loved and believed in him.


“Thut knows all the statutes and details of ruling, maybe
even better than some of you,” Nefer insisted. “He just prefers an active life
with the army to being cooped up in the audience hall of the per’aa.”


And he is forging that army into a hammer he can wield to
build an empire, I thought. That’s what he’s devoting his life to. The
very thing you’re accusing him of neglecting. And Hatshepsut won’t let him use
the army anyway against the Nine Bows, not yet. But I couldn’t tell them
that.


“You’re nothing but a slip of a girl. What do you know?”
Ineni asked Nefer dismissively.


Ineni was one of Hatshepsut’s highly–favored officials, an
aged architect who had served all of Kemet’s rulers since Amenhotep, the king
who had named Hatshepsut’s father as his heir.


“Neferure knows more than you can imagine,” Senenmut said
quietly.


I appreciated him sticking up for Nefer and, by association,
Thut.


“Perhaps for a fifteen year–old,” scoffed Ineni.


“Who has been trained since birth to be king!” Senenmut
snapped, his eyes flashing. “As every one of you well knows. I have taught her
to that end.” His eyes narrowed. “Neferure may be young, but she is correct. Do
not underestimate the king her half–brother.”


“We should consider my daughter’s words,” Hatshepsut said
thoughtfully and a bit proudly. “No one knows him better.”


Except me.


“She’s only seen him for a few days in the last half decade,”
Thutmosis pointed out. “Does she really know him anymore?”


“I’ve taken the boy–king’s measure,” sniffed Chancellor
Neshi. “I find him wanting. Frankly, Neferure is as qualified to rule as
Thutmose is, and her blood is purer.” His eyes darted cunningly. “We need a
different king.”


“You propose to steal the throne from my brother?” Nefer
asked, horrified.


My heart was in my throat. If the men in this room did what
they seemed about to do, replace Thut with Hatshepsut, it would surely spark a
collision of cosmic proportions in the Two Lands that would cost either Thut or
Nefer or both everything. Disaster loomed and I was a helpless bystander,
powerless to stop it. I realized my fists were clenched. If they did push Thut
aside, what would happen to him? Would they kill him? Sweat began trickling
down my spine. I loved Thut. He loved me. We were going to marry. They were
going to ruin everything.


“No,” Hatshepsut said firmly, addressing Nefer. “We will not
seize Thutmose’s throne. But perhaps it is time to make me equal to him.”


That was somehow a relief. Both of them being king would
surely be complicated, but Thut would at least be alive. He and Nefer could
still marry and have a son, who would succeed both him and Hatshepsut. But then
it hit me that if Hatshepsut was crowned, Nefer would immediately become heir
to Hatshepsut’s share of the throne. What would that do to Nefer and Thut’s
relationship? Would Nefer even need to marry him to be the mother of a king?
She could take anyone in the land to husband and her child would eventually
rule. Nefer and Thut would immediately become rivals. What would that do to me
and my future? Would I have to choose between them, give up one for love of the
other? How could I make such a choice? And what about Thut’s safety? If Thut
was eliminated before he had an heir to serve as a rival to Nefer’s son… That
would simplify everything for Hatshepsut. The kingdom would not have to be
divided. It was clear to me that what Hatshepsut and her advisors were plotting
most certainly put Thut’s life at risk. All at once I recalled the conversation
when Hatshepsut announced to Nefer her selection as regent, all the times
Senenmut had told Nefer that Hatshepsut desired her to be educated as a king. I
was suddenly suspicious – had what was about to happen been Hatshepsut’s plan
since the day Thut took the throne? Had she merely been biding her time,
waiting for the opportunity to seize the kingship? Was today the culmination of
a plot that had started the day Nefer’s father died? How convenient, I thought,
that the gods had sent Hatshepsut a dream to justify her actions. I wondered if
they really had.


“Two kings?” Nefer asked sharply. “Would the people tolerate
it?”


“Who are you to ask such a question?” Thutmosis queried.


“One who has been trained to be king,” Senenmut answered
testily.


“I’d be concerned if she didn’t,” Hatshepsut said. “I think
Nefer’s questions demonstrate that Senenmut has prepared her well.”


Senenmut inclined his head towards Hatshepsut. He smiled at
her compliment.


“To answer your question, then,” Aametshu said, addressing
Nefer, “the people only care that we keep them free from famine. To them, one
king is as good as another.” He turned to Hatshepsut. “But if you are to truly
rule as a second king, Majesty, you must have the approval and support of three
key groups – the army, the civil service, and the priests.”


“You have my support,” Ineni said, taking a step towards the
dais. “Majesty, you have praised and loved me. You have recognized my worth at
court, you have presented me with gifts, you have magnified me, you have filled
my house with silver and gold, with all the beautiful stuffs of the royal
house. I have increased beyond everything I ever imagined.” He swept his hand
in an arc around the room. “That is true for all of us gathered here.”


Many heads nodded.


And that, I thought, realization dawning, was what this
conspiracy to make Hatshepsut a king was really about. Hatshepsut had given
these men wealth and power and position. When Thut sat the throne alone he’d
replace them with advisors of his own, no doubt selected for him by Iset,
Hatshepsut’s arch–rival. This coup wasn’t about what was best for Kemet – it
was what was best for each of them.


“You have the support of those of us in the royal domain,
who oversee the per’aa,” Chancellor Neshi said. “Myself, the chamberlain, most
of the bureaucrats, the chief steward. All of us who worked for your father,
and then your husband.”


Amenhotep nodded in agreement.


“My grandfather Imhotep served as vizier for your father, Aakheperkare,”
Hapuseneb said. “Our families have always been close, especially now, when I am
Opener of the Gate of Heaven and you are God’s Wife of Amun. You have my
support. I will see to it that you have the support of the Amun priesthood, and
the high priests and second and third and fourth prophets of the other gods.”


Mahu nodded his head.


Hapuseneb’s eyes swept the other advisors. “Apologies to the
rest of you, but the right to rule Kemet is dependent on the support of Amun
above all else.”


“And for that support I will increase the royal endowment to
Amun’s temples,” Hatshepsut vowed.


Hapuseneb bowed appreciatively.


“You can count on the support of the civil administration,”
Vizier Aametshu said. “The overseer of the granaries, the overseer of cattle,
the bureaucracy and judiciary and police, the village chiefs and mayors and
councils. My friend, Treasurer Thutmosis, standing here with me, will support
this move as well.”


“The deputy who oversees what little remains of our foreign
territories in the North will support anyone who protects him,” predicted
Chancellor Neshi. “I expect Seni, viceroy in the South, will also fall in
line.”


“The king’s mother, Iset, will fight this move,” warned
Thutmosis. “She has built a power base in Mennefer for herself and her son.”


Iset’s hatred for Hatshepsut would surely be magnified after
today, I thought grimly. And I couldn’t really blame her.


“I think Iset will be surprised to learn that some of the
officials in the North that she considers dependent on her are not,” Hatshepsut
said, and smiled. “She has her spies here in Waset, no doubt. But her reach is
far less robust than mine.”


“Our only concern, then, is how the army will react if we
proceed,” Ahmose said. “The army’s generals and commanders have no love for
Your Majesty. They would never support removing the king and replacing him with
you. But I doubt they’ll oppose a dual kingship. They too recognize
Menkheperre’s limitations. Besides, what soldier of any rank wants to be
ordered about by a mere boy?”


A soldier who has seen that “boy” work hard and endlessly
to become worthy of leading an army, I thought loyally. Everyone in this
room was underestimating Thut. He was not in the North playing at being a
soldier. He’d spent years making himself into one, earning the trust and
respect of his men, focused on his quest to make Kemet great. What would he do
with his army when he learned what Hatshepsut was doing this day?


“How about you, Senenmut,” Hatshepsut asked. “You’re my
closest advisor. Your advice carries weight above all others. Where do you stand.”


His eyes met hers. I recognized in them, for the first time,
utter devotion – and more. That pinch–nosed, jowly, lined face, so different
from her perfect beauty, seemed almost transformed as he gazed at her. How had
I missed that before? Senenmut loved Hatshepsut. Did she love him? Did that
explain how he had come to do so much for her, to be awarded so many titles? I
wondered if my face changed as his did when I looked at Thut. I wondered if I’d
realized what Senenmut felt because I too was in love.


“Majesty, you have entrusted your daughter to me to raise
and educate. You have made me prophet of Montu and Amun, chief steward of God’s
Wife of Amun, overseer of the god’s storehouses and orchards and other
property, overseer of your works, steward of your estates. You put me in charge
of quarrying the two obelisks from the cataract to place in Ipet–Isut. You have
allowed me to dedicate three votive statues at Ipet–Isut and create a shrine at
Gebel el–Silsila. Thanks to you, I am the greatest of the great in the whole
land. I am the guardian of your secrets, a privy–councilor on your right hand,
secure in favor and given audience alone, a lover of truth who shows no
partiality, one to whom judges listen and whose very silence is eloquent. I am
one upon whose utterance his Lord relied, with whose advice you, the Mistress
of the Two Lands, are satisfied, and whose heart is completely filled. I am a
noble to whom one hearkens, for I repeat your words to your companions. My
steps are known in the per’aa as your real confidant, entering in love and
coming forth in favor, making glad your heart every day. I am useful to you,
faithful to the god, and without blemish before the people. I am one to whom
the affairs of the Two Lands are confided. That which the South and North
contribute is under my charge. I have access to all the writings of the
prophets – there is nothing from the beginning of time I do not know. I wear
your royal seal. You have done everything for me. There is nothing I would not
do for you in return. If you choose to accept the kingship Amun has thrust upon
you, you have my full support.”


Hatshepsut sat back in her throne, satisfied.


My heart sank. The most important officials in the whole
land had just abandoned Thut. Not a single one of them – each supposedly
beholden to him – had raised a voice in objection to this move to take his
throne away. I hated what was happening. Challenging Thut without the gods’
approval would have been an affront to maat, and the men in this room could not
have done it. But after learning of Hatshepsut’s dream, they could claim that
their power grab preserved maat. I hated myself for thinking it, but I couldn’t
help wondering again – had Hatshepsut made her dream up? I didn’t want to
believe she’d sink so low to get what she clearly craved, the kingship. But
maybe I was wrong. Maybe the gods really had sent her the dream. Maybe they
really did want her to rule. If that was true, not putting her on the throne
was against the gods’ will. My head was suddenly spinning. How was I to know
what was true and what wasn’t? I loved Hatshepsut and Ahmose and Senenmut. They
were all good people. They had been kind and generous to me my whole life. And
if they were so good and fine, why would they do something so awful? Was there
something about this that I just didn’t understand? Were my conclusions wrong?
I was just a girl, after all. I wished Thut were here, that he could at least
have a chance to speak in his own defense, to try to stop them, to persuade
them to leave things as they were. But he wasn’t, and so his fate was out of
his hands. As was Nefer’s, and mine.


“So, to preserve Kemet, we must act,” Vizier Aametshu said
decisively, eyeing the others. “We are agreed?”


One by one, they answered in the affirmative.


Only I, it seemed, had any doubts. And no one cared what I
thought.


 


 


***


 


 


A fan bearer swished brown and white ostrich feathers back
and forth behind Nefer. The feathers were fastened in a gold lotus flower–shaped
base atop a long wooden shaft. Senenmut and Nefer and Aachel and I were
standing in the shade of one of the half–dozen stone kiosks that lined the
three–mile long processional way between Ipet–Isut and Ipet–resyt – the
Southern Sanctuary. Hatshepsut had erected that small stone shrine to serve as
the birth house of Amun, specifically for this Opet ceremony. Even in the shade
it was brutally hot, and I was sweating. The priests who had been carrying the
wooden sled upon which rested the barque containing the shrine concealing
statues of Amun and Mut and Khonsu were inside the kiosk, downing beer and
bread. The sled and its contents were heavy and this was their third rest stop
so far.


Celebrants were strung out for quite a distance to the north
behind us on the broad processional way that Hatshepsut had constructed. Just
behind us was Isheru, the small sacred lake that wrapped around the southern
half of Mut’s mud–brick temple, just south of Ipet–Isut. To the west of the
processional way was a narrow strip of land bordered by the river, to its east
the jumbled warren of low mud–brick houses that comprised Waset. Gardens dotted
with small pools and groves of palms separated the path from both town and
river. Senenmut had told me that sphinxes with Hatshepsut’s head and the body
of a lion were to be carved from stone brought to Waset from the quarries at
Swenet; some day one hundred would edge each side of the path, marking the
entire route.


Chantresses and priests were clustered around the kiosk in
the hot sun, waiting for the signal to resume. Hatshepsut had built this kiosk
as well as the others. Waset’s residents and local farmers stood five and six
deep behind the gardens on both sides of the path, all the way from the
northern temple to the southern, observing. Now that the annual inundation had
reached Waset, farmers would not be able to attend to their flooded fields for
several months, and so were at liberty to participate in the Opet. The river
had overflowed its banks and now filled the valley, heavy with blood–red dirt,
flowing much faster than usual, reaching all the way to the edges of the desert
on both east and west, the cultivated strips submerged beneath it, isolated
groves of palms rising from the waters, wavily reflected there. The river was
crowded with small boats, most made of reeds, a few of short lengths of wood
skillfully cobbled together, each full of spectators, each being rowed, each
matching its speed to that of the procession on land. Many men and women and
children watched from the flat roofs of Waset’s houses, some of two stories,
some just one, lending the town a jagged appearance. Most of the children were
naked, the women in skirts, the men in kilts.


Opener of the Gate of Heaven Hapuseneb gave a signal and the
shrine bearers – half wearing jackal masks, half falcons – lifted the sled,
which had a pole along the base of each side, to their shoulders. They carried
it from the kiosk onto the path. Second prophets Puyemre and Mahu and the
lesser Amun priests led the way. I recognized Hori in their midst. I noticed
that Aachel hardly took her eyes off him. Statues of Amun and Khonsu and Mut
rested within a shrine on the barque atop the sled, each swathed in linen,
bedecked with garlands of flowers, shielded from the view of the common people,
who were never allowed to gaze upon the gods. The white–skirted chantresses
began to play crotal bells and sistrums and small drums and shake their menat
necklaces, the priests to swing gold containers of burning incense. Hatshepsut,
wearing a white linen dress and many jewels and the regalia of God’s Wife of
Amun, carrying the broad–bladed symbol of her office, fell in line behind the
high priest, flanked by her fan and sandal bearers. Iset, wearing the vulture
crown of a king’s wife with its tall white plumes, moved behind Hatshepsut.
Nefer followed after them, with Aachel and me at her side.


I nudged Nefer in the ribs and indicated a group of boys and
younger men, from their dress the sons of officials, lining the path across
from us. “They were staring at you the whole time we waited at the kiosk. And
rightly so. You already put your mother to shame, Nefer. You’re stunning.
You’re the most beautiful girl in the kingdom. Don’t you agree, Aachel?”


“I do. But they were staring at you too, Mery.”


I blushed.


Nefer giggled. “We can all three do better.”


“You, certainly. You’re going to marry Thut,” I replied.
“And Aachel’s going to marry Hori.”


“Mery!” Aachel exclaimed, flushing bright red. But I noted
that she didn’t make any effort to deny it.


“But as for me, well, Nefer, I’m not the daughter of a
king,” I said.


“But you’ll always be my friend.” Nefer grasped my hand.
“I’ll find you a suitable match, Mery. I promise.” She leaned close, whispered.
“And as far as me and Thut ever being married… your guess is as good as mine
after what was decided yesterday.”


Uneasily, I reflected that Nefer was probably right. Her
future relationship with Thut was very uncertain now. Which meant my future
with him was uncertain. He was the man I wanted for my husband. It was obvious
to me that Hatshepsut seizing the throne was going to complicate the plan for Thut
and me that he’d so carefully thought out. Our marriage hinged completely on
Nefer marrying Thut. But once Hatshepsut took the throne, would he still do so?
Would his advisors and mother let him? Would Hatshepsut let Nefer? Or would
battle lines be drawn and war declared between the two kings? If so, I would
have to make a choice between Nefer and Thut. I loved Nefer like a sister. But
things had changed between us, from my perspective at least, since the
cataract. I loved Thut too, in a way I had never imagined I would, just as
deeply as I loved Nefer. A sword was dangling over my head, put there by
Hatshepsut and her advisors, and how it fell would determine my fate.


Senenmut moved beside us. He bent towards Nefer, his voice
low. “Child, your life, and your mother’s, and the king’s, are going to be very
different after today.”


That could only mean one thing. “Hatshepsut’s going to seize
the kingship today?” I couldn’t keep the shock from my voice. “So soon?”


Aachel regarded me curiously. Neither Nefer nor I had told
her about what had happened in the audience hall.


“Keep your voice down!” Senenmut hissed at me, indicating
Iset a short distance ahead of us. “Not seize. Be proclaimed. By the Oracle of
Amun.”


“How do you know this, Senenmut – what the Oracle will say –
and that he’ll say it – before it happens?” Nefer asked.


“It’s been arranged in advance.”


So the conspirators had left nothing to chance. “Arranged by
Hapuseneb?”


“And myself. And others. I’m telling you this because you
need to be prepared.”


My worst nightmare was coming true. The plot discussed
yesterday had come to fruition. Nefer was going to be pitted against Thut. I’d
lain awake all night, thinking about what had happened in the audience hall of
the per’aa. I’d prayed that the plan would fall apart, that everyone involved
would come to their senses overnight and let it die. I’d even considered
sending a messenger to warn Thut about what was about to happen. I felt if I
didn’t I’d be as guilty as those who had actively plotted to take away his
throne. Though, realistically, had I somehow been able to send a messenger,
he’d be only a few hours into his journey right now, too late to do any good.
And besides, I had no authority to send anyone on an errand such as that.
Still, I feared that someday Thut would find out who had been involved in the
plot – and that I had known of it and done nothing – and that he would be
powerful enough to make all of us pay, both for what we’d done and for what
we’d failed to do. I whispered a prayer that when that day came he would have
mercy on me. I did not expect his forgiveness.


We reached the small stone shrine at the southern end of the
processional way. The barque bearers and the rest of the officials paused in
the courtyard before its entrance. Hatshepsut had replaced a much older mud–brick
shrine just three years earlier with this structure and renamed it “Ipet–resyt.”
Musicians and singers awaited us there, all women, all in skirts of white or
blue or yellow, their hair unbound, gold girdles around their waists. The
shrine was dedicated to the cult of the royal ka, the element of the king’s
nature that joined him to the gods and all of his royal ancestors. For while
each of us had a ka, Senenmut had taught me, there was also a single royal ka,
one that passed from king to king as each took his throne, starting with Horus–Narmer
and now residing within Thut. The shrine’s brightly painted walls and columns
were carved with images of Amun and scenes of the Opet Festival. Within the
shrine, I knew, was a birth house built especially for the Opet where the king
retired during the ceremony for several hours to be joined with Amun; during
that time both were symbolically reborn and restored. Thut had done so twice
before; today, obviously, Hatshepsut would take his place in the birth house.


Thousands of people who had lined the processional way and
who had now hurried ashore from the boats on the river swarmed closely around
us on three sides, so that it seemed we were an island in the midst of a sea.
At a signal from Mahu, the musicians next to the shrine’s outer wall began to
play drums and lyres and guitars and tambourines and flutes and pipes and
cymbals. Dancers swirled into a small unoccupied space before the shrine’s door
in time to the music, stirring up the dust. They were all young, some dressed
in opaque skirts, some wearing only colorful girdles, some nothing, their hair
long, eyes and lips and cheeks colored, feet bare. The red and green and blue
faience beads they’d fastened to the ends of their hair and on cords around
their waists rattled in time to their acrobatic movements.


“Your mother and Hapuseneb and the barque bearers will enter
the shrine alone,” Senenmut told Nefer. “The Regent will complete a circuit
around the inside walls to honor Amun–Min, the aspect of Amun associated with
fertility, and then present offerings to Amun–Re. She’ll receive the Blue Crown
from that god. Then Hatshepsut and the gods’ barque will enter the sanctuary
itself, where your mother will offer consecrated meat before Amun’s statue.
Then she’ll pour libations and burn incense for the god, becoming divinized and
young again. She’ll then be ritually crowned with the Red and White crowns by Hapuseneb
and emerge from the dark sanctuary to be greeted by the people, who will celebrate
her renewal, and Kemet’s.”


As soon as the dignitaries entered the shrine, Senenmut and
Nefer and Aachel and I took seats on leather–bottomed chairs in the shade of a
pavilion to one side of the courtyard. A fan bearer stood directly behind us.
The rest of the officials were not so lucky, milling about restlessly in the
hot sun before the temple. Hori, I noted, was among the lucky few able to take
shelter in the shade of the temple wall. From the riverbank some fifty yards to
the west rose the cries of vendors selling food and trinkets; from the number
of people gathered around them they appeared to be doing a brisk business.
Others were already taking advantage of the free bread and beer being supplied
by Hatshepsut, pushing and shoving to get their share, their shouts raucous.
Small boats beyond counting bobbed along the shore nearby. The pennants atop
poles before the shrine’s entrance hung limply, for there was virtually no
breeze.


After a moment Iset joined us, took the seat on my left, pointedly
ignored Senenmut. She’d returned to Waset from Mennefer specifically for the
Opet. No doubt being here had given her an excellent opportunity to question
whatever spies she employed in the southern capital. I wondered if they’d
learned of Hatshepsut’s plan and reported it to her, though if they had I
doubted she’d be acting so calmly. Her fan bearer took his station directly
behind her. We all settled down to what I expected would be a long wait.
Serving girls brought each of us a cup of wine. As Iset sipped her drink I
leaned close.


“Those are beautiful bracelets,” I told her, trying to make
conversation. They were gold, inlaid with carnelian. Three decorated each
wrist.


“Thutmose gave them to me for my thirtieth birthday, just
before he left for the South,” she said pleasantly.


“You must be very proud of him, Majesty, now that he’s a
captain among the charioteers.”


“How did you know?” She sounded surprised.


“He told me when we were together at the cataract a month
ago.”


“What were you doing there?” Iset’s voice was suspicious.


“Bringing back the obelisks that are being raised at Ipet–Isut.
Our journeys coincided.”


“Thutmose is a marvelous sight,” Iset said, pride in
her voice, “pounding across the desert, the sun gleaming on his bronze helmet,
red and green streamers trailing behind.”


“I rode with him in his chariot last year,” I told her
proudly. “He let me drive it, too.”


Iset looked at me disapprovingly. “Isn’t that kind of thing
better left to men?” she asked. “That was always the problem with you, Meryetneith
– not only did you not know your place, you thought you could do whatever my
son did.”


I thought back on the shooting contest at Swenet. “I still
do, Majesty,” I said cheerfully.


“I’m sorry my brother is missing the Opet,” Nefer
interrupted, no doubt trying to defuse an exchange that appeared to be heading towards
dangerous ground.


“He has to attend to his duty in the South. So I’ve come to
represent him.” Iset looked at Nefer sideways. “Which you would be doing
instead of me if you were his wife.”


“Something I desire above all else,” Nefer assured her
pleasantly.


“Hmph. Two years more and Thutmose will sit the throne
without a regent, and then you will belong to him.” Iset lifted her cup
to her lips and turned from us.


I shifted my attention to the festivities. Senenmut was
watching everything that was going on between shrine and river, his brow
slightly furrowed. Aachel was watching Hori and he was watching her. Nefer had
fallen silent, her eyes sweeping the crowd around us, occasionally smiling at
some courtier she knew. I was soon lost in my own thoughts, afraid, knowing
what was going to happen when Hatshepsut exited the shrine, knowing that
Nefer’s and Thut’s and my world and life were about to change, probably in ways
I couldn’t even imagine.


After nearly two hours Hatshepsut and Hapuseneb reappeared,
the ceremonies within the shrine complete. She now wore Sekhemti, the combined
Red and White crowns. I heard the sharp intake of Iset’s breath, her muttered
“how dare she!” The waiting crowd greeted Hatshepsut with a roar. That the
common people of Waset and the gathered officials and courtiers loved her was
evident, their enthusiasm no doubt fueled by two hours of free beer. Iset rose
from her chair and headed towards Hatshepsut. Was she actually going to
confront her in front of all these people?


Senenmut leaned close to Nefer and indicated Hatshepsut
standing regally in the shrine’s doorway. “Remember the inscription your father
wrote about your mother on the wall in the per’aa? ‘To look upon her was
more beautiful than anything; her splendor and her form were divine; she was a
maiden, beautiful and blooming.’ It’s true. Your mother is a spectacularly
beautiful woman.”


I’d never heard Senenmut speak so familiarly about
Hatshepsut. Yesterday I’d seen devotion in his eyes when he gave her his
support. Now I was certain he loved her. And all those titles she’d given him
proved to me that his feelings were reciprocated. When Hatshepsut became king
would she take Senenmut to husband, take him from Nefer, as she was taking
Thut’s throne from him? Suddenly, resentment spilled from me.


Just then a priest rushed out of the doorway and into the
open space before the shrine a few paces from Hatshepsut and Hapuseneb. Iset
froze in her tracks a few paces away.


“The Oracle of Amun,” Nefer whispered to me. “And so it
begins.”


The oracle’s eyes were wild, his arms flailing, as if he
were in some kind of trance. “Behold!” he cried in a voice that silenced the
vast crowd. “I speak as Amun, chief of the gods, has commanded, just now, in
his name, concerning his beloved daughter, Khnemet–Amun Hatshepsut.”


“Amun speaks!” someone called from the mass of people. I
recognized him, a butler in the per’aa. I wondered if Hatshepsut and Senenmut
had planted people in the crowd to stir them up in support of Hatshepsut.


“‘Come to me,’ says Amun,” the Oracle continued,
thrashing about, kicking up dust, his robe swirling, “‘you dignitaries of
the king, nobles, companions, officers of the court, chief of the people, that
you may do homage, that you may set the person of my daughter before me in my
per’aa.’” He pointed to Hatshepsut. “‘I say to you – this is my
daughter, Khnemet–Amun Hatshepsut – who lives. I have appointed her as my
successor upon my throne. Assuredly it is she who will sit upon my wonderful
seat. She will command the people in every place in the land. She will command
you, and you will proclaim her word. You will be united at her command.’”
Then the oracle sank to the ground, apparently overcome by his contact with the
god.


“Amun’s words are clear,” Hapuseneb called in stentorian
voice, feigning surprise, raising both arms into the air. “He has appointed
Hatshepsut to be king of the Two Lands, equal to her nephew Menkheperre – life,
prosperity, health.”


Hapuseneb fell to his knees before Hatshepsut, followed
slowly by everyone gathered in the courtyard, except for Iset.


“No!” Iset screamed at Hatshepsut. “It’s a trick! You cannot
steal the throne from my son!”


As if more fuel needed to be thrown onto the fire of Iset’s
hatred for Hatshepsut, I thought.


“Amun has spoken!” the Oracle thundered, rising once more, his
fierce eyes locked on Iset. “All must hear and obey!”


“Never!” Iset screamed. “You’ll pay for this – all of you!”


I turned my gaze towards Hatshepsut. She appeared shocked by
the Oracle’s pronouncement. I cynically wondered who had helped her master that
look.


“I accept the will of my divine father, Amun,” Hatshepsut
told the onlookers, seemingly reluctantly. “I am his child. I cannot refuse his
command. I stand firm like the mountains, and the sun’s disk shines and spreads
its rays over me, and my falcon rises high above the kingly banner unto all
eternity.”


I realized my fists were clenched, my body tense. I realized
I was very afraid. My right leg began to shake uncontrollably. I knew a
coronation ceremony literally transformed the king into a god. So it would be
impossible for Hatshepsut to step down when Thut came of age. There were, until
one of them died, going to be two kings in the Two Lands, and since both were
young that could be a very long time indeed. I wondered how Thut was going to
react when he learned the news. I had no doubt that Iset’s version of the day’s
events would be particularly galling and no doubt incite him to action. I
wondered what this coup meant for the two of us, and our plan to marry. I
wondered what it meant for the Two Lands. I wondered how much longer Thut had
to live.


 


 


***


 


 


“Time to wake up, Nefer, Majesty,” I said softly.


Nefer’s eyes fluttered open.


Hatshepsut, lying next to her, rolled onto her side and
propped herself up on one elbow. She tenderly brushed the hair from Nefer’s
face with her long slim fingers. “Today is your big day, child.”


It took a moment for Nefer to recognize her surroundings as
she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. She was in Hatshepsut’s bed in the king’s
chamber at the rear of the per’aa. She’d shared her mother’s bed often in the
first year after her father’s death, but never since. Last night, the evening
before her investiture as God’s Wife of Amun, she’d slept with Hatshepsut one
final time, her last night of childhood before taking upon her shoulders the
mantle of true responsibility.


I pulled open the curtains on the gilded wooden canopy that
surrounded the bed as several more serving girls bustled into the room.
Hatshepsut drew back the linen blankets and she and Nefer rose together. Aachel
was fishing about in an ebony chest decorated with Hatshepsut’s cartouche in
gold and images of Re and Hathor, and pulled from it a simple linen shift. She
slipped it over Nefer’s head with a bright smile. They hugged. As we waited for
Hatshepsut to be similarly attired by her servant I stared at the five painted
vultures of black and white and red on the yellow ceiling, their wings spread
wide, heads facing the door. I picked out Hatshepsut’s five royal names in the
cartouches beneath the wings: “Powerful of Kas” – her Horus name; “Wadjrenput,”
or “Flourishing of Years” – her Two Ladies; “Netjeretkhau,” or “Divine of
Diadems” – her Female Horus of Fine Gold; “Maatkare,” or “Truth is the Soul of
Re” – her King of Upper and Lower Kemet name; and finally “Hatshepsut.” Thut’s
names on the ceiling had been painted over mere days after Hatshepsut seized her
share of the throne.


A bedroom wall had been painted too, with images of
Hatshepsut’s predecessors as God’s Wife of Amun, beginning with Ahmes–Nefertari
and ending with Hatshepsut herself. I supposed Nefer would be added to it after
today. Ahmes–Nefertari was pictured with black skin, to signify both fertility
and her role as mother of the current royal dynasty. She wore a vulture crown
with a uraeus, a broad collar, arm and wrist bands, and a white dress with a
single strap. The exact same images had been painted on the walls of Nefer’s
new bedroom in Ipet–Isut too, to remind her of the ancestors Hatshepsut
expected her to emulate.


Nefer and Aachel and I followed Hatshepsut through the
bedroom door, past the bodyguard who bowed respectfully, through a small
private reception room with a throne on a dais, into the bathroom. Its stone
screening wall was decorated with royal cartouches, with a cornice along the
top and protective symbols below.


Ahmose, the Chief of Secrets of the House of Morning, stood
before the screening wall, waiting patiently. He greeted everyone warmly. Hatshepsut
and Nefer proceeded to the far side of the wall, where Aachel and I removed
their shifts. We poured water over them from large earthenware jars, then scrubbed
them with natron, rinsed them clean, and finally dried them with lengths of
linen.


The three of us followed Hatshepsut into the attached robing
room. Its ceiling was decorated with bull’s heads within a pattern of
interlocking spirals and rosettes, a design carried to Kemet by craftsmen from
Keftiuh. Senemiah greeted Hatshepsut and Nefer there, and Nefer hugged her with
a glad cry. Senemiah was in charge of selecting oils for the king. For years one
of the favorite parts of my day had been watching her skillfully enhance
Hatshepsut’s natural beauty with her arsenal of makeup and perfumes. Senemiah
had always taken a few moments afterwards to apply a bit of paint and perfume
to Nefer and Aachel and me as well, treating us as if we were just as important
to her as Hatshepsut herself. We all loved her for that.


“See to Nefer personally, Senemiah,” Hatshepsut directed.
“Make her outshine Re himself today.”


“I will, Majesty.”


As the serving women led Hatshepsut away, Senemiah took hold
of Nefer’s shoulders and inspected her at arm’s length. “Such magnificent dark
almond–shaped eyes, like your mother’s... lovely smooth brown skin… flawless…
and that dark brown wavy hair reaching halfway down your back… so soft and
gorgeous and lustrous… and those long legs and narrow waist… your body is
finally taking on its curves.” She pulled Nefer close and hugged her. “Majesty,
you have lived up to your name – you truly are ‘the Beauty of Re.’”


Nefer blushed at the compliment.


Senemiah smiled at Aachel. She took one look at my long red
hair, tangled despite my best efforts, and rolled her eyes in disgust. Then she
set to work.


Senemiah seated Nefer on an ebony stool before a table
crowded with elaborately decorated stone and wooden containers of makeup and
fragrant oils, and bronze applicators, and earthenware pots and vials of
perfume, and bone combs, and highly polished bronze see–faces with handles of
obsidian. Under Senemiah’s direction, Aachel and I moisturized every bit of
Nefer’s skin with pure scented oils and fats. That done, Aachel opened an
alabaster container engraved “God’s Wife” and applied kohl around Nefer’s eyes
with a flat bronze stick.


“A bit of color for your cheeks and lips,” Senemiah said,
gently rubbing henna on Nefer’s skin with a fingertip. “But not too much. You
scarcely need any. I’ll bet the boys already go crazy when they see you.”


“And courtiers and officials and ambassadors three times her
age,” I said.


Senemiah laughed.


Aachel brushed and then arranged Nefer’s hair. When she
finished, Senemiah handed Nefer a see–face. She inspected herself carefully, then
looked at me and Aachel.


I smiled and nodded. “Perfect!”


Then the Great Mistress of the Royal Wardrobe and the One
Who Adorns Horus pressed into the robing room. They selected clothing for Nefer
from large ebony chests, and jewelry from smaller decorated caskets.


“Your mother wore these items serving as God’s Wife when she
was your age,” they told Nefer.


She stood and they slipped a long white pleated dress over
her head. Its sleeves fell to her elbows. Then they wound a red sash around her
waist and adorned her with a wide broad collar with alternating rows of gold
and blue faience and carnelian, with pendants dangling along the bottom, and
earrings and bracelets of gold and carnelian, and anklets of gold, and leather
sandals. The Keeper of the Crown placed a small gold diadem on Nefer’s brow.


“Exquisite!” Senemiah exclaimed, then bent and whispered in
Nefer’s ear. “You’re even prettier than your mother. But don’t you dare tell
her I said so.”


Nefer couldn’t help but laugh happily.


Nefer and Aachel and I joined Hatshepsut in the Mansion of Life.
She was already seated at a small alabaster table, just big enough for the four
of us. Officials involved in preparation of the morning meal bustled about the
room, overseen by the Master of the King’s Largess. Soon, serving girls set
before us bread in various shapes, garlic, onions, leeks, cucumbers,
watermelon, dates, olives, and roast duck. A young girl kept our cups filled
with wine as we ate.


“I’m going to miss our breakfasts together,” Hatshepsut told
Nefer. “This afternoon, once you’re anointed God’s Wife of Amun, you’ll move
into rooms at Ipet–Isut, in the midst of the priests’ quarters.”


“I’ll just be a short walk away from the per’aa – ten
minutes at the most,” Nefer said.


“But you’ll be busy in the temple every morning, beginning
at dawn.”


“I know. I’m excited, Mother. To be following in the
footsteps of Ahmes–Nefertari and Meritamen and you…”


Hatshepsut nodded. “God’s Wife is a critically important
post, Nefer. Our family has been engaged in a delicate dance with the Amun
priesthood for generations now. Kamose and Ahmose and Amenhotep gave Amun
credit for helping them reunite the Two Lands after they drove out the Chiefs
of the Foreign Lands. Those kings turned Amun from an essentially local
Wasetian god into a national god, and ever since that war we’ve donated much
wealth to his temples. Because of that wealth, Amun’s priesthood grows more
powerful with each passing year. Now, because the priesthood’s influence has
expanded, our family’s continued rule is subject to approval by Amun. Had Amun’s
oracle not proclaimed me, I would not be king. But our ancestor kings foresaw
this very thing happening. They knew we could never let the priests become more
powerful than we were. So, at the beginning of our house’s rule, the king
created the position of God’s Wife, to directly counteract the power of Amun’s
high priest. That is now your role, Nefer, to be counterpoint to Hapuseneb.
From today, you will wield authority in Amun’s temples – and have wealth enough
to back that authority up. You will be, essentially, a tool I can use to
enforce my royal authority over Waset and the priests. I’ll expect you to keep
your eyes on them when I’m traveling to other cities and towns, to make sure
they remember their proper place.”


“Don’t you get along with Hapuseneb?” I asked.


“I do,” Hatshepsut replied. “I sit the throne in large part
because of Hapuseneb, and will never forget that or fail to express my
gratitude to him.”


“But as he has turned on Thut, he could turn on you,” I
interjected without thinking, perhaps a bit more bitterly than I should have.


Hatshepsut looked at me strangely, then nodded and addressed
her daughter. “Nefer, as I said before, our family has given Amun credit for
all of our successes, and has regularly endowed his temples – and priesthood –
with much wealth in thanksgiving. There is always the danger that someday in
the distant future – or near future, as Meryetneith has pointed out – the
priests may become so hungry for power that they’ll attempt to push our house aside
and take the kingship for themselves. You and I must guard against that day.”


“So not only will I have to keep an eye on Hapuseneb, just
in case, but I’ll need to identify his successor, someone equally easy to work
with and loyal to me and you, against the day Hapuseneb becomes too old to
continue as high priest,” Nefer observed.


“Correct,” Hatshepsut said, pride in her voice. “You’ve
grasped the situation exactly, Nefer. It wouldn’t do for one of Hapuseneb’s
sons to succeed him.”


“For then there’d be a line of succession established in the
priesthood, much like our royal house,” Nefer guessed.


“Right again. God’s Wife is a post always held by a king’s
daughter of the blood, Nefer. Someday you’ll pass it on to your own daughter.”


I wondered when that would be, and if her daughter’s father
would be Thut. That was starting to look less likely with each passing day,
with Hatshepsut now sitting a throne of her own. I thought it only a matter of
time until she officially named Nefer as her successor, and once she did Hatshepsut
would never allow Thut to become Nefer’s husband. The collision between my
friends that I had dreaded was now a certainty. Nefer had seen it coming too.
She and Aachel and I had talked deep into the night after the Oracle proclaimed
Hatshepsut king. Like me, Nefer feared that someone would kill Thut to get him
out of the way, to clear an undisputed path for her to the throne. She didn’t
want that any more than I did. She wanted only to be the mother of a king.
Nefer had concluded that the only way to avoid war with Thut – or his murder –
would be an agreement to officially split the Two Lands, with Thut ruling in
the North and Hatshepsut in the South. Someday, when Hatshepsut died, Nefer
thought, she and Thut could marry and reunite Kemet. But there were so many
obvious flaws in Nefer’s plan, at least to me. Hatshepsut was only twenty–eight,
with every prospect of living a very long life. By the time she died Nefer
would be well beyond child–bearing age. Thut would never wait that long to
marry her. But more importantly, knowing Thut’s dream of building an empire, an
obsession he had devoted years to laying the groundwork for already, I knew
he’d never agree to deunify Kemet and wait decades to join it back together. By
then he’d be too old to push our borders outward. For him to build his empire
the Two Lands had to remain united. I feared he’d launch a war against
Hatshepsut, and soon, and kill her, and if he did Nefer would never marry Thut.
Once more, I’d have to choose between them. My dream of being Thut’s wife seemed
to be slipping ever farther away.


Hatshepsut sipped her wine. “Beginning this afternoon, all
of the estates and goods and administrators that belong to the God’s Wife will
cease to be mine and will become yours, Nefer. You’ll want for nothing ever
again.”


“Senenmut said the administrators will come to me for
direction each day.”


“Yes, though Senenmut will continue to watch out for your
interests, as he did mine.”


“But he’ll no longer be my tutor?”


“I need him as my advisor. He won’t have time. I’ve already
identified a new one.”


I was disappointed at that turn of events. Senenmut had been
my companion as well as Nefer’s for a decade. He’d taught me most of what I
knew. I was going to miss seeing him every day very much.


“I’ll also issue a proclamation today that you are now my
Great Wife, Nefer. I’ll never marry again, and every king must have one.”


That surprised me. Hatshepsut was not going to take Senenmut
to husband, even though they loved each other. I wondered how he felt about
that. I wondered if they spent their nights together in secret anyway, like
Thut and I had at the cataract.


“You’ll have to attend me at temple rituals and state events
and during festivals from now on. You’ll lead the priests to bathe before
ceremonies, you’ll offer sacrifices with me, and you’ll finally get to enter
the gods’ sanctuaries.”


“Iset will have a fit,” Nefer said.


“Let her,” Hatshepsut said contemptuously. “What do I care
about that woman? My spies have confirmed that she’s already plotting to marry
Thut to some woman in Mennefer. She’ll bear him a son to compete against your
son for the throne.”


I could see Nefer was as shocked as I. Thut was planning to
take someone besides Nefer to wife? That would be the end of him and me.


“But Father expected Thut and I to marry,” Nefer said a bit
timidly. “I could marry Thut right now and we wouldn’t have to worry about
another woman.”


I saw that Aachel was squeezing Nefer’s hand under the table
tightly, for support.


“Wouldn’t that solve the problem?” Nefer asked Hatshepsut.
“I’m fifteen now, three years older than you were when you married Father, your
half–brother. Thut’s and my son would rule Kemet after both Thut and you. I
could be Great Wife for both of you.”


“That’s quite impossible,” Hatshepsut said in a clipped
voice, her lips drawn into a tight line.


“Why?” Nefer asked. “Father told us we’d marry, time after
time, for as long as I can remember. And our son will rule after us. Thut
expects it. So do I.”


“Your father is dead, Nefer. What he wanted or expected for
the two of you doesn’t matter anymore. Marrying Thutmose would ruin my plans
for you.”


“What plans?”


Hatshepsut took Nefer’s hand. “You are my child, Nefer, and
in this entire land only my blood and your blood are pure. Thutmose’s is not.
If you marry Thutmose, you will legitimize his rule and end any chance of
becoming king yourself.”


“King!” Nefer exclaimed. “I don’t want to be king.”


“Yet king you will be,” Hatshepsut replied. She put her arm
around Nefer’s shoulders. “Never forget, child. You have more right to the
throne than your half–brother. It is your duty to take the throne after me. The
gods will it. That’s why Senenmut has prepared you for so long and so well.”


So the plot to take the throne had indeed been planned from
the very beginning. Everything now made perfect sense.


“All I aspire to is to be the mother of a king,” Nefer
insisted.


“You are too talented to settle for that,” Hatshepsut said.


“That’s not settling…”


Hatshepsut’s voice rose in volume. “It doesn’t matter what
you want, Neferure. I want you to be king. You will take the throne
after me. You will not marry Thutmose. We will speak of it no more.”


We finished eating in silence. Nefer did not argue, but I
could tell she didn’t consider the matter closed, no matter what Hatshepsut had
said. It was, for one thing, too much to take in. Hatshepsut had raised Nefer
to be a king; long ago she had begun to think and act like one, and surely she would
not meekly give in just because Hatshepsut ordered her to. But, knowing how far
Hatshepsut had already gone to seize part of the kingship, I wondered what she
might do to sidestep Nefer and set her on the throne against her wishes. Have
Thut killed? Seize the entire kingship for herself, then pass it on to Nefer
when she died? Whatever she did, someday soon Nefer was going to find herself
actively pitted against her brother in a fight for a throne she didn’t want.
There was no longer any escaping that fact.


Nor was there any escaping the fact that my marriage to Thut
would never happen if things continued on their present course. It had depended
on Nefer and Thut being married and having a child together. Hatshepsut would
never allow that to happen now. Iset would never allow it. I suddenly had a big
decision to make. I could either stay with Nefer and give up on Thut, or go to
Thut and abandon Nefer. If I went to Thut there was no question he would make
me his Great Wife, and my son would rule Kemet after him. His mother would
object, but he loved me too much to let her stand in the way. But my son would
then contend with Nefer’s for the throne someday. It would be the ultimate
betrayal. But if I stayed with Nefer, gave up Thut, my life would be one of emptiness
and longing. I couldn’t accept either option. Both were too painful. The only
way for me to be happy was for Thut and Nefer to marry, and so it was up to me
to figure out a way to make that happen. I was going to have to pit myself
against both Hatshepsut and Iset, somehow convince Thut and Nefer to marry
despite the situation.


Breakfast over, Nefer and Hatshepsut and I went next door to
the king’s reception room. Aachel hurried on to Ipet–Isut, to finish preparing
the new household Nefer would occupy from today on. She’d been moving Nefer’s
possessions from the per’aa to her new quarters for the past week, and would
spend the day arranging the last of them before Nefer arrived to take up
residence this evening. A scribe was already seated at the foot of the dais,
papyrus spread across his lap, pot of ink ready, sharpened reed in hand. He
would record the business conducted by Hatshepsut, as usual. I slipped into my
regular seat to one side of the dais beside Nefer. Hatshepsut had just settled
herself on her throne when Vizier Aametshu and Chancellor Neshi and Senenmut
and a fourth man I did not know entered the room and bowed low. As always, the
vizier and chancellor had met moments before at the flagstaff outside the
per’aa and informed each other of pressing business under their respective jurisdictions.
The vizier had then opened the gate and door of the per’aa so that people and
goods could enter and leave. Then he and the chancellor had proceeded here.


“Is this the man?” Hatshepsut asked Senenmut.


“Senimen, son of the lady Seniemyah,” Senenmut replied.


Senimen was in his mid–thirties, bald, stout. He looked a
bit overwhelmed and kept his eyes downcast.


“Nefer, this is your new tutor,” Hatshepsut announced.


Senimen looked up. Nefer nodded to him. He bowed.


Hatshepsut addressed him. “Senimen, I appoint you Tutor to
the King’s Great Wife Neferure, upon Senenmut’s recommendation.”


“Thank you, Majesty.” The man bowed low one more.


The scribe scratched on his papyrus.


“So you have given her the title, Majesty? King’s Great
Wife?” Senenmut asked.


Hatshepsut nodded. “I see no sense in delaying. Do you?”


“No, Majesty.”


“And now, Senenmut, speaking of titles, I have a few more to
bestow on you for your faithful service: Steward of the Estates of Amun;
Overseer of All Royal Works; Overseer of Amun’s Granaries, Storehouses, Fields,
Cattle, and Slaves; Controller of the Hall of Amun; Overseer of the Works of
Amun.”


Senenmut bowed low. “You are too generous, Majesty.” He
moved to stand beside Senimen.


“What business do we have today?” Hatshepsut asked her
advisors.


Vizier Aametshu ascended the dais and one by one handed her
sheets of papyrus, all of them letters from foreign kings. Hatshepsut beckoned
me to her side and I translated them out loud for everyone’s benefit. Hatshepsut
and the vizier then fashioned replies in our tongue that the scribe recorded. I
would translate them back into the proper languages later. Several times
Hatshepsut asked Nefer for input, for she kept her involved in affairs of state
as much as possible. When they finished Aametshu returned to his place beside
Chancellor Neshi.


“Any other business?” Hatshepsut asked.


“No, Majesty.”


Members of the per’aa staff appeared and placed Sekhemti –
the double crown – on Hatshepsut’s head, then handed her a crook and flail. She
settled herself on her throne and turned to Senenmut. “Show them in.”


He motioned. Two guards stationed at the entrance of the
audience hall opened the doors. Men began to enter single file, all of them courtiers
and officials located in the Waset region – overseers, mayors, governors,
priests, stewards, controllers – a small representation of the vast bureaucracy
that ran the Two Lands. Each was dressed in his finest clothing and carried his
symbol of office. One by one they ascended the dais, fell to their knees before
Hatshepsut, and recited an oath of fealty to her as king, for that was the
purpose of today’s gathering. She greeted many with a warm smile, particularly
those she had appointed to their positions, for they were beholden to her. Some
of the men, I knew, had been appointed by Nefer’s grandfather, and were now
serving the third generation of her family. Their loyalty was beyond question.
If any of the men objected to making obeisance to a female king, none showed
it. After each man made his pledge, he backed down the steps and took a place among
the others in the audience hall. Many had a smile for Nefer as well; she had
known them her entire life.


The whole procedure took more than an hour. A scribe at
Hatshepsut’s side recorded each person’s title and pledge as it was made.


Then Hatshepsut addressed the gathering.


“I have come to the throne that was my husband’s and my
father’s before me,” she began.


I did not miss the fact that she had neglected to mention
Thut.


“Kemet is at the peak of its glory, thanks to the campaigns
of my father, Aakheperkare – life, health, prosperity – justified. Like my
husband, I have no need to wage war against the wretches who surround us,
because the chiefs of Retenu and Setjet and Wawat and Kush are still under the
fear of my father’s time, and their tribute continues to pour unabated into my
coffers.”


A different tune than the one sung by her advisors as a
pretext for her to steal the throne, I thought.


“During my reign, therefore, I shall concentrate on internal
policies and a building program.” Hatshepsut leaned forward. “Kemet was great
in the time of Mentuhotep, whose house ruled the land from here in Waset, and
whose temple lies just across the river. Then his line failed, and the Two
Lands were torn asunder, and the Chiefs of the Foreign Lands stole Ta–mehi.
They destroyed many sacred monuments and temples.” Her voice increased in
volume. “I shall restore them to their original purity and glory, so that no
one will ever remember that the wretches trod this land.”


Cries of approval rang out in the hall. Hatshepsut waited
for everyone to quiet.


“Since the role of king passes from individual to
individual, what those despicable wretches did to the kings who came before me
they also did to me. I will not tolerate the damage they wrought. By my
restorations, I shall erase all memory of the time when Kemet was divided.”


More cries rang out.


Hatshepsut turned to Senenmut. “I want the Temple of Hathor
at Cusae, which was ruined by the wretches in the wars of liberation, restored.
In the days to come I will make a list of other holy sites that must be
repaired. You will see to it, Senenmut.”


“As you wish, Majesty.”


“I want the following inscription, stating my policy of
renewal, carved on those temples.” Hatshepsut nodded to a scribe.


He unrolled a sheet of papyrus and began to read:


“I have done these things by the device of my heart. I
have never slumbered as one forgetful, but have made strong what was decayed. I
have raised up what was dismembered, even from the first time when the Aamu
were in Avaris of the North Land, with roving hordes in the midst of them
overthrowing what had been made; they ruled without Re… I have banished the
abominations of the gods, and the earth has removed their footprints.”


The scribe stepped back.


“I will also build new structures throughout the valley, all
the way south into Nubia. I want our best craftsmen to travel to Saqqara, to
Dahshur, to Giza, to study the architecture and drawings and renderings of the
times of the kings who ruled when Kemet was great, so that their style may live
again in the monuments I will erect. Build for me, Senenmut, two new temples to
the lion–headed goddess Pakhet – ‘She Who Scratches’ – near Beni Hassan. Tear
down the mud–brick temple of Mut south of Ipet–Isut and erect one of stone,
with a colonnade, and a shrine of ebony worked with electrum inside, and doors
of Tura limestone. Erect a temple for Amun and his primeval ancestors across
the river from Waset on the Mound of Djeme, where eight ancient divinities, the
Ogdoad – four frogs and four snakes – are buried. I have already built rest
houses for the Opet festival between Ipet–Isut and Ipet–resyt. Now I will
lavish much attention on Ipet–Isut itself – I will erect several chapels and a
per’aa and a pylon across the path to Ipet–resyt, and I will set in place the
two obelisks that my daughter brought back from the cataract.”


I saw everyone’s eyes on Nefer.


“Those obelisks will stand some distance east of Amun’s
sanctuary, outside the wall that surrounds Ipet–Isut, and will be carved to
commemorate my coronation as king. They will be covered with gold from top to
bottom, on all four sides,” she continued. “They will be the first objects at
Ipet–Isut that Re touches each morning as he is reborn.


The scribe stepped forward again, unrolled another scroll.
“These are the inscriptions that will decorate Her Majesty’s pylons: ‘She
made her monuments for her father Amun, Lord of the Two Lands, in front of Ipet–Isut,
making for him two great obelisks of hard granite from the South, the sides
covered with the finest gold in the land so that they could be seen from both
sides of the river, flooding the Two Lands with their rays when the Aten shines
between as it rises in the horizon of the sky,’ and: ‘I am his daughter
in very truth, who works for him and knows what he desires. My reward from my
father is life, stability, dominion upon the Horus throne of all the Living,
like Re, forever.’”


Hatshepsut spoke again. “In due time, I shall raise my own
temple on the west bank at the base of the great cliffs, north of Mentuhotep’s.
My tomb shall be dug in the Great Place, near those of my father and my
husband.” She surveyed the room. “In the time of Mentuhotep, our forebears
honored their ancestors during the Beautiful Feast of the Valley. That festival
died out long ago, but I now reinstitute it, and henceforth it shall be one of
the two main festivals at Waset, along with the Opet.” Then Hatshepsut turned
towards Nefer. “From this day, I proclaim that my beloved daughter, Neferure,
shall serve as my Great Wife. And this afternoon I will pass on to her another
title borne by all of the first–born women of my house – God’s Wife of Amun.”


 


 


***


 


 


That afternoon, Nefer was invested as God’s Wife in a long
ritual inside the Wadjet Hall at Ipet–Isut, where both Thut and Hatshepsut had
been crowned. She wore for the first time in public the regalia of God’s Wife –
a gold uraeus diadem with beads trailing down her back, a broad collar and
girdle and arm bands and bracelets and earrings and anklets of gold, a tightly–curled
wig with braids dangling on either side of her head. She was given the symbols
of her office – one broad–bladed length of wood, another with a broad handle,
and a Hathor sistrum. At the ceremony’s conclusion she was allowed to join
Hatshepsut and the Opener of the Gate of Heaven in the sanctuary of the shrine
in the pillar–lined central courtyard to put Amun to bed for the night. She
told me later that they allowed her to remove the cloak from the god’s statue
and the flowers that bedecked it, and burn some food on a small offering table.
Along with Hatshepsut, she had then backed out of the sanctuary, Hapuseneb
brushing away their footprints to leave behind no trace of their presence.


Nefer smiled at Aachel and me where we waited beneath the
portico outside the sanctuary entrance as Hapuseneb pulled its doors closed. A
priest hurried forward to pass a bolt through two bronze staples, one on each
door, and then applied a lump of fresh clay over the bolt. For the first time,
Nefer pressed her brand new gold signet ring with her cartouche into the clay,
sealing the door.


“At dawn we will return to awaken the god, Majesty,”
Hapuseneb told Nefer. 


A woman stepped to his side. She was a little over thirty,
short, pretty. She bowed respectfully.


“This is Seniseneb, Adoratrix of Amun, the senior priestess
at Ipet–Isut,” Hapuseneb said, then added proudly, “my own daughter. She will
teach you all you need to know of the ceremonies you will take part in.”


Hapuseneb beckoned to a group of young priests standing in
the center of the courtyard. 


Hori emerged from their midst and hurried to us. He bowed.


“This is Hori, Majesty,” Hapuseneb told Hatshepsut. “He will
be the God’s Wife’s chief assistant from now on.” He addressed Nefer. “Hori
will ensure that you are awakened each morning and prepared for each day’s
ceremonies.”


“Hori attended me at the cataract,” Nefer told Hatshepsut
with delight. “We’ll work together very well.”


I was glad Hori had been assigned to Nefer. So many of the
priests I’d encountered in the temple precinct over the years were old and
dour, and he was anything but. I could tell from Aachel’s shy smile that she
was glad too. She’d no longer have to make up excuses to run into him at Ipet–Isut.
She’d be able to see him every day as she went about Nefer’s business.


Hatshepsut addressed the priests and workers assembled in
the courtyard before the sanctuary. She had served as God’s Wife throughout her
husband’s reign and Thut’s, more than seventeen years in all. I thought it must
be hard for her to give up such a position after so long, to tell those she had
worked with so closely goodbye. “For many years I’ve served beside you all as
God’s Wife of Amun,” Hatshepsut said. “I’ll never forget your kindnesses to me.
I will treasure always your friendship. But Amun has called me to another role
– king – and I have answered. So today my daughter takes my old role, one that
has been occupied by the women of my family for generations.” Hatshepsut
pointed to the south, beyond the wall that enclosed the courtyard. “As regent,
I embellished the route between Ipet–Isut and Amun’s southern sanctuary at Ipet–resyt
with a series of barque shrines and sphinxes. As king, I will build another
barque shrine for Amun west of this courtyard. I will construct it of red
quartzite on a base of black granite. It will permanently house the barque that
is used to carry the god in procession. When setting out on future processions,
the barque will temporarily rest on a raised platform in front of Amun’s temple,
and will be flanked north and south by smaller sandstone cult shrines that will
show me making offerings before Kemet’s gods. I will create a new barque for
the god as well. It shall be known as Userhat–Amun – ‘Mighty of Prow is
Amun.’ The barque shall be of fine wood, gilded, bearing upon it an enclosed
cabin in which the god will be concealed when he travels from temple to temple.
Amun’s new barque shrine will, of course, be properly endowed.”


“We are blessed by your generosity, Majesty,” Hapuseneb
said.


“I will also raise new pylons and obelisks at Ipet–Isut, and
create a ‘per’aa of maat’ surrounding the barque shrine west of this
courtyard.”


I couldn’t help wondering cynically if the improvements to
Ipet–Isut were payment for the Amun priesthood’s support of Hatshepsut’s
takeover of the kingdom.


The ceremonies had occupied most of the day. Re had
disappeared below the western hills while Hatshepsut spoke, and the courtyard
was now lit by a few torches held high by the lowest–ranking priests. Long
weird shadows danced across the courtyard and below the portico as the crowd
milled around. Hapuseneb gave an order, and Hatshepsut and the priests formed
in procession. Musicians began to play and, led by chantresses and torch–carrying
priests, everyone marched from the courtyard before Amun’s shrine and
disappeared through the pylon that Nefer’s father had erected, leaving only
Hori and Aachel and Nefer and I behind.


“I’ll show you to your quarters now, Majesty,” Hori said.
“Dinner awaits you there.”


“Later. I have many questions I’d like answered first.”


My stomach suddenly rumbled with hunger. I’d just as soon
have the questions and answers later and the food and drink now.


Nefer moved to a large square block of limestone beside a
pillar on one side of the courtyard and took a seat. Aachel and I joined her. A
few priests and chantresses and servants and laborers began trudging into the
courtyard singly and in small groups, taking up their nightly temple duties,
paying us no attention.


“Explain to me how things work at Ipet–Isut,” Nefer
commanded Hori. “I’ve watched the comings and goings about the temple precinct
from the garden of the per’aa my whole life.” She tilted her head towards a
group of workers hurrying past. “But now I realize I never questioned what
these hundreds of people do.”


“The fact is, Majesty, that temples – particularly this one
– dominate the economy of the river valley. That’s why so many laborers are
required in their service.” Hori sat on a block facing ours. “The temple itself
is the cosmos in microcosm – where heaven, earth and the netherworld touch.
Ipet–Isut represents Nun, the sanctuary itself represents the place of first
creation, the hypostyle hall and the base of walls the liminal swamp, the columns
plants, the ceilings sky, the floor earth, the vaults the netherworld, the pylons
the mountains of the eastern horizon, and the axial way the path of the sun.”


“Amun’s temple is the greatest in the land?” Nefer asked.


“Yes, since Amun is the greatest god. Amun was originally
one of eight principal gods of Ashmunein, a site in Middle Kemet. With the rise
of your family to the kingship he became the chief god of the state, because
your ancestors gave him credit for their great military victories when they
expelled the Chiefs of the Foreign Lands from Kemet. So powerful now is Amun
that the very right to rule is dependent on his approval. That is why your
mother is king – she was born of a human woman and the god. For so the Oracle
proclaimed.”


I half–smiled and wondered what Hori would think if he knew
the circumstances surrounding that proclamation.


“Anyway, for generations now a portion of the booty brought
back by your ancestors from war has filled the coffers of Amun as gifts of
thanksgiving. As a result, Amun’s temple owns vast fields, countless herds of
cattle, slaves, flocks of poultry, even craftsmen’s workshops. It employs tens
of thousands of farmers and other workers in the valley around Waset, as well
as here in the temple precinct itself – policemen, doorkeepers, night watchmen,
priests, scribes, sculptors, craftsmen, metalworkers, butchers, bakers,
brewers, weavers, herders, fowlers, sailors, beekeepers among them. If you
added up all the land in Kemet controlled by temples, it would be more than the
king himself controls, though of course the king can utilize temple property,
being divine himself – herself. Temple storerooms hold much of Kemet’s taxes
and tribute – ostrich feathers, skin shields, elephant tusks, baskets of
grapes, sacks of nuts, grain. The share of the riches that belong to Amun you
control now, as God’s Wife.”


“Besides caring for Amun each day, and overseeing my own
estates, what will my duties be?”


“To serve the god at festivals – the Opet, of course, and at
those honoring Osiris, and at each new moon, and at the beginning of spring,
and in honor of Isis at harvest time, and in praise of Thoth and Re.”


“And the Beautiful Feast of the Valley, proclaimed anew by
my mother today.”


Hori nodded. “You can see why temples need so much land and
resources, for in addition to regular daily offerings to the gods the
quantities are increased for each festival.”


“Those offerings include…”


“Bread, beer, ox meat, cows, goats, gazelles, antelopes,
geese and waterfowl, dates, grapes, figs, pomegranates, onions, leeks, garlic,
honey, milk and wine, grease, oil, perfume, incense, lamps and wicks, wax,
salt, natron, cloth, jewelry, doves, lettuce, cucumbers, squash, melons,
raisins, fresh water, flowers, clothing and articles of adornment, cultic
implements, royal insignia – practically anything manufactured in the Two
Lands. Priests inspect the meat offerings by collecting the animal’s blood in a
bowl and testing it both before and after offering it.”


“The priests and temple workers consume the food after it is
offered?”


“Yes. There are many types of priests in this and other
temples. The majority of them are divided into four phyles that rotate in month–long
terms of service. So each priest serves in that role three months annually.
They carry the divine image during processions. Some fix the time for daily
rituals. When they aren’t serving as priests they fill administrative posts in
the temple. Their wives are usually temple singers and sistrum players, also
organized into phyles. They’re supervised by the high priest’s wife.”


“Tell me about the types of priests.”


“The lowest level are ‘wab’ priests, the most numerous, who
we just talked about. Above them are lector–priests, who are responsible for
maintaining the ritual books and reading from them. You can recognize them by
the broad band they wear diagonally across their chests.” Hori eyed Nefer
speculatively. “Can you read, Majesty?”


I laughed out loud at the audacity of his question. “And
write. Better than most scribes. Nefer’s been educated to be a king, Hori.”


“Love writing,” Nefer recited. “Shun dancing. Then
you will become a worthy official. Do not long for the marsh thicket. Turn your
back on throw stick and chase. By day write with your fingers, recite by night.
Befriend the scroll, the palette. It pleases more than wine. Writing for him
who knows it is better than all other professions. It pleases more than bread
and beer, more than clothing and ointment. It is worth more than an inheritance
in Kemet, than a tomb in the west.”


Hori seemed surprised that Nefer knew the injunction taught
to all scribal students. “Excellent, Majesty.” He continued. “There are also
sem priests, who play the role of oldest living son in the Opening of the Mouth
ceremony and other burial rituals. They wear the sidelock of youth and a
panther skin. The ‘Father of God’ are the priests who sprinkle the path with
water during processions. At the larger temples there are prophets, from first
through fourth grades. The first prophet of each god serves as his high priest.
Prophets are responsible for the basic administration and functioning of each
temple. They serve full–time.”


“Hapuseneb is the high priest of Amun, my counterpart.”


“Yes. The high priests of the three major temples – Ipet–Isut,
Re’s at Iunu, and Ptah’s at Mennefer – have additional titles. Hapuseneb is the
Opener of the Gate of Heaven, since he opens the shrine of Amun each day.
Ptah’s high priest is the Greatest of the Masters of Craftsmen, and Re’s is the
Greatest of Seers. But of the three, Hapuseneb is the most important. As Chief
of the Servants of God of Upper and Lower Kemet he oversees the distribution of
offerings to all the temples in the land. Occasionally he calls an assembly of
representatives from each temple to meet with the king to receive his – her –
instructions on cults and new construction, accompanies the king on journeys,
celebrates the Heb–Sed festival, and discusses priestly problems, like revenue
and repairs. There is no man as powerful in the land, except, of course, your
mother the king, Majesty.”


And Thut, I thought. How could Hori fail to
mention the actual king?


“And what do these priests do each day?” Nefer asked.


“Aside from performing the god’s rituals, they all
specialize in something, whether it be medicine, record–taking, architecture, or
administration. My own specialty is astronomy.”


“I’m fascinated by the heavens,” Nefer said excitedly. “I
love to lay on my back along the river at night and gaze at the stars. I know
that the gods live among them on the rim of the world. But beyond that, I know
next to nothing. Will you teach me, Hori? I want to know all there is to know.”


“I would be honored, Majesty.”


Nefer jumped up from her seat. “Then we’ll begin this very
night.”


“As you wish.”


Aachel sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. “Every time Nefer
takes up a new subject,” she told Hori, “she’s relentless, consumed, passionate.
She can’t help herself. She so loves to master a topic. I feel a little sorry
for Mery and me, and you. Now that Nefer has adopted the study of astronomy
none of us is going to get much sleep at night.”


From the look on Hori’s face, I could tell he wasn’t going
to mind one bit spending time in Aachel’s company.


 


 


***


 


 


Nefer and I spent most of the next week with Hori and
Seniseneb, getting accustomed to her new duties, while Aachel became acquainted
with and organized the household staff, for Nefer had put her in charge of her
quarters. At the end of that week, Senenmut appeared one morning to show Nefer
around the workshops and estates of Amun’s temple. He was accompanied by
Minmose, who was to be her steward; Samut, Overseer of Works at Ipet–Isut; and
Amenemhat, the temple administrator.


“Your mother the king has done a superb job managing Amun’s
resources this past decade and a half,” Senenmut told Nefer as we left our
quarters. “All of the god’s enterprises are better organized and more productive
than they were under the oversight of any previous God’s Wife.”


“With your help,” Nefer said.


Senenmut chuckled.


South and west of our quarters, which were in the midst of
priestly houses outside the temple wall a little back from the bank of the river,
a large building was under construction. We paused beside men making mud
bricks. Dark–skinned Nubians were filling jars of water from the river and
hauling them ashore and emptying them into a knee–deep pit of mud and wheat
chaff. A second group was in the pit, using their feet and adzes to mix the mud
to a proper consistency, their bodies practically covered with the mud. They
looked to me like Retenuians, their hair blonde, stubble on their chins, some
with blue eyes. Other men were filling reed baskets with the wet mud and
hauling it to masons. They were emptying the mud from the baskets and filling
molds and setting them in long rows to dry in the sun.


Samut pointed to porters trundling bricks towards the
building. “Those bricks baked in the sun for two days, and now they’re ready to
use. As long as we have dirt in Kemet, we’ll never lack for building materials.”


We moved closer. The wall on the far side of the building
was already complete, the one closest to us about half its height. A dirt ramp
pressed against the wall, only a foot or so lower than its top. Men were
dragging large rectangular blocks of limestone up the ramp and masons were
lifting the stones and setting them in place.


“As you can see,” Samut said, “the main section of this
building is of limestone, and the auxiliary structures of mud brick. We laid
the floor of this building, then the first several courses of stone for its
walls and pillars. Once the wall became too high for the workers to lift the
stones, we built dirt ramps on both sides of the four walls. We are using the
outer ramps to drag stones for the next course of the walls. Once the roof is
in place, craftsmen from the Place of Truth will stand on the inner and outer
ramps and smooth and decorate the walls from the top down. We’ll gradually
remove the ramps as they work.”


“Everyone seems to know what they’re doing,” I observed. The
work was going both smoothly and quickly as far as I could tell, every man bent
to his assigned task with little direction from anyone.


“They have much practice,” Minmose said. “We are constantly
building new granaries and warehouses and houses and such as Amun’s estates
expand, which they have done greatly under Her Majesty’s regency. Never has the
god been so prosperous.”


We followed Samut a little ways south to a huge mud–brick
building. A long line of porters, sweating heavily, were carrying boxes and
baskets inside, pausing at its entrance to have their burdens recorded by
scribes.


“This reminds me of the warehouses at Peru–nefer,” I told
Senenmut.


“It is a warehouse, where the portion of the king’s taxes
apportioned to Amun are stored,” he said. He introduced Nefer to Sa–Menkhet,
Scribe of the Seal of Amun, and Amenhotep, Overseer of the Magazine of Amun.


“The taxes of an empire!” Amenhotep exclaimed. “Gold rings,
grain, honey, cloth, beads, furniture, statues, shields, spears, quivers,
necklaces, axes, pots, ostrich feathers, elephant tusks, baskets of grapes. We
also receive pigeons and cattle and monkeys, though they clearly aren’t kept
here.”


I noticed great piles of tiger nuts. Their taste a cross
between coconuts and almonds, when ground and mixed with water and kneaded in a
three–legged trough into dough and then fried into “wah” they were one of my
favorite treats. A man struggled past, burdened with a large earthenware jug of
wine. Behind him monkeys scampered around piles of dom, trying to steal the
sweet–tasting fruit.


Samut led us to the adjoining flat–topped building. “This is
the Double Treasury of Gold and Silver.” Several men were inspecting piles of
metal before its door. “This is Djehuty. He is overseer of the treasury of
Montu, overseer of the silver houses, and overseer of the gold houses. This is
his son Mentunakht, and Amenmose, a scribe in the treasury of Amun.”


“Each god wants to make sure he receives his due,” Senenmut
whispered to Nefer.


Beyond the treasury were a cluster of mud–brick buildings,
some with smoke rising from them, some large with high walls and many rooms,
some open–sided, with roofs of palm fronds laid across wooden frames.


“These are the temple workshops,” Samut explained. “This is
where most of the activities that keep the temple functioning on a day to day
basis occur.”


We followed him to one of the larger buildings. Rectangular
blocks of stone were being dragged inside by men pulling on long ropes. Deep
marks gouged the ground all the way from a quay on the river. The deck of the
boat docked there held many more blocks. Porters were wrestling them into
position to be lowered ashore.


“This is the stone carver’s workshop.” Samut led us inside
and introduced us to the master.


The building was crowded, with carvers and apprentices
working on blocks in all sizes and states of completion.


Senenmut directed our attention to a two–foot tall statue of
dark stone. I realized it was of Nefer and Senenmut and, like Nefer, bent to
inspect it closely. Senenmut was posed like a scribe, with one leg folded under
and the other pulled up to his chest, dressed in a knee–length kilt and shawl,
with a shoulder–length wig. Nefer was on his lap, sitting perpendicular to him,
her hair the sidelock of youth, adorned with a uraeus. She wore a cloak, and
her right index finger rested against her mouth, another sign of youth. I saw
how the statue combined the scribe’s pose with that of a nursing woman, making
it clear that Senenmut was both learned and close to the royal family. The
statue was nearly complete. The carver was in the process of polishing the
final side.


“It’s magnificent,” Nefer said.


Senenmut smiled. He pointed to a cartouche carved on his
shoulder on the statue. “Your mother’s name,” he said. “It will be the style
from now on. All officials who create statues of their own will decorate them
with your mother’s cartouche.”


I wondered if that was to somehow convince themselves that
Thut was not their king.


I was drawn to a slightly larger than life–size statue of
pink granite that clearly represented Hatshepsut and moved to it, followed by
the rest. She was seated with her hands on her knees, wearing a short kilt. A
nemes headdress spilled over a broad collar onto her bare torso. Her cheeks and
chin were tapered, her lips slightly full, eyes almond–shaped. Her waist was
narrow and her hips curved like a woman’s, but she also wore a king’s false
beard. The statue was clearly an attempt to portray Hatshepsut with attributes
of a male king. Hieroglyphs spelling out her title adorned the chair to the
right and left of her legs. Those on the right had already been carved; those
on the left had been drawn on the stone in ink.


“It follows the model approved by Maatkare exactly,”
Senenmut told the master stone carver, with satisfaction. “You have done well.”


“Thank you, My Lord,” he beamed.


The stone carver showed us into another room, where some
statues were being carefully gilded with gold and others, mostly limestone,
were being painted. I noted several limestone offering tables in one corner. In
a third room seven sphinxes were being carved from limestone – “bound for the
processional way” – the master said, each showing Hatshepsut with a beard and a
lion’s mane, with her name in a cartouche under the beard. Three of them had
already been painted; one was partially outlined in ink and hadn’t yet been
carved.


“I’ll be an old man before we completely line the
processional way with these,” the master carver told Senenmut.


We moved into a large walled yard, open to the sky. Towering
blocks of red granite were surrounded by scaffolds there. Carvers were busily
at work, carefully tapping copper chisels against the stone with wooden
mallets.


“These will be colossal statues,” the master carver
explained. “They’ll stand before one of Her Majesty’s new pylons. The stone
arrives on boats from the cataract quarries, and the blocks are dragged here.
My men dress each block using strings and pegs to ensure they are square.”


A man was writing an inscription on the back of one in ink.


We spent the rest of the morning touring the various
workshops, at each arranging for items to be created to decorate Nefer’s
quarters.


We watched a bead maker use a single bow to power three
drills at once, making holes in beads. Craftsmen sat nearby, stringing the
beads onto chains of gold to make collars and necklaces. I dipped my hands into
baskets brimming with red and blue and green beads and let them run through my
fingers in colorful cascades.


Leather workers were making sandals and saddles and ropes
and leather rolls for writing. One man stretched and softened leather on a
three–legged post, while another stretched a skin and cut it into the proper
shape. One man was cutting a piece of leather into a continuous spiral.


“It’ll be used to rig a ship,” he explained.


The scent of sawdust came from the carpenters’ workshop. In
one room men were making a shrine for a statue. They were heating glue in a pot
over a fire and applying it to a strip of veneer, pressing the strip onto the
shrine. Beside them, a cabinetmaker was smoothing the surface of a box with an
adz. His carpenter’s square and dovetail jig were at his feet. Another man was
sawing a plank lashed vertically to a pole, while nearby a man was drilling
holes in a bed frame, keeping the bronze drill bit in place using a hand–held cup.
I watched a workman turning the end of a chair leg into a lion’s paw.


Several guards stood at the entrance to the next building,
which was surrounded by a high wall. I heard the ringing of hammers on metal.
“This is where craftsmen fashion gold and silver,” Samut said.


It was hot inside. Piles of charcoal lay near several
blazing fires. Beside them men pumped leather bellows with their feet.


“Meet Kenamun and Wesy,” Samut said. “They oversee gold
workers and sculptors for the Temple of Mut.”


Kenamun stood beside a gold scale with the head of the
goddess Maat atop the balance. A worker stood at his side, and a scribe. Wesy
stood near the door, carefully observing all the craftsmen in the room.


Kenamun placed a weight shaped like a bull’s head on one
scale tray and then small bits of gold on the other until the scale was in
balance. Another weight shaped like a hippo lay on the table. He handed the
gold to the workman. The scribe recorded the man’s name and the amount on a
leather scroll.


“We track the amount given, and then weigh the finished
product to make sure no gold goes missing,” Kenamun explained.


We moved around the workshop, observing. A man was beating a
ring of gold with a hammerstone into a thin sheet.


“This will become gold leaf,” Kenamun said.


Craftsmen were shaping vessels with hammers and strange–looking
anvils. I noticed elegant vases and ewers of gold, silver and bronze. One man
was softening gold over a fire for soldering or chasing. A man with a hollow
reed and pair of tongs was holding a piece of gold in an open flame; the fire
crackled and spat as he blew air into the reed. We moved into a second room,
which was apparently where the products were finished. Four men were engraving
and polishing huge gold jars. Another man was gilding an ebony statue, clearly
Osiris.


The next building was an open–sided wooden frame topped with
palm fronds inside a large walled compound. At the rear four large hearths
blazed, piles of charcoal on one side, ingots of Aamunian copper on the other.
Sweating men were shoveling coal into the hearths. Others were operating foot
bellows. The bellows were springless; the men were lifting cords attached to
the front of the bellows, then pressing them down with their feet.


“They’re making a bronze door for a temple,” Samut said.
“They need four hearths because they have to melt a considerable amount of
copper all at the same time so that it is all the same temperature.”


He showed us the long rectangular mold, with seventeen
funnel–shaped vents along one edge. Just as he finished his explanation men set
the mold on its side, in effect balancing the future door on its long edge.
Then others began lifting large crucibles of melted bronze using flexible
sticks. They poured them one by one into the vents. When they were done a brand
new door lay on its side before us, the bronze slowly setting, emanating heat.


After visiting the weavers’ workshop, where women at several
looms were turning flax into linen, we stopped briefly at the bakers’ ovens,
the brewers, and the slaughter yards, where the animals destined to be
sacrificed to the gods this day were being butchered. Nearby pens were crowded
with cattle.


“Each day,” Senenmut told Nefer, “these estates supply the
gods with food and drink and clothing. Your bakers make 3,220 loaves of bread
and 24 cakes, your brewers 144 jugs of beer, your fowler kills and plucks 32
geese. Countless jars of wine are brought from the fermentation rooms, where
they have been stored since the last harvest. At each new moon your estates
provide 356 extra loaves, 14 cakes, 34 jugs of beer, an ox, 16 birds, and 23
jars of wine. All the food and drink, after being offered to the gods, is distributed
to the priests and temple workers as payment for their services. So, the
estates are necessarily large, and produce almost everything you can think of,
and require tens of thousands of workers.”


“And they’re all mine,” Nefer said.


“You are a wealthy young woman,” Senenmut affirmed.


Then we all embarked in chariots to visit the surrounding
estates that were under Nefer’s control. I insisted on driving her, utilizing
the skills Thut had taught me. By the time we returned to our quarters at
sunset we’d seen workers weeding fields and mending irrigation ditches and
dikes, and fighting off birds who sought to feed on crops, and herds of cattle
and horses, and great granaries filled almost to overflowing, and beehives, and
storage buildings with honeycombs packed and sealed in massive earthenware
jars, and gardens full of flowers and melons and vegetables. And we’d met the
men who had served Hatshepsut and would now serve Nefer as overseers: Hatit,
the corn measurer; Nebamun, the superintendent of the grain stores; Menta,
overseer of the granary of Amun; Amenmose, overseer of cattle; Minnakht,
overseer of two granaries and of the accounts of grain of Upper and Lower Kemet
and overseer of horses. Each treated Nefer deferentially, due to her position.
At one point she whispered to me that she would someday earn their respect on
her own account, not just because she had succeeded her mother. For the first
time we both realized how difficult it was going to be for Nefer to follow in
Hatshepsut’s footsteps. Based on what I’d seen of Amun’s estates, it was no
wonder that Kemet’s highest officials had supported Hatshepsut as king. She
knew how to operate large complex enterprises. It was going to take every bit
of Nefer’s skill and energy to measure up to her.


Before he left us, Senenmut promised that later that week
he’d take us to visit Amun’s fishermen and the boatyards in which their vessels
were made, the market towns scattered up and down the river where even more
produce was collected, quarries, breweries, and vineyards. The very first order
Nefer issued as God’s Wife was for Minmose to acquire a chariot for her, which
she intended to use to ride around the estates so she could see for herself
their state and observe her workers, the lesson Senenmut had taught us on our
first tour of Mennefer, to trust most what our own eyes saw. I, naturally, was
to drive her.


Later that night, at dinner, Nefer told me that once a week
she intended to spend a day with the craftsmen and laborers in each specialty,
working beside them, so she could understand exactly what it was they did. That
seemed to me reminiscent of Thut’s approach to the army, another sign of how
much brother and sister were alike. Every bit of what she’d seen on her first
tour had interested her, and she told me she was determined to spend as much
time as she could hereafter in the fields and workshops, learning all there was
to know, so that she could figure out the best ways to increase the yield for
both Amun and the king, and to prepare herself for the day when she would rule
Kemet at Thut’s side. For, unbelievably, she had not yet abandoned the
possibility that she would one day be Thut’s wife, despite Hatshepsut’s
pronouncement. And if Nefer hadn’t, despite all the obstacles that stood in the
way of that ever happening, neither would I.


 


 


***


 


 


Just a few months after Hatshepsut became king, Senenmut’s
mother Hatnofer died. Nefer and Aachel and I had visited her many times, for
she lived at Iuny, only ten miles south of Waset. She had only been in her mid–fifties
when she passed away, about five feet tall, a stout grandmother with white hair
that Senenmut assured us had once been dark brown and curly. Tju–Tju, he’d
called her, a nickname from her youth. We, and Hatshepsut, attended her funeral
on Qurna, one of two small hills on the flat ground on the west bank opposite
Waset a little east of the bay in the hills. Senenmut had completed his tomb
there only a month or so earlier, excavated into the rock just below the crest
of the hill, with a flat narrow terrace in front. We ascended with some
difficulty a steep slope that was already dotted with ancient and a few new
tombs.


“That one over there is being dug for the steward Amenhotep,
and that one for your tutor Senimen,” Senenmut told Nefer.


We stopped about eight feet below the terrace where the
square entrance to another tomb had been cut in the hillside, directly below
Senenmut’s. The hillside was scattered with coffins and grave goods.


“I’ve brought the bodies of my father Ramose and six
relatives from Iuny – three women and three children – to share in the bounty
of my mother’s burial,” Senenmut explained. “I was too poor to give them a
proper burial when they died.”


The lid had not yet been placed on Hatnofer’s wooden
anthropoid coffin with its gilded accents. An elegant cartonnage mummy mask
covered with gold foil encased her head. A beautiful heart scarab made of
serpentine and a small silver see–face rested on her chest. Two papyri and a
leather scroll, no doubt containing texts from the Spells of Emerging in
Daytime were tucked beside her. We all gathered around for a moment, each
of us laying a bouquet of flowers atop her body. I noticed that Hatshepsut
momentarily took hold of Senenmut’s hand. 


As a priest conducted the Opening of the Mouth ceremony and
the other burial rituals, I gazed at the grave goods that would accompany
Hatnofer to the Afterlife. There were decorated wooden boxes with see–faces and
bronze razors, and a rectangular red leather tambourine more than two and a
half feet long – she’d played it for us once – and a low chair with a seat of
linen cord, its back carved with rows of djed pillars and Bes and tyet amulets.
I remembered sitting on her lap in it once when I was very young. There were
three gable–topped chests, no doubt full of her linens, pots, a pot sling, a
basket of food, and a canopic chest holding her internal organs. Hatshepsut’s
name was etched on some of the items – many with her nomen, others with her
kingly name. Clearly they had come from the royal stores, no doubt with
Hatshepsut’s blessing.


I noticed an ostracon with a gridded sketch of Senenmut’s
head lying on the ground near my foot in the midst of some loose stones. Likely
it was a discarded test sketch for a wall decoration inside Senenmut’s tomb.


Once the ceremony concluded, and the coffins and grave goods
had been sealed inside the tomb, everyone departed except Aachel and Nefer and
Hatshepsut and I.


“Can we see your tomb?” Nefer asked.


Senenmut had shown us the plan for it many years earlier.


“Certainly, Majesty.”


We climbed the last few feet of the slope to the terrace.
Senenmut assisted Hatshepsut.


“Being so near the crest created a few problems,” Senenmut
said. “I was able to excavate the façade of the tomb directly from the rock,
but the steep slope left no room for a forecourt. So I used the debris
excavated from inside the tomb to build this buttressed terrace in front.”


The tomb was in an inverted T–shape. The central doorway was
flanked by eight almost–square windows, four on each side. The façade had been
built up with stone blocks so that it extended even higher than the top of the
hill. We stepped inside. The transverse entry hall was well–lit by the windows.
There were eight–faceted columns in the hall, and a row of statue niches set
into the western wall. The ceiling was decorated. A tall narrow axial corridor
ran almost eighty feet into the hill. At its end was a wall with a red
quartzite false door stela. Red quartzite, I knew, was a material reserved for
the royal family. That Hatshepsut had given Senenmut permission to use it
confirmed what I already knew about their relationship. I inspected the
inscription on the false door and read it out loud. “May you give to the
steward Senenmut life, prosperity, joy, and endurance.”


Above the false door was a small stone–lined niche. “It’ll
hold my statue,” Senenmut said.


The walls and ceiling were coated with white plaster and
brightly colored scenes and inscriptions. I paused before a picture of six men
carrying a variety of vessels.


“Tribute being given Her Majesty by men from the island of Keftiuh,
in the Great Green,” Senenmut said.


A red–brown quartzite sarcophagus rested in the center of
the last chamber, oblong, with kneeling figures of Isis and Nepthys at the head
and foot, the four sons of Horus and two manifestations of Anubis on the sides,
as well as inscriptions from the Spells of Emerging in Daytime. The
outside had been polished and painted dark red to enhance the stone; yellow and
blue paint highlighted details. In contrast, the lid had been left unpainted.


“Its very similar to mine,” Hatshepsut told Nefer.


“Your mother honors me by giving me a stone sarcophagus,”
Senenmut announced proudly. “Usually, officials are buried in wooden coffins.”


More proof, I thought, that Hatshepsut loves Senenmut.


We went back outside and stood on the terrace and looked
over the valley, the fields, the huts of farmers, the river, Waset on its far
side.


“Will any statues of the two of us together be in your
tomb?” Nefer asked.


“Indeed they will, Majesty,” Senenmut replied. “I’ve
selected one of the block statues that shows your head emerging from my cloaked
body as my arms curl protectively around you. You wear the pleated sidelock of
youth and the uraeus emblematic of a royal child, your name preceded by your
title ‘God’s Wife.’” He paused. “Though it is not certain I shall rest here
after all.”


“Oh?”


Senenmut glanced at Hatshepsut. She nodded. “Her Majesty has
graciously given me permission to construct another tomb for myself in the
memorial temple I will build for her here on the west bank, and to leave traces
of myself in portraits and statues and inscriptions in out of the way places
inside it.”


“You’ve proved your love and devotion to Mother – and myself
– over and over,” Nefer said, hugging him. “You’re certainly worthy of that
honor.”


“It means more to me than any other.”


And so Hatshepsut and Senenmut will be joined for
eternity, I thought, whatever their fates in this life may be.
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“Captain Djehuty! We’ve spotted the wretches! They’re north
of Buhen, within a day’s march of the fortress!”


Captain Djehuty was, like me, standing beneath the canopy on
the royal boat. I was about to enter the cabin just beyond with a platter
containing bread and fruit and meat for Hatshepsut’s and Nefer’s morning meal.
I turned towards the scout racing towards our boat on a footpath at the edge of
the river. It was a little after dawn. Our fleet was drawn up along the bank of
the river, cookfires burning, soldiers eating. The scout hurried up the
gangplank, and after a short conversation with him Djehuty barked a command and
one of his aides blew several long blasts on a trumpet. Almost immediately,
army commanders and officials from all over camp came running towards the royal
boat.


Both Hatshepsut and Thut appeared moments later from their
cabins and moved to opposite sides of the table beneath the canopy. Thut was
fully dressed – he always rose early – while Hatshepsut wore the simple white
linen shift she’d slept in. Captain Djehuty was watching the scout sketch a map
on a sheet of papyrus spread flat on the table. A steady stream of footsteps
pounded up the gangplank. The area under the canopy was soon crowded with officials
and army commanders and a few military scribes and even a stray priest or two.


Less than two months earlier, word had come that Nubians had
risen in revolt at Semna and were marching north towards the Second Cataract
towards the great fortress at Buhen. Clearly, their challenge to our control of
the gold mines and trade routes of the South could not go unanswered.
Messengers had flown back and forth between Waset and Mennefer. Three weeks ago
Thut had appeared at the southern capital with a fleet of boats carrying two
thousand soldiers under the command of Captain Djehuty, a small portion of the
kingdom’s army. A day or so later we’d embarked on campaign. Hatshepsut had
allowed Nefer to come along, part of her training to be king. And where she
went, Aachel and I went too.


Wawat and Kush, the sections of Nubia closest to the First
Cataract, had always been important to Kemet. The great king Senwosret had
pushed our boundary far to the south and built a string of fortresses to
control the river, garrisoning them with the soldiers of Kemet’s first
permanent army. But after his house fell, Kemet collapsed as a unified state
and the fortresses were taken over by Kushites. King Kamose had restored the
southern boundary at Buhen early in his reign before turning north to fight the
Chiefs of Foreign Lands at Avaris. King Ahmose had in turn extended the border
all the way south to Sai Island, a little north of the Third Cataract. King
Amenhotep had subsequently fortified that location, making it a launching pad
for future invasions. We’d traveled past the ancient fortifications on our
journey south, at Kubban and Ikkur and Miam and Faras and Serra; all had fallen
into ruin in the last several centuries.


When I was at Swenet just a year earlier, wishing I could
see Nubia, I’d never dreamed I’d actually get the chance, and so soon. It had
been a challenge getting the fleet past the First Cataract – an ancient canal dug
around it by the third king Senwosret in antiquity had silted up generations
ago and had to be cleared so our boats could sail around the miles–long boulder–strewn
stretch of violent white water. The river valley in Wawat was far different
than the portion I was used to – harsher, no cultivated strips on both banks, just
desert plateaus and low hills. Villages were small and far between, and there
were few inhabitants.


No one noticed me under the canopy or told me to leave, and
I wanted badly to know what was going on, so I moved back against the cabin
wall, unobtrusive, close enough to hear. The scout was pointing to his map.
Hatshepsut and her advisors – Senenmut, Seni, Chancellor Neshi, Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet
– were on one side of the table, Thut and his – Iset, the northern vizier, his
chancellor, several high–ranking soldiers – on the other. It had been like this
ever since Thut’s return to Waset, the first time he’d been back since
Hatshepsut had taken a share of his throne – awkward, strained, the two
factions mostly keeping to themselves, coming together only to plan the
campaign. Captain Djehuty seemed to be the one person both sides looked to –
Thut, for obvious reasons, and Hatshepsut because she had no military commander
of her own to rely on, and because Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet had vouched for him. For
his part, Djehuty went out of his way to treat both kings equally.


Iset had accompanied Thut and she too was under the canopy.
She’d shadowed him wherever he went since the day of his arrival at Waset,
ordering about his Medjay bodyguards, isolating him from anyone associated with
Hatshepsut. As a result, neither Nefer nor I had spoken with him since his
return, neither at the capital nor on the journey. Iset wouldn’t let us
anywhere near him.


Nefer still harbored the hope that Thut would take her to
wife. Neither of us had any idea if Thut still considered that a possibility.
He hadn’t gone out of his way to try to contact Nefer at any time in the last
year. In fact, he’d barely looked at her on the journey. I had the sinking
feeling that Iset had convinced Thut that Nefer had been involved in the plot
to take his throne. That was, for me, the only thing that explained his
attitude towards her. I wondered if he blamed me as well. I fingered the amulet
around my neck. I wondered if he still loved me. I hadn’t heard from him
either. As much as I wanted to speak with him, to find out, I held back. Drawing
Iset’s attention to me would only make things worse, of that I was certain. 


Even Ahmose had kept his distance from me. I took that as a
very bad sign. He never avoided a pretty girl.


“The wretches are a day’s march south of Buhen, and we’re
about a day’s sail north,” the scout said. “They’re clearly making for the
fortification there. They have at least as many men as we do. Buhen is lightly
defended by the enemy currently – a few soldiers and townspeople only. But if
the bulk of the wretches get there before we do and take refuge behind its
walls, we’ll face a long siege.”


“Tell us about Buhen, Seni,” Captain Djehuty said. He was
clearly taking the lead in the war council.


“It’s the most substantial remaining fortress of those
raised by King Senwosret,” the viceroy replied. “Unlike the others we’ve passed,
its still in good repair. And it’s very big. One side abuts the river. It can’t
be assaulted. An outer wall of mud–brick guards the other three sides, 13 feet
thick and more than 30 high, with 32 protruding bastions from which archers can
lay down a crossfire. There’s a citadel inside the fortress; its walls are
equally thick and rise close to 40 feet. And there’s a 20–foot wide 10–foot
deep ditch around the outer walls. The defenders have covered access to the river,
so they will not lack water if we have to besiege them.” He looked around the
group. “Unfortunately, we don’t have enough men with us to successfully besiege
Buhen.”


“Then we must arrive at Buhen before the wretches do and
defeat them before they reach the safety of the fortress,” Djehuty said.


“But how?” a commander asked. “We have to sail to Buhen and
disembark a safe distance away and march around it and then array ourselves for
battle, all before the enemy gets there. And we’ll have to march the final
miles in the dark. There’s not enough time.”


“Unless we sail past Buhen in the night and land our forces
between the wretches and the fortress,” Thut said quietly.


“Are you serious, Majesty?” Seni asked, his voice rising.
“Our boats could run aground on a sandbar. Archers on Buhen’s walls could slay
us as we sailed past. We’d be defenseless.”


“Perhaps. If they expected us. But the wretches have already
underestimated the speed with which we’ve moved our army south. Otherwise
they’d already be behind their walls, waiting for us. No, if we sail past,
we’ll find the walls basically undefended.” Thut slammed his fist on the table.
“This is our best chance to win.”


I saw the slightest smile on Captain Djehuty’s face.


Seni was not convinced. “But the enemy has as many men as
us, or more, according to this scout, and we’ll have a fortress with more
wretches at our backs. Our army will be trapped between them.”


“Unless we use the strategy our ancestors employed against
the Chiefs of the Foreign Lands at Avaris,” Thut replied evenly.


“Majesty?”


“We’ll sail past Buhen, land the bulk of our army as far
south as we dare, establish a battle line. Just after dawn we’ll sail two or
three boats loaded with our best archers past the wretches’ camp and attack it
from the water. Re will be at our backs; we’ll have the advantage. Our attack
will be unexpected and will confuse them. I have no doubt they’ll flee in panic
towards the safety of Buhen. Our foot soldiers will be waiting for them outside
its walls. And once our archers have driven the wretches from their camp,
they’ll land and follow after. The wretches will be trapped between two groups
of our men.”


“Captain Djehuty?” Hatshepsut asked.


“I believe the king’s plan will work,” he said decisively.
“It’s risky, but war is always risky. Our archers are well–trained. The
wretches will not be able to match our firepower. And we’ll have surprise on
our side.”


“Then it is decided,” Hatshepsut said.


“I will lead the foot soldiers stationed on land, along with
you, Majesty,” Djehuty told Hatshepsut. “I assume you will fight with us.”


“A king’s place is with her men,” Hatshepsut answered.


“Since the naval attack was his idea, the king will command
the archers aboard the boats.”


“A boy of seventeen?” Seni asked skeptically. “Are you sure
that’s a good idea, Captain?”


“Thutmose is a trained soldier and a natural–born leader.
And your king,” Djehuty said sharply.


I suspected Seni was voicing a doubt that many in the war
council shared. I whispered a prayer that Thut would rise to the occasion.
Should he fail leading this attack, should his fleet run aground, should his
men fail to follow him into battle, his dream of empire could be jeopardized.


Djehuty scanned the circle. “I want the fleet underway in
ten minutes. Leave everything in camp behind. There’s no time to pack. We must
beat the enemy to Buhen. I want oarsmen on every boat, pulling in shifts. Sails
are not enough. Put a few small boats out in front of the fleet once it gets
dark. Put men at their bows with poles to test the depth of the river. And have
your men ready to disembark an hour before dawn, wherever we are. Select your
archers. We’ll put them on three boats when we land. That’s all.”


The war council broke up, lesser commanders disembarking and
rounding up their soldiers and hurrying them aboard their respective boats. Our
army was moving just a few minutes later, our campfires still burning on the
shore, tents and supplies abandoned. I supposed if we weren’t successful we
wouldn’t need them.


The rest of that day was tense and exciting. Hatshepsut and
Thut and Djehuty and his top commanders spent the day huddled under the canopy,
going over details of the attack. I heard snippets of the conversation as I
brought food and drink to Hatshepsut. Nefer remained in the cabin with Aachel,
out of the way, both of them frightened once I filled them in on the plan and
its dangers. While I was under the canopy I watched Thut. It was gut–wrenching,
being so near yet unable to speak with him, uncertain about his feelings, his
love. He didn’t glance in my direction even once. But, then, he had more
important things on his mind than me. I feared what might happen to him in the
coming battle. I knew he’d never actually fought before. I assumed he must be
at least a little afraid, though he gave no sign. I saw Hatshepsut gaze
appraisingly at Thut a few times. I was willing to wager she hoped he’d be
killed in the fight. That would give her sole control of the throne and make
Nefer the Falcon in the Nest and simplify everything for her. I wondered what
would happen if Thut survived and Hatshepsut was killed. How would Thut deal
with Nefer, and me, afterwards?


Nefer and Aachel joined Hatshepsut and Senenmut and Seni and
a few others for the evening meal. Thut and his advisors were gathered
elsewhere. “Majesty, is it true you’ve gone to war in Nubia before?” I asked
her as I placed a platter before her.


Hatshepsut smiled. “Along with my father and mother and
brother and priests and scribes and officials. We were on campaign for seven
months. I was just a girl.”


“Tell us about it,” Nefer urged.


“The King of Kerma, the capital of Kush, just beyond the
Third Cataract, rebelled in Father’s second regnal year. He began sending
raiding parties into Kemet. Kerma is the oldest and largest city in Africa
beyond our borders – there are large royal tombs nearby, filled with luxury
goods pillaged from Kemet in the unsettled times between Mentuhotep’s house and
ours. There are some twenty thousand graves around the city, many holding
retainers sacrificed to accompany Kerma’s rulers to the Afterlife.”


“That’s awful,” I said.


“Our first kings did the same, at Abdju,” Senenmut
interjected.


“Anyway, Father destroyed Kerma and erected five stelae near
the Third Cataract recounting its destruction. Then he continued south to
Kurgus, between cataracts four and five, in a great bend of the river. There
was a large rock face of quartz there, embellished with drawings and of great
spiritual importance to the Nubians. Father carved a stela on the rock,
obliterating the carvings, marking the site as the new southern boundary of
Kemet and the end of the ordered cosmos ordained by Amun–Re, threatening dire
consequences for any Nubian who violated the monument. He brought the captured
Kushite king back to Waset, dangling head down from the bow of our boat. To
govern Kush, he divided it into three parts and placed two of them under the
rule of sons of slain rulers.”


“After your father took the throne, Nefer,” Senenmut added,
“those two joined together with a ruler who had rebuilt Kerma, and they
attacked the fortresses left behind by your grandfather. Your father sent a
punitive expedition south and killed all the males among the enemy, except the
son of one Kushite chief. He was brought to Kemet to be reeducated and was
eventually returned to rule his town. We’ve had peace from that day until now.”


“Majesty, are you really going to fight tomorrow?” I asked
Hatshepsut.


“A king must lead by example. I’ll be with the soldiers in
the morning. But be assured, the wretches will not stand before us.”


None of us slept that night. I spent most of it by the bow,
peering into the darkness. It was nerve–wracking, being enveloped in inky darkness,
afraid that at any moment we might run aground. Plus, everyone knew that the ghosts
of the unsettled dead roamed the river at night; who knew what they might do to
us. There was just a sliver of moon, making it impossible to see, yet also
making it impossible for the enemy to see us. Near morning we slipped past
Buhen, its high walls a dark indistinct shape in the darkness. We all held our
breath and remained completely silent, our oars shipped so as not to make noise
in the water. Not long after passing the fortress we landed, for the sky was
beginning to lighten in the east. We’d beaten the wretches to Buhen, but just
barely. Even I could see we were too close to the fortress. If we were
discovered before our archers attacked the enemy camp, and were ourselves
attacked and driven back by the wretches, we’d be within the range of archers on
the wall. Now I understood how big a gamble Thut was taking.


Nefer and Aachel and I were ordered to remain in the cabin
of the royal boat, anchored on the far side of the river along with the bulk of
the fleet. Most of the royal officials were on the boat as well. If our attack
failed our boat was supposed to sail back to Waset, in which case, it occurred
to me, if neither Hatshepsut nor Thut survived, that Nefer would become king. I
told Nefer I needed to see to something and exited the cabin. I picked up a
small leather bag I’d prepared earlier, snuck down the gangplank, made my way
through the darkness to the boats being loaded with hand–picked archers. I
headed towards Thut’s. It was easy to spot, for it was the fastest in all the
fleet. I slipped to the foot of the gangplank, took a deep breath, threw back
my shoulders and tried to blend in with the line of archers who were embarking.


I had one foot on the gangplank when a commander seized my
arm and bent his face close to mine. “You’re a girl!” Then… “Where are you
going?”


“Bandages and ointments,” I said with all the assurance I
could muster, indicating my bag. “Just in case.”


“Hmph.”


He released me and I climbed onto the boat and quickly hid
myself away in the shadows near the stern of the boat, as far from Thut as I
could get. Along the way I spotted a loose bow and quiver of arrows and
appropriated them. Then I settled down to wait. I wasn’t sure what I was going
to do next. I hadn’t really thought it through. I just knew I had to see Thut
somehow, to talk to him, and this was the only way to get to him without Iset
around.


In just a few moments the last of the archers was on board.
Sailors poled us into the current and sails majestically rose on our three
boats and we began to quickly move south.


I rose from my hiding place and, leaving my medical supplies
behind, wound my way across the crowded deck to Thut’s side near the bow of the
boat. He was in the midst of his Medjay bodyguards, bow in hand, quiver on his
back, dagger in a belt at his waist. He was wearing the Kepresh crown with its
blue faience disks, and a leather corselet and a white kilt. Several of the
Medjay had shields fastened to their forearms, no doubt to protect Thut from
enemy arrows.


Ahmose was the first to spot me. “Mery! What are you…”


“Didn’t want to miss the excitement,” I said flippantly.


Thut peered at me in the growing light, open–mouthed.


I bowed. “Majesty. I’m here to save you in case you fall
from this boat into the water. As you commanded the day we visited Mentuhotep’s
temple.”


Thut stared at me for a long moment, then began to laugh. “I
should throw you overboard right now to keep you out of danger, Mery,” he said
half–seriously. But I saw in his eyes that he was happy to see me. He didn’t
hate me after all. My heart was suddenly lighter.


“But you won’t,” I said cheerfully. “Because this is what
you like about me – my daring.”


“This is war, not a shooting contest in a per’aa,” came a
stern voice from behind me.


I turned. “Amenemhab, is it?” I recognized him as the
instigator of the contest at Swenet. So Thut had taken him to Mennefer as he’d
promised.


“Yes. And this is no place for a girl. Majesty, give the
order and I’ll throw her overboard.”


Serving with Thut hadn’t made Amenemhab any less
obnoxious. “How many battles have you fought in, Amenemhab?” I asked
innocently.


He glanced at Thut. “None, My Lady.”


“Then this will be the first for both of us.”


Thut looked at Ahmose and Amenemhab, then shrugged his
shoulders. “Stay close beside me, then, Mery. And try to stay out of trouble.”


“As Your Majesty commands. I will try.”


Thut turned his attention back to the river. His was the
first boat in the fleet and two more trailed it, each lined with archers. Re
was rising now, and each of us cast long shadows towards the western shore. We
rounded a small curve in the river and saw the enemy camp, a few cookfires
already burning, men beginning to stir. They saw us about the time we saw them.
I heard shouts and trumpets and men began scurrying from tents like ants from
an anthill.


“Hold!” Thut cried, as we neared the camp. A few bowmen on
shore took aim at us, their arrows falling short and plunking into the water.
One or two thunked into the side of our boat.


“Ready!”


All of us put arrow to bowstring and drew back.


“Now!” Thut screamed as we drew even with the camp, and a
volley of arrows took flight, like a flock of birds rising all at once, soaring
across the sky, mine among them. Then they plunged to earth and I heard screams
and saw dozens of men crumple to the ground. I heard rather than saw our sails
flutter down. Our boat immediately slowed. We launched more volleys. I shot as
fast as I could, trying to keep pace with Thut and Ahmose and Amenemhab. Their
bowstrings sang with power, unlike mine. I couldn’t tell if I actually hit anyone.
I saw the wretches begin to flee north from their camp, towards what they
expected was safety, but was actually the rest of our men, waiting in ambush,
commanded by Djehuty and Hatshepsut. Thut’s plan was working. Now all we had to
do was outfight the enemy. A few enemy archers were still shooting as our boats
nosed towards shore and prepared to land, a token resistance, but most of their
arrows were far off the mark. Then I felt a sting and heard an arrow plunk into
the deck behind me and looked down and saw a line of bright red blood appear on
my left arm just below my shoulder. Then I felt the pain and dropped my bow and
grabbed at my arm. About that time our boat touched the bank. Sailors jumped
overboard to secure it and let down the gangplank.


“You’re hit, Mery!” It was Thut. There was fire in his eyes
and concern in his voice.


“A graze. I’ll be fine.”


“Stay on board, Mery,” Thut ordered. “I mean it. I can’t
worry about you being in the fight and lead my men too.”


By that I knew he cared. I realized he did need to
concentrate on the battle, not be distracted by me and concerns for my safety.
“I will, Thut. I promise.” I touched his cheek. “Come back to me.”


“I will, Mery.”


And then he was over the side, trailing Ahmose and
Amenemhab, followed by his Medjay. After briefly organizing his men he was off
at a run, dagger raised in his right hand, bow carried in his left, pursuing
the wretches in the direction of Buhen. I watched as archers from all three
boats swarmed onto land, loosening arrow after arrow after the fleeing enemy
and sweeping them before them. Then I heard trumpets and screams and shouts and
knew the wretches had run into Djehuty’s line. I went to my bag of medical
supplies I’d hidden earlier, washed the blood from my wound – the graze was
much deeper than I’d originally thought – made a poultice, smeared it with
honey, then awkwardly wrapped my arm with a length of linen. A bit of blood
began to seep through, but the bandage was good enough for now. Re was well up
now. I climbed to the roof of the cabin and from it could see a great cloud of
dust kicked up by indistinct shapes fighting furiously, flashing daggers,
shields, the towering walls of Buhen, townspeople and soldiers peering from the
battlements. But all the enemy on those walls could do was watch, for our men
were out of range of their arrows. In less than two hours the battle was over,
the wretches throwing down their arms and surrendering. I saw Thut and Captain
Djehuty meet in the middle of the battlefield and embrace, and then I saw
Hatshepsut with them. Everyone important to me had survived. For that I was
grateful and whispered a prayer of thanksgiving to the gods.


I got down from the cabin and grabbed the medical bag and
several empty waterskins, went down the gangplank, filled the skins with river
water, slung them over my shoulders, then made my way to the battlefield.


There were very many enemy dead in a broad swath leading
from their camp towards Buhen. I saw the few survivors on the plain being
herded in small groups by Thut’s soldiers, saw other soldiers cutting hands and
penises off the dead and tossing them into reed baskets. Women and children and
old men were being prodded through Buhen’s gate onto the plain outside. Those in
the fortress had apparently surrendered without a fight.


I turned my attention to the wounded. The glorious tales of
war I’d been raised on were nothing like the gore and horror that met my eyes.
Many of the enemy were grievously hurt, with arrows embedded in their torsos
and legs and heads, their bodies deeply cut and stabbed by daggers or pierced
by spears. Most of the living were begging for water and crying for mercy. Most
of the dead were already starting to bloat and turn black beneath the baking
sun. At first the sights and smells turned my stomach, but strangely, they
ceased bothering me overly much in short order. I ignored the wounded and dying
wretches; they had rebelled against my king and deserved their fates. I sought
out our soldiers, treating all I could until my supplies ran out, providing
comfort to the rest, giving water to the thirsty, returning to the river over
and over to refill my waterskins.


Thut came looking for me late in the afternoon. He led me to
a secluded spot along the river. I sank wearily to the bank beside him in the
shade of a small grove of trees. I was exhausted, drenched with sweat from the
hours I’d spent in the harsh sunlight, my stomach rumbling with hunger, my
skirt torn and muddy and saturated with the blood of the men I’d helped, my
left arm stiff and throbbing and crusted over with my own blood from shoulder
to elbow. Thut carefully embraced me, pushed the tangled hair plastered to my
brow aside, gently kissed my lips. I hugged him back, everything forgotten but
his nearness.


“A great victory, My Love,” I said enthusiastically. “Your
men followed you without question, just like you hoped. And you were
responsible for the strategy.”


“The wretches stood no chance against us,” Thut said humbly.


“As you wouldn’t have if they’d reached Buhen first.”


“True,” he said, and smiled. “How does your arm feel, Mery?”


“Sore, but it’ll be fine,” I said. I moved my arm and winced
involuntarily. “I guess I’m officially one of your soldiers now.”


“For the last time, Mery,” Thut said. “I don’t ever want you
to risk your life like that again. What if the arrow had been a little to the
left?”


“But it wasn’t.”


He sighed. “You’re right, you know.”


“About?”


“Your daring. Its what draws me to you.”


“So you’re still drawn to me? Even after what’s happened?”


“With Hatshepsut? I love you, Mery. Nothing will ever change
that.” Thut kissed me again, longer this time. “I don’t blame you, or Nefer,
for what her mother has done. Though others say Nefer had a part in it.”


“Nefer was the only one who stood up for you when it
happened,” I said earnestly. “But Nefer couldn’t stop it. I was in the audience
hall. I promise I’m telling the truth.”


“I don’t doubt you, Mery,” Thut said.


“You’ve ignored Nefer ever since you returned to Waset,” I
pointed out.


“My mother’s doing. It’s not worth fighting her over. Though
I am glad you snuck on board my boat so we at least could be together for
awhile.”


“What about Nefer?” I asked. “She still wants to be your
wife, Thut.”


“Tell her that the door hasn’t closed yet, as far as I’m
concerned,” Thut said. “Believe me, Mery, I want to marry her, and have a son
with her, so you and I can get married the way we planned.”


“I’m so glad!” I exclaimed, and then I kissed him. “But you
should know, the last time Nefer suggested becoming your Great Wife, Hatshepsut
said she’d never allow Nefer to marry you. It’s going to be complicated,
getting around both your mothers.”


That evening, after bathing in the river and changing into a
clean skirt and having my arm attended by an actual physician, I recounted my
exploits to Nefer and Aachel as we ate dinner. Both were horrified and amazed
and made me promise I’d never do anything like that again. Both had been out of
their minds with worry when I didn’t return to the cabin before the battle.
When I was sure no one was paying attention to us I gave Nefer Thut’s message,
and she hugged me gratefully.


After dinner, Thut and Hatshepsut took their places side by
side on thrones in the camp they had established just outside the walls of Buhen,
each dressed in the regalia of a king, to accept the official surrender of the
fortress. Boxes and baskets of booty were presented to them, sullen prisoners
were led past, hostages selected from among the children of Buhen’s leaders to
accompany us back to Waset. Some of the enemy were marked for return to Waset
and execution at Amun’s temple to thank him for our victory. The bravest of our
soldiers were introduced to the two kings one at a time by Captain Djehuty, and
the two kings awarded them gold and slaves from among the Nubians, and grants of
land. Thut promised Djehuty that flies of valor would be awarded him upon the
return to Waset.


At the end of the evening, Hatshepsut announced she had
assigned Senenmut the task of building a temple to Hathor here at Buhen to
commemorate her victory. To mark the occasion she gave Senenmut a red carnelian
amulet carved as the face of Hathor, inscribed on its back: “Maatkare,
beloved of Iunyt; the hereditary prince and Great Steward of Amun, Senenmut.”
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Nefer and I waited just outside a pavilion lit with flaming
torches and oil lamps at the edge of cultivation a half mile west of the river.
In less than half an hour the new moon would rise, and the week–long foundation
deposit ceremony for Hatshepsut’s memorial temple would begin. Farther west, Re
was just about to disappear behind the hills that guarded the Great Place.
Shadows had already filled the flat land in the bay of those hills and crept
all the way to the pavilion. Towards the southern end of the bay I could see
Mentuhotep’s memorial temple backed up to the nearly vertical rugged cliffs,
the garden lush before it. Seeing it awakened memories of Thut and me, what
we’d said there, what we’d done since. I fingered the amulet of Hathor around
my neck, the one I wore every day, a constant reminder of the love he had for
me.


I had seen Thut once since the expedition to Buhen a year
ago. The long white scar on my arm served as a daily reminder of that glorious
event. He’d come to Waset for the Opet, another uncomfortable encounter. He and
Hatshepsut had entered Ipet–resyt together, been renewed by the gods and
recrowned. Iset had kept Thut away from Nefer and me the whole time; we’d seen
him only from afar. I was certain he still wanted to marry Nefer, so that he
could have me. But it was clear that Iset and Hatshepsut were becoming even
greater obstacles to that ever happening. As for me, I loved Thut more than
ever. I dreamed of him at night. More than once I crossed the river and climbed
to Mentuhotep’s temple and dangled my feet over the terrace and thought about
our encounter there and our time along the river at Abu and wished I could have
him for myself. 


This evening Nefer was wearing the vulture crown with two
tall white plumes that signified her role as King’s Great Wife, though her main
role continued to be God’s Wife of Amun. Our daily routine at Ipet–Isut rarely
varied. I awakened her an hour before dawn in our shared quarters. Aachel and I
bathed her, anointed her, dressed her. Then she met Hori outside her door, he
accompanied by the Amun priests who had themselves just bathed in a small
sacred pool. They escorted her to Amun’s sanctuary, where Hapuseneb waited.
Together, the high priest and Nefer broke the seal on the door, proceeded
inside, woke the god, dressed him, made offerings. Afterwards, Nefer joined
Aachel and me where we waited in the garden along the processional way, then
ate breakfast, sometimes with Hori in our quarters, sometimes in the per’aa
with Hatshepsut on the days we attended audiences, always when a foreign
ambassador or dignitary would be present. On a normal morning, after breakfast,
Nefer received the administrators of her estates in her own small audience hall,
heard their reports, issued orders. She consulted Senenmut only for anything
out of the ordinary. Nefer had, with her customary zeal, worked hard in the
first months after her ascension to learn everything she could about Amun’s
estates. She now knew how to weave flax into linen, bake bread, glean the
fields at harvest time, repair dikes, build huts, press grapes with her feet in
vats after the harvest, even smelt copper, though that particular activity had
tested the limits of her strength. And as she tried her hand at all these, so
too had I. But she had also spent considerable time with the overseers,
learning their jobs, understanding how every element of the estate fit with the
rest. She had grasped those concepts quickly. It turned out that Nefer had a
knack for management and soon required little of Senenmut’s oversight. Already
the estates were producing more than ever before. Hatshepsut often told Nefer
at breakfast how proud she was of her, and I was proud too, of both of them. I
was still appalled at how Hatshepsut had come to the throne, and her
expectation that Nefer would succeed her. But that the two of them, women,
could manage Amun’s estates and the entire Two Lands and do it so well was
little short of amazing to me.


Nefer spent some of her new wealth on fine clothes and
jewels for herself and Aachel and me. She commissioned craftsmen from the Place
of Truth to brightly decorate the walls of her quarters in the temple complex, then
filled them with costly furniture. Along with her religious duties, she spent
several hours each day studying with Senimen. She also took part in ceremonies
as King’s Great Wife when called upon by Hatshepsut. Each sunset she helped
Hapuseneb put the god to bed, then dined with Aachel and me. Of course, during
the numerous religious festivals, her schedule was altered significantly, with
more time spent in the temples and at banquets.


Occasionally we three women sailed the river for a few hours
in a small boat Nefer had commissioned. She regularly traveled about the
estates inspecting crops and dikes and irrigation ditches in a chariot pulled
by fast horses, one she had given to me. I loved to race it on the flat land at
the edge of the desert; it was absolutely exhilarating and I did so at every
opportunity. Nefer was never inclined to learn to drive herself, but she never
shied from riding with me. She was a magnificent sight as we pounded across the
desert, dust rolling from our wheels and the horses’ hooves, her long hair
streaming behind her, her white dress plastered against her body, her wild
cries joining mine. Several nights each week Nefer and Aachel and I lay at
Hori’s side on the roof atop our quarters, gazing up at the sky as he taught us
about the heavens. The four of us even made one trip to Nabta Playa in the
southern desert at Hori’s behest to examine three ancient lines of stones and a
circular calendar, the megaliths and smaller rocks that comprised them once
upright but now fallen and partially drifted over with sand. Hori claimed they marked
the summer solstice and pointed to some of the brightest stars in the night sky
about the time the annual inundation of the river began. He said that, based on
extremely old tales, he thought the stones had been set in place thousands of
years before the first king united the Two Lands. As for Aachel and Hori, their
romance was moving slowly but inexorably towards marriage, though each so far
refused to acknowledge it. All in all, it was an idyllic life for Nefer and
Aachel and me. Except, of course, for the sword that dangled over all our
heads, the uncertainty of what Thut would eventually do about Hatshepsut, now
that he was finally old enough to rule by himself. Hatshepsut’s spies in his
court at Mennefer had recently reported that Iset and certain of his advisors
were pressing Thut hard to take his army to Waset and depose Hatshepsut by
force. I for one was certain he wouldn’t bring chaos to the land by so doing.


“Join us,” Senenmut called, and Nefer and I entered the
pavilion. Nefer was dressed in an opaque white dress, adorned with much gold
and many jewels as befit this important occasion. Hatshepsut and Senenmut were
seated so close together that their arms were touching beside a table that held
a scale model in limestone of her proposed temple of millions of years. Across
from them stood Senenu, the future temple’s high priest of Amun and Hathor,
Chief Treasurer Djehuty, Vizier Aametshu, Opener of the Gate of Heaven
Hapuseneb, second prophets of Amun Puyemre and Mahu, and Hori. He was present
because of his astronomical skills; on this, the first of the fifteen–night
long foundation ceremony, he would take sightings of specific stars to properly
align the temple to the heavens.


“Majesty, your memorial temple will be called ‘Djeser
Djeseru’ – ‘Holy of Holies,’” Senenmut announced.


The plans had been drawn up under his direction and he would
oversee construction, though he had not personally designed the temple. It
appeared, at first glance, to be based on that of Mentuhotep, though it was far
grander in scale.


“I’ve selected the bay in the hills as its site for three
reasons,” he told Hatshepsut. “First, the bay is holy to Hathor as Goddess of
the West, and your temple will be built on the site of an existing ancient
shrine dedicated to her. That was why Mentuhotep selected the bay as well,
according to the old records. Second, Majesty, you have often spoken of the
obvious parallels between Mentuhotep, who reunified the Two Lands after a
period of chaos, and your own family, which did the same after expelling the
Chiefs of the Foreign Lands. And third, if the rock is good in the Great Place,
we may be able to dig your new tomb in such a manner that your burial chamber
will lie beneath your temple. But, of course, the rock is uncertain, and that
may not be possible.”


“We’ll abandon my original tomb?” Hatshepsut asked.


“The one you began digging when you were Aakheperenre’s wife
in the wadi west of the Great Place? Yes.”


“And my sarcophagus? Will it be moved to my new tomb?”


“No. We’ll construct a new one. The crystalline sandstone is
beautiful, but your existing tomb is more than two hundred feet above the
valley floor and accessible only by rope. Getting the sarcophagus inside the
first time was incredibly difficult; it will be easier to start again than try
to move it.”


Hatshepsut nodded.


“At any rate, your temple will be directly aligned with Ipet–Isut.”


I looked east, across the emerald green fields that edged
the west bank of the river. The triangular sails of a few boats were white in
the fading light on the silver water. Beyond, the pylons and mud–brick and
stone structures of Ipet–Isut glowed redly in the last of the day’s sunlight.
Re still reflected brightly from the top half of the two gold–covered obelisks
that Hatshepsut had placed there after we brought them from the cataract.
Banners fluttered in the breeze atop flagpoles before Ipet–Isut’s outermost
walls.


“Djeser Djeseru will be much larger than Mentuhotep’s
temple. It will hold mortuary temples for you and your father, twin chapels for
Hathor and Anubis, smaller shrines for your ancestors, and a roofless solar
temple for Re–Harakhty. The main shrine will be for Amun, of course. Your
temple will be the focus of the Beautiful Feast of the Valley, once it is
completed.”


I leaned close to the model. Though similar to Mentuhotep’s
it was quite a bit larger, with two long ramps and three terraces and numerous
colonnades and shrines and countless statues, compared to Mentuhotep’s single
ramp and single terrace and single temple.


“While most temples in Kemet have been built of mud–brick,
Djeser Djeseru will be constructed of limestone,” Senenmut said. “I’ll also
build a valley temple along the river, similar to those at Giza. A causeway,
one hundred feet wide, will lead from the valley temple to an enormous
forecourt east of Djeser Djeseru. There will be several barque shrines along
the causeway, and lining both sides will be sphinxes with the bodies of lions
and Your Majesty’s countenance.”


“Like those I’ve planned for the processional way to Ipet–resyt?”
Hatshepsut asked.


“Yes. I’ll plant vast gardens and shade trees around a T–shaped
papyrus–filled pool in the forecourt, which will be surrounded by a limestone
enclosure wall. From the valley temple and riverbank the eye will travel ever
upwards, across the desert towards the temple, up the ramps to the highest
terrace, and then to the crest of the hills themselves.”


“What will happen to the existing structures that stand in
the way?” Nefer asked, pointing towards the base of the cliff.


“Djeser Djeseru will unavoidably cover the tomb of
Mentuhotep’s Great Wife Neferu, which is even older than Mentuhotep’s temple,”
Senenmut said. “But I will cut a corridor so that worshipers can visit the
tomb’s chapel. Its reliefs are much too beautiful to destroy.”


“Even though past visitors have defaced the chapel with
graffiti?” Senenu asked.


Senenmut nodded. “Immediately west of the forecourt, at
ground level, will be the first and lowest set of colonnades. Behind the
colonnades will be long flat walls, one of the primary features of Djeser
Djeseru. We will use those walls to illustrate Maatkare’s life and reign, to
tell her story for future generations.” He pointed at the model, to the section
south of the ramp that led to the second terrace. “For example, this wall will
show Maatkare refurbishing the temple of Amun at Ipet–Isut – in particular, the
transport of the obelisks from the cataract on the barge, the musicians playing
trumpets and drums as they arrived at Waset, Maatkare running the ritual race
to delimit the location of the monoliths.” He looked at Nefer. “You’ll be shown
among the figures, sacrificing to the gods, as well as Hori.” He turned back to
the model. “On the walls north of the ramp will be scenes portraying Your
Majesty as a sphinx trampling Kemet’s enemies, and dressed as a king fowling
and fishing in the marshes, and offering statues and cattle to Amun–Re.”


“Will every wall be inscribed during construction?” I asked.


Senenmut shook his head no. “Some will be left blank, to
record Her Majesty’s future achievements.” He pointed to the model again.
“Visitors will ascend a second ramp to get to the second terrace. They’ll be
greeted there by pairs of colossal red granite sphinxes, each with Maatkare’s
face, inscribed ‘The King of Upper and Lower Kemet Maatkare, Beloved of
Amun, who is in the midst of Djeser Djeseru, and given life forever.’ On
the walls of the north colonnade will be perhaps the most important scenes of
all – the story of Maatkare’s divine birth and coronation.”


Senenmut lay several sheets of papyrus flat on the table and
moved one of the oil lamps closer. We all bent over them, intrigued. Senenmut
addressed Hatshepsut. “The scenes in this section show your conception,
Majesty.” He pointed to them, one after another. “Amun calls together twelve
divinities in heaven, including Isis, Osiris, Nephthys, Horus, Set, and Hathor.
He announces he’s going to father a woman to rule Kemet.”


“I will join for her the Two Lands. I will give her all
lands and all countries,” Nefer read from the papyrus.


Senenmut nodded. “Next, Thoth proclaims the name of the woman
he will impregnate, Ahmes, Great Wife of the first Thutmose, for ‘she is
more beautiful than any woman.’ Then Ahmes, sleeping in her boudoir, is
visited by Amun, whom she believes to be her husband. They sit face to face on
her bed. Amun tells Ahmes she is to bear a daughter whom she will name Khnemet–Amun
Hatshepsut, destined to be the future ruler of Kemet. Amun passes Ahmes the
ankh, the sign of life.”


Nefer leaned close and read the next inscription. “She
smiled at his majesty. He went to her immediately, his penis erect before her.
He gave his heart to her. She was filled with joy at the sight of his beauty.
His love passed into her limbs. The per’aa was flooded with the god’s
fragrance, and all his perfumes were from Punt.” Nefer straightened. “Where’s
Punt?”


“Somewhere across the eastern desert, then well south along
the Red Sea,” Vizier Aametshu replied. “Its a fabled land containing fabulous
treasures, particularly the main components of incense – frankincense and
myrrh. Once Kemet traded there regularly, but no king has sent an expedition
for years beyond memory.”


Senenmut continued. “Next, the royal baby is seen in heaven,
with ram–headed Khnum fashioning her identical soul, or ka, on his potter’s
wheel.” He addressed Hatshepsut again. “Since the royal ka is the
personification of the office of kingship, its presence is incontrovertible
proof of Your Majesty’s predestined right to rule.”


“That’s why, at the climax of Mother’s coronation ceremony,
she became united with the ka that had been shared by all the kings of Kemet,
and lost her human identity to become one of a long line of office holders,”
Nefer interjected. “And why Mother has emphasized the existence of her royal ka
by including it in her throne name – Maatkare.”


Senenmut smiled proudly. “You’ve learned your lessons well.”
He bent back to the papyrus. “Here, in this scene, as Amun watches, Khnum
speaks.”


“I will shape for you your daughter. I will endow her
with life, health, strength and all gifts. I will make her appearance above the
gods, because of her dignity as King of Upper and Lower Kemet,”
Nefer read.


Senenmut pointed once more. “Then the frog–headed midwife
Heket offers life to the two inert forms. Returning to Kemet, Thoth tells Ahmes
of the glories that await her unborn child. Nine months later Ahmes, wearing
the vulture headdress of a king’s wife, is led to the birth bower by Thoth and
Heket. Next we see Ahmes sitting on a throne and holding the newborn
Hatshepsut. Gods surround them, while the goddess of childbirth Meskhenet sits
in front of the throne. She is to be the royal nurse and reassures the royal
infant ‘I am protecting you like Re.’ Finally Hathor, the royal wet–nurse,
presents Your Majesty to Amun. He is overjoyed, kisses you, and says ‘Come
to me in peace, daughter of my loins, beloved Maatkare, you are the king who
takes possession of the diadem on the Throne of Horus of the Living, eternally.’
He then presents Your Majesty to the assembled gods. Then the story moves from
heaven to earth. Your Majesty travels north to visit the ancient shrines of the
principal gods of Kemet, accompanied by your father, Thutmose, who presents you
to the court and formally nominates you as co–regent and intended successor.”


“Come, blessed one,” Nefer read. “I will take you
in my arms that you may see your directions carried out in the per’aa; your
precious images were made, you have received the investiture of the double
crown, you are blessed. When you rise in the per’aa your brow is adorned with
the double crown united on your head, for you are my heir, to whom I have given
birth. This is my daughter Khnemet–Amun Hatshepsut, living, I put her in my
place.”


“And what is this at the north end of the middle terrace?”
Hatshepsut asked.


“The Shrine of Anubis, with a small hypostyle hall before
two vaulted chambers. Its walls will contain scenes of Your Majesty making
offerings to Anubis and other gods.”


“And on the walls of the south colonnade?”


“Blank for now, Majesty, saved for scenes of military
campaigns or expeditions or whatever else of great importance happens during
your reign.” Senenmut pointed to the model again. “At the southernmost end of
the middle terrace will be a chapel dedicated to Hathor. It will be situated as
close to the Hathor chapel in the temple of Mentuhotep as possible. It will be
fronted by a court with decorated walls, and filled with columns topped with
large faces of Hathor. Inside the chapel Your Majesty will be shown with
Hathor’s offspring Ihy, suckling from her. On the west wall, and on either side
of the door, will be reliefs of Hathor in the guise of a cow being hand–fed by
your stepson.”


So Thut was to be represented in Hatshepsut’s temple, though
in a minor way. I was glad of it. I wondered if he would build a temple as fine
as this for himself some day. Or, rather, when. I recalled his plans to build
extensively throughout the Two Lands. Though Hatshepsut’s kingship was
certainly going to delay those plans, if not prevent them, from coming to
fruition.


Senenmut’s finger rested on the model. “The second ramp
leads to the upper and most important terrace. When Amun is carried here on
festival days, he will pass from bright sunlight into cool shade between
imposing pairs of kneeling colossal statues that will line the path to the
sanctuary. On this uppermost level there will be a hypostyle hall fronted by a
portico. Each of the portico’s twenty–four square pillars will be faced with a
twice life–sized painted limestone statue of Your Majesty in the guise of
Osiris, staring over the river directly east to Ipet–Isut. A central granite
doorway will lead through the portico into a pillared court with decorated
walls illustrating the Opet festival and the Beautiful Feast of the Valley.”


“And to the north of the terrace?”


“An open–air altar to the sun god Re–Harakhty, and smaller
chapels to Amun and Anubis. There will be a raised altar of fine white
limestone. There will be a small chapel for your family, with your father
Thutmose and mother Ahmes and your grandmother Seniseneb on the walls.”


“And my mortuary chapel?” Hatshepsut asked.


“On the south side of the upper terrace. It will be a
rectangular vaulted chamber with an enormous false door stela of red granite.
The walls will be etched with images; Your Majesty will ride in the boat of the
sun god, and the inscribed hymns of the hours of the day and night will
guarantee a cycle of eternity for you. Your statue will stand before the
chapel. Next door will be a much smaller cult chapel for your husband.”


“I suppose this is the sanctuary,” I said, pointing.


“Two dark interconnected rooms, designed to hold the barque
of Amun and the statue of the god himself. Its walls will be carved with images
of Amun’s barque arriving at the temple to celebrate the Beautiful Feast. Your
Majesty, Neferure, the first Thutmose, Ahmes, and Neferubity – Your Majesty’s
dead sister – will all appear on the walls making offerings before the barque.
The sanctuary will effect a union between your family and Amun–Re. Elsewhere,
in niches, Your Majesty, Ahmes, and the second Thutmose will receive offerings
from priests.”


Hatshepsut placed her hand atop Senenmut’s. “It is a
remarkable plan. My faith in you has been well placed.”


Senenmut smiled and bowed his head.


I noted that Hatshepsut continued to let her hand rest on
his.


By now a multitude of priests and officials had arrived from
the east bank for the foundation ceremony and were gathered in the vicinity of
the pavilion. I saw a few craning their necks, trying to get a glimpse of the
model. I continued to study it as we waited for the ceremony to start. Not
until Re fully set and stars began winking into the sky did Hatshepsut and the
rest of us emerge from the pavilion. Everyone fell to their knees. She told
them to rise, then all formed a procession behind her, some priests bearing
torches to light the way, others burning incense, chantresses shaking sistrums
and beating drums. Hatshepsut and Senenmut led us on a long walk to the
southeastern corner of what would someday be the bottommost terrace. A pole lay
flat on the ground there. In the first of the ten foundation rituals, Hori made
a sighting of the stars, assisted by Nefer – she was by now quite practiced in
the task – then indicated the exact spot on the ground for that corner of the
temple. A priest stepped forward and began to dig a large round hole. A
priestess dressed as the goddess Seshat recited spells, while Hapuseneb and
Puyemre and Mahu passed censors of incense back and forth.


Once the hole was fully excavated, Puyemre embedded the long
pole in its center. Workmen rushed to line its sides with mud bricks that
Hatshepsut herself had made some days earlier in a separate ritual. Then
priests carried forward the foundation deposits – amulets, food, perfume,
miniature models of tools, pottery vessels, baskets, scarabs engraved with all
five of Hatshepsut’s names. The deposits were intended to preserve her name for
eternity and bring good luck. In turn, the priests handed the items to
Hatshepsut, who dropped them into the hole. Then dirt was shoveled in until the
ground was level once more, the erect pole marking the first corner. Senenmut
then led us directly west to the base of the cliff, where the southwest corner
of the temple would be. Again the ceremony was repeated, as it was at the
remaining two corners.


Then came the pedj shes ceremony, the stretching of
the cord, to delineate the outline of the temple. Hatshepsut tied the end of a
long coiled rope around the nearest pole, then walked directly to the pole
opposite, a priest steadily uncoiling the rope behind her as she proceeded, more
lighting her way with torches. Once there, after her long walk, she looped the
rope around the second pole, then headed to the next, and the next, then back
to the first. When she finished, the large rectangular footprint of Djeser
Djeseru was clearly delineated. The night’s ceremonies had taken many hours and
the moon, low in the east when we started, was now low in the west. I was
exhausted by the time I recrossed the river and fell into my bed a little
before dawn.


We returned to the site early in the morning two days later.
In the interim, hundreds of workers had dug four foundation trenches directly
below the cords that Hatshepsut had stretched earlier, each deep enough to
reach groundwater. Once again we walked in procession alongside the trenches,
accompanied by priests and chantresses and officials. Hatshepsut shoveled
ritually pure sand into the trenches to establish their purity and form a
boundary between the water and the mud bricks that masons laid atop the sand as
they followed behind her. At certain spots Hatshepsut placed miniature tools,
offerings, even heads of geese and bulls, in the trenches. A servant shaded her
from the sun throughout the process; the rest of us were not so lucky.


The day’s ceremony complete, the site was ready for construction.
Senenmut told us work would begin without delay. There were already, in fact,
small mountains of limestone blocks piled on the bank of the river near the
quay that had been built specifically for the temple construction, and a line
of boats was waiting to be unloaded, either tied to the quay or anchored in the
river. Gangs of men were preparing to level the rectangle of ground within the
cord, and others were attaching ropes to blocks of stone to drag them from the
shore to a staging area closer to the work site. “There will be more ceremonies
years from now when the temple is completed,” Senenmut said. “The temple will
be purified with natron and whitewashed. Priests will perform the Opening of
the Mouth ceremony in each room. Statues of the temple’s gods will be placed in
their sanctuaries. Finally, there will be a banquet for the priests and
craftsmen who erected the temple.”
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“Now truly begins our expedition to the Land of Punt,”
Chancellor Neshi informed Nefer and Aachel and me.


I was extraordinarily excited, about to embark on the
adventure of a lifetime. A little over a month ago the three of us had sailed north
on the river from Waset to Koptos, accompanied by a host of soldiers and
porters and sailors who were apportioned among five specially–designed sea–going
boats. There we’d disembarked and disassembled the boats – sailors had broken
each into hundreds of components, each marked with a symbol that indicated the
quadrant it belonged to, to aid in the boats’ reassembly. We’d loaded the components
and our trade goods and supplies and ourselves onto donkeys, then traveled
overland on the ancient caravan route through Wadi Hammamat to the Red Sea port
 of Quseir. The journey across the desert had been tedious and hot and dusty
and uncomfortable, the trail passing through sand and rock and scant
vegetation, our progress measured against low hills in the far distance. We
were always thirsty, stinking, baked by blisteringly–hot sun.


It had taken our sailors several weeks after our arrival at
Quseir to reassemble the boats. The five crews had raced against each other,
each trying to finish first, working from first light until late at night, the
construction area lit by torchlight, the men chanting and singing as they went
about a carefully orchestrated dance. The process had been complex and
fascinating and we women had watched with interest.


The sailors first laid every piece of wood the donkeys had
carried across the desert on a flat plain near the seashore, arranging each
boat’s components by quadrant, then got to work, directed by five master
builders. These boats were larger and more ponderous than those that plied the river,
to make them more stable. Because there were no large trees in Kemet, each hull
was made up of hundreds of three–foot lengths of acacia wood that had to be
carefully joined together in a precise order. First, a long plank to serve as
the hull’s axis was created by fastening several small planks together end to
end. Then more were joined to each of the central plank’s sides to form a
gradually upward–curving hull. Ropes were laced through seam holes that had
been drilled part–way through each plank to secure them in place. The sailors
assured me the ropes would expand when wet and pull the planks together and
form as watertight a seal in the ocean as they had in the river. I hoped they
were right. A few crossbeams were inserted inside the curve of the hull for
support, all pegged in place with wooden dowels. A single large beam, as long
as the boat, imported from Retenu, was placed down its middle, supported from
below by a series of stanchions that rested on the hull; the deck, consisting
of a number of removable hatches, rested atop the beam. Prows in the shape of
lotus blossoms were slipped over each end of the boat, and a mast of acacia
wood installed, its bottom braced on four sides, with long yardarms top and
bottom, the entire structure supported by complex rigging. Finally, hogging
trusses were put in place to ensure stability in heavy seas. Each truss
consisted of a double rope running from bow to stern and looped over each; once
we got underway a stick would be inserted between the ropes and twisted to
tighten the truss as needed. Long steering rudders, and benches for oarsmen to
sit on, were among the last items added, along with a few wooden frames topped
and sided with reed mats to provide some shade for us as we traveled.


Nefer and Aachel and I spent the weeks watching the sailors
work on the boats from the shade of open–sided pavilions, or laying on the
beach and talking, or frolicking in the warm clear salty water. It had been
good to get away from our daily routine, with no responsibilities or demands on
our time. We slept well and deeply each night, cooled by gentle breezes, lulled
to sleep by the music of waves breaking rhythmically on the shore.


Last night our boats had been loaded with our supplies and
the beads and weapons we expected to exchange for the exotic goods of Punt –
apes, ivory, gold, ebony, skins of panther and giraffe and cheetah, ostrich
feathers, dwarves, and above all the two precious resins – myrrh and
frankincense – needed to manufacture incense for use in temple rituals,
perfumes, fumigating houses, mummifying the dead, and medicines. In fact,
Amun’s oracle had supposedly called upon Hatshepsut to launch the expedition
specifically to seek the perfume the god loved. It had been hundreds of years
since anyone from Kemet had journeyed to the mysterious and distant land of Punt.
Nefer had begged Hatshepsut for weeks for permission to go along on what
promised to be a more interesting journey than the one we’d made to Buhen,
finally wearing her down. Where Nefer went, I went also, and Aachel. Now that
we were about to depart, none of us could contain our excitement. Aachel in
particular was looking forward to the sea voyage; the last time she’d been on
one we’d rescued her from her merchant. The only person in the expedition who
wasn’t excited was Senimen, Nefer’s tutor, forced to go along because of her.
He missed the luxuries of Waset; he’d grumbled the entire way so far.


Our soldiers had filed onto our vessels hours ago and the
sailors had finally concluded their preparations for departure. Now a dozen
began climbing up the rigging on each boat to release sails from yardarms.
Nefer and Aachel and I ascended the gangplank, following Chancellor Neshi onto
the lead boat. We were trailed by Senimen. Sailors pulled the gangplank on
board and stowed it. A priest standing at the bow censed the boat as Chancellor
Neshi unrolled a sheet of papyrus and read before the crew in stentorian voice
the Oracle’s proclamation: “Said by Amun, the Lord of the Thrones of the Two
Lands: ‘Come, come in peace, my daughter, the graceful, who is in my heart,
King Maatkare. I will give you Punt, the whole of it. I will lead your soldiers
by land and by water, on mysterious shores which join the harbors of incense,
the sacred territory of the divine land, my abode of pleasure. They will take
incense as much as they like. They will load their ships to the satisfaction of
their hearts with trees of green incense, and all good things of the land.’”


Neshi rolled up the papyrus and gave the signal. The captain
barked an order. One after another, our five ships raised their sails and moved
out into the sea, not so close to shore that we would run aground on hidden
rocks, not so far that we would lose sight of land.


I’d never imagined such a voyage. When I turned my back to the
land there were only sea and sky before me, blending together at the far
horizon, a limitless vista, so unlike the narrow ribbon of Kemet with the
emerald strip on each side of the river closely hemmed by brown desert
plateaus. When I faced the land it was an indistinct blur, dark in places with
trees, gray with hills, but mostly dull green. I rode all day long every day at
the front of my boat, breathed deeply of the salt air, tasted the spray when
the bow plunged into the troughs of waves, watched the graceful billows of our
painted sails. We sped south before the wind, the men rowing only during the
rare times it failed. We landed each night and set up camp on shore, our
appetites whetted by sun and sea.


I felt compelled to make the most of this adventure, certain
I’d never go on another such. From dawn to sunset I pestered the captain and
crew for information. I wanted to know about everything involved in sailing –
how the course was plotted, how distance was measured, how the boats held
together, why they were shaped as they were. The first day I met and befriended
two men who were part of the expedition. One, Kaha, was a craftsman who’d been
raised in the Place of Truth, the village on the west bank of the river across
from Waset where the men who dug the tombs and erected the temples of the kings
lived. His task was to document our trip in drawings that would later be carved
on the blank southern wall of the first terrace at Djeser Djeseru. The other
man was Artatama, a Mitanni trader, hired as a guide because of his knowledge
of this part of Africa. I spent hours each day grilling him about his country –
Naharina – and Retenu and Setjet and all the lands he’d visited. An
accommodating and outgoing man, Artatama also instructed me daily in his native
tongue. By the time our expedition ended months later I was approaching fluency
in it. He also taught me the Puntian language.


We were becalmed one day and so remained camped on the shore.
Chancellor Neshi sent men out to hunt for fresh game and replenish our supply
of fresh water, and Nefer and Aachel and I took the opportunity to walk a great
distance along the beach by ourselves, unaccompanied by guards, splashing
through the tail ends of dying waves, leaving tracks that were immediately
washed away, the sand sometimes wet and firm and sometimes slipping beneath our
feet. The day was hot, the sky deep blue, the waves relentless as they marched
towards shore and broke whitely there, the sea flecked with silver in the
sunlight. Hundreds of white birds wheeled and cried overhead. The wind was
strong, pressing our skirts against our legs, where they stuck; both our skirts
and legs were wet from the surf.


All at once Nefer raised both arms in the air, threw her
head back, let the sun fall full on her face, spun around. “I’m free!” she
cried, spinning again, and again, and again, her long hair flying, drenched
skirt swirling, feet kicking up the sand. She continued spinning until she
suddenly staggered and fell dizzily to her knees and elbows, then rolled over
and sprawled on her back on the beach.


Aachel, laughing, sat down beside her and brushed Nefer’s
hair away from her face.


I plopped down beside Nefer and stretched full–length on the
sand and lay my head on her shoulder. “It’s so liberating here, away from
prying eyes.”


“Half the priests at Ipet–Isut spy on us,” Nefer affirmed,
her eyes tightly closed as she waited for the dizziness to pass. “Some for
Mother, some for Iset.”


“You don’t think Hori’s a spy, do you?” Aachel asked, her
voice tremulous.


“No,” Nefer assured her, opening her eyes, squinting against
the sun. “He’d never stoop so low. But I can’t do or say anything anywhere
about Mother or Thut for fear of being reported by one of the others. It’s so
exhausting, being careful all the time.”


“I think half the women in your household are spies too,” I
averred.


Nefer nodded. “You two are the only ones I trust. But here,
at least, with you, Mery, Aachel, I can say what I want, talk about anything.”


“Like your mother, and her plans for you, and Thut?” I
guessed.


“Yes. Sometimes I just want to scream, Mery, having to keep
it all bottled up inside.”


That Nefer was under ever–increasing pressure from
Hatshepsut and her advisors to embrace their plan for her had been apparent, to
me at least, for some time. She was always tense these days, her once–ready smile
coming less often, her normally cheerful disposition seldom evident. The change
had started soon after Hatshepsut told her she’d never be allowed to marry
Thut.


“You’ve been God’s Wife for two years now, Nefer,” I said.
“You’ve operated Amun’s large estates, in essence your own small kingdom, and
you’ve done it extremely well. You’ve watched your mother – she’s proven a
woman can rule the Two Lands as king and do it superbly.”


“I no longer doubt that I could serve as king after Mother
if I had to, as I once did,” Nefer said pensively. “I know what it takes to
rule, and I’ve proven to myself I have the skills and ability needed to.”


“And to your mother’s officials,” Aachel said.


“Yes. Plus, I’ve won the loyalty of my own officials. They
trust me and follow me without question now. To go from running estates to
running the Two Lands does not seem that big a leap anymore.”


“Do you want to be king?” Aachel asked.


I had a sinking feeling in my stomach that Hatshepsut had already
won the battle for Nefer’s heart. If Hatshepsut had talked Nefer into wanting
the kingship, any hope of Thut and I having a future was dead.


“Just because I can doesn’t mean I want to,” Nefer said.


I was relieved. “What do you want, Nefer?” I asked,
more hopeful now.


“To be the mother of a king! It’s all I’ve ever wanted. I’ve
never stopped wanting it. I like nothing better than playing with the young
ones in the harem. I want to have children of my own, Mery, Aachel – lots of
children. That’s what I want – not to be king.”


I whispered a prayer of thanksgiving to the gods. Hatshepsut
had not won Nefer over after all. “So you still want to marry Thut?”


“Yes.”


“You know how I feel about that,” I said. I squeezed her
tightly with one arm.


“That we’re meant for each other, Thut and I.”


“Meant for. Perfect for. Unstoppable together.”


Nefer put her hand on mine. “I wonder if my brother knows he
has such a strong advocate.”


“I’ve told him the same about you,” I said. “Many times.”


“I’ve heard her,” Aachel volunteered.


“I believe you.” Nefer sat up, drew her knees to her chest,
wrapped her arms around them, stared out over the ocean, as if seeking an
answer only the waves could provide.


I continued to lay beside her, looked up at her.


“It’s my duty to marry Thut, no matter what Mother says.
It’s what Father wanted. It’s what I believe. I have to honor Father by
fulfilling his wishes.”


“Nothing more than duty?” Nefer sounded exactly like Thut.
“Don’t you love Thut, at least a little?”


“He’s my half–brother, Mery. That’s how I love him. I’ll
never love him in any other way. And I barely know him anymore. How long has it
been since we were in the per’aa together? A decade? I’ve changed so much in
that time. I’m sure he has too.”


“Thut could make you happy,” I insisted. “You could make him
happy. Both of you just need to open yourselves to the possibility.”


Nefer sighed. “I’m not sure it matters. Thut and I might
want marriage, but there’s still Mother standing in the way. I can’t imagine
her ever giving us permission. Or Iset.”


“There has to be a way, Nefer. Marry Thut and you can have
your heart’s desire – you can be the mother of a king.”


“I can be, even if Thut isn’t my husband,” she said. “I have
no lack of suitors, after all.”


“None of whom measure up to you, Nefer,” Aachel said softly.
“They wouldn’t make you happy. They’d bore you within a year. If not much
sooner.”


“Only Thut is your equal,” I said.


“Only the king,” Aachel echoed.


“Marry someone else – official, ambassador, courtier,
foreign king – and when your mother dies you’ll have to fight Thut to keep her
share of the throne,” I said. “Unless, of course, your mother has Thut killed
first.”


“Mery!”


It was no time to mince words. “Those are the only possible
outcomes, Nefer,” I said harshly. “His death, or yours.”


“You think I don’t know that?” Nefer snapped. “You think I
don’t realize that Thut’s life is in my hands?” She covered her face with her
hands and lay her head against her knees and began to cry. I hadn’t fully
grasped the amount of pressure she’d been under. Her tears poured out in a flood.
Aachel and I looked at each other, then both of us put our arms around her
shoulders and held her for a long time, until her sobs finally ceased. Then she
lay her head against my chest. “What am I going to do, Mery?”


“It seems to me,” I said gently, “that the only sure way to
keep Thut from harm and for you to be the mother of a king is to defy your
mother.”


Nefer brushed the tears from her cheeks. “Yes. But how?”


“When we return from Punt go straight to Thut and marry
him.”


“But…”


“What could your mother do then? Kill you? Disinherit you?
That would go against everything she’s worked so hard for. And as soon as you
have a son she’ll realize that he’ll rule someday, that her blood will continue
on the throne of the Two Lands. Surely that will reconcile the two of you, and
Thut.”


Nefer stared at the sea for a moment, pondered. “Yes,” she
said thoughtfully. “It could work. But how would I pull it off, Mery? I’m
constantly watched, remember.”


“We’ll have been in Punt for nine months by the time we
return home,” I said, thinking quickly. “As God’s Wife, you’d certainly want to
inspect all of your estates up and down the valley to see how they’ve fared in
your absence. A good excuse for a boat trip, don’t you think, with no
expectation of a quick return? You could be at Mennefer in a week and married
before your mother knew it.”


Nefer regarded me for a moment, then she kissed my cheek and
hugged me. Her eyes were shining. “Yes! It’s so simple, Mery. I can do it! As
soon as we return home I’ll go to Thut and take him to husband and everything
will work out! And all the pressure I’m under will be gone forever.”


I thanked the gods. Thut and Nefer would be together, and it
would be in part because of me. They could live together in happiness, raise a
son. And then I could marry Thut too, and the three of us could be together for
the rest of our days. It was almost too good to be true.


“And as soon as I’m married, we’ll have to see about finding
husbands for the two of you,” Nefer said. “Then we can raise our children
together. You, of course, will marry Hori, Aachel.”


“Majesty!”


“It couldn’t be more obvious that the two of you love each
other. And have since the moment you met. I don’t know why you’ve waited so
long already.”


“I can’t leave you…”


“You don’t have to. You can serve me by day and be with Hori
by night. What could be easier?” Nefer kissed Aachel on the cheek. “That’s
settled. And as for you, Mery, you have no lack of suitors at court. You’re
beautiful and smart and witty and daring. All you have to do is pick one of
them – or Amenemhab, perhaps, or Ahmose…”


“Nefer! Ahmose? Really?”


“You’re right.” She laughed. “You know, it’s funny – I’ve
always thought that Thut would be the perfect husband for you. The two of you
are so much alike.”


For an instant my heart leapt. If Nefer were to suggest that
we both marry him, insist on it…


“But that’s a foolish idea, isn’t it?” Nefer asked.


I hadn’t yet let myself consider what Nefer’s reaction would
actually be to me marrying Thut. I’d hoped she’d be happy for me, knowing he’d
take other wives anyway, knowing her son would succeed him and she’d be the
mother of a king. But it struck me it was equally likely that she’d object. If
she did, then what? Would I give him up, pick her over him, or would I marry
him anyway and throw away her love? And if that happened, what would have been
the point of waiting to marry him in the first place? Thut’s and my
relationship to date would no doubt come out – would she consider that a
betrayal as well? Clearly, when the time came for Thut and I to approach Nefer,
we were going to have to handle the idea of our being married delicately. At
any rate, I could hardly argue today that me marrying Thut made sense without
making Nefer suspicious, given her obvious antipathy to it.


“We certainly aren’t fools,” I said nonchalantly.


Nefer hugged me. “There’s no one in the world I love more
than you, Mery, and you, Aachel, except Mother. I don’t know how I would have
kept my sanity for so long without you two. I want you both by my side the rest
of my days.” She kicked sand into the air with her right foot, threw her
shoulders back, tilted her chin. “But enough of this! On this expedition I’m
not a Great Wife or God’s Wife of Amun or king’s daughter or sister or
granddaughter, just a girl on an adventure. All three of us are, on a last
great fling before we settle down. Let’s make the most of our trip to Punt. And
when we return to Waset I’ll marry Thut, and Aachel will marry Hori, and Mery
will fall madly in love with some dashing charioteer or boat captain or
ambassador and all of us will live the rest of our lives together, in peace,
surrounded by each other’s love.”


Artatama announced one morning as our sails were raised that
we would reach the village of the chief of Punt before midday. Early in the voyage I’d learned to scramble up the rigging of our boat, to the amusement of
the crew and horror of Neshi, and from there I was first to spot the village,
set amidst groves of ebony and incense and palm trees, sprawling for some
distance along the coast. The village’s conical houses looked like large
beehives, made of plaited palm fronds and set on poles high above the ground.
Their doors were accessible only by ladders.


We sailed into the village’s small harbor and our crewmen
hauled down our sails. We dropped anchor about a hundred yards from land. I
noticed villagers rushing to the beach, congregating there, gesturing in our
direction. Most likely they’d never seen a fleet like ours before. Chancellor
Neshi ordered that a small boat be lowered into the water from our deck.
Sailors quickly loaded it with trade goods, then let Chancellor Neshi down into
it by rope. Artatama and Kaha and ten soldiers and Nefer and Aachel and I
followed. As befit the occasion, Nefer had changed into the garb of a King’s
Great Wife, with the richest and most spectacular jewelry she owned – gold
bracelets, earrings, anklets. Her broad collar had gold clasps in the shape of
falcon heads, with eyes of black stone. The collar itself consisted of rows of
blue and red and green faience, each row separated by gold beads. Ankh signs
and djed pillars alternated between some of the rows, and a row of gold nefer
pendants dangled at the bottom. Nefer presented a most royal appearance.


Several more small boats were lowered from the larger and
packed with soldiers, hide shields on their forearms, long spears in their
hands. At the chancellor’s cry, sailors bent to the oars and rowed the short
distance to shore. The villagers waiting to meet us at the landing place were a
mix of black and brown Africans, though some were similar in appearance to us.
The men wore short kilts, the women skirts; the younger children were all
naked. I noted long– and short–horned cattle grazing in open areas west of the
houses, and long–eared dogs lounging in the shade. Some barked at us. The
treetops were alive with birds and monkeys, all trilling and calling and
chittering noisily.


Our men scrambled from the boats after they touched shore
and secured them. Sailors carried we women through the surf so we wouldn’t get
our feet and legs wet. Chancellor Neshi ordered the majority of the soldiers to
stay beside the boats to guard them and our trade goods. Then, carrying his
staff of office, escorted by eight spear–carrying soldiers and our ship’s
captain and Artatama and Kaha and Nefer and Aachel and I, he strode into the
village towards what appeared to be the chief’s house. A small group waited
there in the shade, seated, watching our progress. The crowd of natives parted
to let us pass.


“The chief’s name is Parahu,” Artatama told us. “His wife is
Ity. The girl is his daughter, Itahu. Both boys are his sons. The rest are the
leading men of the village.”


Parahu looked almost like a native of Kemet, I thought, with
an aquiline nose and long thin goatee beard. A number of bracelets decorated
his left leg, and he wore a close–fitting leather crown and a kilt with a tail
attached and a necklace of large beads. A dagger was thrust through his belt,
and he carried a staff of office in his left hand. Ity was seated on a donkey,
her head bound with a narrow band that trailed down the back of her tunic, with
a necklace of three large beads, and wrist bands and anklets of gold. She was
grotesquely fat, with wobbling folds of flab overlapping her belly, her
enormous thighs entirely visible through her sheer dress. I’d never seen such
an obese woman; I pitied her donkey. I wondered if Ity could even walk. Her
young daughter was also plump, though not overly so.


“I am Chancellor Neshi,
from the land of Kemet,” Artatama translated as the official announced
himself to the Puntians, “sent by King Maatkare – life, health, prosperity –
the most powerful king in all the world. Ours is a wealthy land, with much
grain and gold and stone and finely crafted goods. Once Kemet and Punt traded regularly,
but not for many years. The great god Amun has ordered his daughter, King
Maatkare, to reestablish that trade, for the incense of your land is pleasing
in his nostrils.”


Parahu
addressed us. “How have you arrived at this land unknown to the men of
Kemet? Have you come down from the roads of the heavens? Or have you navigated
the sea of Ta–nuter? You must have followed the path of the sun.”


Chancellor Neshi motioned and Nefer stepped forward, her
attitude regal. I had spent an hour painting and perfuming her aboard the boat
and she was absolutely breathtaking. Every man in the crowd was staring at her.
I moved a step behind her, and to one side.


“This is Neferure, daughter of King Maatkare, King’s Great
Wife, God’s Wife of Amun, King’s Sister,” I announced somewhat haltingly and
very slowly in the Puntian tongue.


Murmurs of surprise rolled through the crowd, that I should
speak their language. Both Parahu and Ity smiled at my effort.


“What does her name mean?” Parahu asked Artatama.


“In your language, ‘Beauty of Re.’”


“It fits her well,” Parahu said, scanning Nefer from head to
toe.


I told Nefer what he’d said. Nefer bowed her head the
slightest bit in acknowledgement.


“King Maatkare has sent her Great Wife on this long journey
across desert and ocean to speak personally to you on her behalf. As for the
King of Kemet, there is no road that is inaccessible to Her Majesty; we live by
the breath she grants us. Neferure brings her mother’s greetings and friendship
to you, Parahu, chief of Punt. You can have no stronger ally; you can have no
greater enemy. King Maatkare wishes to reforge the bonds of trade that once
existed between our lands. And so she sends small tokens of her favor to you, a
taste of what the land of Kemet has to offer.”


Nefer signaled. Several soldiers lifted beautifully
decorated wooden boxes from our boat and carried them through the crowd to
where we were standing. One by one, each box was placed before Parahu and
opened, revealing faience and gold and obsidian beads, gold bracelets, shining
bronze axes, daggers.


Parahu and Ity and the nobles received the goods with
delight. Parahu’s daughter Itahu lifted handfuls of faience beads of blue and
red and green from their box and carried them to Ity, who squealed greedily.
Itahu returned to the boxes and slipped five or six bracelets onto each of her
thick wrists. I noted many women in the village watching her enviously.


Then Parahu addressed us and Artatama translated. “You are
well come, Excellencies, to the land of Punt. I have heard the old tales,
passed down from father to son, of the days when Punt and Kemet traded together
in friendship.” He indicated himself. “In those days, some traders remained
among us, and took our women to wife, and so the blood of Kemet flows in my
veins, as well as others of my people. I am most pleased to renew the ancient
friendship between us once more. Dwell with us in peace, trade with us, enjoy
the hospitality of Punt.”


I understood nearly everything that Parahu said. I was
pleased that my hours with Artatama aboard our vessel had not been wasted.


Over the next few hours, some of our soldiers set up camp a
little apart from the village, while others ferried trade goods from the boats
to land. By nightfall all our men, except for a handful of sailors left aboard
the ships as guards, were ashore. The boldest of the villagers wandered through
our camp, staring curiously at our soldiers and their weapons, watching over
Kaha’s shoulder as he sketched pictures of their village and our camp and the
chief’s wife.


That evening Chancellor Neshi entertained Parahu and his
family in a massive tent, serving foodstuffs we’d carried with us from Kemet –
bread, beer, wine, fruits, and vegetables. The chancellor and I talked with the
chief; Artatama translated for me only when necessary. There was considerable
laughter when I mispronounced a few Puntian words, giving unintended meaning to
our conversation.


“Tell me about the land of Kemet,” Parahu said to me.


“Kemet is a mighty land,” I said, “stretching from the vast
sea – the Great Green – in the north, to the rocks of the First Cataract more
than six hundred miles to the south. A mighty river is its very heart, with a
fringe of cultivated land on both banks. The land is refreshed annually by an
inundation sent by the gods that renews our soil. Our farms are well–irrigated;
each farmer grows multiple crops each year. Desert plateaus hem in the river
valley and defend us from our enemies. In the north the river fans out into a
large flat delta rich with grain, called Ta–mehi. At the foot of the delta lies
Mennefer, the greatest city in the world, through which passes the entire world’s
commerce. Between Mennefer and Swenet at the cataract are many cities. The
largest of them is Waset, the kingdom’s southern capital. Great temples and
monuments dot the land – pyramids as large as mountains, temples, tombs. Boats
ply the length of the river, drifting north with the current, pushed south by
the wind. Kemet’s people number in the millions. Our army is strong. Our land
is rich beyond measure.”


Parahu appeared to be impressed.


After dinner, it took four villagers to lift Ity onto her
donkey. How they got her up the ladder and into her house I will never know.


Nefer and Aachel and I spent the next week exploring the
village and its surroundings, accompanied by Itahu, trailed constantly by a
flock of children. They were amazed that I could speak a little of their
language, and they plied me with questions about Kemet and answered mine about
their land. We climbed into their houses, feasted with them, wandered among the
groves of incense trees, walked a distance into the jungle, swam with them in
the ocean. Young girls climbed onto our laps to inspect our jewels; others
shyly touched our dresses. Young men of marriageable age stood nearby and
stared; they’d never seen a young woman as beautiful as Nefer, nor one with
hair the color of mine. Hatshepsut had charged Nefer with bringing back several
children to be raised in the harem; we spent considerable time with the older
children of the leading men, identifying the brightest among them. At night we
feasted with Parahu and the village elders, then slept deeply, lulled by the
sound of the sea. Senimen was our constant companion those days, hovering over
Nefer protectively like a mother hen, completely in the dark about my various
conversations with the natives. Meanwhile, Chancellor Neshi and Artatama held
long discussions with Parahu.


One evening I noticed a group of soldiers bustling about, as
if making preparations for a journey.


“The winds won’t reverse direction to drive us home for
several weeks,” Chancellor Neshi told Nefer when she asked him about it in his
tent, “at least, according to Parahu. So I’ve decided to launch a trading
expedition into the interior.”


“When do we leave?” Nefer asked.


“You’ll be staying behind, Majesty, along with the bulk of
my soldiers,” he answered.


“I’m coming,” she told him firmly.


“Majesty, a trip through the forest is too dangerous for a
woman,” he argued.


“And arduous,” Senimen added. He’d been speaking with Neshi
when we entered. “The paths will be too narrow for you to be carried. I agree
with the chancellor. It’s best for you to remain here.”


I laughed. “Best for you Senimen, you mean. Nefer and Aachel
and I can outwalk both you and the chancellor. As for danger, I can outshoot
you both too, if it comes to that.” I pointed to my scar. “I’ve fought by the
king’s side, after all.”


“But your mother the king…” Chancellor Neshi spluttered.


“The responsibility is mine,” Nefer insisted. “I’m the
King’s Great Wife. I outrank you. I did not travel all the way to Punt to not
see it.”


Neshi relented, much to Senimen’s chagrin. He clearly had no
stomach for a long hike through the hinterlands.


I was ecstatic. So was Nefer. Aachel didn’t mind too much.


We set out at dawn the next day, proceeding in a long line
single file through the forest, headed west into the interior of the country.
We were swallowed up by trees at once, the sound of the sea lost to us. Armed
soldiers led the way; villagers we’d hired to bear our boxes and sacks of trade
goods followed at the rear. Nefer and Aachel and I walked near the head of the
column, along with the chancellor and Kaha and Artatama and a few of the
village’s leading men, who served as guides. That day, and all that followed,
were wonderful, filled with new and marvelous sights and sounds and adventures.
I shouldered my bow and quiver of arrows each morning, hiked all day, wolfed
down meals beside blazing campfires, washed the grime from my body in clear
babbling brooks. I loved the endless tangled greenery, the brilliant flowers,
the skulking wildlife, the cool shade beneath towering trees, the steep hills
and hidden valleys, the exotic smells, the mysterious sounds, even the heat and
humidity that kept me drenched most of each day with sweat. I glimpsed panthers
and leopards and rhinos and giraffes, shivered at roars in the night, fell
asleep to the humming of insects. I marveled at brightly–colored birds flashing
through clearings and trilling among tree branches, at monkeys swinging from
vines far overhead and crying out as we disrupted their lives. Not for an
instant did I miss the awful waste of the desert.


Each night, after we ate, Kaha showed we women his rough
sketches by the light of the campfire. His ability to capture in a few sure
strokes what we had seen and done never ceased to amaze me. He made a few
drawings of me and Aachel, and far more of Nefer. Hers were gorgeous,
expressive, full of feeling. By that I knew Kaha had fallen under Nefer’s
spell, as had so many others.


By day we traveled from village to village, stopping to
trade, exchanging our goods for the exotic products of Punt. Even the most wary
chieftain offered us his hospitality after I greeted and spoke to him in his
own language. Chancellor Neshi grudgingly admitted halfway through our journey
that bringing me along had been a good idea, and told me I was a born diplomat.
At each village, as the men negotiated, I conversed with the locals, obtaining
a considerable amount of information about Punt and what lay to its south and
west. I realized early on that we should have brought with us trained scribes
to record the flora and fauna and geography of Punt, a mistake I vowed would
not be repeated on expeditions I was part of in the future – if I was part of
any.


I stretched out on my back one night next to Aachel in a
clearing in the forest and stared up at the sky, brightly banded with stars.
Nefer was conferring with the chancellor and the local ruler along with
Artatama, so we were alone. I whispered my favorite prayer: “O Mother Nut,
stretch yourself over me, that you may place me among the imperishable stars
which are in you, that I may not die.” I turned my head towards Aachel. Her
eyes were fixed on the sky too.


“I’ll bet Hori is looking at these same stars right now,” I
said, and giggled.


“We promised each other we would, and that we’d think about
each other every night.” Aachel rolled onto her right side, bent her arm, rested
her head on her elbow. “And perhaps Thutmose is looking at them too.”


“Perhaps,” I said non–committally.


“You love him, don’t you Mery.” Aachel was not asking a
question.


“No.”


“Of course you do. I knew from the first time I saw you two
together.”


She’d guessed my secret. Was I that transparent? “Yes,” I
admitted.


Aachel put a hand on my arm. “He loves you too?”


“Yes.”


“How far has it gone?”


I looked into Aachel’s eyes, so sympathetic, so caring. All
at once I couldn’t bear the burden of the secret I had carried alone for so
long. I had to share it. I trusted Aachel. She’d never betray my confidence. I
took a deep breath and began to talk. Everything, so long suppressed, poured
out of me. Doubts and misgivings and despair and triumph and love and dreams
and plans had been bottled up so long that once released I couldn’t stem the
flood of words. Aachel listened patiently as I told her about Mentuhotep’s
temple and my encounter with Thut at the First Cataract and how even though
we’d barely seen each other these past years I couldn’t stop thinking about him
constantly and loving him and wanting him.


When I finished Aachel wrapped her arms around me. “And
despite all this – loving Thutmose yourself – you’ve talked Nefer into running
off to Mennefer when we return and marrying him.”


“Yes. My happiness depends on it.”


“How so?” Aachel asked.


“Thut’s asked me to marry him. I’ve said yes.”


She gasped. “You and Nefer both?”


“We’ve agreed she has to come first. Thut and I won’t marry
until Nefer’s his Great Wife and gives him a son to follow him on the throne. I
won’t have my children in competition with hers.”


“And if she doesn’t give him a son?”


“I’ll wait until she does. The gods wouldn’t be that cruel.”


Aachel mulled over what I’d told her. “But won’t you be
competing against Nefer for Thut’s love?”


“Thut will take many wives, Aachel. That’s a given. Nefer
will have to compete with all of them. But both Nefer and Thut believe their
marriage is their duty. They love each other like brother and sister, nothing
more. I love Thut as a woman loves a man. I’m not sure I’d really be competing
with her.”


“I hope you’re right, Mery,” Aachel said. “If Nefer
objects…”


“All I know for sure,” I said, “is that Nefer has to go to
Mennefer when we return to Kemet and marry Thut. If that doesn’t happen, I’ll
never be Thut’s wife. Once she marries him I’ll figure out the rest.” I sighed.
“Thank the gods you aren’t in my place, Aachel, for it is a truly horrible
place to be.”


By the time we returned to Parahu’s village, several weeks
after setting out into the interior, our porters were heavily burdened with
baskets and containers and bundles of myrrh, frankincense, ebony, ivory, gold,
silver, lapis lazuli, malachite, elephant tusks, and panther skins. We’d even
acquired a few pygmies and a small troop of monkeys and an ape. I knew
Hatshepsut would be pleased.


We spent a final week in the village, waiting for favorable
winds. We stowed the goods we’d acquired on the boats, prepared food for the
voyage, selected children to accompany us to Kemet. Kaha spent his time turning
the rough sketches he’d made in Punt into polished images. They were very
different from the formal scenes I was used to seeing on temple walls, their
reality almost startling by contrast. I spent my days talking with the
villagers, and my evenings recording what I remembered about our journey
through Punt on papyri of my own.


One morning the wind began to blow strongly from the south,
and mere hours later our small fleet raised anchor and set sail for home. The
final items loaded onto our boats were live incense trees planted in wooden
tubs, a last–minute acquisition that Nefer had insisted on. Throughout the sea
voyage we three women saw to it that their roots were kept damp, for they were
destined for the garden at Djeser Djeseru. Assuming they survived the journey
and thrived, Hatshepsut would have her own source of incense right there in
Waset from now on. I sensed those trees were a peace offering from Nefer to her
mother for what she was going to do.


“Mark my words, Kemet will grow rich exporting the products
of Punt to lands in the North,” Chancellor Neshi told Nefer as Parahu’s village
disappeared in the distance. He surveyed the decks of his boats. “This will
surely not be the last voyage to this land.”


At Quseir the sailors unloaded our boats once more, though
they did not dismantle them. The chancellor was already planning more voyages
down the coast, and so anchored them in the harbor. We bid Artatama goodbye,
for he was going to set out on a trading expedition of his own. Our goods were
loaded onto the herd of donkeys we’d left behind, and we slowly retraced our
steps overland across the desert wastes to the river. Prior to leaving Quseir,
porters removed the incense trees from their tubs and replanted them in reed
baskets. Those baskets were slung between carrying poles and borne on men’s
shoulders as we traveled west. We women rode donkeys as before, eager to get
home after our long adventure, Aachel and Nefer in particular, knowing what
awaited them at journey’s end. The final stage of the trip seemed endless.
After the cool sea and the marvelously–colored land of Punt, the dry brown
harsh burning hot desert weighed upon our spirits.


At Koptos we loaded our goods into boats sent for us at
Hatshepsut’s order, then sailed south to Waset. Every mile closer to home
seemed to increase Nefer’s excitement, and she sat between Aachel and I on deck
and talked almost non–stop, darting from subject to subject, unable to
concentrate on anything for long as what was about to happen became more
imminent and real. After years of uncertainty, she’d finally chosen Thut over
her mother, chosen her dream and her father’s desire over what others wanted
for her. She was impatient for the current stage of her life to be over. In a
week, maybe a little more, she and Aachel and I would be sailing the river in
the opposite direction, towards Mennefer and Thut, towards Nefer’s new life.
Even I, torn as I was, couldn’t wait.


A few days later, upon our arrival at Waset, Hatshepsut
greeted us in the shade of a pavilion on the quay next to the per’aa, seated on
an ebony throne. Chancellor Neshi had sent word of our approach ahead, and the
highest officials and priests in the land were gathered with her to see the
wonders we had obtained on our nine–month long expedition. Hatshepsut was
flanked under the pavilion by Senenmut, in his role as Overseer of the
Granaries of Amun, and Hapuseneb, and Vizier Aametshu, and Hori. The rest of
the officials packed the quay itself, pushing and shoving each other to improve
their view of our boats, as anxious as Hatshepsut to see our treasures.


The chancellor and Nefer moved through the crowd directly to
the pavilion once we disembarked. I waved to Hori, but he had eyes only for
Aachel. I could only imagine his joy, a few hours from now, when Aachel told
him they could finally marry, with Nefer’s blessing. I envied them, wishing it
was Thut and I.


“Never was brought the likes of this for any king who has
been since the beginning,” Chancellor Neshi announced as he bowed before
Hatshepsut.


She rose from her throne and greeted the chancellor and embraced
Nefer. Then, while the boxes and containers were being carefully unloaded and
stacked on the quay, Chancellor Neshi told Hatshepsut and her officials about
our journey. Kaha showed drawing after drawing to illustrate the chancellor’s
report. When the boats were completely emptied, porters brought the boxes and
containers one by one to Hatshepsut and opened them at the foot of her throne.
Nefer sat by her side and told her mother about each item, her narrative
occasionally enhanced by Chancellor Neshi. When all the boxes had been
revealed, Chancellor Neshi gave a signal and the pygmies hurried down the
gangplank and onto the quay and performed a dance in the open space before
Hatshepsut that they had practiced the entire voyage. Then came the monkeys, all
on leashes, futilely attempting to escape into the crowd, winding their
individual lengths of leather around their keeper’s legs until he could hardly
move, drawing peals of laughter from the spectators. Then came the Puntian
children. I introduced each of them to Hatshepsut, and they bowed and, with a
little prompting, recited lines of homage I had taught them, for I had begun
instructing them in our tongue on the return voyage. Last, but not least, Nefer
proudly pointed out the incense trees as they were unloaded. “Now we will have
our own incense, from the gardens of Djeser Djeseru,” she said.


Hatshepsut was ecstatic.


Surveying the quay, Senenmut loudly praised Hatshepsut for
the success of her mission. The gathered officials echoed him.


“As my father Amun promised.” Hatshepsut swept her eyes
across the goods. “Tomorrow we shall all worship at his temple in Ipet–Isut,”
she announced. “I will bestow the best of these fruits on Amun there, in
thanksgiving.”


 


 


***


 


 


“In a few days, once I’ve rested, I intend to go north to
inspect Amun’s estates,” Nefer casually told Hatshepsut as we strolled towards
the per’aa after the ceremony. “I need to see what’s changed in the past nine
months.”


We’d practiced the story over and over on the trip back as
cover for going to Thut.


“I’ve kept my eye on things,” Senenmut told Nefer. “I can
assure you, all of Amun’s domain is in order.”


“Still, you’re the one who told me years ago that I should
trust my own eyes,” Nefer replied. “It’s a lesson I’ve never forgotten.”


Senenmut laughed. “So I did.”


Hatshepsut put an arm around Nefer’s shoulders. “Wait a few
days, at least. I want to hear all about your trip. I’ve missed you so much. I
hardly recognize you anymore. You’ve grown even more beautiful. You’re taller,
I think. You seem so happy. I can’t give you up so soon.” She kissed Nefer’s
brow. Her voice became serious. “Besides, you need to get caught up on
everything that’s happened in the Two Lands while you were gone.”


“That sounds ominous,” Nefer said. “There hasn’t been trouble
with the Nine Bows again, has there? Surely the Nubians haven’t rebelled.”


Hatshepsut stopped dead in the path and the rest of us along
with her. She turned to face Nefer. “Your brother took two brides while you
were gone – Sitiah and Nebtu are their names, daughters of courtiers at
Mennefer. Sitiah is eighteen, Nebtu a year younger.”


“No!” Nefer raised her hand to her lips.


I felt as if I’d been punched in the stomach. This couldn’t
be happening. What Nefer and I had planned on the way to Punt, the salvation of
maat in the Two Lands, their marriage – my marriage, the realization of my
dream – was gone, just like that. Oh, Thut! I thought, anguished. How
could you? You know this ends our chance to be together. Don’t you love me
anymore? Did Iset convince you Nefer had something to do with taking your
throne? Did she convince you I did?


“He’s been active in his bedchamber,” Hatshepsut continued.
“Sitiah has already given him a daughter – Nefertiry – born a week ago. Iset is
furious because the child isn’t a boy, or so my informants tell me. Now she’s
counting on Nebtu to deliver a son. She’s pregnant too. We’ll know in a couple
of months.”


One look in Nefer’s eyes told me that her dream of being
Thut’s Great Wife, of their child ruling the Two Lands after them, was dead.
“Why now, Mother?” Nefer asked calmly, giving no hint of the devastation she
must surely be feeling. “Why did he marry them now?”


“Iset’s doing, no doubt,” Hatshepsut said. “You’re my heir.
You’ll succeed me some day. She knows that. You’re old enough to marry and have
a son to perpetuate our line. She probably assumed that you’d take a husband as
soon as you returned from Punt, so she wanted a grandson of her own to outrank
one you might produce, before you had the chance.”


“Are you telling me the Two Lands are now permanently
divided?” Nefer asked.


“No. Thutmose and I remain equal,” Hatshepsut said. “But
Thutmose does love playing at soldier. If he dies in battle the throne will
become mine alone, because of my pure blood, and then yours after me. Iset
seeks to confuse the issue by raising up a male heir to Thutmose. If something
happens to Thutmose, she’ll argue that his heir is the new king, with her as
its regent, of course. Then the Two Lands really will be divided, and likely at
war – his heir and Iset against me, or you. We’ll have the bureaucrats and priests
behind us for sure. The army? Anyone’s guess.”


 


 


***


 


 


Nefer and I talked deep into that night, back once more in
our old familiar quarters. The optimism with which we’d awakened that morning
on the last day of our journey from Punt had died on the path to the per’aa.
Aachel was absent, with Hori, already sharing his bed.


“What now?” Nefer asked, more calmly than I’d expected.


“You could still go to Mennefer and marry Thut,” I said,
desperately clinging to the faintest of hopes that disaster could be averted.
“He doesn’t have a son yet. Maybe its not too late.”


“But if this Nebtu gives him one, what then?” she asked.
“Nebtu would be his Great Wife. Her son would be Thutmose’s heir.”


That Nefer had referred to Thut formally was chilling. Her
calm demeanor must be cloaking a bitter anger at his betrayal, I thought.


“Nefer, we always knew Thut would take several wives,” I
pointed out. “Even if one gives him a son before you, only yours will be of
pure blood. Don’t you think he’d make him the heir, even if he isn’t born
first?”


“And what if he doesn’t, Mery? I’d be relegated to third
wife – maybe second, if he’d put Sitiah behind me. I’d no longer have a chance
of being the mother of a king. I’d no longer be God’s Wife of Amun. I’d
probably never see my mother again. Do you think she’d stand for such a
betrayal?”


“But if Nebtu gives him a daughter?” I pressed. “Thut would
make you his Great Wife in a heartbeat. You’d still have the chance to be the
mother of the king. I know it’s a gamble, Nefer, but…”


“He could make me Great Wife now, and I could fail to give
him a male heir, and either of the others could, and then I’d be nothing.
They’d take my place, Mery. I’d spend my life in his harem, making linens or
some such, while his primary wife traveled the river with him, seated on a
throne at his side. All my talents, all my knowledge, locked away, wasted.” Nefer
sighed deeply. “It seems to me the odds of both being married to Thutmose and
being a king’s mother are stacked against me. Don’t you agree.”


There was no use denying the obvious. “Yes.”


“So, if I am to be the mother of a king, Thutmose will not
be its father,” Nefer said.


“You’ll marry someone else, then?” I asked, surrendering to
the inevitable.


“Thutmose has given me no choice,” she said, her voice
suddenly hard. “Don’t ever forget, Mery – this is his doing! I was prepared to
go against my mother, give her up, even give up my post as God’s Wife now and
the throne later, just for the chance to bear his heir. He made that
impossible.”


I couldn’t begin to wrap my mind around what had happened,
how our plan had disintegrated so quickly and completely. “What now?”


“Now I will embrace the plan Mother has for me,” Nefer said,
all doubt gone from her voice. She’d already faced facts, adjusted herself to a
new future, something I was struggling to do. “I accept that I am Mother’s
heir. I’ll succeed her as king. Someday, I’ll have a son or daughter who will
follow me on the throne. There’s no other way for my line to survive.”


And so someday you’ll have to fight Thut, and he has an
army and you don’t, and you’ll lose, and you’ll either be dead or imprisoned
and I’ll be separated from both you and Thut forever. I had gambled at
Mentuhotep’s temple and again at the cataract, putting Thut off, choosing Nefer
over him, setting my own happiness aside for hers, and I had lost. They would
never be married, never rule the Two Lands together, never have a child. And so
I’d never be Thut’s wife. I’d thrown my lot in with Nefer, abandoned Thut, and
now I faced the consequences – a life of emptiness and loneliness and longing
for what I could have had, but now never would.
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Hori gazed at the lightening sky in the east. “Its time,
Majesty.”


Nefer moved from my side along the partially–constructed
wall of the Per’aa of Maat that Hatshepsut was erecting in the courtyard just
west of Senwosret’s Temple of Amun in Ipet–Isut. The wall was currently waist–high;
when finished, the roofed per’aa and its many rooms would fill the entire space
once occupied by Amenhotep’s calcite chapel and the courtyards to its north and
south. Hatshepsut had recently moved that chapel some distance south of the
walled portion of the temple complex, close by a new pylon she was erecting
across the processional way she’d established between Ipet–Isut and Ipet–resyt.
That pylon was the first on a new north–south axis she was creating in Ipet–Isut,
perpendicular to its original east–west orientation. She’d replaced the calcite
chapel with a beautiful chapel of red quartzite; its entrance was aligned with
the western wall of the Per’aa of Maat. Once that structure was complete, the
Red Chapel would be entirely enclosed within it.


Nefer glanced upward. Re was about to break the horizon.
He’d washed the last of the stars from the sky. She nodded, sniffed the air.
“It promises to be a glorious first day for the Beautiful Feast of the Valley.”
She was dressed as God’s Wife of Amun, and Hori in his priestly garb. I wore a
simple linen shift, my Hathor amulet, and gold earrings and bracelets, and
anklets inlaid with carnelian.


The revived Beautiful Feast celebrated Hathor of the West,
protector of the realm of the dead. Today, for the very first time, statues of
Amun, Mut and Khonsu would be carried from Ipet–Isut and transported across the
river to the partially–constructed Djeser Djeseru and the new shrine to Hathor
located there. Several priests followed Hori and Nefer and I towards the Red
Chapel. All wore masks – half jackals, half falcons. Their job today was to
bear Amun’s barque from temple to boat to temple and back again.


I glanced at the Red Chapel’s decorated walls in the
flickering torchlight. I saw Nefer’s image beside hieroglyphs spelling out her
title as God’s Wife of Amun. She was featured in many scenes – with a male
priest ritually destroying the names of Kemet’s enemies, worshiping gods, being
purified in a sacred lake, following Hatshepsut into the sanctuary. I noted
images of the obelisks Nefer and I had transported from the first cataract to
Waset, then glanced over my shoulder at their actual golden tips, rising high above
the pylons west of this very court. On the carved block of stone was an image
of Hatshepsut dedicating them. I pointed. “Has it been six years already,
Nefer?” I asked.


It hardly seemed possible. Those years had passed at
blinding speed. Nefer was twenty–one now, no longer the young regent’s daughter
who had traveled the river to help perform the sacred ceremonies at the
cataract, but God’s Wife of Amun and King’s Great Wife and king’s heir. My life
was much the same, but Aachel had been a wife for two years now and a mother
for one. She still ran Nefer’s household by day, her daughter Amunet cared for
in Hatshepsut’s harem along with the children of officials; her nights were
spent with Hori. She remained Nefer’s and my closest friend and confidant.
She’d never once even hinted to Nefer of the secret I’d revealed on the journey
to Punt; somehow, she always managed to sense when I was missing Thut the most
and appeared in my room to cheer me up and dry my tears, especially those times
I questioned how Thut could have married others instead of Nefer if he truly
loved me. I envied Aachel, that she was wife to a man who couldn’t live without
her.


As for Thut, I hadn’t seen him even once in the past five
years, not since the expedition to Buhen. Much had changed with him too, from
what I’d heard. He was, at twenty–two, in command of an entire wing of charioteers,
and had led his men on several expeditions into the eastern and western deserts
to protect miners and caravans from attack by Bedouin. When not in the field he
resided at Mennefer, overseeing affairs in the North and communicating with
Hatshepsut at long distance. Mennefer had supposedly grown even larger, the
harbor district more extensive, Ptah’s temple more magnificent. Thut’s family
was growing too. Nebtu’s child had been stillborn and she hadn’t gotten
pregnant since, so Thut had taken a third wife, Meryetre–Hatshepsut, daughter
of Huy, an adoratrix in Amun’s temple who was known to both Nefer and me; their
daughter Meryetamun was half a year old now. A few weeks before her birth,
Sitiah had given Thut a son and heir to go along with their daughter –
Amenemhat. He was reported to be thriving. Iset had, by all accounts, been
ecstatic, seeing in Amenemhat the perpetuation of her son’s line. Nefer had met
that news in silence; she had spoken to almost no one, including me, for
several days thereafter. I sensed that somewhere deep in her heart she had
clung to the faint hope of someday bearing Thut’s heir, even though she
wouldn’t admit it to anyone. Amenemhat’s birth had killed that hope for all
time. For Nefer, there was now no backing down from the path she had embarked
on.


As for me, I still dreamed of Thut. I couldn’t help it. I
still loved him, craved him, even after what he’d done. I had no idea if he
still thought about me after so many years apart, or even cared for me anymore.
With three wives sharing his bed, I doubted he remembered our time at the
cataract, or even how we’d felt about each other then. The love that had once
burned so hot for him felt, sometimes, when I was depressed, like nothing more
than banked coals. I missed him very much, but I’d accepted we’d never be
together and had tried to move on. I’d had my share of suitors these past years
and had spent many pleasant hours with them at festivals or in the garden or
sailing the river, but none ever measured up to Thut, and so I never seriously
considered marrying any of them. I wasn’t about to settle for someone just for
the sake of being married. Being a wife, after all, was not my ambition in
life. Being Thut’s wife was. Nefer, too, was literally surrounded by men almost
all the time; as heir to Hatshepsut’s throne she was the most eligible young
woman in the entire world, and drew attention from men of many lands. But she
took none of them any more seriously than I did. Knowing she would someday rule
Kemet, she was prepared to wait to espouse someone who could be her equal.


The god’s gilded wooden barque – Userhat–Amun,
“Mighty of Prow is Amun” – rested on a wooden sled atop a block of limestone in
the center of the Red Chapel. Two upright oars were attached to the barque’s stern,
and ram–headed images of Amun–Re at both bow and stern. An enclosed shrine
occupied the center portion of the barque; within resided Amun’s statue. The
masked priests would carry the barque from this shrine in a few moments; the
statue would remain concealed inside the cabin for his travels this day.
Hatshepsut and Hapuseneb already stood beside the open door of the shrine; I
could see the statue inside. Hatshepsut wore a finely pleated white dress with
sleeves that fell to her elbows, a mantle over her shoulders, and a gold girdle
around her waist. She carried a sistrum in one hand and a bouquet in the other,
and on her head was a nemes headdress.


Hori stood next to Hapuseneb, to help him prepare Amun for
the celebration. Nefer moved forward and the three of them awakened the statue,
bathed it, dressed it, burned the daily offerings. Then Nefer draped a garland
around its neck, closed the shrine, veiled it with linen, bedecked it with
flowers. The priests passed long carrying poles through bronze rings along the
side edges of the sled and raised it to their shoulders. They followed
Hatshepsut and Nefer and Hapuseneb and Hori from the Red Chapel.


Priests carrying censors of burning incense were waiting
outside. They led the procession into the Wadjet Hall, preceded by a number of
chantresses, the incense rising sweetly into the air. The Wadjet Hall was
packed with the selected dignitaries who were to accompany us, some hidden from
my view behind two rose–colored obelisks and the many statues of the first Thutmose
that ringed the inner walls. I recognized many of those dignitaries: Divine
Adoratrix Seniseneb, second prophets Puyemre and Mahu, priest and scribe
Merimaat, Third Prophet Kaemheribsen, the wab priest Manenemhet. The procession
reformed, the chantresses playing their drums and crotal bells and shaking
menat necklaces, singers chanting ancient hymns, priests swinging censors, more
priests carrying the sacred barque, the rest of us trailing behind. We exited
the Wadjet Hall through the western pylon and entered the brightly–painted
Festival Hall, passed the first and second Thutmoses’ obelisks, exited the
final pylon, stepped onto the broad processional way that sliced through the
garden, headed towards the stone quay on the bank of the river. The veiled
statues of Mut and Khonsu already rested on that quay atop limestone pedestals,
attended by their own priests and chantresses. As we neared I recognized
Montu’s priest Aakheperkare and Mut’s high priest Ken and his wife Meryt. A
pall of fragrant smoke hung over the quay and we stepped into it. Amun’s
priests set his barque on his pedestal. Priests opened the door to his shrine
and then placed the two gods’ statues inside, flanking him. They closed the
door, then censed the shrine and barque again and recited prayers. Then they
carried the barque to Hatshepsut’s royal boat, bobbing at anchor alongside the
quay.


It was a magnificent vessel, nearly two hundred feet long,
with a cabin occupying the rear third, every surface either covered with gold
or brightly painted. Both bow and stern rose high and curved gracefully, shaped
like lotus blossoms, decorated with the eye of Horus. Scarlet pennants
fluttered from atop the mast; the sail itself was furled. Hatshepsut seated
herself on a throne and Nefer sat beside her. Fan bearers moved behind them to
keep them cool. Sailors poled the boat into the channel, then fifty men on each
side began to pull at oars, propelling the craft directly west, swiftly
crossing the river.


The west bank was completely occupied, both north and south
of the landing place, by farmers and craftsmen and women and children from town
and farm, as well as workers from the Place of Truth. The Beautiful Feast of
the Valley was a holiday for everyone. Tonight, after the royal ceremonies were
concluded and the gods put back to sleep in their temples, the people of Waset
and the west bank would gather at the tombs of their ancestors in the nearby
hills and feast by torchlight, singing, dancing, getting drunk, not returning
to their homes until dawn. But now they crowded the shore and both sides of the
processional way that led to the distant gate in the limestone wall surrounding
Djeser Djeseru.


We tied up at the temple harbor that had been cut into the
west bank. Sailors lowered the gangplank. Priests carried Amun’s barque to
land, and the rest of us followed. Many limestone blocks were piled high beside
the harbor; it would be years yet before Hatshepsut’s temple was fully
complete. A column formed at the beginning of the hundred–foot wide processional
way. The valley temple planned for this point had not yet been started;
Hatshepsut still hadn’t decided whether to actually build one. She’d told Nefer
one day that, seeing Djeser Djeseru’s magnificence, she didn’t want to detract
from it.


And I could see why. Even from the river, nearly a mile east
of the temple, the still far from complete complex was breathtaking. It
commanded the broad plain, fronted by nascent gardens and pools and groves of
trees, the temple beyond rising terrace upon terrace, colonnade upon colonnade,
backed by beautifully rugged cliffs of golden living rock. The polished ivory–white
walls of the courts and side chambers and colonnades gleamed in the sunlight
with an almost alabaster–like effect. The walls, partially carved with fine
figures and hieroglyphs, all colored with yellow paint, gave the whole temple
an effect of warmth and beauty.


It was nearly half a mile from the harbor to the end of
cultivation and the beginning of the desert and the temple grounds. The
processional way passed at first through fields of waving emmer, lined with
thousands of people who respectfully dropped to their knees as Hatshepsut
passed. The procession stopped twice at limestone way stations so the priests
carrying Amun’s barque could refresh themselves with bread and beer. Each time
prayers were recited by the attending priests.


At the edge of the desert we passed through a gate in the
limestone wall into Djeser Djeseru itself. Only a few sections of the wall had
been finished. The processional way ran straight as an arrow to the foot of the
ramp at the base of the first terrace. The gardens along each side of the road
hinted at their future magnificence, filled with slender saplings and expanses
of flowers in all the colors of the rainbow, the pools already choked with
papyrus and lotus. Gurgling channels of silver wound throughout, bringing a
constant supply of water from the river. Butterflies fluttered among the
flowers and birds sang from the trees and frogs croaked from the pools.
Sphinxes with the bodies of lions and Hatshepsut’s face lined one side of the
road, one every couple of feet; those destined for the other side were still
being carved. We passed the grove where the incense trees Nefer and I had
brought back from Punt now grew; almost all had survived the journey and were
flourishing.


We neared the foot of the ramp and the colonnades that
supported the first terrace. I glanced to my left. The wall behind the columns
was no longer empty. Its scenes now told the story of the expedition to Punt,
Kaha’s familiar drawings inked in red and black on the stone, awaiting carving
and painting. I remembered the pride with which he’d shown them to Nefer and me
a month ago after he’d made the final corrections to his initial sketches – the
Puntian village, Parahu and Ity, Nefer and Chancellor Neshi meeting Parahu upon
our arrival, baboons and panthers and incense trees being loaded onto our
boats, the boats in transit, Hatshepsut presenting what we had brought back to
Amun–Re.


We walked up the first ramp and crossed the top of the first
terrace to the second ramp. The procession before and behind me was like a long
serpent – its head ascending the second ramp while its tail was just starting
up the first, led by the gilded barque carried high amidst a cloud of incense,
chants mingling with bells and drums and singing, skirts and dresses and kilts
brilliant white, girdles and sashes mimicking the rainbow, sun glittering on
gold and faience and jewels, colorful bouquets and garlands, long hair and curly
wigs and shaved heads, beautiful women and bare–chested men. Atop the terrace
my attention was drawn to colossal statues of Hatshepsut in the guise of Osiris
at the ends, each twenty–six feet tall. Her hands held the ankh and scepter,
combined with the crook and flail. Her bearded face with its serene, beautiful
gaze was painted red or pink, the eyes white and black, the eyebrows blue. Some
statues wore the white crown, others the double. On an earlier visit I’d
counted niches for ten Osiride statues at the rear of the upper terrace and
four in the corners of the sanctuary; only a few of them were currently filled.
Senenmut had told me there would one day be close to two hundred brightly–painted
statues and sphinxes here. I could conceive of no place so magnificent in all
the world. The pyramids at Giza were far mightier, but Djeser Djeseru was more
elegant and beautiful. No other king had built as well as Hatshepsut, at least
in my opinion.


We ascended the second ramp onto the temple’s upper and most
important terrace. We passed between four imposing pairs of statues, each more
than nine feet tall, that lined the way to the sanctuary, each portraying
Hatshepsut kneeling before the gods with an offering jar in each hand, wearing
a beard and a nemes headdress with a uraeus. We went through a granite doorway
into an open–air hypostyle hall, its walls decorated with scenes of the
Beautiful Feast and the Opet. The portico on either side of the door held a
dozen square pillars faced with twice life–sized painted limestone statues of
Hatshepsut dressed as Osiris staring over the river directly east to Ipet–Isut,
the crook in her left hand, the flail in her right.


The procession halted so that Amun’s barque could be carried
into the hypostyle hall. I moved with everyone else into the hall once the way
was clear. To my right I saw the open–air altar to Re–Harakhty and smaller
chapels to Amun and Anubis, to the left Hatshepsut’s own mortuary chapel. The
sanctuary was directly ahead. The masked priests disappeared inside with the
barque, set down their burden, then exited. Hatshepsut and Hapuseneb and Hori
and Nefer moved into the two dark interconnected rooms. I knew the first room
was for the barque, the second for the statues of the gods. The four of them
would carry out the sacred rituals there, burning the food offerings on a small
altar, adding incense to make the smoke sweeter.


I had visited the sanctuary with Nefer and Senenmut several
times. The first chamber featured an arched ceiling, painted blue, with scenes
painted on every wall. The right wall was my favorite, depicting Nefer as God’s
Wife of Amun, wearing a curly black wig, a diadem, a broad collar with
alternating rows of blue and green faience, with pendants dangling below the
bottommost row, a white dress with two straps, armbands and bracelets of gold
with vertical turquoise strips, her spatula–like symbol of office in her right
hand and another staff with a broader handled tip in her left. Two colossal Osiride
statues of Hatshepsut flanked the square–cut door that led into the most sacred
chamber. In that chamber was a statue of Hatshepsut wearing a nemes headdress.
On a wall was a painting of her wearing the khat headdress, her body red, her
silhouette feminine, yet wearing a kilt and false beard.


I waited in the hypostyle hall with the others. Most had
watched the temple gradually rise stone block by stone block from their homes
across the river; today, admitted for the first time, they swarmed over the
ramps and terraces and about the colonnades, investigating chapels and statues
and wall carvings. I could tell everyone was impressed. I remained on the upper
terrace, for the view of the river valley from so high was stunning. To my left
cliffs rose sheer and rugged in a long arc that blocked the view of the river
to the north. I knew that to the west of those cliffs was the Great Place and
the tombs of Nefer’s father and grandfather. To my right, and below me, lay
Mentuhotep’s memorial temple, terraced like Hatshepsut’s but far smaller,
cliffs rising behind it as well. Seeing it, I couldn’t help but think of Thut,
and I fingered the Hathor amulet around my neck. Beyond that temple, on the
dusty drab plain in the bay of the cliffs, were two small steep hills, each
dotted with the openings of small private tombs. Senenmut’s was easy for me to
identify, located as it was on a hillcrest. I saw a few figures walking the
path around the western edge of one of the hills, no doubt workers already
returning to their homes in the Place of Truth. Directly east of me, beyond the
white terraces and ramps, Djeser Djeseru’s gardens were like an oasis in the
desert, its grid of channels and pools silver amid the trees and greenery and
flowers. Past the walls that enclosed the garden, emerald fields stretched a
half mile to the river. Then came the broad blue river, lined for miles by the
haphazard mud–brick buildings of Waset, the per’aa to the north of the city,
and east of the per’aa the gardens of Ipet–Isut and the pylons and temples of
that complex, dominated by Hatshepsut’s brightly shining golden obelisks. The
distant eastern desert was obscured by a haze of wind–blown dust and sand.


After awhile I sought shelter from the blisteringly hot sun
in Hathor’s chapel. Late in the afternoon, as Re descended behind the western hills,
shade finally crept over Djeser Djeseru and brought relief from the heat. Not
long after, the full day of ceremonies complete, Hatshepsut and Hapuseneb and
Hori and Nefer reappeared from inside the sanctuary. The priests brought forth
Amun’s barque, and we reformed the procession behind them and retraced our
steps and crossed the river and put the gods to sleep in their own temples.


 


 


***


 


 


Late that night, after a banquet attended by all the local
officials concluded in the per’aa, Hori and Aachel and Nefer and I sat on the
edge of the stone quay, dangling our legs over the canal that led to the nearby
river. Amunet, taken by her parents from the royal nursery, suckled Aachel
hungrily. The night was alive with croaks and splashes and the humming of insects.
The river flowed relentlessly past. The sky was splashed with stars. Though the
day had been long, none of us wanted to return to our quarters yet. Across the river
the hills rose ephemeral in the moonlight, Djeser Djeseru at their base little
more than a whitish blur. On the far side of those hills, I knew, in the Great
  Place, Hatshepsut’s tomb was under construction. Torches and bowls of oil
glimmered on the hills of Qurna and Qurnet Murai, where the common people and the
families of officials were celebrating the Beautiful Feast at the tombs of
their ancestors. The hills looked as if they were carpeted with a million
fireflies. Occasionally the breeze carried to us faint cries and laughter and
music.


“Hapuseneb almost fell asleep at the banquet tonight,” Hori
chuckled. “Long days like this wear him out.”


“I’m quite tired myself,” I said, and yawned.


“You’ll take Hapuseneb’s place as Opener of the Gate of
Heaven one day, Hori,” Nefer announced.


“Are you serious, Nefer?” Aachel exclaimed.


Amunet cried out and Aachel shushed her and rocked her
comfortingly back and forth.


“Mother told me last night,” Nefer reported. “She’s going to
appoint Hori second prophet and designate him as Hapuseneb’s successor. Very
soon.”


“Why me?” Hori asked, incredulous. “Many are older and more
qualified than me in the Amun priesthood. And Second Prophet Hapu – he’s
counting on succeeding Hapuseneb – I’ve heard him say so many times – he’ll be
furious.”


“No one has been so good and loyal a friend to me as you,
Hori.”


“I could say the same of you, Majesty.” Hori put his arm
around Aachel’s shoulders and gazed lovingly at his daughter.


Nefer smiled.


“When will you take a husband and have a child of your own?”
Aachel asked her.


“As soon as I find a man as fine as Hori,” Nefer laughed.
“I’ve come to discover they’re very rare.”


“You’re responsible for my happiness, Majesty,” Hori said,
his voice serious. “When I’m high priest, I’ll back you and your mother the
king in everything, always, no matter what.”


“I know. Mother is counting on your support for many years
to come. We’ll make a very good pair in her service, you and I – God’s Wife and
High Priest of Amun.”


“And someday more than God’s Wife. King,” Aachel said
pointedly.


There was no longer any doubt in our circle, or among Hatshepsut’s
advisors, that Nefer would eventually follow her mother on the throne. Though
Hatshepsut was only 34 and would likely reign for many years to come.


“You’ll always have my unconditional support, Majesty,” Hori
said quietly.


“I know,” Nefer said. “Though supporting me may be dangerous
for you, depending on how Thutmose reacts. My ascension could be perilous – for
all of us.” She regarded us gravely.


More perilous now than when you first embraced your
mother’s plan for you, I thought. Thut now firmly held the North,
Hatshepsut the South. They worked together still in concert, but uneasily. Who
knew how long that would last. The wild card, when Hatshepsut died and the time
came to choose a sole ruler, would be the army. I had no doubt it would support
Thut. And then what would Nefer do? Fight him with mercenaries paid for by
Amun’s estates? Unless, of course, Thut died during a campaign against the
wretches while Hatshepsut still lived, and his son took his throne. Then
Hatshepsut would fight the heir. Would the army react differently in that
event?


“Your mother has shown that a woman can be king, and a
successful one,” Hori said. “Your blood is purer than Thutmose’s. Many will
follow you. But we must attain unyielding support for you within the bureaucracy
and the priesthoods. We must control Kemet’s wealth. For Thutmose will have the
army and you may need to buy one.”


“There was a time when I’d have been content to be
Thutmose’s Great Wife and rule at his side and be the mother of a king,” Nefer
told us, her voice frank. “But Thutmose has, by his marriages, by his son,
ruined that prospect. I will not become his minor wife and sit idly by and see
my life and talents wasted. So I’ll take what belongs to me, what my pure blood
demands.”


With that, Nefer and the others rose and headed towards
their quarters. I remained seated on the quay, watching the river flow past,
thinking of Thut in his per’aa at Mennefer so many miles to the north. Or maybe
he was in an army camp, surrounded by sleeping soldiers. I wondered if he too
sat watching the river at this late hour, thinking of me, or if he was already
fast asleep in the arms of one of his wives. Two Lands, two kings, a third
waiting in the wings, biding her time… Did Thut sleep untroubled, or were his
nights haunted by dreams of chaos? I felt as if maat was teetering on a
precipice, waiting for the merest whisper to push it over and destroy Kemet
forever. I closed my eyes and prayed to the gods that a miracle would occur,
that somehow, despite everything, Thut and Nefer would find their way to each
other, that he would make her his Great Wife, that she would bear him a son who
would grow up to be king. I knew my prayer was ridiculous and hopeless and
impossible, that I could not escape being caught between those I loved most in
a fight for power that would cost the three of us everything. But I could not
surrender to the inevitable, for that was unbearable.
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A bird trilled as the first light of dawn touched the
treetops in the garden along Ipet–Isut’s processional way. I was seated on a
block of limestone in the midst of flowers beside a lotus–choked pool, waiting
as I did every morning for Nefer to finish her temple duties. The fragrance of
the flowers perfumed the air, and I breathed deeply. It was so peaceful,
watching the world waken, seeing Re suddenly flash to life on the electrum–covered
tips of four of the obelisks that rose from within the walls of Ipet–Isut. I
expected today’s temple rituals would take longer than usual, because for the
first time in six years Thut was participating.


He’d returned to Waset a few days ago to celebrate his first
Heb–Sed, the festival that renewed kings and proved they were fit to continue
ruling. I knew from my studies that one like his had never before been conducted
in the Two Lands. Normally, they were held after a king had sat his throne for
thirty years. Thut had been king for only fifteen so far. And one had never
been celebrated by two kings at the same time. During the Heb–Sed, Hatshepsut
too had been renewed.


Celebrants had arrived at Waset from every town and city and
temple in the Two Lands for a week beforehand. Every inch of the shore had been
lined with boats, large and small, of wood and reed, the channel packed with
more seeking an anchorage. The banks had crawled from sunup to sundown with
sailors and porters and visitors. “I’ve never seen so many boats at once, at
least not since Father’s funeral,” Nefer had observed, and I’d agreed.


Nearly every official in the land had come to Waset. It was
the first Heb–Sed in generations – no king in Nefer and Thut’s family had
reigned long enough to have one – and so no official in the land wanted to miss
it. Thut himself had arrived from Mennefer accompanied by a large fleet, many
of the boats military vessels. That, I thought, was a deliberately overt
reminder to those in the South of his substantial power. He’d brought the delta
gods with him in their shrines, and had stopped at every temple between Mennefer
and Waset and collected their statues and priests too, according to Ahmose,
who’d told me about the journey at the banquet the night before the ceremony.
They had joined the gods from farther south who had already been received at
Waset. The bakers and brewers and hunters and fisherman of the nearby river
valley had worked overtime to feed all the extra visitors and prepare offerings
for the numerous gods. Nefer’s workers had also been stretched to the limit,
ensuring that Amun’s estates provided their share.


The Heb–Sed had been spectacular and awe–inspiring. Nefer,
in her role as God’s Wife, had taken part in a massive early–morning procession
in which all the shrines containing statues of the gods had been carried by
priests from the riverbank, along the processional way, and through Ipet–Isut
into Senwosret’s ancient court. At twenty–three, Nefer’s legs were long, her
curves enhanced by a pleated white dress with narrow straps, her waist circled
with a girdle of gold. Her broad collar and bracelets and earrings and gold uraeus
diadem had glittered, her long dark wavy hair had twisted in the gentle breeze.
Few among the Northern officials, who had not seen her since she was a child,
were not awed by her beauty. Once in Senwosret’s court, the gods’ shrines had
been placed inside larger temporary shrines that lined all four sides of the
courtyard in front of a pillared portico, half the shrines constructed in the
ancient style of the north, half of the south. The following day, after a
procession led by Thut and Hatshepsut from the per’aa to the temple of Amun
that was witnessed by everyone in Waset and all the officials who had traveled
here, the two worshiped together at each shrine, an activity that had taken
hours, so numerous were the gods of Kemet. Then they’d repeated their
coronation ceremonies and were recrowned, each of the various crowns of the Two
Lands placed on their heads simultaneously by priests, then removed and
replaced with another. After that, each had run a ritual race around the outer
walls of Ipet–Isut, a considerable distance thanks to Hatshepsut’s expansion of
the complex. Both then raised a djed pillar. Thut had looked so handsome in his
Heb–Sed robe, the material patterned in diamond shapes, bordered top and bottom
by bands of guilloche, with epaulets on each shoulder. Hatshepsut had looked
absolutely stunning in a sheer white dress, neck and wrists and waist and
ankles accented with magnificent jewelry.


I hadn’t participated in the ceremony, but I’d watched along
with other dignitaries. Ahmose had stood with me and Aachel – Hori had placed
the crowns on Hatshepsut’s head, Hapuseneb on Thut’s – and pointed out the
officials that Thut now relied on in the North – his vizier, Ametju; Senneferi,
the Overseer of the Seal; Kenamun, the Royal Butler and Mayor of Mennefer and
Overseer of the Granary; Neferperet, another royal butler; and Intef, the Royal
Herald, Wearer of the Royal Seal, Sole Companion, and Favorite of the Good God.
But while spectacular, the ceremony had been awkward, both celebrants and
spectators beholden to one of the two kings and regarding the other’s adherents
with suspicion. The banquet last night that concluded the Heb–Sed had also been
icy; Thut and Hatshepsut had ignored each other, as had each king’s officials.


I had neither seen nor spoken to Thut since his arrival. For
that matter, I hadn’t had a moment to myself in the days leading up to the
ceremony. I’d taken over Nefer’s duties on Amun’s estates for the week,
coordinating a host of details associated with the Heb–Sed from before sunup to
the middle of the night. I’d practically worn out several teams of horses
dashing up and down the valley in my chariot, from farm to granary to warehouse
to fishery to bakery, making sure everything got to where it needed to be on
time. I had not, of course, been part of any of the ceremonies, being nothing
more than Nefer’s friend. I’d had only a momentary glimpse of Thut, from a long
distance away, as he’d first disembarked from his boat. 


We’d been six years apart since our last encounter in Waset
during the Opet the year construction started on Djeser Djeseru, and the moment
I saw him my heart overflowed with regret for what I’d thrown away. I’d put off
marriage to Thut in the belief that he’d take Nefer to wife and she’d give him
a son and we could then be together; now he had three wives and a growing swarm
of children and Nefer was positioning herself to succeed her mother and rule
the Two Lands in her own right in opposition to him. And so I could never have
him. He couldn’t possibly still love me anyway, after all this time. How had
everything gone so wrong?


“It’s a pleasant morning, don’t you think?”


A voice startled me from my reverie. I looked up to see a
smiling face. Amenemhab. He was dressed as a soldier, in a white kilt and worn
leather corselet, with a dagger in a leather sheath at his waist.


I rose and embraced him with delight. “Amenemhab! You’ve
come with Thut for the Heb–Sed?”


“Along with the rest of his officers.”


“Have you beat him yet?”


“In shooting?” Amenemhab shook his head ruefully. “No. Though
I keep trying.”


I laughed. “Will you sit with me for a moment?”


We both took seats on the stone.


“You were very bold, sir, that night, to challenge the
king.”


“I could say the same about you. Or foolish.” Amenemhab’s eyes
twinkled. He looked at my scar. “I see your wound has healed.”


“A reminder of our first battle,” I said. “Do you
still serve with the archers?”


“Chariots, now. Directly under the king. They’re the elite,
after all, like me.”


“Elite. You have no modesty, do you Amenemhab?”


“Why should I?” He regarded me. “I suppose you’re a
charioteer too, as well as an archer and warrior?” he mocked.


“Actually, I am,” I replied.


“Quite a claim for a woman to make,” he said skeptically.
“Is it true? Or are you trying to impress me?”


“Impress you? Why would I want to do that?” I asked
innocently.


“Most women do,” he said immodestly.


I ignored his remark. “Fact is, I drive God’s Wife of Amun
Neferure around her estates every day.” I lowered my voice and leaned towards
him, smiled conspiratorially. “And I race on the desert every chance I get.”


“Impressive. Though driving a chariot is more daunting when
you’re charging an enemy who’s trying to kill you.”


I thought back on the battle at Buhen. “I can’t even
imagine,” I said soberly.


Amenemhab regarded me again, smiled mischievously. “But I
can imagine you and two thundering stallions and that glorious red hair
flying behind you like a banner.”


I didn’t know whether to be insulted or pleased. I laughed.
“Is that how you plan to defeat the Nine Bows, Amenemhab, with flattery?”


“No. The king trains us hard against the day the Nine Bows
will attack Kemet,” he said, his voice suddenly serious. “On that day our
enemies will learn what an army truly is.”


“A hammer in the hand of our king,” I said.


“Exactly.” Amenemhab smiled broadly. “A hammer he is not
afraid to wield.”


“What brings you to the garden so early?” I asked.


“The king ordered several of us to wait for him here until
he’s finished in the temple.” Amenemhab looked towards the processional way.
“Here they come now.” He waved and a group of men headed to where we sat.
Amenemhab rose.


“Captain Djehuty!” I exclaimed, also rising.


He bowed. “My Lady.”


“Commander of Soldiers Djehuty, now, actually,” Amenemhab
told me.


Djehuty’s face was more lined than I remembered. He was,
after all, almost forty, with piercing eyes and a powerful presence.


 “This is Tjanuni, the king’s military scribe,” Amenemhab
continued. “Meet Amenmose, captain of troops, and Dedu, chief of the Medjay.”


Dedu was nearly pitch black, a Nubian. The Medjay, Nubian
mercenaries, had served as bodyguards for every king beginning with Ahmose.
They were considered the elite of the army.


“And, of course, you know Ahmose,” Amenemhab said as my
childhood playmate hurried to catch up with the others.


“Late as always,” I laughed.


Ahmose greeted me familiarly. He was married now, with five
children the last I’d heard. I was shocked that he’d settled down.


I sat again.


Djehuty wiped his brow – it was already becoming hot – and
gazed towards the temple. “The last time I was in Waset there were only six
obelisks, not eight.”


“King Maatkare commissioned two of rose–colored granite
especially for this Heb–Sed, from the island of Sehel at the cataract,” I
replied. “They stand in the Wadjet Hall – Maatkare removed the center part of
its wooden roof, so only the north and south ends of the hall are still
covered. Her father raised the two older and smaller obelisks in his festival
hall west of the Wadjet Hall, of course, and her husband the larger, the ones
with gold–covered tips. The pair east of Amun’s sanctuary entirely covered with
electrum are the ones Nefer and I brought from the first cataract. The
rightmost is ninety–six feet tall.”


“How were they set in place?” Djehuty inquired. “The king
once told me of the engineering feat it took just to get them on the barge to
sail down the river.”


“Workers constructed two granite bases,” I answered. “Then
they built two high mud–brick walls a few feet apart, one on the east side of
each base, and one on the west side. They filled the space between the walls
with dirt, except for directly over the bases, where they dumped sand. Then,
thousands of workers dragged the first obelisk up a ramp and onto the top of
the walls. They centered its bottom section directly over the sand. Then they
smashed a gaping hole at the base of each wall. The sand poured out, and as it
did the obelisk began to tilt into the space where the sand had been, then
straighten and sink slowly onto its base. Then they repeated the process with
the second obelisk. After both were in place they removed the walls, applying
the electrum to the obelisks from top down as the walls descended.”


“I wish I could have seen that,” Djehuty said admiringly.
“Our engineers work miracles here in Kemet. Every time I sail past Giza and
Dahshur, I wonder how the ancients moved such heavy blocks of stone so high to
build what are essentially perfectly–shaped mountains. I suspect we’ll never
know. We’ve forgotten so much of what our ancestors knew.”


“Did you notice Djeser
Djeseru across the river?” I asked.


“A most beautiful
temple, in an amazing setting,” Ahmose volunteered. “The king plans to visit it
and inspect it up close before he returns to Mennefer. After all, he’ll have to
build his own memorial temple someday, and a tomb in the Great Place.”


“The obelisks are not the only new construction at Waset,” I
said. “King Maatkare has made many improvements at Ipet–Isut. She’s built a
barque chapel of red quartzite in front of Senwosret’s court, and a Per’aa of
Maat, and erected a pylon south of the main east–west axis through the complex
on the pathway to Ipet–resyt. Processions pass through it now during the Opet.
It’s the first major structure in that direction.”


“I saw Ipet–resyt as we sailed past,” Djehuty said. “Were
those sphinxes lining the path from there to here?”


“Yes, with more added every year.”


Priests and temple workers were flooding into Ipet–Isut now through
the gate in the westernmost pylon, heading for shrines and halls and courtyards,
and others were circling the outer walls, bound for workshops and the fields
that lined the river. I suspected Nefer and Thut would be done with the rituals
before long.


“How fares the army, Commander?” I asked Djehuty.


“We patrol constantly,” he replied. “The king and his
generals and we commanders have spent the last few years weeding out the men
who are weak and unreliable. We’ve built a fighting force that’s tough and
unified and prepared to follow the king’s commands as one. When the day comes
to use the king’s army, no one will be able to stand against him.”


“Thut told me once you were teaching him all there is to
know about the military life.”


“He’s mastered everything, and more quickly than anyone I’ve
ever seen,” Djehuty said admiringly. “He’s learned the deserts both east and
west of the river valley like the back of his hand – the water holes, the main
routes, the barely discernible paths, the hills and valleys. He’s sailed along
the coast too, visited a few towns and harbors in southern Retenu.” He tapped
his temple. “The king has a map in his head now of the lands surrounding Kemet,
knows the best ways to move through them, understands the best ways to supply
an army. He’s been an amazing pupil. He’s earned the respect of the men he leads.”


As Thut had promised he would. “And he, of course,
knows Wawat,” I said.


“As far as Buhen, like you and me. He doesn’t know it as
well as he wants beyond the Second Cataract – none of us do – but I have no
doubt he will one day. We face no imminent threat from that direction anymore –
there was a small rebellion three years ago that Maatkare snuffed out on her
own…”


“She wouldn’t let me go along after my last escapade,” I
said ruefully.


“I’ll wager the Kushites were glad they didn’t have to face you
in battle,” Amenemhab interjected.


The others laughed good naturedly.


“We can never let the gold mines of Wawat be taken from us,”
Djehuty said.


“Because they’re the source of our wealth.”


“Exactly.”


“How big is the army, Commander?”


“We have three divisions, each with about five thousand men,
each serving under the banner of a god. I myself have oversight of two
divisions. Squads are comprised of ten men; five squads make a platoon; five
platoons make a company; two companies make a host; ten hosts make a division.
In prior times only a few professional soldiers served alongside conscripts and
mercenaries, but in the king’s army the vast majority of soldiers are
professional.”


“What do you do when you aren’t engaged in grand military
expeditions?” I asked.


“Some of us just returned from the Sinai,” Amenemhab said.
“We guarded workers who were enlarging a temple to Hathor, Mistress of
Turquoise, at the point where mining expeditions set out into the desert
hills.”


“We had a herd of five hundred donkeys,” Ahmose said, “each
of which hauled enough food for one man for five days, as well as its own
fodder and water. We coordinated the land expedition with boats that carried us
the final portion of our journey.”


“The new temple is not as fine as those at Ipet–Isut,”
Amenemhab said, “but it is a vast improvement over what was there before. The
original shrine was in a cave, founded by the great king Sneferu.”


“I’ve seen his pyramids at Dahshur,” I told them.


“The old shrine has had many visitors over the years. We found
vases and necklaces that had been dedicated by Ahmes–Nefertari, Great Wife of
King Ahmose.”


“King Maatkare and Nefer’s ancestress,” I said.


“There were hundreds of stelae there too,” Amenemhab said.
“The leader of every past mining expedition set one up on the approach to the
temple to record his success.”


“What changes did the workers make to the temple?” I asked.


“They set up a court surrounded by four large columns, with
Hathor’s head on the capitals, and a basin for ablutions in its center. They
partially remodeled the original cave, and built a main hall for the temple
with images of Maatkare making offerings to Sneferu and the third Amenemhet and
Hathor and Sopdu. They also added a pylon. The temple is high on the slope of a
mountain; you have to climb to it on foot.”


“It’s well worth the effort. The view of the surrounding
mountains and valleys is sublime,” Ahmose said.


“Don’t forget our trip to the five great oases in the
western desert,” Tjanuni said. He ticked them off on his fingers. “Bahariya, Kharga,
Dakhla, Farafra, and Siwa.”


“I’ve heard of Bahariya,” I said.


“It’s in a large oval depression, more than a thousand
square miles in size, surrounded by mountains, with hundreds of springs around
which villages cluster. The desert is interspersed with vast swaths of green.
Fields are rich with grapes and dates and produce. The oasis is famous for its
sweet date wine, DjesDjes.”


“I still think the best wine is imat, from Buto in the
delta,” Ahmose said.


“Mennefer makes an excellent grape wine,” Tjanuni said.


Ahmose scoffed at that.


“Anyway, prehistoric stone knives and hand axes lie
everywhere on the surface of the sand, and there are drawings etched on desert
rocks in forms no one has ever seen elsewhere – the oasis must have been
inhabited for a very long time,” Tjanuni said.


“Bahariya is at the intersection of two trade routes, along
which wine and other products are exported to the river valley,” Djehuty added.
“The king believes Bahariya is an important base from which to defend our
western borders, and has sent a number of settlers there, and a governor. More
go all the time. There will soon be more Kemetians than natives in the region.”


“I suppose you’ve traveled extensively too,” Amenemhab
teased.


“All the way to Punt,” I informed him.


He looked crestfallen that he had failed to top me once
more.


For the next half hour I told them all about my adventures
in the East, and Djehuty closely questioned me about all I’d seen.


“So you truly speak the language of Punt?” he asked when I
finished.


“As well as Mitanni, and several of those spoken in Wawat
and Kush and Retenu and Setjet,” I said. “I question every trader who visits
Waset about his native land and his trade routes. And I’ve learned much from
the hostages taken from Wawat who live in Maatkare’s harem. I haven’t visited
the North and West, like you soldiers, but I know at least in general terms
about their towns and trade routes. I know much about the culture of the people
who live there too.”


“Information that may prove of use someday,” Djehuty said
thoughtfully.


Suddenly Thut appeared, accompanied by his personal
bodyguards, six Medjay, heavily–armed dark–skinned soldiers with close–cropped
hair and broad flat faces, wearing skirts of leopard skin. I stood and bowed my
head. Thut greeted me politely and a bit coolly. My heart fell. He spoke
briefly with Djehuty and the others and gave them their daily orders, told them
he’d join them in a few minutes.


I watched them go. Soon, no one was anywhere near Thut and I
except his bodyguards, and they were standing some distance away, their backs
to us. Thut sat, then invited me to sit at his side. He noticed the Hathor
amulet around my neck.


“I still wear it every day. It reminds me of you.”


“I’m glad. How have you been, Mery?”


So… no lover’s greeting, only that of an old friend getting
caught up. He’d moved on. I swallowed my disappointment. I’d known he had. I
just hadn’t wanted to admit it to myself.


“I’m well, Thut. Nothing as exciting as what you’ve been
doing, traveling the world – Djehuty and Amenemhab and Ahmose and the rest
filled me in on your activities. I spend my days serving Nefer, driving her
around Amun’s estates, translating still for Hatshepsut in the audience hall,
traveling up and down the river to various festivals and ceremonies.”


“You’re not the girl I remembered anymore,” Thut said,
looking me up and down. “You’re a woman now.”


“You’ve changed too, Thut,” I said, searching his face. “You
remind me very much of your father.” He had the same low forehead, deeply
sunken eyes, heavy jaw, thick lips and prominent cheekbones. “The lines around
your eyes are new, though.”


“Too many years spent scanning the desert,” he laughed. “It
changes one’s appearance.”


“It’s more than that,” I said. “I can feel the energy
lurking just under your skin, barely contained, as if you’re impatient to be
doing something grand.”


“I am!” Thut exclaimed, rising, beginning to pace back and
forth in front of me. “But I’m a king who isn’t really allowed to rule. Did you
see the Heb–Sed? My Heb–Sed? I played a minor role, secondary to Hatshepsut.”


Thut sounded more bitter than I’d ever heard him. That was
not a good sign.


“Frankly, I never understood the need for Hatshepsut to be
crowned too, especially when I’d been on the throne for years when she seized
power. It’s awkward.” He looked at me sideways. “I suppose if I wanted to push
her aside now I could, with the army behind me.”


“Thut!” I exclaimed.


So, while Hatshepsut and Nefer plotted to take Thut’s
throne, he was prepared to take Hatshepsut’s. If he did, what would happen to
Nefer? Would she raise an army of her own and fight him to claim the throne for
herself? Would she surrender without a fight? Would Thut kill Hatshepsut, and
her?


“But I won’t, Mery,” Thut assured me.


“Thank the gods!” I whispered.


“Though its galling that instead of concentrating on
building an empire I have to worry about uniting the Two Lands at some point.
Frankly, sooner would be better than later. Hatshepsut is standing in my way.”
He sighed. “But we’ve both studied enough of our history to know what happens
when succession becomes uncertain or disputed. My job as king is to maintain
maat, not cause chaos.”


“Hatshepsut prides herself on maintaining maat as well,” I
said, trying to defuse the sudden tension. I recalled the statue Hatshepsut had
commissioned for the Heb–Sed, showing her kneeling and holding a vase decorated
with the symbol for stability. She was bare chested, bearded, wearing a male
headdress. Her face was ambiguous, not feminine like in the first years of her
rule, for the vaguely female statues of her early years had been gradually
evolving to portray her now as a man. Even after eight years, there were those
who did not accept a female king. They would no doubt flock to Thut’s banner if
called upon to do so.


“The Nine Bows have lost their fear of us,” Thut said. He
glanced over his shoulder at Hatshepsut’s obelisks. “Those tell you all you
need to know. When Hatshepsut erected the first two she covered them entirely
with electrum. The two newest are undecorated. From the records the scribes
have shown me, the amount of tribute received from the wretches is much
diminished in recent years.”


“So is the amount diverted to support Amun’s temple,” I
said. “I’ve heard in the audience hall that some tribes in the North and East
no longer fully honor their promises to Kemet.”


“You’re right, Mery. My grandfather enforced his will upon
the Nine Bows. My father didn’t, and neither does Hatshepsut. So, gradually,
tribute has declined, and trade routes have been compromised. Our enemies already
have their fingers lightly around our throat. They put them there because no
one was watching them.” He lifted his right hand and slowly made a fist. “Soon
they will begin to squeeze.”


“I’ve heard Hatshepsut’s councilors talk of this on
occasion,” I said. “But I don’t think they fully realize what’s happening.
They’re not taking the threat seriously. Perhaps you could convince them…”


Thut snorted. “They don’t listen to anything I have
to say. Don’t get me wrong – Hatshepsut has done a marvelous job running Kemet.
Even I see that. Her building program here at Ipet–Isut and the restorations of
the temples of our ancestors are mighty works. The land is still rich, though
not as rich as it should be. But she’s blind to the coming threat.”


“Which is why you’re preparing your army, for the day you
must enforce your will,” I said. “Commander Djehuty told me.”


 “When that day arrives it will surely come without warning
and I’ll have to react to my enemies quickly,” Thut said forcefully. “If it
were up to me I’d launch a preemptive strike into Retenu and Setjet right now,
nip what I fear will be a massive rebellion in the bud.” He sat beside me
again, put his hands on his knees. “But I can’t use the army without
Hatshepsut’s concurrence and, as you have said, she sees no need.” He stood and
began to pace back and forth again. “It frustrates me, this inaction! I want to
make Kemet glorious, Mery, into the most powerful country in the world! For a
millennia we were a nation surrounded by tribes. We could exert our will
whenever we wanted and none could stand against us. But now the lands beyond
our borders are swarming with peoples greedy for territory and wealth, some
with their hearts set on conquering the river valley, just as the Chiefs of the
Foreign Lands did. I’ll never let that happen. I’ll build up our army until it
is invincible, and then I’ll lead it into battle against our enemies. I will
not rest until we’ve pushed our influence south into the depths of Wawat and
north and east, all the way to the land of the Mitanni, and made those lands
subservient to us. I’ll control trade routes, and conquer towns, and build
harbors in the north, and garrisons to protect our holdings. I’ll bring the
wealth of other lands to Kemet. I’ll use that wealth to build mighty temples to
honor the gods, and great granaries and warehouses and cities. I’ll make the
whole world bow to us and our gods. And here in Kemet, I’ll make the lives of
my people better, so that all will envy my subjects.”


“A vision even grander than you had at Mentuhotep’s temple,”
I said, awed, my voice hushed.


“You remember that, Mery?”


“I remember everything you ever told me,” I said.


Thut looked at me appraisingly.


“I only wish that Nefer ruled beside you, as your wife,
helping you make your vision come true,” I said.


“That will never happen,” Thut replied, his voice suddenly
hard. “My informants at Waset keep me updated about her and her mother’s
activities. I know of the power base she’s built up, of the threat she poses to
me and my heirs.”


“But Thut – put yourself in Nefer’s place,” I said
earnestly. “How would you feel if you’d grown up expecting to be a king’s Great
Wife and bear him a son to rule after him, and then suddenly learned he’d taken
two wives who were already pregnant? Because that’s exactly what happened to
her. When we returned from Punt five years ago…”


“You were in Punt?” he interrupted.


“Me, and Nefer and Aachel,” I said. “For nine months. Nefer returned
to Waset planning to defy her mother and give up her position as God’s Wife and
her claim to the throne and sail to Mennefer and marry you. But the day we
arrived Hatshepsut told Nefer you’d already married and had one child, with
another on the way. That changed everything for her. All she’d ever wanted was
to be the mother of a king, and suddenly she couldn’t, at least not with you.
She felt backed into a corner, abandoned by you, with no other option than to
bow to her mother’s will.”


“That was Hatshepsut’s doing,” Thut answered coldly. “If
she’d let us marry years earlier, as Father wanted… But she didn’t. As king, I
needed heirs. I couldn’t wait. So now I have a son, and someday more.” He
narrowed his eyes. “You’re not Neferure’s spy, or Hatshepsut’s, are you?”


“Of course not, Thut. I love you and I love Nefer. The two
of you are headed for a horrible collision. I’m afraid of what’s going to
happen – to you both.”


He shrugged his shoulders. “What would you have me do,
Mery?”


“Take Nefer as your Great Wife. Now. Promise her the two of
you will have a son and you’ll name him your heir. It’s not too late. That will
end all this.”


Thut shook his head. “But I already have a son and heir now,
Mery. Amenemhat. To do what you suggest, to bypass the firstborn, has never
been done before by any king. I can’t. The land’s officials wouldn’t stand for
it. Its too late.”


“I wish it wasn’t,” I said sadly. But I knew to press the
point further was useless. “Tell me about your family, Thut.”


“Amenemhat is two years old, and thriving,” he said proudly.
“Sitiah is his mother. His older sister Nefertiry hovers over him in the harem,
much as I used to hover over you and Neferure. Meryetamun is two as well, my
daughter with Meryetre–Hatshepsut. She is unfortunately a sickly child. I worry
about her.”


“You were always a good brother to me, even if you weren’t
really my brother,” I said.


Thut sat beside me again, took hold of my hands. “I could be
more than that, Mery. It’s not too late for us.”


“Oh, Thut. It is.” I couldn’t keep the despair from my
voice. And then everything spilled out in a torrent – the frustration, the
longing, the emptiness. “Why did you do it, Thut? Why did you give up on Nefer
and take other wives? You knew I could never be your wife when you did it. Why
did you throw our love away?”


Thut brushed a strand of hair from my face, caressed my cheek.
“I’ve never stopped loving you, Mery, not for a single instant. But I have a
duty as a king to perpetuate my line – can’t you see that? I married those
women fully aware of how it would affect us, knowing you’d never abandon
Neferure. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.” He slipped an arm around
me. “Your skin is golden in this light, Mery.” He scanned my face. “I’ve
dreamed of your dark eyes, your red hair, those soft pink lips. All these years
apart, and the reality is better than the dream.”


And then he kissed me, for a very long time, with all the
passion and love I feared he’d forgotten. Thut still cared for me in spite of
everything. My heart was suddenly overflowing, and racing. The love for him
banked in my heart flared to life.


“There has to be a way to make this right, for us to be
together,” he said.


“Marry Nefer and give her a son. No matter how impossible
that seems right now. I can’t come between you.”


“So you still choose Neferure over me, Mery. You’re being
foolish and ridiculous.”


I could hear the frustration in his voice, and I didn’t
blame him. I was being unreasonable. I knew it.


“I love you. You love me,” Thut said. “We were each others’
first love. Neferure is my rival. Neferure will never be my wife. You won’t
marry me because you don’t want to come between Neferure and me. But there’s no
‘us’ for you to come between.”


“You can’t know that, Thut. I believe the gods will see you
and Nefer married.”


He stood. “Maybe you’re right, Mery. But I don’t believe it.
I’ve loved you for so long. I always will. But maybe its time for me to give up
my foolish dream that we’ll ever be together and move on. Maybe you don’t love
me as much as I thought you did.”


“I do, Thut…” I protested.


“Then choose me over her,” he demanded.


My long silence was deafening. “I can’t,” I finally
whispered.


“Its been good seeing you,” Thut said, his voice cool once
more. “Goodbye, Mery.” I saw the hurt in his eyes. He turned and walked away
and did not look back at me. His Medjay fell in behind him at the edge of the
path.


Once Thut was out of sight I began to cry. I couldn’t help
myself. Thut and I had been apart for six awful years and he still wanted me
and I still wanted him and I’d rejected him again. He’d given me another chance
to be his wife. I could have been at his side forever. But I had chosen Nefer
over him again. Was it because I loved her more, or because I knew she needed
me more? I couldn’t tell. All I knew was I’d never get another chance to be
with Thut. I’d thrown away my final chance for happiness. I’d condemned myself
to follow Nefer into a clash that could only end in disaster for her and Thut
and me. I’d given up his love to do so. I had no idea how I was going to live
with myself from now on.
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Though not completely unexpected, Hatshepsut’s death threw
Waset into turmoil.


She’d been fading for more than two years, despite
everything the magicians and physicians had tried to stop her slow decline.
First came the tooth abscess; they’d pulled the molar and it now rested in a
wooden box shaped like a shrine from Upper Kemet on a shelf in her room. But
even after that she’d become progressively weaker and weaker, and had grown
obese. I’d hardly recognized her those final months, her bloated appearance so
different from the slim young woman who had first taken the position of regent.


Nefer had spent much time with her mother those last years,
Hatshepsut detailing the officials Nefer could absolutely rely on in her future
quest to take the throne. Nefer had also spent much time with the spies
Hatshepsut had placed in Thut’s court in Mennefer, learning from them all she
could about his strengths and weaknesses. Support throughout the kingdom for
Nefer, at least in the South, was solid; all Nefer really lacked to oppose Thut
was an army, and Hatshepsut had ensured there were enough funds set aside in
the treasury to raise one. I listened those years to their discussions, watched
their machinations, helplessly, as Nefer moved ever closer towards an
inevitable clash with Thut.


Women began wailing outside Hatshepsut’s darkened bedroom
the moment Vizier Aametshu announced she had flown to heaven. Their cries
spread through the per’aa, and then the city beyond. Nefer sat on the edge of
her mother’s bed, its curtains pulled open, and held Hatshepsut’s cold hand and
sobbed. I sat beside Nefer with my arm around her. Tears rolled down my cheeks.
I too had loved Hatshepsut, in spite of everything, for she had been good to
me. Hapuseneb and Mahu chanted softly at the foot of the bed while Hori passed
incense over Hatshepsut’s body. Her head lay on a carved ebony headrest, and
her nails were painted red and black. She was just a few years over forty. A
multitude of councilors gazed down at her, each sorrowing in his own way.


It might have been disease that killed Hatshepsut after
twenty–two years as regent and king, I thought, but the light had died in her
eyes two years before, when Senenmut passed away. I still remembered Hatshepsut
crying inconsolably in Nefer’s arms after his funeral in the tomb Senenmut had
built for himself beneath Djeser Djeseru. There, next to the coffin sealed
inside a sarcophagus, resting under a ceiling richly painted with the
constellations of the night sky, Hatshepsut had finally confessed her love for
Senenmut to us, of her wish that she could have married him, of her frustration
that his status as commoner would have cost her the throne. I had guessed at
that love long before, of course. Why else would Hatshepsut have let Senenmut
commission so many statues of himself – twenty–five that I knew of – and depict
himself in multiple places within her own monuments? Many of the images were
ground breaking – the block statues depicting Senenmut as Nefer’s tutor in
particular. He’d been the first commoner shown offering a sacred sistrum to a
god, the first holding a surveyor’s rope, the first holding a naos shrine. An
image of him adoring Hatshepsut was even inscribed behind a doorjamb in Djeser
Djeseru. I’d completely understood Hatshepsut’s sorrow. After all, I too had
denied myself the man I loved, not for power and position as she had, but out
of love for her daughter. Hatshepsut’s need for power and her dream of Nefer
succeeding her had brought suffering to Nefer too, for Hatshepsut had denied
her daughter marriage to Thut. How much happier all our lives would have been
if they’d been allowed to follow their father’s wishes. As for me, my love for
Thut no longer mattered. He and I hadn’t spoken a single time in the seven
years since his Heb–Sed. It was inconceivable that he still cared for me, after
how I’d rejected him a final time, after how we’d left things.


Nefer, too, had been devastated by Senenmut’s death. He
truly had been a second father to her, her guardian before he was her tutor,
closer to her than her real father had been, and with her twice as long. Most
of what she knew he’d taught her. He’d counseled her, cared for her, watched
over her. The statues of the two of them together he’d commissioned spoke of
the closeness of their relationship – the statues were unique, because for the
first time in Kemet’s history they portrayed a royal and non–royal together, a
non–royal touching a royal, and a non–royal larger than the royal. Even now, I
thought, Nefer hadn’t fully recovered from his passing. With her mother and
Senenmut both dead, she now had only me and Aachel to rely on. If there was a
silver lining to my rejection of Thut, it was that Nefer would not be alone.


After nearly an hour Vizier Aametshu finally spoke, a bit
reluctantly. “Forgive me, Majesty, but there is an urgent matter we must attend
to.”


Nefer looked up at the vizier, brushed tears from her
cheeks. Her dark eyes glistened; her long lashes were wet.


“As soon as your half–brother learns of your mother’s death,
he will march on Waset to claim his throne,” the vizier continued. “I realize
you must mourn your mother, but you do not have the luxury to do so just yet.”


“What would you have me do, Vizier?” Nefer asked
sorrowfully.


“You must declare yourself right now – will you challenge
Thutmose for the kingship?”


I rose and moved from the bed to stand outside the ring of
advisors. I had no place in this frightening discussion. They were talking
about launching a rebellion and destroying maat and taking the kingship from
the man I loved. As far as I knew, that was still Nefer’s plan, as it had been
since our return from Punt, as she had expressed on the quay the night she’d
told Hori he’d be high priest, as all her activities had pointed to these past
twelve years.


But now all those discussions were no longer theoretical.
Whatever choice Nefer made today, there would be consequences – for her, for
the men in this room, for Thut, for the people of Kemet. Her shoulders sagged a
bit, as if a great weight had just descended on them. I could sense the
indecision on her face. So could her advisors. I saw concern in their eyes.


“Do not answer hastily, Majesty,” Aametshu said.


His words reminded me of Hatshepsut’s, when she’d told Nefer
she didn’t know her own mind when it came to the kingship.


“Do not be quick to reject power, Majesty,” Chancellor Neshi
interjected.


Did they think she would turn them down? I hoped she would.


“My mother had power, and my brother has it,” Nefer replied.
“Perhaps he’ll let me share his. Not take it for myself.”


“That’s unlikely,” Neshi said.


“And if he won’t?” Aametshu asked.


“You alone in Kemet have pure royal blood,” Neshi argued.
“That is the definition of power.”


“Besides,” Hapuseneb said, “you were your mother’s heir, the
Falcon in the Nest. She’s dead. You are king now. The coronation is only a
formality.”


“The priests and civil service are behind you,” Aametshu
added.


“You upon the throne – it’s what your mother the king
wanted,” Neshi reminded her, as if a reminder was necessary.


Everyone in the room nodded. It was obvious to me that all
of them would welcome Nefer’s rule, and were in fact counting on it. And why
not? They’d been given wealth and power and position by Hatshepsut. Thut would
surely not retain any of them in their current posts. In the worst case, he
might even execute them for having served a woman he considered a usurper. They
could only preserve their places and possibly their lives if Nefer agreed to be
king.


“Even with the priests and civil service behind me I would gladly
walk away from power,” Nefer insisted again. Her eyes narrowed. Her gaze swept
the room. “Must I remind you that Kemet already has a king?”


“Majesty, because of your mother’s rule, we, the highest
officials in the land, have embraced the idea of a female king.” Aametshu
pointed at Hatshepsut’s body. “Maatkare – life, health, prosperity, justified –
was more qualified to rule than either her husband or your half–brother. The
last two decades proves it. And so are you. We have observed you in the audience
hall. We have seen you exercise authority and responsibility as God’s Wife of
Amun. And don’t forget – your blood is pure, and the king’s is not. We would
follow you, Majesty.”


“Even into battle against my brother? I have no army,” she
scoffed.


“With your personal wealth as God’s Wife, with the resources
of the Amun priesthood, with what is in the treasury here at Waset, you could
buy your own army,” Hori said quietly.


He was still Nefer’s friend, the advisor she trusted most.
His wife Aachel was practically her sister, and all five of their daughters
considered both Nefer and I to be their aunts. We loved them dearly, especially
Amunet, their oldest, already ten and serving as one of Nefer’s attendants.


“Hired mercenaries, against an army trained for more than
two decades by Thutmose himself?” Nefer asked. “How could we prevail against
him?”


“Deter, not prevail,” Aametshu argued. “If we convince his
generals of the legitimacy of your rule, the army might ally itself with you.”


My mind went back to the day many of these same advisors had
argued that Hatshepsut should seize the throne. So, apparently, did Nefer’s.


“The Oracle of Amun is prepared to speak on my behalf,
proclaim that Amun selected me to rule before my birth?” Nefer guessed.


Hapuseneb nodded. He was old and frail now, but he’d
engineered a coup before and was obviously prepared to do so again.


“You’ve spent your whole life training to be king,” Aametshu
said. “You sat in council with your mother day after day, year after year. You
know how the bureaucracy works. You know all there is to know about Kemet,
about our friends and enemies. You’re as competent and capable of holding the
throne as Thutmose. You’re his equal.”


“Your mother appointed most of the civil servants and the
high priests of the various gods. More are loyal to you, as God’s Wife of
Amun,” Hori said. “Thutmose knows this, Majesty. He knows you command much
power and wealth. I fear, knowing this, that he’ll take your life to eliminate
you as his rival – unless you move against him first.”


Nefer gazed at her mother, lying still and cold on her bed.
She straightened her shoulders, stood, faced the semicircle of men. “You have
all served my mother long and faithfully. I thank you for the counsel you gave
her all these years, and the counsel you’ve given me today. I thank you for
your unconditional support. Know this – I’ve been trained to rule Kemet. For
many years it has been my greatest desire.”


Everyone was suddenly beaming.


“Most excellent, Majesty!” Chancellor Neshi exclaimed.


“But today is not the time to decide my future. I would like
some time alone with my mother first, before the priests take her body to be
prepared for the Afterlife. Please grant me that.”


Faces were suddenly grim. They had not succeeded in talking
Nefer into making a hasty decision. And so their wealth and power and position
were at risk. And if Nefer’s life was at risk, so were theirs.


“Of course, Majesty,” Hori said accommodatingly. We’ll give
you the time you need.” He began firmly herding the others from the room.


Aametshu began to protest, but thought better of it and fell
silent. Everyone bowed and took their leave.


“Stay a moment, Mery,” Nefer said as Hori passed through the
door. He closed it behind him.


I moved back to the bed, sat on it next to her, looked down
on Hatshepsut.


“I need you to speak with Thut on my behalf, Mery,” Nefer
said softly. “I trust no one else to act as my ambassador.”


“Of course. What would you have me say?”


“Hapuseneb was correct – the moment my mother died I became
king – whether I want to be or not. And Mother’s advisors are right – I have
the priests and the civil servants behind me, and I can buy an army. I have the
resources I need to challenge Thut for his share of the throne. I might even
succeed. And my blood is purer than his – my kingship is legitimate.”


“You want me to tell Thut you’re going to war against him?”
I felt sick.


“Whether I keep or give up Mother’s throne isn’t up to me. Its
up to Thutmose. Tell him that, Mery. Tell him I still want to rule Kemet at his
side, as his Great Wife. That’s why I’ve never married, never produced an heir
of my own. If he’ll make me that, if he’ll utilize my talents and abilities,
I’ll yield Mother’s throne to him.”


A glimmer of hope. “What if he doesn’t agree?”


“Then I’ll fight to keep my throne.”


“Oh, Nefer…”


“Make him agree, Mery!” Nefer said urgently. “Do whatever
you have to, say whatever you have to, get him to agree.” Her voice fell to a
whisper. “I’m afraid, Mery. I’m afraid that even if I tell Mother’s advisors I
don’t want the throne they’ll force me to be king, make me their figurehead.
I’m not strong enough to resist them.” She placed her hands against her
temples. “If Thutmose just hadn’t taken those first wives, if he’d been patient
and waited for me, none of this would be happening.”


And my life would be far different too, I thought.


“Thutmose made this mess, Mery. He has to fix it.”


“I’ll do my best to convince him, Nefer. I promise.”


She leaned to me, kissed me. “I know. Now, leave me to my
grief.”


When I softly closed the door behind me Nefer was already
stretched out beside her mother, arms around her, sobbing once more.


 


 


***


 


 


I stepped from Abdju’s quay onto Thut’s royal boat a little
before sunrise. I’d been traveling north day and night for a week, seeking him,
assuming he was already headed south after being told of Hatshepsut’s death. I’d
learned that Thut had stopped here at Abdju to worship at Osiris’ ancient
temple, and to visit the graves of that god and Kemet’s first kings. He’d
apparently spent a few days in one of his per’aas in town. His boat and the
rest of his massive fleet were preparing to momentarily push off and continue
their journey from Mennefer to Waset for Hatshepsut’s burial. Decks were
swarming with crewmen making ready. I whispered a prayer to the gods that my
mission would be successful.


Sailors pulled the gangplank on board behind me, and a host
of oarsmen immediately poled the boat away from shore and into the current. It
was a huge boat, more than two hundred feet long, with benches for fifty
oarsmen on each side. More sailors scrambled up the rigging and hauled aloft
the great sail, painted with vultures and a checkered pattern of green and red
and blue, and suddenly we were moving south, up the river, driven by the strong
prevailing wind. Behind us, sails rose on boat after boat, some crammed with
soldiers, others with officials.


The benches were empty, the oars stowed, for unless the wind
failed the boat would not need to be rowed upstream. Both bow and stern rose in
graceful lotus shapes, painted, decorated with the eye of Horus. The steersman
stood atop a small cabin at the rear of the boat, his huge rudder topped with a
carved falcon head. A wood–walled cabin occupied most of the back third of the
boat, painted with lotus and papyrus flowers. A leather–topped canopy shaded a
section of deck in front of it, where a small table and several leather chairs
clustered. Just now the sides of the canopy were rolled up to admit the breeze
and the early morning light; I knew they would be let down once the sun rose
higher and the day began to heat up.


A sailor led me to the canopy and I settled in a chair to
wait. I heard indistinct voices in the cabin at my back. No doubt Thut was
meeting with his advisors. He was still an early riser. A young serving girl in
a white skirt brought me something to eat and drink, but I barely touched
anything. I was too nervous. I had no doubt that Iset’s spies had already
carried news to Thut of what had been discussed in Hatshepsut’s bedroom two
weeks ago. Who knew what would happen to Nefer if I couldn’t convince Thut of
her willingness to submit to him in return for their marriage and a modicum of
joint rule? I wasn’t even certain that Thut would receive me, or speak with me,
after how we’d parted after his Heb–Sed. I was counting on a friendship that he
might have forgotten after so many years, counting on him to overlook my
rejection of him in order to gain an audience. I watched the sun climb the
eastern sky, its golden light slanting across the valley. As always, the sight
stirred me. Isolated groves of palms lined the broad river, its banks lush with
thickets of papyrus and reeds. Farmers were already busy in green fields of
waving emmer laced with silver irrigation ditches. Beyond the cultivated strip
the desert plateau rose abrupt and brown, and the wind stirred the dust, and
the sky began to turn hazy. Small wooden boats and fishermen’s reed punts were drifting
past us, going downstream, their occupants staring at our magnificent boat,
straining to catch a glimpse of royals.


After an hour the door of the cabin opened. Seven or eight
officials and scribes trooped out, each regarding me curiously. The last was
Amenemhab. I rose.


“My Lady,” he said, formally. He had no smile for me, not
even a derogatory comment.


“My Lord.”


Thut’s herald appeared. “Go in,” he said brusquely.


I did. The herald closed the cabin door behind me.


Thut was seated in a chair. He’d changed little in seven
years, except for a long white scar on his right biceps, no doubt earned in
battle. He wore a white shendyt and a gold broad collar and his blue– and
yellow–striped nemes, and he looked every inch a king. I stared for a moment. I
had missed him so much. My heart started to pound.


“Meryetneith.”


He’d never called me by my full name before. Ever. “Majesty.”
I fell to my knees, eyes focused on the deck.


“Rise. Here to plead the pretender’s case?” Thut scoffed.


I should have been angry. I should have been defensive. I
should have immediately delivered the speech I’d practiced giving hour after
hour on the way here. Instead, I was overcome with an overwhelming grief. I was
holding Nefer’s life in my hands. Based on Thut’s attitude, she was doomed. I remained
on my knees, all at once weak and trembling, bereft of hope. “Oh, Thut, how did
we come to this?” I blurted. “Majesty.” I didn’t know what to call him anymore.
A sob escaped my lips. I looked up at him through suddenly tear–stained lashes.
“The three of us grew up together, as friends, as family. We all loved each
other. Love each other.” I brushed the tears from my eyes, but more came. “If
Hatshepsut and Iset had just left you and Nefer alone none of this would be
happening!” I cried bitterly. “You and Nefer would be together. We’d be
together!”


Thut softened. He stood, extended a hand, took mine, raised
me to my feet, seated me in a chair next to his. “You’re right, Mery,” he said.
“We’ve forgotten what we once were. But I fear we can never go back.”


“We have to, Thut. You and Nefer have to,” I said fervently.


“You came to speak on Neferure’s behalf?”


“Yes. She asked me to.”


He stiffened again. “Has Neferure raised her army yet?” he
asked sarcastically. “Have the Amun priests and Hatshepsut’s bureaucrats and
the Oracle of Amun rallied behind her? Are you here to negotiate my surrender?”


I’d been correct; there had been a spy at Hatshepsut’s
deathbed. I doubted it was one of the advisors; most likely, one of the priests
who had been chanting over her body. So Thut knew everything that had been
discussed that day, and who had said it.


“Far from it,” I said earnestly. “Nefer’s been busy
assembling grave goods and overseeing final touches on Hatshepsut’s tomb in the
  Great Place and participating in the mummification ceremonies. Nothing more.
Nefer doesn’t desire your throne, Thut. She never has. Not really.” I was lying
to him, but I felt I had to. So much was at stake. And Nefer had told me to say
what I must. I felt that the fate of the Two Lands and the two people I loved
most were in my hands, and I’d say whatever I had to so that they would find
their way to each other.


“Why should I believe you?”


I held up my hand, adorned with a gorgeous gold ring. “Nefer
ordered me to bring you Hatshepsut’s signet ring, the one she wore as king, the
one that must be used to seal her grave in the Great Place at the end of her
funeral.” I took it off and handed it to him. “You know its a tradition that
each king do so for his predecessor to legitimize the succession. Nefer sent it
as a sign that she’s willing to be subservient to you.”


“How do I know she’s not trying to mislead me, to buy time?”


“If Nefer had wanted your throne she would’ve seized the
reins of power and taken it immediately after Hatshepsut’s death, while you
were still far from Waset.”


“What does she want, then?”


“What your father wished for her. What you once wanted too –
to be your Great Wife. To rule Kemet at your side.” I sighed. “You two
should’ve been married such a long time ago, Thut.”


“We should have too, Mery,” Thut said. He reached out,
tenderly caressed my cheek. “My beautiful Mery. Fifteen years since our night beside
the river. More than half our lifetimes. Wasted.”


So he still felt something for me, despite our last
encounter. I hoped. “You were right, Thut.”


“About?”


“You said I’d never forget that night. I haven’t. Not a bit
of it.”


“And I haven’t forgotten you. We left things badly seven
years ago. I’m sorry for that.”


“I am too. But this isn’t about us, Thut. You and Nefer
should already have many sons of your own. If not for Hatshepsut and Iset
keeping you apart…”


“But Neferure has spent her entire life preparing herself to
rule,” Thut interrupted. “Do you deny it, Mery?”


“Of course not. But she was preparing herself in case your
line fails, Thut – not with the intention of supplanting you,” I said
earnestly. “But you have a fine son, Amenemhat, who’s growing fast. You have
three wives to give you many more. Surely your line is secure.”


“It would seem to be,” he agreed.


“But if something happened to you and your sons, would you
want anyone but Nefer taking the throne?”


“I suppose not.”


“Don’t confuse her lack of desire for the kingship with a
lack of ability to be king, Thut. She’s well–trained, and gained much valuable
experience at Hatshepsut’s side, and as God’s Wife. And as you’ve said, many
would support her if she asked.” I did not mention that technically she was
king, as Hatshepsut’s heir. That would be throwing fresh wood onto a blazing
fire. “But you have nothing to fear from Nefer. She wants to be your Great
Wife, to be at your side. Use her talents and abilities, Thut! They complement
yours. You must know she’s the one person in this kingdom who can truly help
you realize your vision for Kemet’s future – you campaigning against the Nine
Bows, building an empire, Nefer looking out for your kingdom here at home.”


Thut sighed. “Mery, everything you say may be completely
true. But the issue isn’t necessarily what Nefer wants or promises me. I have
the support of the army, but she has the support of the priests and bureaucrats
– whether she intends to call on them or not. As you have said, if my line
fails Nefer is the only person who should succeed me. And that’s the crux of
the matter – what’s to keep the priests and bureaucrats from killing me and my
son and putting Neferure on my throne – whether she wishes it or not?”


“I hadn’t considered that,” I admitted. But having witnessed
two conspiracies already the idea did not seem far–fetched.


“But I must consider everything,” Thut said firmly.
“And here’s my dilemma, Mery. If I marry Neferure, and we have a son, those
loyal to Hatshepsut might kill me and make him king, with Neferure as regent.
If I marry her and we don’t have a child, they might replace me directly with
her. If I let Neferure marry another – a noble, a commoner, whatever – and she
has a son, he’ll be a rival to Amenemhat after I become Osiris, and they’ll
kill my son and crown hers. If I exile Neferure, those still loyal to
Hatshepsut might rebel against me and put Neferure on the throne.” He sighed.
“No option is particularly appealing, Mery.”


“You didn’t mention the most obvious one, Thut – kill Nefer
now and be done with it.” I couldn’t keep the bitterness from my voice.


“Yes,” he admitted. “The most obvious, and the simplest.”


I gazed deep into Thut’s eyes. “The one your advisors and
your mother advocate.”


“Yes.”


“Don’t listen to them,” I said earnestly, leaning towards
him. “Listen to your heart, Thut. Nefer’s the same little girl who followed you
around the per’aa before you became king, the one we grew up with. She’s the
same girl who’s wanted to be your wife for more than two decades. Marry her,
Thut. I promise you won’t be making a mistake.”


“And if I don’t?”


“She’ll be forced to move against you, not of her own
accord, but by her advisors. And then I’ll lose one or both of you, Thut. I
couldn’t stand it. It’d kill me.”


Thut sat silent for a long time, pondering, weighing his
options. I wondered if he could hear my heart beat, it was pounding so loudly
in my chest. I was sweating, afraid of what his choice might be. Then he took
my hand. “You have great powers of persuasion, Mery. If I ever need an
ambassador for something important, remind me to send you.” He caressed my
cheek again, smiled. “You may promise Neferure that her life is safe, and that
I’ll take her to wife.”


Tears rolled down my cheeks. “Thank you, Thut.”


He grew serious. “But she can’t be my Great Wife, Mery. I
must make an example of Nefer to cow the priests and bureaucrats who support
her, and to appease those who have loyally supported me. They’ll demand the
chance to publicly heap scorn on her, humiliate her, restrict her.”


“That’s not fair,” I protested.


“They want her dead, Mery. Letting her live will not seem
fair to them. So it must be done. Neferure must reap what Hatshepsut sowed,
though you say she had no part in it. Though I think she may have had some part
in it.”


I felt the heat rising in my cheeks. Thut had seen through
my lies. And given me at least part of what I wanted despite them.


“I don’t blame you for the story you tell, Mery. I know how
much you love Neferure. You may tell her I’m sorry for what she will have to
endure.”


“But privately, she’ll be more to you?” I asked hopefully,
my eyes searching his. “You’ll take advantage of her abilities, let her help
you rule? Please say you will.” Nefer had been clear in her instructions to me
before I left her at Waset – she would submit to Thut only as Great Wife,
nothing less. If that was out of the question I had to have something more with
which to convince her not to pursue the throne.


Thut laughed. “Perhaps. Maybe something small, at first,
until she proves her loyalty. And not right away. She has to be seen as
subservient, Mery. It’s the best I can do.”


“And after she gives you a son… a pure–blooded son…” I
pressed, “you’ll give him consideration as your heir – if not immediately, then
when he’s older?”


Thut regarded me with amusement. “You’re relentless, aren’t
you Mery.”


“You like that about me.”


“I do.” He straightened. “I will promise Neferure that much,
that I’ll consider it.”


“Then I’ll convince Nefer to yield,” I said. “Somehow. Though
it won’t be easy.”


“You’ve saved my kingdom,” Thut laughed. “But you should
know that I’ll never love Neferure as more than a sister, Mery. Too much has
happened between us. Our marriage will be nothing more than a duty, mine and
hers.” He put his hand on mine. “I’ll never love her like I love you, Mery.”


“Even after how we left things? I’ve been so afraid you
hated me.”


“I could never hate you. I hate only that we’ve been apart
from each other for so many years. You’re the only woman who truly loves me –
not the power or position I can provide – but me. It’s you who should be my
wife.”


“I desire that above all else,” I said sadly.


“You could be today, with a single word.”


“You know I can’t.”


“Neferure still comes between us?”


“Especially now, Thut. How could I upstage the little bit of
dignity she’ll be allowed to salvage if I’m also named your wife at the same
time? How could I comfort her in the dark days to come if she sees me as her
rival?” I shook my head. “And then there’s your mother. No commoners for you,
Majesty,” I said lightly.


“But you’re not common, Mery.” He traced the scar on my arm.
“You are anything but.” He locked his eyes on mine. “I’ve agreed to your terms,
Mery – so now you must agree to mine. As soon as Nefer gives me a son you must
marry me – that very day. Are we agreed?”


My heart was suddenly singing. What I had wanted for so long
was within my reach again. “You drive a hard bargain, My Lord.”


“Not so hard, I think.”


“Yes, My Love. I agree. A thousand times yes.”


Thut’s kisses sealed our bargain.


 


 


***


 


 


Nefer and I waited in the Place of Silence, the area outside
the audience hall of Waset’s per’aa. We’d walked here along with everyone who’d
been summoned by Thut this afternoon, through the entrance of the per’aa and
the columned room with the window of appearances and the central court lined
with columns, our steps echoing on the plastered and decorated floors. Nefer’s
lips were drawn in a tight line; never in her thirty years had she been
subjected to such an indignity, entering the throne room through the doorway
used by courtiers and common supplicants. Just yesterday, after the seventy–day
mummification process, Hatshepsut had been laid to rest in the tomb she’d
prepared for herself in the Great Place, its door sealed by Thut using her
signet ring. In a few moments Nefer’s fate would be publicly revealed by Thut,
after fifteen years once again the sole king of the Two Lands.


I had prepared Nefer to expect the worst today. She had
reluctantly agreed to all of Thut’s terms; in the end, she had simply not had
the stomach to go to war with him for a throne that deep down in her heart she
had never truly wanted. She knew for certain only that her life would be
spared, that Thut would take her to wife, and someday, perhaps, he might
utilize at least some of her skills and consider their son as his successor.
She knew also that she would be made a spectacle of, to firmly cement Thut’s
legitimacy and power as king. Needless to say, the night before had been both
sleepless and tearful for both of us.


Hatshepsut’s advisors had not willingly accepted Nefer’s
surrender to Thut. They’d argued against it for hours when she informed them,
threatened to make her king in spite of her wishes, even threatened to put one
of their number on the throne, but in the end Hori had supported Nefer’s
decision, and with the very real possibility of a split in the priesthood the
advisors had given up. Some, I knew, had even fled Waset before Thut’s arrival,
afraid for their lives.


The Place of Silence was crowded with individuals, many of
whom I knew, but no one uttered a word. That was against the rules. And, no
doubt, no one wished to extend any kindness to Nefer, for fear one of Iset’s
spies would label him a sympathizer and he would feel her wrath. Eventually the
door opened and Intef, Thut’s herald, entered.


Intef was in charge of the audience hall, the man who
managed the ceremonies of the court and per’aa, who communicated the king’s
messages to the people. He scanned everyone. “I’ll arrange you in two lines
now.” He surveyed the room. “At the head of the line on the left, Hapuseneb –
Opener of the Gate of Heaven, High Priest of Amun, overseer of the priests of
Upper and Lower Kemet.”


Hapuseneb slowly took his place. His shoulders were bowed
with age and, I thought, despair.


“Next, Aametshu, vizier of Upper Kemet.” He slipped behind
Hapuseneb.


“Next, Commander Djehuty.” He strode to the front of the
room forcefully. He still exuded an air of authority I’d sensed in no one but
Thut.


“I am sorry for your loss, Majesty,” he told Nefer, pausing
for a moment as he moved past her.


Intef glared at Djehuty but said nothing; he dared not
challenge such a man for breaking a trivial rule.


Nefer nodded to Djehuty gratefully. A small kindness on this
day went far.


“Next, Viceroy Amenemnekhu.” He’d succeeded Seni some years
ago after that official’s death. He’d been one of Hatshepsut’s most loyal
supporters, and thus Nefer’s.


“Next – Rekhmire. Behind him Maiherpri, then Tjanuni.”


I knew the last two, army officers who served with Thut.


“To the right, at the head of the line,” the herald
continued, “Hori, Second Prophet of Amun at Ipet–Isut.”


Hori’s eyes flickered briefly across Nefer’s face as he
moved forward. I saw sympathy there. 


“Next, Puyemre, Second Prophet of Amun, and his wife
Seniseneb, Divine Adoratrix of Amun.”


They took their positions a bit uneasily. Hapuseneb, Hori,
Puyemre and Seniseneb were, besides myself, Nefer’s only friends in the Place
of Silence.


“Next, Useramun, then Ra, priest of Amun, then Hapu, Second
Prophet of Amun. Then Nebwawi. Then Senneferi and Minmose and Benermerut and
Ipy and Kha. Last, Bet and Meryet, wives of Rekhmire. You two can sort out your
own order.”


That Rekhmire’s wives were invited to the audience probably
meant he was going to be promoted by Thut. I assumed everyone in the room was
going to be confirmed in some position or other, except possibly those few who
had been appointed to their position by Hatshepsut or who were known to support
Nefer. Intef droned on, arranging men and women I did not know in the right and
left lines, while I pondered what was about to happen in the audience hall.


Finally Intef addressed Nefer.


“At the end of the left line, King’s Daughter, King’s
Sister, Neferure.”


Nefer moved to the indicated spot. That Intef had referred
to her only by her most basic titles was telling. She wore a simple linen
dress, unadorned by any jewelry. That had been agreed between Thut and me, so
that none in his court could accuse her of pride or clinging to the past. In fact,
she’d put away the vulture crown of a king’s great wife the day of Hatshepsut’s
death. It was as if years of her life had never existed.


“Behind her, the lady Meryetneith.”


I moved to my place. I wasn’t sure why Thut had summoned me
to the hall. Most likely to support Nefer. Thut must still have some love for
her deep inside, or at least compassion. She was, after all, his sister. I
suddenly realized that Thut and I hadn’t spoken of my immediate future a single
time on our voyage south. Those few days I’d spent with him had been glorious,
right up to the time I left him at Koptos and hurried ahead to inform Nefer of
his terms. I’d dined with him, talked endlessly with him, shared his bed, tried
to make up in three days for all the years we’d lost. In those days I’d briefly
tasted what life could be like with him, and now I truly craved it. He was
enamored of me and I of him, even after so long an absence – maybe because of
it. Our love had not been extinguished by time or distance or circumstance. I
prayed Nefer would give Thut a son nine months from now. Then he and I could be
together. Then all would be as it should.


The herald addressed us all. “Once inside the throne room,
you will not speak unless spoken to. No one will interrupt anyone, especially
not the king.”


Intef turned and slipped inside the door. The king’s seal
bearer stepped into the Place of Silence and motioned the two lines forward. We
passed between the chamber’s two doorkeepers. We advanced up the center of the
room, dimly lit by sunlight spilling through small high windows, supplemented
by oil lamps on wooden stands. I hadn’t been in the audience hall since
Hatshepsut’s death. The walls were now elaborately and colorfully decorated
with images of Thut making offerings to various gods. The floors were plastered
and painted with scenes of ducks rising from marshes, and pools lush with
plants and wildlife. The ceiling was decorated with vultures protecting Thut’s
five names once again. There were six limestone columns on either side of the
central aisle, each crowned with open papyrus capitals. Halfway up the columns
were panels showing Thut engaged in making offerings to Ptah and slaying
Kemet’s enemies. Inscriptions in blue faience around the bases of the columns
and up the sides contained Thut’s five names and titles. The craftsmen from the
Place of Truth had been busy, I thought, replacing all evidence of Hatshepsut
in the room, just as she had replaced evidence of Thut after she took the
throne.


Hapuseneb and Hori stopped some ten feet from the foot of
the dais. It was substantial, a broad stone platform atop eight stone steps.
The base of the steps was flanked by statues of a lion biting the head of a
prisoner. Vassals prostrating themselves before the king were depicted on
panels on the sides of the dais. The top of each step was decorated with either
a bound prisoner or Nine Bows, so that Thut could crush Kemet’s enemies each
time he ascended and descended. The throne atop the dais was of ebony and gold.
On each side was the image of a lion, its legs supporting the seat and tail
rising in back. A footrest lay before the throne and a baldachin protected it,
its supports carved like papyrus, its roof topped with rearing cobras wearing
sun disks. I thought back on all the times I’d seen Hatshepsut sitting there,
had leaned over her shoulder translating some foreign king’s letter. Those days
were, for me, to be a thing of the past. Of that I was certain.


Thut’s family was already in the throne room, arranged in
chairs on the right side of the hall – Great Wife Sitiah with her daughter
Nefertiry and nine year–old son Amenemhat and her mother Ipu; Meryetre–Hatshepsut
with her daughters Meryetamun and Nebetiunet and Iset – named after the king’s
mother – and her own mother, Divine Adoratrix Huy; and Nebtu, the only one of
Thut’s wives who was still childless. She sat behind the king’s mother, Iset,
who was, of course, front and center, seated in the place of honor. Iset glared
at Nefer with undisguised hatred. All the wives, and Iset as well, were wearing
the vulture headdress – wings hanging down on each side of their heads, a
rearing cobra at their brows, a gold sun disk and two tall white plumes on top.


Thut entered the audience hall attended by his Medjay
bodyguards. He was wearing the Double Crown, carrying the crook and flail. He
ascended the dais, attended by his fan bearer. The Medjay stationed themselves
to either side of and behind the dais. Thut seated himself, and all of us fell
to the floor and prostrated ourselves. Nefer had never done that before in her
life. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Iset smirking at her. She, of course,
had remained seated. Then we all rose and faced the king, standing once more in
our lines.


Intef motioned and several scribes moved forward, seated
themselves cross–legged at the foot of the dais, spread blank sheets of papyrus
across their laps, dipped their pen in pots of black ink. They would record
what transpired in the audience hall this day. One final scribe appeared and
handed Intef a rolled up sheet of papyrus. Intef looked at Thut, who nodded.
Intef unrolled the scroll.


“Hapuseneb, Opener of the Gate of Heaven, step forward.”


Thut locked his eyes on Hapuseneb. “High Priest – do you and
the Amun priesthood renounce your loyalty to my sister Neferure?”


So Thut would directly confront Nefer’s supporters. There
would be no niceties today. I trembled in spite of myself. I had negotiated a
deal for Nefer, but her supporters, some of them my friends, had no advocates.


Hapuseneb straightened as best he could. He was frail,
shaking slightly, his skin wrinkled, clothes hanging loosely from his body.
“Majesty – life, health, prosperity – I renounce my personal loyalty to your
sister, and that of the Amun priests,” he said with dignity.


Thut smiled. “High Priest, I will increase the endowment to
Amun’s temples throughout the land and make his priesthood even wealthier. I
will also erect another pylon at Ipet–Isut in Amun’s honor, and raise two
obelisks.”


“Your generosity is appreciated by the great god, and he
will pour his blessings upon you,” Hapuseneb said formally.


“Puyemre, Second Prophet of Amun. Seniseneb, Divine
Adoratrix of Amun, daughter of Hapuseneb, wife of Puyemre, step forward,” Intef
said.


“Do each of you renounce your loyalty to my sister
Neferure?” Thut asked.


One after another they did.


“Hori, Second Prophet of Amun, step forward.”


“Hori, do you renounce your loyalty to my sister Neferure?”
Thut asked.


I knew that Hori would support Nefer if she gave him the
slightest sign that that was her wish, right now, even with the hall full of
her enemies. He would in fact have used the wealth of the Amun priesthood to
raise an army to fight the king on her behalf. He would have persuaded the
Oracle of Amun to grant her the throne, as had been done for Hatshepsut. But
that would have plunged Kemet into civil war, and Nefer had privately told Hori
yesterday that she would not ask him to support her in such foolishness. Nefer
nodded to Hori slightly, half–smiled.


“I renounce my loyalty, Majesty.”


“Aametshu, vizier of Upper Kemet, step forward.”


The ancient vizier hobbled to stand with the priests. He had
put Hatshepsut on the throne. He had wanted to put Nefer on the throne. He felt
betrayed by Nefer’s refusal to challenge Thut. He hadn’t looked at her once
since we’d gathered in the hall outside.


“Aametshu, do you renounce your loyalty to my sister
Neferure?”


“I renounce my loyalty, Majesty.”


“Amenemnekhu, viceroy in the South, step forward.”


“Amenemnekhu, do you renounce your loyalty to my sister
Neferure.”


“I do renounce it, Majesty.”


At a sign from Intef, those who had just been called upon
moved to the left side of the hall. Intef then addressed the crowd. “His
Majesty will now appoint the officials who will serve him.” He consulted his
scroll. “Mahu, Second Prophet of Amun, come forward.”


Mahu stepped to the front.


“Mahu, I appoint you Opener of the Gate of Heaven,” Thut
said.


Hapuseneb sagged. Puyemre and Seniseneb moved to either side
and supported him. I was surprised that he had not expected to lose his
position.


Mahu beamed. “Thank you, Majesty.”


I was appalled at Thut’s choice. The post should have gone
to Hori. He’d been groomed for it by both Hatshepsut and Nefer. It suddenly
dawned on me who it was that had spied on Iset’s behalf at Waset. Mahu. The
priest Hatshepsut had passed over in favor of Hori. Mahu had been in the
audience hall when Hatshepsut was made king. He’d been at her deathbed. He had
been in Iset’s employ from the very beginning, and today he had his reward. I
stole a glance at Hori. He stood impassive, his face a mask, not revealing what
he was feeling. Iset was beaming at Mahu.


“Nehi, come forward.”


“Nehi, I appoint you viceroy in the South. Collect my taxes.
Man my fortifications. Keep a watchful eye on Wawat and Kush.”


“I shall, Majesty. Thank you, Majesty.”


And so another of Hatshepsut’s supporters was replaced.
Amenemnekhu looked as surprised as Hapuseneb had.


In quick order, Thut named Sennefer the Greatest of Seers in
Iunu, making him the high priest of Re, as well as Greatest Controller of
Craftsmen at Mennefer, the high priest of Ptah. Ken became the high priest of
Mut, Nebwawi the high priest of Osiris at Abdju, Minmose that god’s first
prophet, and Kaemheribsen the Third Prophet of Amun at Ipet–Isut.


Ahmose stepped forward and Thut smiled at him. “Ahmose,
you’ve served me long and faithfully, since we were boys together in this very per’aa.
I bestow upon you the following titles: Confidant of the King in the Council
Chamber, Great Offspring of the King in the Per’aa, Greatest of His Companions,
Master of the Secret of the Great Throne, Seal–bearer of the King. In addition,
you shall be First Prophet of Henketankh, the mortuary temple I’ll construct
for myself on the west bank of the river. You shall also be First Lector Priest
of Amun, Second Prophet of Amun–Re in Ipet–Isut, God’s Father, and Beloved of
the God.”


Ahmose bowed humbly. “You honor me beyond my wildest dreams,
Majesty.”


At Thut’s motion, Ahmose ascended the dais and took a
position one step below and to his right. 


“Rekhmire, come forward.”


He moved to the open space before the dais.


“Your father, Neferuben, has served me long and faithfully
as vizier of Lower Kemet at Mennefer,” Thut said. “Your great–grandfather,
grandfather and uncle all served Kemet as viziers, beginning with the reign of
my own grandfather, Aakheperkare. Today you join them in service to me. I
appoint you mayor of Waset, in charge of the east bank.”


“I am honored, Majesty.”


I saw Rekhmire’s wives, Bet and Meryet, beaming with pride.


“Useramun, come forward.”


He stepped to the open space.


“You are uncle to Rekhmire, newly appointed mayor,” Thut
said. “You are brother to Neferuben, my vizier in Lower Kemet. You are son to
Aametshu, vizier of… that woman, who today has renounced his loyalty to my
sister.” Thut leaned back in his throne, gazed at Aametshu. “Your father has
grown old in service to the kingdom, Useramun. Today you take his place as
vizier of Upper Kemet, to reside with me at Waset.”


“Thank you, Majesty.”


“Look to the office of vizier, Useramun,” Thut said. “You
are now in the public view. The very winds and waters report all you do, so
your deeds cannot be unknown. Be watchful over all that is done, for your new
office supports the whole land. As for the vizierate, it is not sweet, but
bitter. You are copper enclosing the gold of my house. The vizierate is not to
show respect only to nobles and councilors. It is not to be used to make for
yourself slaves of any people. Never forget you are appointed to labor on
behalf of others. Tools are made of base metals, and you are just such a tool
in my hands, whose very flesh is gold. Never forget where your loyalties lie –
you work for me.”


“I shall not forget, Majesty,” Useramun replied.


“Each morning you shall enter the per’aa and inquire after
me – my life, my well–being and health – after you have been informed of the
condition of the Two Lands, upon which you will report.”


“It will be so, Majesty.”


The bureaucracy at Waset was vast, and I let my mind drift
as Thut made appointment after appointment: Ipy, captain of boats in the Temple
of Amun and overseer of boats for Amun in Thut’s future memorial temple; Kha,
overseer of construction of that temple; Minmose, overseer of all Thut’s works
throughout Kemet, the man who would build all other temples and shrines for
Thut; Senneferi, overseer of the seal and overseer of the gold land of Amun;
Maiherpri, royal fan bearer on the right side; Wadjet–Renpet, chief steward;
Nebamun, steward of Thut’s wife Nebtu; Kenamun, royal butler and mayor of
Mennefer; Djehuty, royal butler and royal herald; Tati, royal butler;
Iamnedjeh, royal herald, controller of works, overseer of granaries; Ty,
overseer of the seal; Sennefer, overseer of the seal, superior of the overseers
of the storehouses, overseer of the gods Sobek and Anubis, chief of mayors,
overseer of the fields of Amun, mayor of Akhmim, overseer of the priests of Min
in Koptos; Amenhotep, deputy overseer of the seal; Djehuty, overseer of the
silver houses and overseer of the gold houses; Minnakht, overseer of the two
granaries and of the accounts of grain of Upper and Lower Kemet, overseer of
horses of the Lord of the Two Lands, royal scribe; Nebamun, superintendent of
the grain stores; Mentuherkhepshef, fan–bearer and mayor of Qusiya; Min, mayor
of Tjeny, replacing Satepihu in that post, overseer of the prophets of Onuris
and overseer of the priests of Osiris; Iamnefer, mayor of Nefrusy, wab priest
and scribe of divine offerings of Thoth, high priest of Thoth; Ahmose, mayor of
Shat; May, harbor master in Waset; Amenemhab, overseer of cattle of Amun–Re and
steward; Amenmose, overseer of the cattle of Amun, overseer of the production–area
of Amun; Amenhotep, overseer of works in the temple of Osiris, director of
works in the temple of Isis; Samut, overseer of works of Amun–Re at Ipet–Isut.


There was a pause as Ineni, the aged architect, shuffled
forward.


“Ineni, you have served the king since the time of the first
Amenhotep, raising great monuments and temples and statues throughout the river
valley. You shall continue in that task.”


“Thank you, Majesty,” he said.


“Commander Djehuty, come forward,” said the herald.


Djehuty moved briskly to the front of the room.


“Commander, old friend, you taught me how to be a soldier,”
Thut said. “Together we have campaigned against the Nine Bows. For years we
have talked of forging an empire. Now, we’ll do so, you and I. My army will be
a hammer in my hand, and none will stand against it. From this day you are its
General, and you will command it at my side. Together we shall make the world
tremble at the mention of Kemet.”


Djehuty’s eyes flashed fire. “Majesty,” he said, in a tone
that would have made our enemies shiver had they been in the room.


“To aid General Djehuty and I in our task, I name Amenmose
captain of troops and Eyes of the King in the Two Lands of the Retenu. I name
Penhat overseer for all the Northern lands. I name Dedu governor of the deserts
on the west of Waset and head of the troops of the king. I name Tjanuni royal
scribe and army commander.” Thut paused. “Tjanuni, you will continue to serve
as my military scribe. You will travel with me on all my campaigns, and keep
detailed records so that my deeds may be accurately proclaimed throughout
Kemet.”


Intef rolled up the papyrus. The appointments were done.


We’d been standing for several hours now. Thut had saved
Nefer for last, whether to make her uncomfortable or perhaps draw some sign of
weakness or irritation I did not know. But she remained calm, eyes downcast,
humble, throughout the appointments, reacting not at all as the advisors she
loved were replaced.


Intef brusquely ordered Nefer to move forward. She walked to
the open space, fell to her knees before Thut, kept her eyes focused on the
floor. Everyone in the room was watching her. I’d never seen such a look of satisfaction
on Iset’s face. Hatshepsut had trivialized and humiliated her son, or so Iset
believed. That her son was about to do the same to her hated enemy’s daughter
before everyone who counted in the Two Lands was beyond her wildest dreams.


“Rise,” Intef said.


Nefer stood, raised her eyes to Thut.


Thut addressed Nefer. “Yesterday we lay Hatshepsut, your
mother and my aunt, to rest in the Great Place. Today I must decide what to do
with you.” His voice, and the look in his eyes, were ominous. That he had used
Hatshepsut’s nomen and not her prenomen underlined that he had never considered
her a king.


“Do with me, Menkheperre – life, health, prosperity?” Nefer
asked, with dignity.


Despite her calm exterior, I knew Nefer was afraid.
Otherwise, she would not have referred to Thut so formally. While Thut had made
promises to me, there was always the danger that his advisors and mother might
have caused him to change his mind – or even forced him to – in the weeks
since. Had he really not decided what to do with Nefer, despite our agreement,
or was he merely trying to placate his advisors? I prayed it was the latter.


“You may not speak unless the king says so!” Intef angrily
shouted at Nefer.


Thut held up his hand. “My sister may speak freely, Herald.
She will have some say in her fate.”


“My fate?”


Thut’s eyes narrowed. “Declare yourself, Sister, right now,
publicly – will you challenge me for my throne?”


What had been hinted at for so many years was finally out in
the open. I saw the sneer on Iset’s face. For more than a decade, she had
filled Thut’s ears and those of anyone who would listen with talk of Hatshepsut
and Nefer’s treason. I knew Thut had to ask the question, so that both Nefer’s
supporters and his would know she had no design on the kingship. She had known
it too. It was the only way to lay the issue to rest.


“I seek only to serve you, Majesty, in whatever way you
wish,” Nefer said humbly. “Whatever talents and abilities I have are at your
service.”


Iset addressed Nefer. “My son is and always has been the
rightful and sole king of Kemet. Your mother usurped his throne – with the help
of a handful of the men in this room.” Her eyes swept Hapuseneb and Hori and
the rest. “When my son was but a youth, serving as priest during a festival in
the hypostyle hall of his grandfather at Ipet–Isut, his father, my husband, Aakheperenre – life, health,
prosperity, justified – placed incense upon the fire and made a great offering
to Amun of oxen, calves and goats. The image of the god made a circuit of the hypostyle
hall, searching for my son in the crowd of worshipers. On recognizing my son,
Amun halted. My son instinctively threw himself on the ground, placing himself
on his belly in the god’s presence – just as you did today before my son. Amun
set Thutmose before his person. Amun made known before the people the secrets
in the hearts of the gods. Thutmose flew to heaven as a divine heart. Re
himself established him. Thutmose was dignified with the diadems that were upon
the god’s head.” Iset glared at Nefer. “Thutmose was selected by the gods to
rule. You will never wrest his throne from him.”


“As I have already assured His Majesty, I have no intention
of trying,” Nefer said calmly.


“Liar!” Iset cried. Her hatred boiled over. She stood,
pointed at Nefer. “Execute her!”


Shocked gasps echoed in the hall. I raised my hand to my
mouth, suddenly deathly afraid. I did not underestimate the influence of Thut’s
mother and her power over him, of the influence she had with his advisors. All
stared at Iset. Thut listened, his face impassive.


“Neferure was in this very audience hall fifteen years ago
when Hatshepsut and her advisors plotted to steal your throne! Those same
advisors conspired with Neferure once more beside Hatshepsut’s dead body just
weeks ago, seeking to put her on your throne!” Iset turned to Nefer. “Do you
deny it?”


“Of course I don’t deny being present,” Nefer said. “Would
you have had me let my mother die alone? But when her advisors suggested I take
the throne, I refused.”


Iset stepped towards her son, her voice rising in volume. 


“You cannot let Neferure live! The civil servants were
appointed by the Usurper, as were the priests. They are loyal to Neferure, as
God’s Wife of Amun, despite what they said today. That position gives her
wealth enough to buy the loyalty of many. Even an army! Unless you execute her,
they’ll kill you and your son and place her on your throne!”


Nefer drew herself up regally. “You’d kill me for what you
fear others might do?”


“Neferure and Hatshepsut kept you from your rightful place
on the throne for fifteen years!” Iset continued angrily. “She must die for
usurping your rights! Kill her! That will send a powerful message to any who
would challenge you in the future. Her mother claimed to be king – she was a
laughingstock! Have you not heard of the graffiti etched on the cliff above
Djeser Djeseru picturing Hatshepsut and Senenmut, a commoner, having sex? No
one would have dared depict a real king in such a way. Neferure needs to pay
the price we could not make her mother pay.”


That was what this all boiled down to – Iset had spent
decades seeking vengeance against Hatshepsut, and had failed. So she would have
it on Nefer instead. The woman’s vindictiveness knew no bounds. I wondered if
Thut was strong enough to resist her.


“If you make the attempt, Majesty, there are those who will
prevent it,” Nefer said quietly, and I knew it was true. There were in fact
many in the land still loyal to Hatshepsut and her daughter, officials who had
not been summoned to the per’aa this day.


I saw that Thut knew it too. He raised his hand and Iset
fell silent, though her eyes flashed with hatred and her nostrils flared in
anger. “Neferure is not responsible for the actions of Hatshepsut, Mother,” he
said calmly, “though her fate must be considered in light of what her mother
did – or her mother’s counselors – and what she has said to me this day and in
the past.” He leaned back in his throne, appeared to ponder.


I trembled. If Iset had talked Thut into execution in spite
of his promise to me I’d never forgive him. Nefer’s blood would be on my hands
for luring her into Iset’s trap. From the half–smile on Iset’s face I could
tell she was certain of that outcome, the one she had personally called for.


After a few agonizing minutes, Thut stood. Everyone in the hall
waited with bated breath. I began shaking uncontrollably. Sweat trickled down
my back.


“I have made my decision, Sister,” he announced. “I will
marry you. That, at least, will ensure your loyalty to me.”


“Thank you, Majesty,” Nefer said.


I breathed a sigh of relief. Nefer’s life had been spared,
as Thut had promised. And she would be what she had always been destined to be –
Thut’s wife and, hopefully, someday, mother of his heir. And then, possibly,
Great Wife.


Iset was absolutely furious. “My son, do you not recall
reading The Teachings of Amenemhat for his son Senwosret? Amenemhat was
assassinated by the women of his harem and his personal bodyguard. Remember his
words? ‘Maintain your vigilance against those who should be subordinate to
you, but who turn out not to be so, men in whose loyalty one can place no
trust; do not let yourself be alone with them. Put no trust in a brother,
acknowledge no one as a friend, do not raise up for yourself intimate
companions, for nothing is to be gained from them.’ What companion could be
more intimate than a wife?”


“I recall the teachings, Mother,” Thut said. “But I don’t
believe Neferure poses a risk to me. She will be a minor wife, ranked fourth
among them, tucked away in my harem where she can do no harm.”


I was shocked. Nefer was the daughter and granddaughter and
sister of kings. By right she should be Great Wife and rule at Thut’s side. I’d
known that was impossible from my discussion with him on the boat, and why. But
to be relegated to a position as low as fourth wife was utter humiliation. I
heard snickers in the hall, saw the delight on Iset’s face. Was Thut saying
this only for public consumption? Did he still plan to utilize her to help him
rule, as he’d promised me? Or was the future Nefer should have had with Thut
truly dead? Was she fated to disappear into anonymity, her skills and talents
unused, her life one of frustration and uselessness? I had no idea, and Nefer
didn’t either. She kept her face impassive, so that they would not see how much
Thut had hurt her. Only Hori gazed at her with sympathy.


“And if she bears you a son?” Iset screeched. “What then?”


“I will take appropriate steps.”


Iset was clearly unsatisfied with that answer.


I assumed that meant Thut would live up to his bargain. I
was convinced of it. Thut would consider Nefer’s son as his heir. That had to
be comforting for Nefer.


Thut addressed Nefer once more. “In addition, Sister, to
ensure that you do not have the resources to supplant me, the title of God’s
Wife of Amun now passes from you to another.” Thut turned to his family. “From
this day Sitiah, mother of my heir and my Great Wife, shall bear the title. But
I claim for myself all the lands and wealth that go with it.”


I knew Nefer had not expected this. Since its creation the
title of God’s Wife had passed from mother to daughter in her family. For the
first time it would be held by a woman without royal blood, and with no tie to
her family. But what could Nefer do? She bowed her head in acquiescence.


I glanced at Hori; his face was ashen. I suspected mine was
as well. Thut had never hinted that he’d planned to do this.


As for Iset, she was not assuaged. She was still clearly
angry that Nefer had been allowed to live, even as a token, even stripped of
power. I had no doubt that she would do her best to make Nefer miserable until
the end of her days, for it was Iset who ruled Thut’s harem.


Thut motioned to his mother and she moved before him. He
addressed the hall. “My beloved mother, Iset, will henceforth bear the title of
King’s Great Wife of Thutmose Aakheperenre.”


“But my mother Hatshepsut was our father’s Great Wife,”
Nefer protested. She had finally been pushed past the breaking point. I could
see she regretted speaking the moment she finished.


Thut strode to the edge of the dais so that he towered over
her. “You will never speak that woman’s name in my presence again. Ever!” He
looked around the audience hall. “That goes for all of you. My mother Iset was
the King’s Great Wife. Inscriptions throughout Kemet will be changed to record
this truth.” He glared at Nefer. “And they will be changed to show my mother
was God’s Wife of Amun as well.”


How much more indignity was Thut going to force Nefer to
bear? She stared at a spot on the wall over the king’s shoulder. Her lips
quivered slightly, but she said nothing.


“Benermerut, come forward,” Thut cried. “Benermerut, I
appoint you overseer of works for Ipet–Isut. Your first task is to change the
inscriptions there referring to that other woman and Neferure. They must
reflect the titles now borne by my mother and my Great Wife.”


Benermerut bowed low. “It shall be done, Majesty.”


Thut sat down. He took a deep breath, calmed himself. Then
he leaned back in his throne, apparently satisfied with his day’s work. “Now we
shall all go to the Temple of Amun and give thanks,” he announced. He started
to rise again, then looked in my direction, almost as if I was an afterthought.
He sat.


“Meryetneith.”


I slowly moved to the open space, next to Nefer. “Majesty?”


“You have served my sister long and faithfully, from the
very beginning of her life. I now release you from those bonds.”


I heard Nefer’s sharp intake of breath.


“Majesty?” I was instantly confused and afraid. Was Thut
separating me from Nefer because I had chosen her over him so many times? Was he
really that cruel? Was he changing our agreement? Did he have something else in
store for me?


“You’ve been my friend all my life, Mery. You know the love
I bear you on that account. If you wish, you may depart the per’aa this day,
beholden to no one in my kingdom. You may settle wherever you like in the land
 of Kemet. You may marry whomever you wish, start a family. I will provide for
you. You will never want for anything. Ask of me what you will and I will grant
it, to you and your children after you.” His eyes bored into mine. “Even were
you to accept the fondest wish of my heart.”


I heard the whispers in the room, saw heads bent close
together, felt eyes upon me. Thut’s cryptic words had set everyone to
speculating. Iset’s brow furrowed. My heart started pounding. I knew precisely
what he wanted me to ask him for, for it was what I too desired. Thut wanted me
for a wife immediately. He didn’t want to wait for Nefer to give him a son. He
loved me and I loved him. If I said the word I could share his bed this very
night. I longed to. The time we’d spent together on the royal boat traveling
south from Abdju was fresh in my mind. No doubt he was counting on it to sway
me. Then my eyes met Nefer’s and brought me back to reality. She regarded me,
curious. After all Nefer had endured this day, I could not pile more hurt upon
her. The reasons Thut and I had to wait to marry had not magically disappeared,
just because my heart wanted them to.


I threw back my shoulders. “Majesty, I ask only to continue
serving your wife, Neferure.”


Thut breathed deeply. His eyes were resigned. He’d known my
answer before I gave it. “You’d share her fate?”


I saw Iset sneer.


“Nefer’s fate, Majesty? To be your wife?” My voice rang
throughout the hall. “There could be no happier fate in the land of Kemet!”


I glimpsed Iset, her face suddenly crimson with rage. What
she had seen as humiliation for Nefer I was proclaiming as a triumph.


“Majesty, I’ll gladly serve My Lady in her glorious fate!”


A half–smile, somewhat wistful, crossed Thut’s lips. “So it
shall be,” he commanded. “Meryetneith, you will continue as Neferure’s lady.”


“Thank you, Majesty,” I said.


“Further, I give you two titles – Great Companion of the
King, and Great Companion of the King’s Wife. This shall be proclaimed throughout
the land. The door of my per’aa shall always be open to you, without hindrance,
to come and go as you please.”


I bowed my head, grateful at Thut’s generosity.


“Now, Mery, take Neferure to my quarters, and prepare her.”


Nefer and I made our way towards the king’s rooms. As we
left the audience hall I whispered a prayer of thanks to the gods. Nefer was
Thut’s wife, as she always should have been. I would remain at her side, her
friend and confidant. As an added benefit, I would see Thut more often, now that
I too would reside in his harem along with Nefer. Let Iset believe she had
defeated Nefer. Yes, she had deprived Nefer of title and status, but not of
life. Iset had won a battle, but I had every confidence that Nefer would
prevail against her in a long war. After all, Iset could not live forever. In
years to come, Nefer would surely prove herself indispensable to Thut. She would
eventually rise to the place she deserved, beside him on his throne. Nefer was
the most beautiful woman in the Two Lands. She’d draw Thut under her spell. It
was inevitable. No, today was just the first step on a long path. Even in the
midst of heartbreak, I saw hope for her.
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Once in the king’s bedroom, Nefer broke down in my arms and
cried until she could cry no more. The audience had been so much worse than
either of us had expected. I comforted her as best I could, though I knew my
words brought her no peace. After a very long time she calmed a bit. She wiped
the tears from her cheeks.


“I could have ruled Kemet, Mery. I could have been king. I
could have challenged Thutmose for the throne. I may even have taken it, with
everyone who backed me… But I yielded, against everyone’s advice but yours. I
counted on Thutmose wanting me to rule with him. I counted on him to give me
power, as he promised you. Instead, he’s taken all I could have been from me.
I’m nothing now. I’ll exist the rest of my life, Mery, but I won’t live. I’ve
lost everything. Thutmose even destroyed tradition – he made a commoner God’s
Wife of Amun. And what he did to our friends, and Mother… I hate him for that,
Mery. I’ll always hate him.”


I stroked Nefer’s long hair, over and over. “As hard as it
may be, you can’t, Nefer,” I said. “You have to forgive him, or at least
tolerate him until you find it in your heart to forgive him. Otherwise, today
was all in vain. Don’t give up yet. I beg you. Your whole life you’ve been
victimized by Iset and your mother. Iset lied about you. Hatshepsut kept you
and the king apart. You’ve survived and even thrived in spite of them. And now
you’re Thut’s wife. Its what you always should have been. It’s the first step
on your road to power. You’ve prepared yourself to be king. Thut doesn’t see
what you can do for him yet, because Iset has blinded him to you with her lies.
But you can prove your worth, maybe not at once, but gradually, by your words
and actions and counsel. Fight for Thut, change his mind about you, make him
see you as you really are, of what you both together can be. Never forget – he
had to behave as he did publicly to assuage Iset and his advisors. I can’t
believe he’ll treat you so cruelly in private, now that you’re his wife.” I
linked our fingers. “Remember the lotus, Nefer, folding up each sunset, opening
again each morning, reborn. If a flower can be renewed, so can you. Make Thut
rely on you. It may take years, but it will happen. Then all will be right.” I
kissed her brow. “I know it will.”


“Some things will never be right, Mery.” Nefer kissed my
cheek. “Why did you ask to stay with me, when I’ve been relegated to the king’s
harem? You could have gone anywhere, had anything, been anything.” I could see
in her eyes that she wanted to ask me what Thut had meant when he referred to
his fondest wish. But she didn’t. I suspected she had guessed, but that she feared
my confirmation.


“Thut allowed me to have what I’ve always wanted,” I said
lightly. “Your love and friendship mean more to me than anything. They always
will.”


Hours later, just after sunset, Thut appeared in his room. A
bit earlier, serving girls had lit oil lamps set on wooden stands. Their
flickering light now cast a warm golden glow on the white linen sheets of
Thut’s bed, and set shadows dancing in the corners.


I was sitting with Nefer on the edge of that bed, its
draperies open wide, her head resting against my shoulder, her arm around my
waist. We both stood at Thut’s entrance. I squeezed Nefer’s hand, lowered my
eyes, bowed my head to Thut. I had bathed and anointed and painted and dressed
Nefer; she was a vision, the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. He wouldn’t be
able to resist her this night. I wouldn’t allow myself to think of what was
about to happen between them. The memory of our time on his boat rose before my
eyes. It could have been me in this bedroom waiting for Thut instead of Nefer,
me locked in his embrace. Was I as big a fool as Thut believed me for giving
him up? I fought against the envy that threatened to poison my heart.


Nefer’s eyes betrayed misery. She was not looking forward to
what was going to happen. I didn’t blame her, after how she’d been treated by
Thut earlier. I’d worked so hard for so long to make this day come about, for
Thut and Nefer to be married. I’d always pictured it as a joyous occasion, the
fulfillment of a mutual dream and desire. I’d never imagined them coming to
their marital bed hating and distrusting each other, bound by duty and politics
instead of love. I felt bad for them both.


“I’ll depart now, Majesties,” I said.


“Stay,” Thut said. “I bring news that affects you both.”


He moved to a chair near the bed and sat. I hastened to fill
a cup with wine and handed it to him. He quickly drank half the liquid and set the
cup down on a small alabaster table to his right.


“The King of Megiddo has challenged me to face him in battle
before his walls.”


I gasped at the effrontery.


Nefer moved before Thut’s chair and stood respectfully. “So
the Nine Bows seek to test you after my mother’s death, to see what you’re made
of. As they always do during a transition on the throne of Kemet.”


“They always fail,” Thut said disgustedly. “But they never
learn from the past.”


“Megiddo alone, against Kemet?” I asked.


Thut shook his head no. “The King of Megiddo has gathered
many allies, from Yeraza in northern Retenu to the marshes of the earth. King
Durusha of Kadesh has already moved his entire army to the city. More soldiers
arrive daily from the region between the Orontes and Jordan rivers – the
Amurru, tribesmen from Setjet and Aram and Retenu – forces under the control of
at least three hundred leaders from an even greater number of towns and cities
and villages – Damascus, Bezer, Hazor, Acco, Achsaph, Adamim, Anaharath, Geba–shemen,
Mishal, Ophel, Shemesh–Edom, Shimon, Shunem, Taanach, Aphek, Gath, Yapu, Lod,
Mahaz, Migdol, Ono, Socoh, Yaham, Rehob, Tyre, Jerusalem, Shechem, Sidon, Sumur
– the list goes on. My spies estimate that Megiddo has or will have ten
thousand men under arms to defend it, or more.”


I was taken aback at the extent of the rebellion. The number
of wretches we’d faced at Buhen paled in comparison. “What’s driven them to
form such a coalition?”


“While Neferure’s mother was busy building temples, the Mitanni
were stirring up trouble for us, unchecked, from the far North. They’re behind
it,” Thut said. “The Mitanni seek to create a buffer between themselves and
us.”


“You saw this coming years ago,” I told Thut. “The decline
in tribute, the slowing of trade. No one would listen to you.”


Thut nodded. “And now we pay the price.”


“The enemy challenges you to meet him on his own ground, in
front of his own town? It sounds like a trap,” I said.


“Of course it is,” Thut concurred. “Or, at least, it is
intended to be. But this is the day I’ve long prepared my army for, Mery.” Thut
rose, made a fist of his right hand and slammed it into his left palm, began to
pace back and forth. “The Nine Bows have ill–judged my boldness and readiness
and strength. They underestimate the speed with which I’ll move to confront
them. It’ll take them much time to mold soldiers from so many places into a
unified fighting force, to work out the issues of command and control, for
kings who answer to no one to willingly subject themselves to those they
consider their equals or inferiors.” Thut laughed gleefully. “I’ll be upon them
before they’re fully prepared, before they can exercise their strength!”


“Aachel was raised near Megiddo,” I volunteered. “She’s
spoken of it to me many times, what she remembers of it.”


Nefer nodded.


“Tell me all you know,” Thut ordered us, sitting once more.
“I know the desert approaches to southern Retenu, but have never been so far
north.”


I refilled his cup. “Megiddo lies a few day’s march east of
the sea, Thut,” I said, “north of Yapu, along the southwestern edge of the Jezreel
 Valley, in the highlands beyond the Mount Carmel range. That’s the first
mountain range that’ll confront you as you move north from Kemet. Megiddo
controls the main trade route between Kemet and Naharina.”


“Which is obviously why they’ve chosen it as an assembly
point,” Nefer pointed out. “If Megiddo remains closed to trade, we’ll be cut
off from the goods of the North.”


“Do not fear. I’ll crush this rebellion and make all Retenu
subservient to me.” Thut pulled the nemes from his head, laid it on the table
next to his cup. He ran a hand through his hair. “General Djehuty left an hour
ago for the army base at Tjaru in Ta–mehi on my fastest boat to make my
soldiers ready. I’ll follow in the morning. I’m going on campaign. I’ll depart
Tjaru one month from today.” He gazed at Nefer appraisingly. “There’s been some
discussion among my advisors about what to do with you in light of this
situation.”


“Do with me, Majesty?”


“Despite your promise of loyalty today, and that of your
bureaucrats and priests, and what I’ve taken from you, there are those who feel
a rebellion here at Waset to put you on my throne is likely with me and my army
far away from Kemet.”


“What more can I say to assure you I’ll take no part in such
a scheme?” Nefer asked wearily. “I’ve publicly yielded to you and pledged
fealty to you to stop these ridiculous whisperings. You’ve taken me to wife.
You’ve stripped me of my titles and wealth. You’ve shamed and humiliated me in
front of every important official in the land. Isn’t that enough?”


“Apparently not. My advisors judge it far too dangerous to
leave you alone at Waset now, so soon after the death of your mother.” Thut drained
the last of his wine, raised his eyes to Nefer. “Truth is, you resent me for
what I did today, don’t you.”


“Wouldn’t you?” Nefer asked with dignity, locking her eyes
on his.


Thut was the first to turn away. “Your resentment may fester
and convince you to forget your promises, Neferure. You may decide to call upon
your supporters to rebel after all, once I’m gone.”


“I would not!”


“Nevertheless, you’re going on campaign with me, Neferure,
so you will not be tempted, and will not have the opportunity.” Thut looked at
me. “And so, in service to my wife, Mery, you’re going to war too.”


Campaigning with Thut? Being with him every day, for months?
Visiting lands I’d long studied but never dreamed I’d see? The gods were smiling
on me. I couldn’t wait to leave. “You know how I crave adventure, Majesty,” I
said eagerly.


Thut smiled wryly. “Well, then. It awaits you in Retenu.”
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“They approach, General.”


General Djehuty stepped from inside his decorated leather
pavilion and moved to my side a few paces from its entrance. In one hand he
carried an ebony cane chased with hieroglyphs of gold, a symbol of authority
given him by Thut two days ago. The sun was almost directly overhead and he
shaded his eyes with his free hand, scanning the flat plain in the direction of
Yapu. The town lay about a mile to our west. Fifteen horsemen slowly approached
us, trailing a long plume of dust. Most of the riders were soldiers; one, an
old man in a magnificent robe, I took to be the city’s governor. Behind them
rose Yapu, its impregnable high mud–brick walls atop a steep one hundred thirty–foot
high hill commanding both plain and harbor, sand–colored against the vast
expanse of the deep blue sea. Our pavilion was equidistant from the city and
the camp of Djehuty’s small force of soldiers that lay along a small creek a
mile to our east. Smoke from several cookfires near the pavilion, tended by
three serving girls dressed in linen skirts, curled upward. The scent of
roasting meat carried on the wind. A dozen of Djehuty’s most trusted commanders
milled about near the general and me, warily eyeing the approaching horsemen.
Some two hundred very large sealed reed baskets were piled not far from the
cookfires, the type usually containing fodder for horses. What we were about to
attempt depended on the enemy believing they did. I felt sorry for the hand–picked
soldiers who were concealed inside the baskets under layers of grain, broiling
under the merciless sun, sweating, thirsty, keeping absolutely still to avoid
detection. Djehuty was about to attempt to trick the enemy into freely opening
Yapu’s gates to us, and the baskets were the key to his plan’s success. I
whispered a prayer to Montu, god of war, that his ruse would work.


From the very beginning of this campaign against Megiddo
Thut had pushed his well–trained men hard. Before leaving Waset he had gone to
Ipet–Isut and sought the protection of the war god, receiving from him the
khepesh, or sickle sword. Then he’d traveled to Tjaru and mustered his army,
twenty thousand strong, and departed Kemet, marching beside the coast along the
Ways of Horus, to Gaza and then Yapu, capturing numerous small towns and
driving the enemy before him. He had moved with tremendous speed; we’d left
home less than three weeks ago and were already nearly to the enemy’s gates. As
he’d told Nefer and me, Thut was determined to strike the Nine Bows before they
could get fully organized. He’d utilized his years of experience patrolling and
visiting Retenu to pick his route north with confidence. We had covered more
than fifteen miles a day since leaving Ta–mehi, traveling light, with the bare
minimum amount of food needed to keep men and horses alive and in fighting
condition. Thut had led by example; he’d been the first to wake each day, the
last to sleep each night.


So far Yapu had been the only city to offer meaningful
resistance to our invasion. Thut had spent two days trying to take it, then,
since any delay posed a significant threat to the success of his campaign, he
had given up, moving almost all of his men north and east towards Megiddo under
cover of darkness. All of his advisors had warned against leaving an enemy
force in his rear, particularly one directly on his line of retreat. So Thut
had stationed General Djehuty outside the city walls with a mere five hundred
soldiers, ordering him to keep the enemy bottled up inside while Thut himself attacked
Megiddo. But General Djehuty was determined to capture Yapu and rejoin Thut in
time for the assault on the enemy stronghold. And so this morning he had sent a
message to Governor Jopa, inviting him to feast and talk on the plain between
the armies.


I’d been left behind with General Djehuty, as had Nefer,
because Thut wanted us in a place of safety when he launched his attack. “I
don’t trust you to stay out of harm’s way,” he’d told me sternly when he
informed us. And he was probably right. Sitting to one side and watching
important events take place was not something I did willingly. I certainly
hadn’t so far on this campaign. For just like I’d inserted myself into battle
at Buhen, from its beginning I’d inserted myself into Thut and Nefer’s
marriage. Their first weeks together had been awkward; Iset had brought the
entire harem to Ta–mehi to be with Thut as he oversaw final preparations for
the campaign, and she’d taken advantage of the opportunity to whisper innuendo
after innuendo about Nefer in his ear and make her life miserable when he
wasn’t around. She had even seen to it that Thut’s other wives spent every night
with him, shutting Nefer out of his bedroom, flaunting it in Nefer’s face.
Nefer had only laughed at the king’s mother; after how he’d treated her in the
audience hall she’d had no desire to share Thut’s bed. She hated him, in fact,
and refused to consummate their marriage. Thut, caught up in the details of
planning his campaign, had neither had the energy to dispute her, nor did he
care. 


But I had. Until Nefer gave Thut a son I couldn’t be his
wife. And so, once we departed Kemet and were away from courtiers and advisors
and wives and Iset, I took charge of the two of them, determined to reconcile
them to each other. I reminded Thut over and over that making his marriage to
Nefer real was the only way for us to be together, and that he had to find a way
to tear down the wall that had been raised between them. I did my best to
gently persuade Nefer that Thut had only done what he’d had to do in the
audience hall, that he hadn’t meant to hurt her so badly, that now, away from
the court and Iset, was their one chance to forge a bond with each other and
for her to earn his trust so that he would give her a life that was fulfilling
once we returned home. I did not ask her to try to forgive him for his
treatment of her in the audience hall – that would take many years, I thought,
if ever – only to tolerate him to ensure her own future. And so, under my
prodding, Thut began to treat Nefer respectfully, and she to respond politely.
She asked for no special treatment on the march and never complained about the
heat or dust or hunger or thirst, which pleased him. He included her in his war
councils and went out of his way to ask her opinion of his plans, which pleased
her. Each day I saw to the setting up of their tent and the serving of their
meals. At night I chased the army’s commanders out so that they could be alone.
And, in due time, nature took its course. Nefer was, after all, a stunningly
beautiful woman, and Thut charismatic and charming. As for me, I watched Nefer
disappear into their sleeping quarters each evening with very mixed emotions,
equal parts happy for and envious of her.


After a long heated discussion this morning, I’d convinced
Djehuty to let me participate in his feast instead of staying behind in camp,
since I spoke the local language and Thut had neglected to leave any of the
army’s few interpreters behind. Out of necessity Djehuty had reluctantly
agreed, after making me swear I’d do nothing foolish. I was, after all, Great
Companion of the King, and the general feared to put me at risk – or, rather,
feared I’d put myself at risk. Nefer remained in camp with the bulk of our
soldiers, content to be as far as possible from danger. I’d borrowed a simple
opaque linen skirt from one of the serving girls; I was unadorned by jewelry or
any sign of rank, not even my Hathor amulet. My long red hair, unbound, hung
over my shoulders to the middle of my back. Anyone would naturally assume I was
a common servant.


The governor and his men dismounted a short distance from
the pavilion. The governor was short, very fat, bald, large–nosed, quite ugly, curly–bearded,
with a superior air about him. His eyes darted about distrustfully under heavy
brows. He wore a rich robe and much gold jewelry and carried a long wooden
staff of office. The leader of his soldiers was at his side, tall, head shaved,
well–muscled, lean, handsome. His eyes scanned the area around our pavilion
appraisingly. Every soldier on both sides rested a hand uneasily on a dagger as
their enemy advanced.


General Djehuty and I stepped forward with an air of
subservience. Success today would largely depend on how well we played our
parts. If Djehuty was worried, I saw no sign of it on his face.


I addressed the visitors. “Governor Jopa, my master,
Djehuty, chief general of Menkheperre, King of the Two Lands, Son of Re, the
Strong Bull Arising in Waset – life, health, prosperity – bids you welcome to
his pavilion. He is most grateful that you have agreed to speak with him. He
has prepared a feast for you and your men. He invites you to eat and drink and
then, when you are refreshed, to talk.”


“You speak my language well,” the governor said, surprised.


“I learned it from slaves taken long ago from Retenu, alongside
whom I serve my master.”


“And what are you called?”


“Meryetneith, My Lord.”


He moved in front of me, put a finger under my chin, tilted
it upwards, searched my face, let his eyes roam slowly up and down my body. “Lovely,
even for one so lowly.”


I knew Thut would have executed the governor for simply
touching me. I merely smiled.


“Please,” I said, sweeping my hand towards the pavilion.
“The feast awaits.”


“You will keep my cup filled with wine, I trust,
Meryetneith.”


Now it was my turn to be surprised. “You speak my language,
My Lord.”


“I crossed the desert to your land with caravans many times
when I was a young man,” he replied. “One picks these things up.”


The governor followed me inside the pavilion. Small tables
had been arranged in a rectangular shape. Djehuty took a seat at one end and I
led Governor Jopa to his at the other. His captain took the seat next to him.
His men took seats on the right side of the rectangle, ours on the left. Two
young women wearing only skirts entered the tent laden with meat and bread and
fruits and vegetables on platters and began to distribute them; a third began pouring
wine. I attended only the governor and his captain, filling their plates with
food and their cups with wine. Everyone on both sides set to eating hungrily
and drinking thirstily. The women were kept busy traveling from fire to table
bringing more victuals. Everyone watched everyone else suspiciously.


“I have long admired Yapu,” Djehuty observed as the meal
neared its conclusion.


“You have visited my city?” Governor Jopa asked.


“Long ago.” Djehuty bit into a piece of fruit, chewed,
swallowed thoughtfully. “Yapu appears impregnable.”


“It has never been taken in battle,” Governor Jopa said
proudly, “and my city is thousands of years old. Perhaps only Jericho is older.
My walls are high and thick and strong and are atop a steep hill. Only a fool
would assault me.”


“I assure you, Governor, I am no fool,” Djehuty said
lightly.


Governor Jopa laughed. He drained his third cup of wine and
I poured a fourth. He took the opportunity to slip his hand beneath the hem of
my skirt and stroke the inside of my calf and thigh. I did not resist him; I
knew my role. “My harbor is the finest in southern Canaan – Retenu, you call
it. Yapu would have made your master a fine prize – if he hadn’t slunk away in
the night.”


One of the enemy soldiers translated the governor’s comments
for his companions, to boisterous laughter laced with epithets and insults in
their tongue. The wine was loosening their inhibitions. It was good our
soldiers did not understand their language or there might have been an incident,
despite Djehuty’s orders for his men to take no action against the enemy.
Djehuty’s soldiers seemed to be getting just as drunk as the governor’s, though
I knew they were all acting. Their wine was heavily watered down.


Djehuty shook his head, snorted, feigned disgust. “The king
my master traveled to Yapu believing the mere sight of his army would terrify
you into surrendering, Governor. Even your slight resistance made him lose
courage. He turned tail and ran. Imagine – a two–day siege. Incredible!”


Those few of the enemy who spoke our language laughed and
relayed Djehuty’s comment to the others. More laughter rang out. Our men, who
knew the success of our plan depended on them maintaining their wits, watched
impassively, knowing Djehuty was baiting the governor.


“I wasn’t surprised,” Governor Jopa said condescendingly.
“It is well known that the king was so weak that a woman ruled Kemet in his
stead for fifteen years.” He looked at me. “What was her name?”


“Hatshepsut, My Lord,” I answered.


“There were many among the king’s advisors, myself included,
who cautioned him against testing the might of Retenu and Setjet,” Djehuty said
confidentially, leaning forward. “We urged him to secure the trade route to the
north by offering tribute to Yapu and Megiddo and the other cities that lie
along it. In his pride he would not hear of it.”


“Until I frightened him,” the governor chuckled.


“Until you frightened him,” Djehuty agreed.


The governor leaned forward too. “But now, General? Does he
listen to you now?”


“Menkheperre realizes that my counsel is good.”


“What do you counsel?”


“That friendship between our peoples is better than war.”
Djehuty lay the ebony cane atop his table. “The king himself gave me this cane
as a sign of authority, so that you may know I speak on his behalf. My words
are his words.”


“And what would you say on behalf of your master?” the
governor asked sharply.


“Outside this pavilion are two hundred baskets full of
grain, fodder for the king’s horses,” Djehuty said. “I offer them in tribute to
Yapu, as a sign of the friendship between you and King Menkheperre. In return,
the king asks only that his trade caravans be allowed to pass Yapu in peace.”


I stepped forward and refilled the governor’s cup. He rested
his hand momentarily on my hip. His captain, seated next to him, stared at me
lasciviously. He’d been staring at me most of the afternoon and evening.


“With two hundred baskets of grain annually as tribute?” the
governor asked slyly, raising his cup to his lips.


Djehuty’s eyes narrowed. He seemed to ponder. “You drive a
hard bargain, Governor Jopa. My master will not be pleased at this additional
expense. But we both know my master does not have the courage or strength to
enforce his will upon you or anyone else.” Djehuty lifted his cup in salute.
“My heart is as your heart, Governor Jopa. It is agreed. Send for men from your
city, so that they may bear our tribute inside your walls.”


Djehuty leaned back in his chair. His face did not give the
slightest indication that the success of his entire plan depended on the governor
agreeing to do that very thing.


Governor Jopa turned to one of his soldiers. “Return to
Yapu. Bring back men and carrying poles. Quickly!”


The soldier looked longingly at his cup of wine, rose,
departed the pavilion. In a moment I heard hoofbeats.


“And now,” Djehuty said, motioning to the serving women,
“let us drink until we can drink no more to celebrate the new–found friendship
between our peoples.”


By the time the porters arrived from Yapu an hour later,
nearly all of the enemy were quite drunk. They were treating the serving women
the same way the governor had been treating me, passing them back and forth
between each other. None resisted; they too knew their roles.


Governor Jopa addressed his captain. “See to it personally
that the king’s tribute is taken to the storehouse in the city.” Then he turned
to Djehuty and indicated me. “I want Meryetneith as part of the bargain too.”


Djehuty stared at the governor impassively, though I noted
the slightest narrowing of his eyes. This was an unexpected and unwelcome
development. He had no intention of putting the Great Companion of the King in
enemy hands. In truth, he really couldn’t. My life was not his to give. Yet I
knew his refusal to do so would put his plan in jeopardy, and most likely
defeat it. I wasn’t going to let Djehuty’s attack on Yapu fail because of me.
Before he could protest, I fell to my knees beside the governor and took his
hands in mine and kissed them.


“I’ve long wished to be free of servitude in the land of Kemet!”
I said with all the fervor I could muster. “Thank you, My Lord!”


Djehuty stared at me for a moment, then settled back in his
chair. He really had no choice but to play along. “What’s one more servant?” he
asked casually.


“Go with the captain,” the governor ordered me. “He will
convey you to my palace.”


“My Lord,” I said humbly, and bowed.


“Captain, have my women prepare her for my return to the
city.”


The captain nodded and left the pavilion. I followed.


The sun was by now low in the west, drenching the plain with
gold. Hundreds of Yapuian porters were standing around nearby. The captain
shouted an order and they began slipping carrying poles through the handles in
the baskets. Pairs of men raised the ends of the poles to their shoulders, each
pair carrying one basket. They formed a procession on the dusty road. The
captain and I led the way, walking slowly towards Yapu. The baskets were very
heavy and the porters could not move with any speed. The sun was directly in
our eyes and I shaded mine with a hand.


“What’ll happen to all this tribute when we get to Yapu?” I
asked the captain.


“We’re going to deliver it to a secure storehouse in the
center of the city and lock it up.”


That was a problem. Once inside Yapu, General Djehuty’s
soldiers were supposed to extricate themselves from the baskets and open the
city gate from the inside. By then, Djehuty and his men would have fallen on
the enemy in the pavilion and captured them and, under cover of darkness, moved
along with the three hundred remaining soldiers from camp to the open city
gate. There all would rendezvous and capture Yapu. But if the two hundred men
hidden in the baskets were locked away in a storehouse they would be for all
intents and purposes prisoners. The gate would remain closed and the entire
plan would fail. Something had to be done so our soldiers could carry out their
mission. And there was no one but me to do it.


I knew the captain wanted me, badly, even though I was
clearly intended for the governor’s harem. Perhaps I could turn his desire to
my advantage to somehow make Djehuty’s plan work. Seducing him shouldn’t be too
hard, though I had no idea how that would help the soldiers trapped in the reed
baskets free themselves. But I had to try something. I brushed against him,
placed my hand on his well–muscled arm, stroked it seductively. “You look like
a warrior, Captain,” I fairly purred. “Have you fought upon the battlefield
often?”


“Often enough. It’s too bad your king is such a coward. I
expected to earn much glory and honor and gold defending Megiddo against him.”


“Just you and the men of Yapu?” I asked innocently.


The captain shook his head no. “The might of Canaan is
arrayed there, awaiting him. I myself just returned from that city a day ago,
seeing to the preparations on behalf of Governor Jopa.”


“You’re an important soldier, then,” I said, sounding
impressed.


He smiled broadly. “I would have commanded our troops in the
southern wing.”


“What’s a southern wing?” I asked, feigning ignorance. “Is
your army a bird?”


The captain roared with laughter. “A wing is a section of
the army. You see, a mountain stands between Yapu and Megiddo, with roads
leading around it to north and south. Whichever road your king chose, half of
our army – a wing – would have been waiting at its end. While that wing engaged
him in battle, our chariots – nearly a thousand of them – would have attacked
him from a hiding place behind Megiddo itself, with the other wing coming up in
support.”


“Did you think up this strategy all by yourself, Captain?”


“I spoke in favor of it in council,” he boasted. “I swayed
many to my way of thinking.”


“My king would’ve lost his army, then, because of you,” I
said admiringly. “It’s well that he returned home, and that our peoples can be
friends instead.”


“Not your people anymore,” the captain reminded me. “You
belong to Governor Jopa now.”


We’d come to within a quarter mile of the city gate while we
were talking. It stood open at the top of a long steep slope. We were now in
the shadow cast by the city across the plain, the sun no longer in our eyes.
Hundreds of people watched our approach from the tops of the walls. I spotted
many heavily–armed soldiers near the gate. Torches were flickering to life
there.


“What’ll happen to me when we get inside the city?” I asked.
I did not have to pretend I was afraid.


“Once the tribute is secure, I’ll take you to the palace to
await the governor. His women will bathe you and anoint you and prepare you. I
expect you’ll not get much sleep this night, Meryetneith.”


I blushed and trembled a bit in spite of myself. I knew exactly
what would happen to me if whatever I tried in the next few minutes failed.
“Call me Mery,” I said.


“You are an extremely beautiful woman – Mery. I suspect it
will be long before he tires of you.”


I took hold of his arm once more. “I wish you were in charge
of the city,” I said tremulously. “Governor Jopa looks like a cruel man. I’m
afraid of what he’ll do to me.” I wasn’t exaggerating.


“He is cruel. Few in the city like him. But none are
courageous enough to challenge him.”


“Not even you, My Lord?” I cooed.


He laughed. But I could tell he was considering it. That was
good.


We reached the foot of the long slope that rose towards the
gate and began to ascend. My mind was racing, trying to figure out a way to
salvage Djehuty’s plan. Somehow, I had to free our soldiers. Somehow, I had to
remain with them. If either they were locked away or I was sent to the palace,
all was lost. We passed through the gate, set in thick walls, into an open
square crowded with townspeople. Word had apparently spread about the arrival
of the tribute and all were curious to see it. I noted a barracks at one side
of the square with many soldiers standing in front of it. We moved into the
city, led by soldiers bearing torches, for night was falling and it was already
dark in the shadowed streets. Djehuty’s men would soon be heading towards the
city, I knew, if all was on schedule. Yapu’s streets were narrow and winding,
lined with mud–brick houses. More people watched our passage from their roofs.
We traveled some distance, always climbing, before reaching the storehouse. Its
large doors were open, and one by one the porters carried their baskets inside
and piled them haphazardly, dropping them with relieved grunts. A few men held
torches high to light the work; more torches were placed in holders on the
walls. The captain stood to one side with me, a scribe at his side, recording
each basket. I took every opportunity to brush against the captain. I could
tell he liked it. The last few baskets were carried in and deposited. Only the
captain and I and a few men remained in the building. In a moment the door
would be locked and Djehuty’s soldiers would be imprisoned.


It was time for desperate measures. I put my hand on the
captain’s broad chest, leaned close, whispered in his ear. “Must you take me to
the palace right away?” I asked, my voice sultry. “I wouldn’t have Governor
Jopa be my only memory of this night.” I took hold of his right hand and placed
it on my left hip.


He stroked it for a moment. “Everyone out!” he cried.


The last of the men and the scribe went into the street. The
captain shut the door firmly behind them.


I pulled my long hair back over my shoulders with both hands,
gazed deep into the captain’s eyes, licked my lips. He stared at me for a
moment, smiled, then closed the distance between us in a few steps. The
torchlight played upon our bodies, half–lit, half–shadowed. He fell upon me
hungrily, his mouth hard against mine, his right hand around my waist, his left
moving higher. I returned his kiss, raked my fingers down his back from
shoulders to waist, pressed against him. My right hand grazed the handle of his
dagger. It was now or never. In one swift movement I drew his dagger from his
belt and turned it and stabbed upward into his spine. He screamed and his legs buckled
and he crumpled to the ground, arms locked around me, dragging me with him,
half–falling on me. I landed on my left shoulder and hip and felt a sharp pain
in both. The captain was heavy. I took a moment, caught my breath, pushed him
with all my might, rolled from under him. His blood was wet on my skin. He
writhed in agony beside me. I pulled the dagger from his back and he screamed
again. I slit his throat to silence him. Then I crawled to the nearest basket,
sliced it open. The soldier inside emerged, drenched in sweat, plastered with
kernels of grain, half suffocated. I crawled to another basket, cut it open,
then another. Before long a dozen soldiers were themselves opening baskets. By
that time both of my knees and elbows were scraped and bleeding.


In ten minutes, all two hundred of our men were ready to
fight. Captain Nikaure, their commander, moved next to me beside the storehouse
door. He nodded and soldiers extinguished the torches, plunging the inside of
the storehouse into darkness. I opened the door the slightest bit and looked
out and a sliver of light spilled in. I raised two fingers, indicating two
guards.


“Now,” Nikaure whispered.


I opened the door wider and poked my head out. “Your
captain… he’s taken ill!” I told the guards frantically. “He needs help! Hurry!”


They rushed inside and our soldiers seized them from behind
and slit their throats and I pushed the door shut.


“We’re in the center of the city,” I told Nikaure and the
rest of the men as they gathered closely around us. “The streets are winding
and crowded with houses in every direction. But I took note of the landmarks. I
can guide you to the gate. It’s well defended. There’s a barracks full of
soldiers to one side.”


“Lead, My Lady, and we follow.”


I opened the door wide and limped out, the men filling the
street behind me. My hip was aching, and my shoulder. My left arm hung limp. I
took my direction from the stars, thankful for the years I’d spent studying
them with Nefer and Hori. Luckily, by now the streets were deserted, the rooftops
vacant, and so we moved swiftly, always downhill, each step agonizing for me.
Every so often a few soldiers melted into the shadows alongside a wall or
doorway, taking position so that when we launched our attack it would come from
multiple directions. In ten minutes what remained of our force reached the side
of the square across from the gate. It was barred on the inside. Ten soldiers
were seated around a fire next to the gate, no doubt awaiting the return of the
governor and his men. Several more soldiers stood in the doorway of the
barracks, backlit by torches. Laughter rose from inside. The soldiers were at
their evening meal.


Our soldiers were upon them before they could react. The ten
at the gate fell immediately, and those in the barracks were killed as they
emerged. Our men opened the gate and Djehuty and his three hundred waiting men
poured through. All had gone exactly as planned at the pavilion. The fighting
within Yapu was vicious, but within hours the city was ours, its people
enslaved, hostages rounded up and imprisoned to ensure the cooperation of all.
The fighting would have taken longer but, as the enemy captain had told me,
most of Yapu’s men were encamped at Megiddo, awaiting Thut’s attack. Their
absence had severely weakened the defenses of their city.


Nefer nearly fainted when she arrived shortly after the city
was secured and saw me sitting in the square near a pile of bodies, exhausted.
I’m sure I looked awful. My bloodied and muddied and torn skirt stuck to my
hips and legs, and my knees and elbows were scabbing over, and dried rivulets
of blood trailed down my legs and forearms. My hip had stiffened and I could
barely walk. My left shoulder was throbbing, already turning purple, bruised
from the captain falling on it. I could barely raise my arm. My tangled hair
was a mess – dusty, muddy, bloody. Solicitously, Nefer brought me food and
drink, and as I ate she cleaned my wounds – there was no time for me to wash,
and I had no clean clothes to change into – and as she did I told her
everything that had happened that day. After she tended to me, she carefully
took me into her arms and held me close and whispered that she would have died
if anything had happened to me.


When Re rose the next morning, Djehuty and Nefer and I were
already standing before the city gate. The road that passed through it descended
to and wound through a vast plain, glistening with dew. I saw Djehuty’s empty pavilion
a mile to the east, a pennant drooping before it, and a mile beyond that our
deserted camp. We had no time to waste disassembling and packing our tents, and
so were leaving them behind. Several dozen laden donkeys were already snaking
directly north from the camp, carrying just enough supplies to last us until we
rejoined Thut; we’d intercept the donkeys once we set out. Bodies of enemy
soldiers and a few civilians were strewn in the square and up every street
within my sight – gashed, maimed, dismembered. Much of the dusty ground was
dark with blood. Carrion birds were circling high overhead. A few baskets near
the gate held cut off hands and penises, trophies of war. Some of our soldiers
were herding groups of hollow–eyed and fearful captives into buildings, where
they’d be imprisoned. Our captains were busily organizing men for the march on
one side of the square; other soldiers were taking position on the walls and
within the city as guards. The cries of mourning women and children carried on
the wind.


By an hour after dawn our small army had embarked on the
road to Megiddo, marching fast, leaving one hundred of our number behind to
watch over our captives and treasure and city.


 


 


***


 


 


An hour before sunset we approached a row of shields pressed
into the ground that marked the perimeter of Thut’s camp just outside Yehem, a
small town south of the mountain that guarded Megiddo.


“It’s General Djehuty!”


The cry of the sentry was taken up by soldiers gathered
around nearby fires preparing their evening meals and rolled through camp like
a wave. We rode in through a narrow gap in the shields. We’d been traveling
hard and fast since dawn and I couldn’t wait to dismount from my horse, though
I recognized I’d had it easy; unlike Nefer and the officers and me, the men had
marched the entire distance. Thut’s soldiers were rushing towards us from every
direction, filling the air with exultant cries. The camp was orderly but
crowded; horses grazed beside chariots, donkeys stood attached to supply carts,
tents stood in long rows. Supplies were piled everywhere.


Nefer and I were, like the rest of Djehuty’s men, dusty and
exhausted and famished. None of us had slept for two days, and had consumed
only one quick meal on our march from Yapu. I’d slipped away for a few moments
and bathed in a small creek that we crossed. Nefer had washed as much of the
blood and grime from my skirt as she could, but it was still darkly stained and
badly ripped. Now General Djehuty pulled his horse to one side and issued a
command and his men began falling out beside the nearest campfires to eat and
drink and rest.


The camp was bisected by two roads that divided it into four
quadrants. Djehuty and Nefer and I continued on horseback towards the king’s
tent, located at the intersection of the roads. It stood in its own enclosure,
surrounded by the tents of the army’s commanders. I picked out the banners of
the various divisions – Re, Amun and Ptah – planted in the earth nearby. There
were only two entrances to the royal zone, both heavily guarded. We dismounted
– me gingerly – and the general and Nefer and I were admitted. Nefer supported
me with one arm around my waist as I painfully limped the last few steps,
trailing the general. By now Thut had heard the commotion and was standing
before his tent, one of his pet lions, leashed, at his side.


“Be of good cheer, Majesty!” Djehuty announced loudly as we
stopped before Thut. He bowed low, then raised the ebony cane high. “For Amun,
your good father, has given to you the rebel of Yapu and all his people, as
well as his city. I have left men to hold them as captives, that you may fill
the house of your father Amun–Re, King of the Gods, with male and female
slaves, who have fallen beneath your feet forever.”


A broad smile creased Thut’s face. “General, I did not
expect such a victory from you. You will tell us about it as we eat.”


Then Thut noticed me. I must have been a horrible sight,
with my torn and stained skirt and scabbed–over knees and elbows and bruised
shoulder and long windblown hair wavy from my immersion in the stream. A look
I’d remember the rest of my life crossed his face – fear, wonder, agony, joy. I
knew that if we weren’t standing in front of half his army he’d have taken me
in his arms. “Mery! What…?”


“I’m uninjured, Majesty,” I hastily assured him.


“You don’t appear uninjured.” Thut scanned me from head to
toe. “Your knees… your shoulder... How did this happen?”


I smiled. “We mustn’t spoil General Djehuty’s tale,
Majesty.”


He stared a moment longer. “Then let’s hear it,” Thut said
impatiently, and turned on his heel and entered his tent.


A guard held the flap aside and we followed Thut in. The
royal tent was made of leather, divided in two, one half low and long and
rectangular, the other square, with a high pointed roof held up by a large
column. There were several folding stools, some small tables, wood boxes and
reed and leather baskets for provisions and clothes, a collapsible bed, a
gilded throne and footstool. Burning bowls of oil on wooden stands provided
illumination.


Tjanuni, the king’s military scribe, sat at a small table
just in front of the king’s sleeping quarters, scratching on a sheet of papyrus
with a reed pen. The papyrus was no doubt part of the military daybook he kept
that would be stored in the royal archives once we returned to Kemet. The
daybook would serve as the basis for poetic and commemorative inscriptions that
would be placed on temples around the country to memorialize Thut’s campaign.
The army’s officers were all present in the tent and rushed forward to
congratulate General Djehuty, surrounding him and vigorously clapping him on
the back. I’d come to know them all well these last three weeks – the dark–skinned
Nubian Dedu, commander of Thut’s Medjay bodyguards, superintendent of the
western deserts and royal envoy to desert tribes; Amenmose, captain of troops
and Eyes of the King in the Two Lands of the Retenu, who had guided us along
every road and to every well on the march north; Mahu, deputy of the army;
Horemheb, master of horse; Pehsukher, standard–bearer of the King, bow–carrier
of the Lord of the Two Lands; and, of course, Ahmose and Amenemhab.


Ahmose embraced me, careful not to put pressure on my dark
purple shoulder.


Amenemhab slowly looked me up and down. “Whatever it is you
claim you did at Yapu, Mery, I believe it. In advance.”


I laughed.


Nefer took me into the king’s sleeping quarters. I discarded
my skirt and put on one of her dresses. We returned to the others just as
servants entered the tent laden with food and drink, hurried along by two royal
butlers – Suemniwet and Neferperet. Except for Thut and Djehuty and Nefer and
me everyone sat down on the floor, cross–legged. King and general shared a
small table; Nefer and I sat at another. I was grateful to be off my feet and
off a horse. My hip hurt.


“Yapu’s walls appeared impregnable, General,” Thut said.
“The city had plenty of grain and water. I expected it to hold out
indefinitely. All I asked of you was to keep the enemy trapped inside until I
dealt with Megiddo. But you captured it. How?”


“Yesterday afternoon, I invited Governor Jopa to meet me
halfway between his city and my camp to talk and feast,” Djehuty reported. “He
and a handful of his soldiers accepted. I fed them and got them drunk. I told
the governor you were awed by his might, and so had returned home with your
army and now desired to purchase his friendship and safe passage through his
lands for your caravans.”


“And he believed this fiction, that I feared him?” Thut
asked.


“With all his heart,” Djehuty chuckled.


I noted that he was glossing over the details of the
meeting, including mention of tribute. I didn’t fault Djehuty for not fully
disclosing every word that had passed between him and the governor. Taken out
of context, what he’d said to lure the governor into his trap could be
considered utterly disrespectful by Thut. What sense was there in upsetting the
king? After all, I hadn’t told the general everything I’d done to help his plan
succeed either. He’d have been mortified had he known the whole truth.


“I offered the governor two hundred baskets of grain,
Majesty, as a token of your friendship. He accepted my gift and sent to his
city for porters.”


“How did buying his friendship lead to the capture of Yapu?”
Thut asked, confused.


“While we waited for his porters to return, I got the
governor and his men very drunk. The porters arrived, took up the baskets, then
carried them back to Yapu.” General Djehuty paused dramatically, took a long
drink of wine, scanned the faces of king and officers. “Little did Governor
Jopa know that each basket held one of Your Majesty’s soldiers hidden under the
grain.”


“The enemy himself smuggled our soldiers into his city?”
Thut asked wonderingly, then laughed with delight. “This tale will be told down
the years, General!” He turned to the scribe. “Are you getting all of this,
Tjanuni?”


“I am, Majesty.”


“Go on!” Thut ordered.


“Once the baskets were well on their way to Yapu, I
approached Governor Jopa in friendship and, when but a few steps away, struck
him on the temple with your cane, knocking him senseless.” Djehuty held up the
cane and inspected it. “I must remember to wash his blood off later. Anyway, my
men simultaneously fell on his men, and in moments all were captive. It was by
now dark, and I summoned my remaining three hundred men from camp. We hurried
across the plain and slipped close to the city gate. In the meantime, the
baskets had been taken to the governor’s storehouse and shut inside.” Djehuty
glanced at me. “The King’s Great Companion Meryetneith then cut the baskets
open and freed my soldiers and led them to the city gate.”


“You let Mery be taken into Yapu by the enemy?” Thut asked,
his brow furrowing. His face took on a hint of red. “So this explains your
condition,” he said to me. His eyes told me he was appalled that I’d been put
at risk. “Explain yourself, General!”


Djehuty was in a delicate position. He’d been ordered to keep
the enemy inside his city; instead, he had been cajoled into gambling with my
life to take it. He and Nefer and I had discussed the issue briefly on the
march earlier in the day, knowing it would come up. If left to our own devices,
neither he nor I would have mentioned my involvement. But two hundred of Djehuty’s
soldiers had seen me in the storehouse, and so the fact I’d been present
couldn’t be kept secret from Thut. Soldiers talked among themselves, after all,
and they were already talking about me. I’d earned their respect for what I’d
done, keeping them from being imprisoned and leading them safely through the
city. The two hundred from the warehouse had told the rest of Djehuty’s men on
our march north; by now, I supposed, the story was sweeping through Thut’s camp
as well. Everything had turned out as we’d planned in the end, but only because
the gods had watched over us.


“I convinced Governor Jopa to send me into Yapu with the
baskets, Majesty,” I interjected before Djehuty could reply. “I didn’t consult
with General Djehuty beforehand. I did it on the spur of the moment.” My eyes
met Thut’s. “I knew the General would tell me no. But you know I always take
matters into my own hands.”


“What were you doing in the midst of the enemy at all?” Thut
asked heatedly.


“Blame yourself, Majesty,” I said, trusting that putting him
on the defensive would relieve the pressure on Djehuty, knowing I could get
away with talking to Thut frankly. “You took all the army’s translators with
you to Megiddo, after all. I was in the general’s pavilion because I could
speak the governor’s language and General Djehuty had no one else to rely on.”


“An oversight that won’t be repeated,” Thut growled.


“As I helped serve the meal, I overheard many of the enemy’s
unguarded comments. I learned that Yapu is a city of winding streets and that
the storehouse lay in its middle. I feared your soldiers, carried in baskets
and unable to see the path from storehouse to gate would, once they were freed,
become lost in the dark. General Djehuty’s plan would fail. Someone had to
serve as our soldiers’ eyes. Who’d suspect a woman of evil intention?”


“All men!” Amenemhab shouted.


Even Thut joined in the laughter.


“I told Governor Jopa that I wished to personally report to
you on the magnificence of his city,” I continued. “That was why he allowed me
to go. Anyway, to enter Yapu was my choice, not General Djehuty’s. He could
hardly argue with me in front of the enemy and put his plan at risk.”


I saw thanks in Djehuty’s eyes.


“And your skirt, and wounds?” Thut asked.


“Clumsiness, Majesty,” I replied. “I tripped over the body of
a wretch in the dark and was stained with its blood.”


That seemed to appease him. “Continue with your story,
General,” Thut ordered.


“There is little else to tell. Our soldiers slew the enemy
guarding the gate and threw it open. My waiting men entered. We swept through
Yapu like a tide, overwhelming its defenses. By dawn the city was ours. One
hundred of my men remain, watching over your treasure and captives until you
return.”


Thut clapped General Djehuty on the shoulder. “You’ll have
much gold in honor of your accomplishment, my friend!” he vowed.


“Right now, Majesty, I’d rather have food,” Djehuty laughed,
biting into a piece of bread.


Amenemhab slipped to my side, handed me a cup of wine. “I’ll
never underestimate you again, Mery.”


Thut heard. “Nor I. It appears I must number you among my
soldiers now, Mery, for real. And, at the least, give you more titles – ‘Opener
of the Gate of Yapu’ seems appropriate, and ‘Translator of the King.’”


I did not fail to note the affection in his voice. Nefer
looked at me strangely. I sensed she heard it too. It had been many years since
he’d addressed her in such tones. I hoped she’d attribute it to our childhood
friendship and not guess it meant more.


“Majesty,” I said, and sipped at my wine. I wondered what he
would have said if he’d known the true part I’d played in the capture of Yapu.
But neither he nor anyone but Nefer ever would.


 


 


***


 


 


When all were finished eating, Thut addressed Djehuty. “Now
we must decide the road by which we’ll attack Megiddo.”


He motioned to the servants, who removed the plates and cups
from his table. Tjanuni came forward with a papyrus upon which a map had been
crudely drawn. The officers in the tent gathered around to see it as best they
could. Those in the back strained to see over those in front.


“We are here,” Thut said, stabbing the map with a finger. “Megiddo
is to our north. A mountain range lies between the city and us, eight miles
long, with a small brook along its northern foot. The city itself stands atop a
small hill in the middle of a broad plain. Its houses rise toward the crest of
the hill, which is surrounded by a high wall. It has a good supply of water,
from a well outside the walls, but a captured prisoner told us there’s a tunnel
from the city to the well.”


“These are the two roads to Megiddo?” Djehuty asked, bending
near the papyrus.


Thut nodded. “The northern leads through Djefti, the
southern through Taanach. Both towns are four miles from Megiddo. The question is,
which of them does the enemy guard?”


“Both,” I interjected.


Everyone turned towards me.


“How do you know?” Thut asked sharply.


I rose from my chair, relayed everything the captain had
told me of the disposition of the enemy and their battle strategy on our walk
into Yapu.


“You’d have us believe this captain would reveal so much to
you, a woman of his enemy?” Dedu asked skeptically.


“Does a man consider a woman he desires an enemy, or temper
his boast to her?” I countered.


Thut looked at me strangely. “This captain desired you?”


“He did, Majesty. As did his master.” I was not exaggerating,
merely stating a fact.


“To which I can attest,” Djehuty said. He’d seen the captain
staring, seen the governor’s hands on me, acquiesced to the governor’s demand
to have me. “So, whichever road we take, the wretches lie in ambush, with
advantage over us.”


I leaned close to Nefer, whispered urgently “tell him.” Both
of us knew another way to Megiddo. This was a chance for Nefer to prove her
usefulness to the king, a first step on the road to his trust and from under
Iset’s thumb. 


“Maybe not,” Nefer said, drawing everyone’s attention. She
rose and pressed through the officers to Thut’s side. I limped after her. She
briefly studied the map, then pointed to the middle of the mountain, depicted
without feature on the papyrus. “There’s a pass here – Aruna Pass, if I recall
its name correctly.”


“That’s right,” I confirmed.


“It cuts through the center of the mountain range and exits
directly in front of Megiddo.” Nefer’s eyes sought Thut’s. “Take the path
through the pass and your army will lie halfway between each enemy wing, and be
closer to the city itself than either of them.”


“My scouts didn’t mention such a pass. More information from
your captain?” Thut snorted, looking at me.


“No, Majesty,” Nefer replied. “When Mery and I traveled to Punt
many years ago we befriended a Mitanni trader, Artatama by name. He told us
about the caravan routes through Retenu and Setjet from his homeland all the
way to Kemet. He said he always traveled through Aruna Pass. Even though its
very narrow, a ravine, actually, wide enough for only a single cart, no one
else ever used it, and so he didn’t have to worry about being set upon by
bandits.”


“My captain didn’t mention it being guarded,” I added. “I’d
wager the enemy doesn’t fear attack from that direction.”


“That’s Megiddo’s point of vulnerability, Majesty,” Djehuty
said excitedly.


Thut studied the map for a moment. “Guard!” he called.


A soldier immediately poked his head into the tent.


“Bring the prisoner.”


A minute later the guard entered with a man I took to be an
Apiru from his dress, a member of one of the minor tribes that wandered Retenu,
stealing and generally causing trouble, serving as mercenaries in the armies of
the powerful. He was filthy, bloodied, his arms tightly bound behind his back
with bonds of leather.


“Where’s the translator?” Thut queried.


“Eating with his squad,” an officer replied. “Only the gods
know where in this camp.”


“Send someone to find him,” General Djehuty ordered.


“No need,” I said. I moved before the prisoner. “Tell me
about Aruna Pass,” I ordered him in his own tongue.


He refused to acknowledge me, much less answer. Thut and the
others regarded us, impatient.


“He’s not going to talk to a woman,” someone said pointedly.


“Amenemhab. Your dagger,” I commanded.


He gave it to me, smiling, handle first.


I seized the prisoner by his hair. I cringed at a sharp pain
in my shoulder. I pressed the sharp edge of the blade against the prisoner’s
throat, hard. A line of blood appeared.


“I’m sure the king has plenty more prisoners for me to
question. So tell me what I want to know, or I’ll kill you and try another!” I
hissed. “You won’t be the first man I’ve slain, Apiru. Not even the first in
the last twenty–four hours.” I pressed the blade deeper. “I’ve earned my scars
and bruises in battle.”


His eyes grew wild with fright. “There’s a road through the
pass. Rough and rutted.”


I translated my question and his answer for Thut.


“Is it guarded by soldiers?”


“No.”


“How wide?”


“A single soldier at a time. A chariot, perhaps.”


“His description matches Artatama’s,” I said, looking over
my shoulder at Thut.


“Ask him why he didn’t tell us about it before,” Thut
demanded.


I did. “He said only a fool would pass that way.”


“Get him out of here,” Thut ordered.


King and general moved close to the map once more.


“So it seems we do have another path to Megiddo,” Thut said,
sweeping his eyes around his gathered commanders. “Thoughts?”


“Majesty – move the entire army through a mountain pass
single file? It will take too long.”


“I agree. What if the enemy is drawn up on the other side
waiting for us, despite what this prisoner said? They’ll kill us one at a time.
We’ll be cut to shreds.”


“What if this is a trick? It would take only a handful of
enemy to stop us halfway through the pass.”


“What if some of them slip around behind us before we
emerge? They’ll capture our entire army!”


“How do you know your wife and her serving woman aren’t
leading us into a trap?” Pehsukher asked. “After all, Majesty, if you die in
battle your wife will become king.”


So the news of what Thut and Iset had said in the audience
hall of the per’aa had spread throughout Kemet.


“I’ll march at the head of the army myself!” Nefer said, her
voice ringing. “I’ll be first through the pass.”


“And me at her side,” I added.


“I’ll be right behind you,” Amenemhab interjected.


“And I,” said Ahmose.


The rest, except perhaps Thut and Djehuty, looked at Nefer
dismissively.


Thut then took a seat and listened patiently as each of his
officers expressed his opinion about what to do, in turn. That took nearly an
hour. Almost everyone was opposed to using Aruna Pass. I had to admit that many
made solid points, and I eventually came to doubt my first instinct. Maybe I
had oversimplified things – attacking through the pass seemed straightforward
to me, but I was no trained soldier and all of them were. I knew nothing of
strategy or logistics. Perhaps they saw things I didn’t.


The last commander spoke and the debate finally ended. Thut
had sat impassively throughout, giving no hint of what he was thinking. It
seemed to me the consensus was to move the army to Taanach and attack Megiddo
from that direction. No one had favored Aruna Pass, except General Djehuty.
Thut slowly leaned forward in his chair, rested his elbows on his knees, supported
his brow with his hands, shook his head. He, the boldest man I knew, was obviously
discouraged, in my opinion because of the caution of his army’s commanders.
He’d expected more of them. This, I thought, was the very moment for Thut to
assert himself, the moment that would make or break him as a leader and king.


I leaned close to Thut, whispered in his ear. “Tell them
your vision for Kemet. Tell them what they’re fighting for. Make them believe!”


Thut instantly raised his head, looked at me, nodded. “I
wish all these men had your spirit, Mery,” he said softly. He stood, faced his
commanders. I saw fire in his eyes once again. “I’ve led you to the North to
fight,” he began, his eyes sweeping the tent. “You all know me. I’ve trained
with you, sweated with you, suffered hardships with you since I was a young
boy. I’ve been your king for fifteen years – though always in the shadow of
another. Now I rule alone for the first time. Now I command the army for the
first time. Admittedly, I’m mostly untried in battle, mostly untried as your
leader. You don’t really know what to expect of me. You don’t really know how
far, or if, you should follow me.”


I saw a few of the men whispering to each other. Thut had indeed
put his finger on what they were feeling.


He stepped forward, into their midst, so that they
surrounded him. “Hear my words!” He turned in a circle. “We have not come north
merely to defeat a rebellion by chieftains and kings from Retenu and Setjet. We’ve
come north to transform Kemet from a kingdom into an empire, the first in the
history of the world!”


Thut had their attention now. They listened, spellbound, as
Thut revealed the dream he’d told me of so long ago.


“I am going to extend Kemet’s borders far south into Nubia,
far west into the desert, north across Retenu and Setjet, to the islands in the
Great Green, into the heart of Naharina itself.” He paused to let that sink in.
“When I’m done making war, the whole world will bow to me! The whole world will
bring me tribute! The whole world will tremble at my name! Kemet will be
blessed with wealth and power beyond what any kingdom has ever known!” He
paused, scanned the faces of his men again, lowered his voice. “Those of you
who fight alongside me will become rich and powerful too.” He pointed towards Megiddo.
“Three hundred kings and chieftains are arrayed against us there. Don’t you
see? Their alliance is a gift to us from the gods! We’ve been given the chance
to shatter our enemies completely! All at once! Everyone who has risen in
rebellion against me is in Megiddo. It would have taken us years to conquer
their towns one at a time. Capturing Megiddo will be the same as capturing a
thousand cities.” He clenched his fist and raised it. “We will – or I’ll die in
the attempt.”


Thut’s commanders were with him now. Their faces were eager.
A few shouted their assent.


“The wretches outnumber us at Megiddo. They fight on
familiar ground, for their homes, behind the safety of walls. The odds against
us are high, but so will be the rewards. I promise you that.”


More shouted assents.


“I’m untried. So is my army. So are you. But I believe in
every one of us. I believe in my army. My army is the hammer with which I will
build an empire. Tomorrow I will temper that hammer in blood!”


Thut had won them over. Everyone was shouting now.


Thut pointed to Nefer. “Almost twenty years ago the gods
revealed the existence of Aruna Pass to my wife.” He pointed to me. “Yesterday,
the gods revealed the wretches’ battle plan to my Great Companion.” He threw
his arms wide. “The very gods are with us!” he thundered. “Aruna Pass is their
gift to us! If all of you scoff at the idea of taking the mountain path, the
enemy has surely discounted defending it. So that is the direction we will
take.” His gaze swept everyone in the tent again. “If any of you are afraid of
the pass, afraid of taking the first step with me on the road to empire, you
may stay here, in this camp, and slink back to Kemet on your own. Otherwise, I
want your men armed and on the move at first light. It’ll take half a day at
least to get so many of us through the pass. Your men must be in their
formations and ready to fight before the gates of Megiddo by midafternoon
tomorrow.” He moved back to the front of the tent. “Neferure and I will march
together at the head of the column, with General Djehuty and Meryetneith just
behind.” He addressed Ahmose and Amenemhab. “You two shall trail the army, to
make sure no one falls behind.”


The lower level leaders immediately hurried from the tent to
begin organizing their men. Thut and General Djehuty and the others moved close
together and huddled around the map. I assumed they’d spend most of the night
working out the details of the following day’s march through the pass, and the subsequent
attack. So Nefer returned with me to my tent in the king’s compound so we could
both try to get some rest. She nestled beside me in my bed, her head resting on
my good shoulder, one arm draped over me.


“That was a Thutmose I’ve never seen before,” she whispered
as we lay awake in the dark, both of us exhausted yet unable to sleep,
listening to the sounds of an army preparing itself for battle. 


“No one has,” I said. “Thut was stirring, wasn’t he?” I
couldn’t keep the admiration from my voice.


“I wouldn’t have prevailed if I’d challenged him for the
throne. I see that now.”


I kissed the top of her head. “That’s why I was so afraid
for you, Nefer. I did.”


“You knew of his dream of empire?”


“Thut told me when we were fifteen years old, Nefer. Half our
lifetimes ago. It’s driven him every day since.”


“He never told me.” There was a long pause. “How is it he
tells you so much, Mery? How is it you can tell Thut what to say to his
commanders, and he does, and its just the right thing at the right time?”


Nefer was leading us onto dangerous ground. I couldn’t tell
her about my relationship with Thut, about our love, about our plan to marry,
couldn’t reveal the intimate details of our shared past. She was in too
delicate a condition right now to hear all that. Unquestionably, she’d see my
actions as a betrayal. Which, probably, they were.


“What better time to reveal his heart’s desire, and who
better to reveal it to?” I asked. “Besides – what Thut said about the gods
favoring him – don’t you feel its true? Otherwise, why would the two of us be
here in Retenu to help him? Why would we know what we know?”


“The ways of the gods are mysterious,” Nefer agreed.


“Thut tells me things because I’ve always been his friend,
Nefer. I was never his rival, like you. Once you said he and I were very much
alike – I think that’s true. We get along with each other and enjoy each other
– always have. He tolerates that I’ve chosen to be with you instead of him,
because he knows I care just as much for him as I do you. He sees I’m always
trying to bring the two of you together. That’s something I think he wants too,
even though it may not seem like it sometimes. That’s why I’m glad you have
Thut to yourself on this campaign, Nefer – no Iset, no wives, no one whispering
against you. Its an opportunity to become his friend again, not just his wife
and sister. Do so, and good things will follow – I promise.”


“Perhaps you’re right, Mery,” Nefer said.


Then we both drifted off to a brief and fitful sleep.


 


 


***


 


 


At dawn Nefer and I gathered with the lead elements of the
army at the entrance to Aruna Pass, accompanied by the prisoner I’d questioned
a few hours earlier. The path appeared as rough and narrow as he had reported
and I had heard.


The army drawn up behind us on the plain seemed to me
magnificent. Most of the men were foot soldiers, large arch–topped leather
shields slung on their arms, spears and khepesh swords and axes in their hands.
They wore brightly colored knee–length tunics of linen or leather, with bronze
scales sewn on in bands of red, blue and yellow. Among them were mercenaries
from both Libya and Wawat. There were a host of archers, each leading a horse.
And there were charioteers, in leather corselets with bronze scales, adorned
with gleaming bronze helmets decorated with stripes of black or red or green,
with two streamers attached to their peaks. Each charioteer held his two horses
by their harness; getting the chariots through the pass was going to be a
challenge.


I took my place in our column directly behind Thut, a newly–acquired
bow in my hand, a beautifully decorated quiver of arrows on my back. I’d never
seen a bow like it; it was a compound bow, the archer who gave it to me said,
its range twice as far as a regular bow and powerful enough to drive an arrow
through most shields. Thut was wearing his Blue Crown, the blue faience disks
attached to the leather glittering in the sunlight. He was dressed for war, in
a pleated kilt, a gold belt inlaid with faience around his waist, a leather
corselet, a decorated breastplate in the shape of vultures’ wings, a linen
shirt, and gold armbands and wristbands. He turned, looked over his army, then,
with a loud cry, sent us on our way. We moved forward into the pass, the rocky
slopes of the mountain rising steeply on each side of the twisting path, which
itself rose perceptibly towards the mountain’s crest. We moved as quickly as we
could, for we would be vulnerable as long as the army remained strung out in
single file. My hip was still sore, even after last night’s brief rest, and I
struggled to keep the pace. I scratched my arm once or twice on scraggly
bushes. Sometimes the sun lighted our steps, especially as it rose higher into
the sky, but most of the time we walked in deep shadow as the path twisted and
turned between sheer walls of rock. Horses whinnied and chariot wheels squeaked
without ceasing and the sounds echoed in the pass. I stumbled a few times on
rocks upthrust from the trail. Each time General Djehuty caught me by an arm
and righted me. Each time pain coursed through my shoulder, but I did not cry
out. Thut allowed the men to rest only once, at the highest point of the
passage, just long enough for a hurried bite and quick drink, then hurried us
on our way once more. By now, after more than three days with little more than
a nap, I was moving mechanically, mindlessly, dog–tired. The excitement that
had kept me alert since the beginning of the feast in the pavilion two days ago
– or was it three – I couldn’t think clearly – was wearing off, replaced by the
mind–numbing effort of putting one foot in front of another. After nearly seven
hours of walking we finally rounded a sharp rocky corner and ahead, through a
gap between the sides of the mountain, glimpsed a vast green plain. Smoke rose
from hundreds of campfires clustered in the far distance on both the eastern
and western ends of the mountain range, guarding the roads the wretches had
expected us to take, just as the captain had told me. Straight ahead was the
high walled hill that held Megiddo. More smoke rose from a large camp dotted
with magnificent colorful pavilions and a multitude of waving banners on the
plain directly between us and the city, so close I thought I could almost reach
out and touch them. No doubt that was the camp of the kings, located in the
center of the enemy’s defense so they could quickly move to support either end
of their line.


“We’ve got the wretches right where we want them. We’re
closer to Megiddo than either wing is,” Thut said in a low excited voice to
General Djehuty. “If it comes to a footrace to the city gate, we’ll win.”


We moved forward as rapidly as possible, the path descending
steeply the last hundred yards or so. Soon we began to emerge, one by one, onto
the broad plain at the foot of the mountain, close by narrow shallow Qina
Brook. It wound lazily parallel to the rock–strewn slope no more than fifty
yards away. Captains began rapidly moving their men into battle formation along
the brook’s near bank, whispering commands, mounted bowmen to the left,
chariots to the right, foot soldiers to the center.


We were spotted before even a tenth of our army was out of
the pass. Thut studied the enemy calmly, but I grimly, suddenly recognizing the
folly of what Thut had done, at my urging. The enemy directly in our front
heavily outnumbered us in our current state. If they attacked now they’d
overwhelm the small force that had exited the pass, and trap the rest inside.
If either enemy wing circled the mountain and blocked Aruna Pass from the rear,
Thut’s entire army would be lost. And it appeared that was precisely what was going
to happen. I heard horns and trumpets in the kings’ camp, saw the enemy begin
to stir, like ants scrambling about anthills, forming up on the plain facing
us. I saw heads appear atop the walls of nearby Megiddo, no doubt studying us.
Our captains were desperately organizing their men to meet the pending enemy
attack, the number of soldiers available to fight pitifully small and, to my
eyes, inadequate. Guilt washed over me. I’d proposed using the pass; all the soldiers
who were about to die would do so because of me. And what would happen to Thut?


He was still calm. Could it be he didn’t realize how
precarious our position was?


“The two biggest tents in that camp surely belong to the
kings of Kadesh and Megiddo,” he told Nefer and General Djehuty and me. “Those
surrounding them must belong to the chieftains of their allies.”


“I recognize the banners of Hazi, Abel, Damascus, and
Hadara,” Djehuty said. He squinted. “Tob, Hazor, Pehel, Yanoam, Acco, Ophel, Gath,
Ono, Yaham, Lebo, Jattir, Tyre, Yoqereth, Gezer. There are hundreds unfamiliar
to me.”


“The intelligence was right,” Thut said. “Three hundred
leaders are in that camp, and every king who has rebelled against me.”


“They’re not with their men?” Nefer asked.


“They’ve stayed in the center to direct the action,” Djehuty
said. “Their plan is exactly as the captain told Lady Meryetneith – their
center would have moved to join whichever wing first came under attack from us.
They never expected our army to emerge from Aruna Pass.” He addressed Thut.
“But I fear we’ve blundered, Majesty. It’s my fault. We should have waited in
the pass until after dark, to avoid discovery, massed our men in the night to
gain the numerical advantage.” He pointed. “Riders are already heading from the
kings’ camp to both wings. In less than two hours, I’d wager, the center and
one wing will attack us here and the other will already be circling around to
our rear.”


“Perhaps,” Thut said coolly.


Just then men arrived leading Thut’s golden war chariot, his
two stallions tossing their heads, nostrils flaring, eager for battle. Thut
stepped into the chariot and took up the reins.


Another soldier brought Djehuty’s horse. He quickly mounted.
“We should strike the enemy’s center now, Majesty, before it’s fully organized.
Once we take it, we can move on Megiddo before their reinforcements arrive.
It’s our best chance for victory.” Djehuty wheeled his horse. It pranced
sideways, eager to be off. “I’ll hurry everyone I can from the pass to support
the attack.”


“No, General,” Thut said. “We’ll not attack today.”


“Majesty? If they combine forces we’re doomed,” Djehuty
protested.


“I’m willing to gamble that the three hundred leaders in
that camp will not be able to agree what to do about us on the spur of the
moment, much less concentrate their men in a coordinated attack against us,”
Thut said derisively. “I’ll bet that every one of our horsemen and charioteers
that pours out of the pass behind us makes them more and more afraid. Look at
the wretches! Do they look like they’re about to attack us? Those soldiers are
milling about, leaderless, waiting for someone to tell them what to do. So
you’re absolutely right, General. We can attack them right now and push them
back to Megiddo and take the city, but then what? The men in the northern and
southern wings will escape into the hills. All those soldiers will make their
way home. We’ll spend months or perhaps years hunting them all down. We’ll have
to lay siege to a thousand towns to finally stamp out this rebellion! An
impossible task! No, General, we’ll wait and get our whole army in position.
Let the wretches spend the rest of the day drawing their wings back before the
city to defend it. Then, in the morning, well rested, we’ll attack and capture
the whole traitorous lot at once.”


“A plan with great risk,” Djehuty said.


“And great reward, if it works,” Thut replied.


“It has so far,” Djehuty smiled, bowing his head. “We’ve
surprised the wretches and positioned ourselves for victory.” He turned his
horse in a circle. “I’ll inform the rest of the commanders.” And then he was
off in a spray of dirt.


I proudly applauded Thut’s strategic brilliance.


By nightfall our entire army was on the field and the enemy
had, in fact, moved his wings back to within the shadow of Megiddo’s walls. The
center section alone did not withdraw. It still faced us in front of the kings’
camp. I watched cookfires spring to life all along the enemy line, and torches
atop the walls of Megiddo. The city itself was like a flickering flame upon its
hill, lights shining in hundreds of windows. I gave up trying to count the
number of blazing campfires with enemy soldiers flitting before them,
indistinct shadows, restless, preparing themselves for the coming battle. I
realized for the first time the extent of the rebellion. Thut had moved his
mounted archers and chariots forward on the right and left as soon as night
fell, and their campfires began blazing to life, forming a long concave line
about a half mile from the enemy, our ends overlapping his. The space between
the two lines remained dark, a no–man’s land.


After dinner, Nefer and I accompanied Thut and General
Djehuty as they rode from one end of our line to the other in chariots,
stopping at campfire after campfire to speak with officers and encourage the
men. I drove Nefer, as usual. The men were nervous; as Thut had said in the war
council at Yehem, they were untried and untested. Tomorrow they would be in
their first battle. I thought back on the fight at Buhen, on how afraid I’d
been. There’d been hardly any wretches arrayed against us there, compared to
here. I was glad I wouldn’t be among the archers this time.


I did not miss, nor did Thut, all the soldiers who pointed
at me at each stop, though he did not mention it to me. As I had feared, the
tale of what I’d done at Yapu had spread through the entire army. No doubt it
had been greatly embellished in the retelling.


“Will you be opening the gates of Megiddo for us, My Lady?”
someone shouted from beside a campfire of foot soldiers, to much laughter.


“Thut will surely win a great victory tomorrow,” I told
Nefer as we rode between fires, “thanks to you telling him about Aruna Pass.
Surely he’ll see your value now, know he can trust you.”


“More thanks to you,” Nefer said pragmatically. “You’re the
one who risked your life and discovered the enemy’s strategy. Thut is smart
enough to know that you could have told him about the pass. I’m not sure I
earned any of his favor.”


“Have faith,” I told her, slapping the reins on my horses’
backs. “We have to build his trust one brick at a time. This one is the first.”


“I hope you’re right, Mery.”


When our ride was done we rolled ourselves in blankets
beneath the stars beside Thut’s fire and tried to steal a few hours of blessed
sleep.


 


 


***


 


 


Just before dawn, Nefer and I stationed ourselves on the
slope a little way up the mountain so we could observe the battle. Tjanuni was
at our side, papyrus on his lap, reed in hand. Golden light spilled across the
dew–wet plain and sparkled on the waters of Qina Brook. Megiddo cast a long
shadow in our direction. I saw enemy soldiers moving about campfires, no doubt
making their breakfasts.


The sun was barely an hour old when Thut moved to the front
of his troops in a chariot of gold drawn by two jet–black horses, their heads
topped with white plumes. The chariot glittered in the sun. I saw Amenemhab and
Ahmose in chariots to either side of him. All along our mile–long concave line
rows of men raised their weapons high and cheered. The sun glistened on helmets
and swords and spear tips and daggers. The scarlet banners of the gods snapped
in the breeze.


“I am like Horus, the Smiter, Lord of Power!” Thut
thundered, turning to face his troops. “Amun has strengthened my arms. I will
triumph this day at Megiddo!”


The men cheered again. General Djehuty shouted a command.
Many things began to happen all at once.


“There! On the right!” Tjanuni cried excitedly.


The charioteers stationed there wheeled to their right, and
their long column began moving towards the far end of the enemy’s left wing. Infantry
were being hastily drawn up there in a long line in front of their tents. Each
chariot was pulled by two horses and carried two men, a driver armed with a bow,
and a shield–bearer to protect him, and containers crammed with arrows and
javelins. A runner followed after each chariot with a javelin in hand to
protect the horses from our enemies. The sun gleamed on the charioteers’
helmets, and the streamers that topped them flowed in the breeze.


“Now you’ll witness the tactics the king has spent so many
years perfecting with his charioteers,” Tjanuni said. “They’ll get close to the
farthest end of the enemy line, then veer left, riding across his front and
loosening volleys of arrows. Riding straight at the infantry would put our
horses at risk. And this way our chariots will also be moving towards the enemy’s
center, to assist the king’s infantry there. Watch closely, Majesty, Lady –
never in the history of the world have so many chariots engaged in a single
battle, or played such an important role. The enemy has no idea what to expect
from us.”


True to Tjanuni’s prediction, the chariots moved past the
rebel flank, then suddenly turned and swept towards Megiddo. The very ground
seemed to shake beneath their wheels and hooves as the drivers slapped reins on
the horses’ backs. Plumes of dust rose, obscuring all except the lead chariots
from our view. From within the plumes arced arrows. I saw enemy soldiers
falling like leaves from trees and heard faint screams, the sound delayed by
distance. Even from so far away I could see the enemy soldiers were panicking,
overwhelmed by our firepower. In no time at all their formations had broken and
soldiers were fleeing towards the safety of the city as fast as they could run.


“On the left!” Tjanuni called.


I stared in that direction. The mounted bowmen were charging
straight at the enemy infantry, dust rolling from their horses’ hooves, the
ground rumbling, pennants flying. Suddenly the entire line slowed as one and
archers fitted arrows to bows.


“They’re too far away,” I said.


“Just watch,” Tjanuni replied, then laughed.


A volley flew from the horsemen, their arrows arcing high
into the air then suddenly diving, a veritable rain of death. Enemy infantry
crumpled to the ground.


“These new compound bows are effective from twice the normal
range,” Tjanuni said triumphantly.


I idly fingered the one I carried.


“The enemy archers can’t touch us, yet they themselves are
dying.”


More arrows flew as our horsemen advanced once more, our
line becoming ragged as the fastest horses surged forward.


“They cannot stand against us!”


The leftmost enemy division began retreating as the
rightmost had, every one of the enemy soldiers running for his life towards Megiddo.
Many tumbled to the ground as our arrows continued to find them. The rebel
flanks were now both converging on the city, from north and south,
disorganized, broken. I saw many soldiers throw down their shields and weapons
so they could run unhindered.


Thut and his infantry had by now marched almost to the kings’
camp opposite our center. The plain between that camp and Megiddo was crawling
with enemy leaders and courtiers and their servants, all hastily fleeing
towards the city. None of them soldiers, they apparently didn’t have the
stomach to face Thut. Only a thin line of actual fighters remained drawn up
between the kings’ tents and us, and we far outnumbered them. Suddenly, enemy
chariots emerged from behind Megiddo where they had been camped, just as my
captain had said they would be, and quickly advanced towards Thut to support
the soldiers in the kings’ camp, moving at full speed through the groups of
retreating enemy. It appeared to me that the enemy chariots were equal in
number to our own, powerful enough to overrun Thut’s infantry and punch a hole
in the center of our line. Had we not known of their presence, their arrival on
the battlefield might have panicked our troops and saved the day for the enemy.
But Thut was prepared for them.


“The enemy doesn’t see our chariots approaching from their
left and rear because of that slight rise in the plain,” Tjanuni said. “And
they do not guess at the speed of our horsemen on their right.”


Thut turned his chariot towards us and screamed an order and
his infantry took up a defensive position on the plain, kneeling behind
shields, spears thrust forward. But before the enemy chariots were anywhere
near Thut our mounted bowmen loosed a long–distance volley at them from the
left and our chariots enveloped them from the right. Our attack caught the
enemy completely by surprise. Horses tumbled and soldiers fell and enemy chariots
overturned, their wheels spinning madly. Some chariots continued riderless
across the plain, bouncing and crashing into other chariots or the tents of the
kings, splashing into the creek, running until the horses drawing them were
exhausted. Those charioteers who had survived their falls or our attack, and
the soldiers who had been defending the kings’ camp, were soon running for
their lives towards the safety of Megiddo. I swept the entire plain with my
eyes, from north to south. It was littered with bodies, the wounded crawling or
writhing, the dead still. The screams of injured horses and the cries of
wounded men filled the air.


Thut shouted another command, and his infantry rose and
pressed towards the king’s camp and Megiddo. Far beyond him, enemy soldiers
were fleeing ours along the base of the city walls and swarming desperately
towards the great wooden gate that opened onto the main road that crossed the
plain, the slowest of them strung out in long lines. But the gate was closed
against them, the townspeople afraid we’d enter. Soldiers milled about before
the gate, terrorized, confused, pounding on it, more arriving all the time,
like a wave piling up on shore, unable to return to the sea.


“Look! The enemy is too afraid of us to open his gates, even
to save his soldiers!” Tjanuni cried. “They’re trapped outside! When our
chariots and horsemen turn back towards the city, and our infantry arrive,
we’ll wipe them out!”


Except… The moment our men reached the kings’ camp all
movement towards Megiddo ceased. Men raced from tent to tent and disappeared
inside them. I saw the chariots and horsemen converge on the camp from the
opposite direction, the men dismounting and rushing into camp. Thut and General
Djehuty and the other commanders rode back and forth among them, trying to get
the soldiers to pursue and crush the enemy. No one paid them any attention.


“They’re looting!” Nefer said in disgust. “They must think
the leaders’ tents are full of gold. Our men will never move towards Megiddo until
they’ve made themselves rich.”


I studied the distant city once more, equally disgusted. I
saw heads peering over the parapet atop the city walls. A single rope uncoiled
down a side. A soldier seized it and began scaling the wall. Another rope
dangled, then another, and then what appeared to be lengths of linen tied
together. Soon the walls were alive with climbing soldiers and enemy leaders
from one end to the other. I watched, frustrated, as our men claimed booty and
the enemy reached safety.


Nefer and I joined Thut an hour later in the ruins of the
kings’ camp. Our soldiers were still noisily celebrating their victory. The
bodies on the plain beyond were already beginning to bloat in the hot sun. The
stench was nearly unbearable. The wounded were crying pitifully for water and
some of our soldiers were circulating among them with leather water bags they’d
filled in Qina Brook. Squads of men were dragging our fallen to one side for
proper burial. Those of our wounded who could walk were being helped towards
the kings’ camp, the rest were being administered to where they lay. The enemy
– dead and wounded – our men ignored. Thut sat on the captured throne of Megiddo’s
king, reviewing prisoners who were being herded past him, and the trophies of
battle. Soldiers were piling basket after basket of hands and penises cut from
the enemy dead a few feet from the throne. Scribes were tallying them. A young
boy sat nearby, finely dressed, his hands tightly bound behind him. I
questioned him briefly, helped him to his feet, bid him follow me, then joined
Thut, along with Nefer.


“A missed opportunity!” Thut cried in disgust as Nefer
seated herself at his side.


I told the boy to sit, then hurriedly obtained water and
brought it to both Thut and Nefer. 


“Every rebel chief was here. I could have slain them all and
the rebellion would have collapsed.” Thut slammed his fist on the arm of the
throne so hard it cracked. “But my soldiers could not be persuaded to finish
the attack while gold glittered at their feet. The kings of Kadesh and Megiddo
both made it safely into the city.”


“But the son of Kadesh’s king did not,” I told Thut,
indicating the boy. “This is Naunakht. He said his father left him behind in
his haste.”


Thut laughed without mirth. “A single valuable hostage. And
much treasure.” He tilted his head to where massive numbers of chariots were
being parked in long rows, with more coming from every direction. “More than
nine hundred, along with their horses, and over two hundred suits of armor,
according to the scribes. But now I’ll have to lay siege to capture the city.
Who knows how long that will take? There won’t be any Yapu–like miracle this
time.” He looked at me when he said the last.


Djehuty was already busy surrounding Megiddo with troops
he’d angrily ordered away from the kings’ camp. Ahmose and Amenemhab and other
commanders were sending more after him, many burdened with what they’d looted.
Looking at Megiddo’s walls, it was clear to me that Thut did not have the strength
to take the city by force. Today’s battle had proved that the enemy did not
have the strength to drive him away. Thut was right – we were going to have to
wait the enemy out.


Djehuty joined us for dinner a few hours later. By then the
area around the king’s tent where Thut had established himself had been cleared
and set to order and lighted with campfires and torches. It bustled with a host
of scribes and officers making reports, and servants circulating with food and
drink. Nefer sat on a leather chair to Thut’s left, I sat to her left, and
Naunakht sat beside me. I’d spent the afternoon and early evening questioning
him about Megiddo and its defenses and the troops who had retreated inside. He
was scared, but he’d answered me fully and truthfully and with dignity, as
befit the son of a king. We’d discovered his mother and sisters hiding in the
camp too; they sat within his sight now, around a small campfire, arms bound,
watched by several menacing–looking Medjay. That had no doubt prompted
Naunakht’s honesty, even though I had assured him that no harm would come to
him or them.


Djehuty settled himself wearily in a chair next to Thut.


“Megiddo is surrounded. Our tents, and donkey carts full of
supplies, are on their way from Yehem,” he reported. “I’ll have our permanent
camp established by this time tomorrow. I’ve set woodsmen to felling trees on
the slopes of the ridge. They’ll work through the night. In the morning we’ll
begin building a palisade that will completely encircle Megiddo – it will be
called ‘Thutmose is the Surrounder of the Aamu.’”


“With a single gateway,” Thut ordered. “Let no one from the
city through the palisade unless they are surrendering.”


“It shall be so,” Djehuty said.


And so began our long wait.


 


 


***


 


 


The next eight months were uneventful. It took only a few
days for Thut’s men to dig a moat around Megiddo a short distance from its
walls and raise a wooden palisade behind it. Shifts of soldiers patiently
watched and waited there to ensure no wretch escaped the city. Patrols roamed
Retenu to the north and east to ensure no Mitanni relief forces were
approaching from Naharina. Our soldiers went on raids and looted the nearby
towns that had rebelled against Thut – Acco, Achsaph, Adamim, Anaharath, Geba–shemen,
Mishal, Ophel, Shemesh–Edom, Shimon, Shunem, and Taanach. None of them provided
any resistance – they were inhabited only by women and children and old men,
for their able–bodied men were all trapped inside Megiddo. Thut went with
nearly all the raiding parties, believing it important that he personally
strike fear into the wretches who inhabited the local towns to create a lasting
impression they’d remember once he returned home. For a week plumes of black
smoke rose high into the air as we burned several of those towns to the ground,
as an example. We harvested what crops were on the plain and destroyed
everything we could not use. Our soldiers took turns on guard duty, then spent
the rest of the time sleeping or eating or conversing around campfires. We were
kept well supplied with food and drink, delivered from Kemet by boat using
Yapu’s harbor, or taken from enemy storehouses. Female captives were brought
overland from Yapu to serve the royals and commanders. About a week into the
siege a camp populated with local women sprung up not far from ours to meet the
carnal needs of our soldiers.


While uneventful, those eight months were the best of my
life. I was with Thut every day, from sunup until late at night. We did
everything together. I went with him on his raids to translate. Other times he
and I, sometimes accompanied by Tjanuni or Nefer or Ahmose or Amenemhab, rode
about the countryside, sometimes hunting, more often observing. Always eager to
learn, Thut studied the flora and fauna and geography in a wide radius around Megiddo,
from the Great Green in the west to the Sea of Chinnereth in the east, from
Mishal and Acco in the north, to Shechem in the south. On those particular
expeditions I discovered I had a talent for drawing; I filled sheet after sheet
of papyrus with images of unfamiliar plants and animals while Tjanuni recorded
descriptions dictated by Thut. Occasionally Thut and I went out alone, escorted
by Medjay, of course; no one thought anything of it, knowing we were lifelong
friends, and we were careful, surrounded by so many thousands of soldiers, to
do nothing that might hint at our love for each other. An occasional touch, a
covert glance, had to suffice for that. Sometimes we raced our chariots,
sometimes we swam in Qina Brook, sometimes we scaled the ridge and looked out
over the besieged city and our vast camp and talked for hours. Every night we
feasted along with Thut’s commanders and closest friends, serenaded by
musicians, entertained by dancers, the soldiers trying to outdo each other with
tales of their exploits. I was unbelievably happy. This was the life I’d craved
for so long, enveloped in the warmth of the man I loved. I knew it couldn’t
last and so I made the most of every minute. 


A few times Thut shared with me his frustration with Nefer.
Their relationship continued to be icy; no matter what he tried she would not
thaw. The events from the audience hall were still too fresh for her, the
wounds too raw. She remained in camp most of the time, uninterested in riding
about the country with Thut, usually watching sullenly at mealtime while the rest
of us enjoyed ourselves. Nefer still wanted to be the mother of a king, and so
she’d put her dislike of Thut aside and shared his bed each night. But given
her indifference and lack of enthusiasm, Thut had quickly tired of her. All
that kept him from giving up trying to have a child with her was the
implication that would have for the two of us. I pled with Thut to give Nefer
the time she needed to forgive him, to come around, and he promised to, even
though every day the rift remained between them was a day that delayed our own
marriage.


Whenever Thut was occupied with military or administrative
duties, I helped the physicians care for soldiers who had taken sick or been
injured or stung by scorpions or bit by snakes. The interest in healing that
had taken root in me after the battle at Buhen flowered, and by the end of the
siege I knew as much as any physician in the army. Not only did I master the
use of herbs and medical procedures, but I learned the proper spells to write
on scrolls and fastened around the necks of the sick to promote recovery.
Wherever I went in camp I was treated with the respect one soldier gave
another. I spent much time good–naturedly fending off the advances of many of
those soldiers. Women of status were, after all, few and far between, and their
interest in me was natural.


I also translated for Thut during his interrogations of
individuals who had fled Megiddo and surrendered. I spent much time with
Naunakht and his family, teaching them our language, learning about their
customs, teaching them about ours. I also worked with the female captives
brought from Yapu to serve in our camp, teaching them enough of our tongue to
get by. I drove Nefer around the countryside a couple of times a week in one of
the captured royal chariots – Thut had given it to me, along with two of the
finest horses I’d ever seen. We spent hours laying in the grass or climbing the
ridge or swimming in the brook, talking of everything and nothing. For the
first time since our trip to Punt twelve years earlier Nefer was completely
free – she had no duties or obligations, there was no Hatshepsut prodding her
to take the throne, no advisors, no estates to oversee, no Iset harassing her
or seeking her life. Thut made no demands of her and, after Aruna Pass, there
was no one whispering that she was plotting against him. That, of course, would
change once the siege was over and we returned home. Nefer knew Iset would
control every aspect of her life from then on – for Nefer, Kemet would be the
same as a prison. So she took full advantage of the last freedom she expected
to have in her life.


Throughout the siege a constant stream of messengers and
officials arrived almost daily from Kemet, sent by the northern and southern viziers,
for Thut still had to rule the Two Lands. Along with his royal duties, he often
met with his commanders to strategize about what to do with the enemy leaders
and soldiers and lands once Megiddo fell. For that was clearly inevitable.


Thut never publicly acknowledged either Nefer’s or my role
in choosing Aruna Pass. I didn’t expect him to, for a king had to take credit
for everything. And anyway, for us to point out a route took no courage. But
for him to go against every one of his advisors and select it and then convince
them to put their faith in him and follow him and then soundly defeat an enemy
who could have easily wiped him out had been a defining moment for him as a
leader. I did not doubt that here at Megiddo, in his first major battle, Thut had
won the hearts and minds of his men and set himself firmly on the path to
building his envisioned empire.


Early one morning Megiddo’s gate unexpectedly swung open. More
than two dozen young men and women – sons and daughters of enemy chieftains, it
soon became evident – emerged, walking slowly towards our palisade on the dusty
road. They were trailed by a herd of cattle and goats driven by several
herdsmen, and donkeys laden with containers full of tribute. They passed
sullenly through the gate in the palisade, crossed the plain between two lines
of our troops who had been hastily drawn up along either side of the road,
entered our camp. Their eyes were downcast, their faces defeated and fearful.
The women had all thrown handfuls of dirt on their heads, as if in mourning;
some were crying, their faces streaked with mud. All were barefoot. Thut
received them grimly before his tent, sitting regally on his throne, the Blue
Crown on his head, a wide broad collar of gold on his breast, wearing a leather
corselet, with a dagger in his belt, his commanders arrayed to each side, Nefer
seated beside him in all her beauty wearing the vulture crown. The wretches
fell to their knees before the throne and praised Thut and begged that he give
the breath of life to their nostrils. A spokesman presented him with gifts –
silver, gold, lapis lazuli, malachite, grain, wine, and the livestock. On
behalf of their chieftains, he surrendered Megiddo. 


A few hours later Thut entered the city, driving his golden
chariot, wearing the Double Crown, flanked by foot soldiers and mounted
archers. I drove Nefer in the following chariot. She wore a white dress, the
vulture crown, and was richly bejeweled and painted as befit a king’s wife.
Together they made a spectacular and imposing pair, and they knew it. Directly
behind Nefer and I walked the tribute bearers, their arms bound with leather
thongs, and after them more of our soldiers and archers. The townspeople lined
the winding street that climbed the hill through the city to the royal palace,
silent, emaciated, defeated, afraid. They dropped to their knees as the royals
passed.


At the palace we entered the king’s throne room and Thut
ascended the dais and sat, taking up the crook and flail handed to him by an
attendant. Nefer settled in a throne to his right. I stood at Thut’s left; I
was to serve as his translator. Tjanuni and several military scribes moved into
position at the foot of the dais to record the proceedings. When Thut was ready
he signaled. His royal herald opened the door of the throne room. The King of
Megiddo and the other rebel leaders were prodded up the aisle by our soldiers
into the open space before Thut. Their wives and children and courtiers entered
behind them and filled the rest of the hall.


I addressed the king in his tongue. “I speak for the King of
the Two Lands – Menkheperre, Thutmose, third of that name, the Son of Re, the
Strong Bull Arising in Waset, Enduring of Kingship Like Re in Heaven, Powerful
of Strength, Holy of Diadems.”


“I will not negotiate with a woman,” the King of Megiddo
told me dismissively. “I will use my own interpreter.” He beckoned and a man
hurried to him.


I strode to the edge of the dais, so that I towered over the
king. “I am Meryetneith, Great Companion of the King, Great Companion of the
King’s Wife, Translator of the King, Opener of the Gate of Yapu!” I cried
angrily. “This is no negotiation. You will listen to my questions and
answer them. Or my king will level your city, until no stone is left standing
upon another. Not a single one!”


Thut hid his smile with a hand after I translated the
exchange for him.


I’d completely cowed the king. “As you wish,” he said
sheepishly. “It is a small thing, who translates.”


I stepped back beside Thut and addressed the king once more.
“His Majesty asks ‘where is Durusha, King of Kadesh?’ He does not see him in
this hall making obeisance.”


The face of Megiddo’s king turned red. “Durusha fled over
the walls of Megiddo before your palisade was constructed.” He shrugged. “Where
he may be now, I do not know.”


Thut was furious. With an angry gesture he summoned Djehuty
to his side. The two carried on a hurried conversation.


“Durusha gathered three hundred chieftains in rebellion
against me,” Thut snarled. “Now he’s loose. If he could stir so many up once,
he can do it again. Especially with the backing of the Mitanni.” His gaze swept
the room. “All of this was for nothing, since he escaped our trap.”


“Should I send men to search for him?” Djehuty asked.


Thut shook his head no. “He’s been gone for eight months.
He’s no doubt hiding in a hole somewhere, or maybe he’s made it all the way to
Naharina by now. No, this changes everything.” Thut straightened. “General, I
will not rest until I capture Durusha and conquer his Mitanni friends – no
matter how long it takes. From now on, that is the task we must devote
ourselves to if we are to rule an empire. We must hold Retenu and Setjet,
occupy the harbors along the coast, make this whole land a staging area for the
war that we will someday fight against him.”


“But Majesty, our army isn’t large enough to occupy so vast
a territory. It’s designed to be a hammer, not to hunker down behind walls.”


“I know, General. So I’ll have to figure out a better way to
hold this country without tying our forces down. Step back.”


Djehuty returned to his place at the foot of the dais.


“Bring forward Durusha’s family,” Thut ordered Intef, his
herald.


A moment later they were herded to the front of the hall,
Naunakht at their head. I gave them a brief smile, mouthed “be brave.” I’d come
to like them in the months we’d been together. The girls even considered me a
kind of aunt.


“These are Durusha’s children, and his wife,” I announced to
the wretches in the hall. “We found them hiding in the king’s tent on the
battlefield. His Majesty will carry them back to Kemet as hostages.” I
addressed Megiddo’s king. “Send word to Durusha that if he rises in rebellion
against Kemet again – ever – they will all die.”


Several of the girls cried out. Durusha’s wife hugged the
youngest one against her skirt.


“I will send word,” the king said.


Thut and I had practiced many times during the siege what I
was to say on the day of surrender, for Thut had never doubted this day would
come. “The riches of Megiddo are forfeit,” I informed the king and chieftains.
“You’ll deliver all of your gold and jewels and precious items to King
Menkheperre as tribute. You’ll do this before sunset today.”


The king nodded. That had been inevitable.


“We’ll take the soldiers we captured outside the walls of Megiddo
back to Kemet. Some will be sacrificed on the altar of Amun at his great temple
in Ipet–Isut, in honor of the victory he has given us. The rest will be
enslaved.”


The king blanched.


“All your mares, foals, stallions, cattle and sheep are
forfeit.”


“How are we to live?” the king objected.


“Send to your ally, Durusha, the King of Kadesh,” I spat.
“Perhaps that coward will have mercy on you.”


The king was silent.


“When you fled inside your city you left behind your royal
armor, your chariot, your tent poles chased with silver. His Majesty will take
them back to Kemet.”


The king nodded.


I swept my eyes over the chieftains. “All of you will
acknowledge you are vassals of His Majesty, or he’ll unleash his might against
each of your towns in turn. You have seen the plumes of smoke rising from those
he’s raided in this district. So will His Majesty treat your towns if you rise
against him again.”


All nodded.


“You will recite the following oath of allegiance: ‘I
will not again do evil against Menkheperre my good Lord, in my lifetime, for I
have seen his might, and he has deigned to give me breath.’ You will recite
this oath individually. You will do it now.”


One by one the chieftains in the audience hall came forward
to the foot of Thut’s throne and made their pledge and the scribes recorded it
– the rulers of Berothah and Kumidi and Damascus and Bezer and Yanoam and
Shemesh–Edom and Mahaz and Lebo and Laish and Helkath and the hundreds of
others who had risen against Thut. It took almost two hours for all of them to
pledge their fealty.


“You’ll grant the traders of Kemet full access to the trade
routes passing through Megiddo and Retenu and Setjet,” I continued when the
pledges were done. “You’ll provide protection for them as they pass through
your land.”


“Agreed.”


“You’ll deliver your eldest sons and daughters to us as
hostages – today. We’ll take them to Kemet, raise and educate them. If any of
you ever challenge the authority of King Menkheperre – ever – they’ll be
executed.”


There was a collective gasp from the enemy leaders.


“If you remain loyal to His Majesty, when each of you grows
old your son will be sent back to your town to rule in your stead. But rest
assured – their loyalty will lie with Kemet, not the lands of their birth. As
for your daughters, His Majesty will arrange suitable marriages for them.”


The king and chieftains nodded once more.


Thut touched my arm and I bent low so he could whisper in my
ear. I straightened. “While you who led this rebellion must suffer, His Majesty
grants clemency to those soldiers who followed you. Your error is not theirs.
We will keep the horses of your mounted men, but they and your foot soldiers
may take any donkeys not already appropriated by His Majesty and use them to
return to their homes.”


And so the common people of the towns that had risen in
rebellion would have no reason to resent Thut. I suspected if the situation was
reversed – if we had lost the battle – every one of our soldiers would already
be enslaved.


Another whispered conversation with Thut. He’d already
decided on a strategy for holding Retenu and Setjet, after his earlier
conversation with Djehuty. I was impressed at how quickly his mind worked.


“It is His Majesty’s intention to hold this land
permanently,” I informed the leaders. “To keep the King of Kadesh from stirring
up more trouble, His Majesty will advance northward on the main road from Megiddo
and build a fortress to control it. The fortress shall be called ‘Thutmose is
the Binder of the Wretches’ and will be garrisoned with His Majesty’s troops.
Other than that, he will let each of you continue to oversee the territory he
has just conquered. As long as you remain loyal to him, and look out for his
interests, His Majesty will allow you to govern your towns as you see fit. But
be warned – any chieftain in this room who is found to be disloyal to His
Majesty will be executed and replaced.” I paused to let that sink in, then
continued. “All of you will be required to send tribute to His Majesty
annually. The amount and type of tribute will be established by the king. If you
fail to meet your obligation, you and your towns will suffer, and your children
who are being held hostage.”


With that declaration Thut had just seized control of the
whole country bordering the Great Green, I realized, and would have to tie down
only a handful of his own men to occupy it. Anyone who still harbored doubts
about Thut’s ability to rule Kemet or build an empire was a fool.


Now came the part of the surrender that I’d dreaded. Thut
had placed me in an awkward and uncomfortable position. He had no idea how much
it hurt me to state his final demand, not on account of myself, but because of
how it impacted Nefer’s status. She did not know this demand was forthcoming. I
averted my eyes from her. “Do you have daughters?” I asked the king.


“Three,” he answered.


“Tell them to step forward.”


The three fearfully moved out of the crowd to stand beside
their father. One was at most ten years old, one about twenty, the third
probably eighteen.


I turned to Thut. “Which one, Majesty?”


He scanned them quickly. “The girl in the middle – her
name?”


I asked.


“Menwi, My Lady,” she said nervously. She was comely,
relatively tall, thin, skin light, her dark hair short, eyes afraid.


Thut nodded.


I addressed the King of Megiddo. “To ensure the alliance
between Kemet and Megiddo is permanent, King Menkheperre will take Menwi as his
bride. She’ll return with us to Kemet. You will supply the appropriate amount
of goods and number of retainers to accompany her.”


Menwi began to sob as her father nodded.


I stole a glance at Nefer. She was looking straight ahead,
disinterested, as if such a marriage was the most natural thing in the world,
as, I supposed, it was, if one was to build an empire. It struck me that this
was probably only the first of many marriages Thut would make with wretches to
cement alliances and ensure the loyalty of his vassal states as he pushed
Kemet’s borders farther north and east. What those marriages would mean for
Nefer I had no clue. I couldn’t conceive of any foreign wife ever outranking
her. But their presence would diminish her time with Thut. I vowed I would not
let Nefer simply disappear into a large harem and be driven from Thut’s mind. I
was determined that she would serve at his side and be allowed to utilize all
of her talents and abilities. But that was going to be more difficult now, with
a new young wife in the mix. The rest of the campaign – time that should have
been Thut’s and Nefer’s alone – was now going to have to be shared with Menwi.


“We have an understanding, then,” I told the king. “And so
King Menkheperre – life, prosperity, health – spares the lives of all who live
in Megiddo, and your city itself.”


“Thank you, Majesty,” the king said humbly.


Thut rose. He addressed Djehuty. “Take the hostages to our
camp. Gather the tribute. Pack our supplies. We move north in two days time.”
Then he looked at me. “Prepare Menwi. When she’s ready, send her to me in my
tent.”


I felt my face flame as red as my hair. It was already bad
enough for me, knowing that four other wives slept with Thut, and I couldn’t.
Now there was to be a fifth. I knew Thut hadn’t chosen me to prepare Menwi out
of a desire to hurt me. Quite the opposite – I was the only woman in camp who
spoke her language. Thut wanted me to tell Menwi about him, about what to
expect, so that she wouldn’t be afraid. He was trying to be kind to her. I had
long ago accepted he’d take many wives. He couldn’t build an empire without
them. And it didn’t really matter anyway, whether he took one or a thousand –
he’d never love any of them like he loved me. Still, it was hard for me not to
be jealous of a girl he didn’t even know who was going to get to share his bed.


I nodded obediently to my king.


 


 


***


 


 


I spotted the sun glinting off the distant tips of
Hatshepsut’s obelisks from my seat beside Nefer under a canopy on the deck of
Thut’s royal boat. He and his advisors were meeting inside the cabin. After a
leisurely overland march from the conquered North, we had taken to the river
several weeks ago upon reaching its easternmost branch. We’d made numerous
stops as we moved south up the river so that Thut could receive the acclaim of
the people and give thanks to various gods for his victory at their shrines, in
Mennefer and Iunu and Abdju most notably. I turned my head, saw the seemingly
endless line of boats with raised sails that stretched behind us on the river,
all crowded with soldiers and treasure and hostages and captives.


Nefer gazed at the fleet. “His Majesty says most of the
treasure will be given to Amun. If he wasn’t already the wealthiest god in the
land, he surely will be now.”


When Nefer spoke of Thut these days, which was rare, she
referred to him formally. Their relationship had spiraled downhill after his
marriage to Menwi. Thut had practically ignored her thereafter, caught up in
the delight of having a pretty young wife who had enthusiastically embraced her
role. The two women couldn’t have reacted to the king more differently. In
fact, the day Thut took Menwi to wife, Nefer moved her things to my tent and
slept there the rest of the campaign. That was, for me, a crushing
disappointment, a setback from which I had no idea how to recover. I was forced
to accept that Nefer was not going to reconcile with Thut any time soon. I also
couldn’t put the nagging thought from my mind that, after spending so many
nights in Thut’s bed without getting pregnant, Nefer was barren. I didn’t want
to consider the implication of that for me and Thut. Aboard the royal boat,
once we reached the river, Nefer had remained silent and apart, brooding, watching
the familiar landscape pass by, having little to do with Thut.


“How will Menwi and her retainers be housed, do you
suppose?” I asked Nefer. “Three of our boats are filled with her slaves and
livestock and goods and retinue of ladies. The per’aa at Waset is much too
small.”


“No per’aa in the land will hold so many,” Nefer agreed.
“The king told me that as he wages more campaigns he’ll accumulate even more
wives and retainers.”


I put my hand on hers sympathetically. “I’m sorry, Nefer.”


“No king would do less,” she said. “It is no concern of
mine.”


It should be, I thought. Every additional wife
makes your road harder. You’ve got to ease up on your hatred if you want to
rise in Thut’s estimation and eventually help him rule. But I kept my
thoughts to myself. I’d already made that point too many times since Nefer’s
marriage, and I didn’t want to risk alienating her myself. “So what about
Menwi?”


“His Majesty has decided to build a new harem, in the Faiyum.
Once he’s displayed Menwi in his triumphal parade here in Waset and it’s constructed,
he’ll send her there.”


“To sit around at leisure with her ladies?”


“Hardly,” Nefer said. “They’ll make linen for the royal
household. He’ll endow the harem with land enough to support it, and use it as a
retreat where he can rest from time to time as well.”


“Only the foreign wives?” I asked.


“No. All wives except His Majesty’s Great Wife. She, and
Iset, will continue to travel the river with him. Amenemhat too. The rest of
his children will live in the Faiyum. So will you.”


I gripped Nefer’s hand. My heart ached for her, that she
would be physically separated from the seat of power. And for me. After being
with Thut every day for most of a year I didn’t know how I was going to stand
it, not seeing him. And, if he wasn’t with Nefer, how could she give him a son,
and position me to marry him? “Will Thut keep his promise, Nefer, to use your
talents? After how you demonstrated your worth at Megiddo?”


“He has tasked me with constructing the harem and
establishing the estates that will support it and overseeing everything – at
least when Iset isn’t in residence,” Nefer replied. “I’ll only be free of her during
the months Thut isn’t on campaign.”


“I’m glad, Nefer. Creating the harem is something important,
another step on the path to proving yourself to Thut and those around him.
You’ll be able to draw upon the experience you gained as God’s Wife of Amun.”


Nefer snorted. “It won’t be much of a challenge. I could do
it in my sleep.”


“When do you start?”


“Once the king finishes celebrating his three ‘Feasts of
Victory.’” She shook her head.


“Do you begrudge him so many, Nefer?”


“I guess not. Megiddo was a mighty campaign.”


“I just realized his feasts will overlap the Opet. We’ll
have to remain at Waset until it’s over, don’t you think? That festival starts
tomorrow.”


“I’d lost track too,” Nefer admitted. “So that means we’ll
be heading north in a week and a half.”


My remaining time with Thut would be measured in days.
Depression settled over me. “Once the harem is built, Nefer, then what? Are you
to spend the rest of your days weaving linen instead of helping Thut govern
Kemet?”


“The same question I asked.”


“And his answer?”


“His Majesty had none.”


Menwi shyly approached. She was dressed similarly to Nefer, in
the garb of a king’s wife. In fact, anything that remotely connected her to her
homeland – clothing, jewelry, head coverings – had been taken from her upon our
departure from Megiddo. From now on she was to be of Kemet, not her own land.
She and Nefer and I had spent much time together on the journey home. The two
of us had done our best to comfort her at her separation from her people, and
educate her about Kemet and life at court. I’d begun teaching Menwi our
language, though so far she had not applied herself. She desperately missed her
family and was terrified of the new life she faced, although she had actually
fallen in love with Thut. I understood that completely. Menwi was without
guile, sweet, gentle, and had quickly won a place in both our hearts, even though
her attributes made her a dangerous rival to Nefer. Particularly since Menwi was
already pregnant with Thut’s child. I was certain that even if she gave Thut a
son the child would never be considered part of the line of succession, having
been born of a foreign mother.


“Will I live at Waset?” Menwi asked haltingly in our tongue.


Nefer shook her head no. “You’ll be displayed as a prize of
war in the king’s upcoming celebration, I’m afraid. You’ll stay here for
awhile, then in a few months you and your retainers will be sent to a harem in
the Faiyum south and west of the delta.”


“Will I live alone?” I saw fright in her eyes.


“Our husband has appointed me to construct a harem in the
Faiyum for all of his wives,” Nefer said. “I’ll live there with you, and Mery.”


That seemed to ease her mind. She hugged Nefer gratefully.


I began pointing out the sights to Menwi as we approached
the landing place – Mentuhotep’s temple, Hatshepsut’s, the mountain behind
which lay the Great Place, the Place of Truth, Ipet–resyt, Waset itself, Ipet–Isut.
The boat turned into the channel that led to that temple complex, and the
sailors began using their oars as poles to move us towards the per’aa’s quay.
It was crowded with Thut’s family and officials. I spotted Iset, and Thut’s wives
and children, and his courtiers and staff. Most of the later were unfamiliar to
me; in our absence, the new vizier had replaced almost every official that
Hatshepsut had ever appointed.


“You must prepare yourself for our arrival, Menwi,” Nefer
said in a low voice. “Once you’re ashore you’ll meet the king’s mother, Iset.
It’ll be hard for you at first. She doesn’t like anyone who isn’t from Kemet.
She’ll think you’re far below the king’s station, little better than a
commoner. She can’t stand commoners.” Nefer glanced at me. “Never dispute
anything Iset says, Menwi. Never disobey anything she tells you to do. Be
subservient to her in everything. Whatever it takes, stay on her good side. If
you don’t she’ll make your life miserable. She holds grudges forever.”


“She doesn’t like you?” Menwi guessed.


“Iset wanted Thut to execute Nefer,” I said.


Menwi gasped.


“Her mother and my mother didn’t get along,” Nefer said,
simplifying their feud. “Ever since my mother’s death she’s been trying to get
rid of me.”


“I’ll obey her, then. I promise.”


“Good.” Nefer looked off into the distance. “You’ll not have
the king to yourself anymore after this, either, Menwi. From now on you’ll
share him with his other wives. There are five – you’re ranked last.” She
whispered, almost to herself. “Or maybe fourth.”


“But I didn’t share him with you on our journey,” Menwi
protested.


“The king does not desire me like he does you,” Nefer said.
“Our marriage is, for him, a duty. Me too.”


“But you’re so beautiful, Nefer, and so kind,” Menwi said.
“How could he turn from you? How could any man?”


“I’m his sister more than his wife, Menwi. And Iset has
poisoned His Majesty against me, and me against him. Be wary of her, that she
doesn’t do the same to you.”


 


 


***


 


 


The following morning – both the first day of the Opet and
the first Feast of Victory – I found myself seated with the royal family
beneath a linen pavilion at the east end of Ipet–Isut’s processional way, in
the great open area before the temple’s westernmost pylon. We were about a
quarter of a mile east of that processional way’s intersection with the one Hatshepsut
had constructed that led to Ipet–resyt, the Southern Sanctuary. We’d all be
walking that path tomorrow to celebrate the Opet there. Thut was seated on a
throne atop a dais, the Double Crown on his head, flanked by General Djehuty on
one side and his Great Wife Sitiah on the other. His remaining wives, except
for Menwi, were seated to Sitiah’s left. Iset was beside the general. I was
directly behind Nefer; she was the farthest wife from Thut. Vizier Useramun was
behind the king, a little to his right. Next to him was Mahu, Opener of the
Gate of Heaven. Hundreds of high–ranking officials were seated both to the
right and left of the pavilion. Fan bearers were keeping the royal family cool.


The prisoners and hostages had disembarked the evening
before at Ipet–resyt’s quay in the town and had spent the night just outside
its walls, under guard. They were already walking the three miles to where we
waited, following the processional path south. I could faintly hear the
musicians who were leading them, the high–pitched flutes, the low throbbing of
drums. The two processional ways were lined on both sides as far as I could see
with spectators – townspeople, craftsmen from across the river, farmers, priests
– nearly everyone from miles up and down the valley. Nothing like this triumphal
celebration had ever before occurred in the Two Lands, and no one wanted to
miss it. I heard silver trumpets and cheers, then the first of Thut’s three army
divisions came into view – Re, by the banners fluttering in the breeze at its
head. The soldiers reached the intersection of the processional ways and turned
crisply east, directly towards us, the sun in their faces. They marched
smartly, proudly, eight abreast, sunlight glinting on swords and spears and
helmets. Officers led the way, and as they reached Thut’s pavilion they pivoted
to the right, marched on a bit farther, then took position in long ranks on the
south side of the square, a perfect position from which to observe the rest of
the ceremony. Thut and Djehuty stood and saluted the troops as they passed. I
saw Ahmose and Amenemhab and all the other commanders I’d come to know so well,
and waved to them. Amenemhab inclined his head and smiled. I suspected the
officers, and the men they led, could hardly wait for the ceremony to be over,
for Thut was going to supply them and everyone in Waset with beer and food at
its conclusion.


“Amun gave me all the allied countries of the North, shut up
in one city,” Thut told his family and the dignitaries who clustered around
him. “I snared them there and built a palisade around them from which they
could not escape.” He turned to Mahu. “I’m going to erect a stela in Amun’s
temple, setting forth upon it the story of my victory, and detailing the
plunder I carried away.”


“Very good, Majesty.”


After Re’s division came musicians, women dressed in white
skirts, with flowers in their hair, playing flutes and pipes and drums and
shaking menat necklaces. They were just ahead of hundreds of porters bearing
baskets and containers crammed with the plunder Thut had accumulated during his
campaign, and herdsmen driving some of the livestock he had taken. 


Intef, the royal herald who had accompanied Thut to war,
stood to one side of the pavilion, consulting a scroll. His task today was to describe
the spoils of victory for the spectators. “First, the treasure of Megiddo,” he
cried.


Chariots rumbled past, pulled by fine horses. The first two
were wrought with gold, with poles of gold; Thut had given me one of them and I
would take it with me to the Faiyum.


“The chariots of the kings of Kadesh and Megiddo,” cried
Intef. “Just some of the 924 captured by His Majesty in battle.”


Horses came next, the finest of those we had taken. We’d
left many behind in Retenu for the use of Thut’s army when he next campaigned
in the North.


“Six stallions, 2,041 mares, 191 foals,” reported Intef.
Then livestock: “Two thousand sheep, 1,929 cattle, 25,000 goats.”


“Two hundred suits of armor, including that of the two kings.”


“The tent of Durusha, King of Kadesh, and his household
furniture.”


“Durusha’s royal scepter, a silver statue of his god, and an
ebony statue of himself wrought with gold and lapis lazuli.”


“Chests of gold and silver.”


“A chest containing 83 enemy hands.”


“Seven poles of mry wood, wrought with silver, and 502
bows.”


There was a short gap, more musicians, more porters.


“Plunder from Yenoam, Nuges, and Herenkeru,” Intef
proclaimed.


Those were three towns Thut had swiftly captured just days after
  Megiddo’s surrender, on his way north to build the garrison that would secure
the road for future trade expeditions.


“Flat dishes of costly stone and gold.”


“Various drinking vessels, three large kettles, 87 knives
worth 784 deben.”


“Four hundred twenty–six pounds of gold and silver in
rings.”


“A silver statue with a head of gold.”


“Six chairs of ivory, ebony and carob wood, wrought with
gold, six footstools, six large tables of ivory and carob wood, a staff of
carob wood wrought with gold and costly stones, a statue of ebony wrought with
gold, the head inlaid with lapis lazuli, vessels of bronze, clothing.”


The porters stacked the treasure to one side of the pavilion.
The herdsmen drove the animals towards a vast grassy field beside the river to
graze. A group of priests, some sprinkling the processional way with water,
some censing it, appeared next. They were accompanied by chantresses in sheer
dresses, singing and playing crotal bells and shaking menat necklaces. Behind
the chantresses came more heavily–laden porters.


Thut stood and addressed Mahu in a voice all could hear. “Amun
has given me a great victory, such as no king of the Two Lands has ever had
before!” he proclaimed. “On my way home, I stopped at Mennefer and granted an
endowment from my treasure to the temple of Ptah, and ordered that it be
rebuilt on a far grander scale. I stopped at Iunu and endowed the temple of Re,
and ordered its expansion. But for Amun, I will do even more.”


Porters began piling a plethora of ebony and cedar chests at
the foot of the dais.


“These chests contain gold, silver, costly stones, vessels
of gold from the towns in Retenu. I will use their contents to make Ipet–Isut
the most magnificent temple in all the world. I will modify some of what was
built by kings before me. I will erect brand–new pylons and obelisks and
shrines and courtyards and temples. I will dig a sacred lake for priests to
bathe in. When I am finished, no man now alive will recognize Ipet–Isut for
what it once was.”


The high priest bowed low.


“Within a month I will begin constructing a temple of
millions of years at Ipet–Isut for my fathers who have come before me, the
kings of the Two Lands, in which their names will be established, with new
offerings and statues in unprecedented quantities. It will be called Akh–menou
– ‘Brilliant of Monuments’ – and it will for all time confirm the legitimacy of
the kingship and its perpetuation. I have given my temple much thought  – it
will contain an ancestor room showing me making offerings to the 61 kings who
have come before me, beginning with Sneferu and all those who came after him whose
legitimacy is undisputed.”


By that, I assumed Thut was not going to include Hatshepsut’s
name in the temple.


“Akh–menou will contain chambers dedicated to Sokar, the god
of Mennefer associated with kingly regeneration. My temple will link me with my
royal and divine ancestors, and thus guarantee the regeneration of our royal
function. The walls will also depict my Heb–Sed festival, and my renewal as
king in that ceremony.”


“I will speak with the foremen in charge of construction in
the Place of Truth about this temple in the morning,” Hapu assured Thut.


Thut nodded. “After Megiddo fell,” he continued, “I captured
three more nearby towns. To maintain Ipet–Isut in splendor, I grant them and
all their future income to Amun. Further, I grant Amun extensive lands
throughout this valley, and I will stock those lands with the herds I’ve taken
from the Nine Bows. And to work Amun’s new estates, I will assign many of the
prisoners I have already taken and will take in my future campaigns.”


I stole a glance at Sitiah. She was smiling even more
broadly than the high priest. As God’s Wife of Amun, she would control
everything Thut had just granted to the god. Iset was smiling too, for she
controlled Sitiah.


“Some day the Amun priests are going to be more wealthy than
the king if Thutmose does not restrain himself,” Nefer whispered to me,
“especially if he builds his empire and the amount of tribute increases. I
wonder if he’s given that any thought.”


Whether he had or not didn’t matter, I supposed, for he’d
already embarked on that path.


“Finally, the three Feasts of Victory we are celebrating to
commemorate the fall of Megiddo will henceforth be celebrated annually. They
too shall be endowed from the spoils of my victory.”


That drew rousing cheers from the crowd. Who didn’t like a
holiday, after all?


As Amun’s treasure was being cleared away, the archers of
the Ptah Division came up the processional way, led by their commanders, the
men mounted on prancing horses, bows and quivers slung over their backs. Thut
and Djehuty saluted them and they moved to the side of the square opposite Re’s
division.


They were followed by Menwi and her several hundred
retainers, some her ladies, some her slaves. I myself had bathed and dressed
her this morning, explained what was going to happen, tried to keep her spirits
up as much as possible. But she was clearly afraid, overwhelmed by the vast,
hostile crowd. Megiddo may have been a large town compared to others in Retenu,
but it could not match Waset in population or splendor. I knew she’d never seen
so many people at once in her life. Many jeered Menwi as she passed them, because
of what she represented. She looked out of place, foreign; at Thut’s command I
had dressed her one last time in the clothes and jewels of her homeland. She’d
never wear any of them again. I caught her eye as she approached and smiled,
but she did not return it. Menwi’s cheeks were streaked with tears. She’d vowed
beforehand to be brave, to endure her humiliation as befit a king’s wife, but
she hadn’t been able. She was so young and inexperienced. I stole a glance at
Iset. She was watching the girl haughtily, with satisfaction.


Menwi stopped before Thut and fell to her knees, her eyes
focused on the ground before her, her body shaking with silent sobs.


Unexpectedly, Thut rose from his throne and descended the
dais to where Menwi knelt. He raised her to her feet. Her eyes rose to his,
surprised, wondering. He brushed the tears from both of her cheeks with his
fingers. I heard Iset’s angry gasp.


“This is my wife, Menwi,” Thut announced loudly to the
crowd. He nodded. Mahu moved to his side and placed the vulture crown on her
head. Thut took Menwi’s hand and together they ascended the dais. Then Thut turned
her to face the crowd. “By our marriage we have sealed the alliance between
Kemet and Megiddo.”


The spectators cheered.


Thut led Menwi to an open chair next to Nefer, just in front
of me, and seated her. Menwi’s tears now were of joy, and she was smiling
through them. Clearly, Thut had developed a true affection for her, and had
done what he could to make up for how he’d had to display her this day. I
wished Thut and Nefer could reconcile as easily as Thut and Menwi seemed able.
Thut returned to his throne.


“The royal hostages from Megiddo,” Intef announced, as the
last of Menwi’s retainers filled an empty space in the square and the next
group appeared.


Naunakht led the way, unbowed, striding beside his mother
and just ahead of his young sisters. Following them were the wives and children
of more enemy chieftains. They were all barefoot, most sullen and frightened,
the youngest crying, their hands bound before them with rope, flanked by Medjay
bearing shields and carrying long spears.


“His Majesty carried off the wife of Durusha, King of
Kadesh, together with his children, and the wives of the other kings and
chieftains who rebelled against him, together with their children. They will
live in Kemet as hostages, to ensure their towns never rebel again.”


Another gap, then more hostages similarly restrained from
the three towns Thut had taken after Megiddo.


“Forty–three elite warriors, 87 children, and 1,796 male and
female slaves to service the other hostages,” Intef called.


“What will you do with these hostages, Majesty, and the ones
that have come before?” Useramun asked.


“The majority will work my fields and those of the gods, or
become slaves in the houses of my officials,” Thut replied. “But the sons of
rulers – I’ll educate them as if they’re my own children. I’ll make them like
us. I’ll make them forget their own lands. I’ll make them loyal to me, not their
own fathers. And when their fathers die, I’ll send them back home to rule. The
bond between them and me will be unbreakable.”


“It will take many scribes to teach so many,” the vizier
observed.


“Not scribes,” Thut said. “The education of the hostages
will be overseen by my minor wife, Neferure, in the royal harem I will build in
the Faiyum. She’ll be assisted by my Great Companion, Meryetneith.”


I was surprised by and ecstatic at Thut’s announcement. I
put my hand on Nefer’s shoulder and squeezed it. I wondered if he’d gotten the
idea watching me work with Naunakht and his family during the siege, and Menwi
and other hostages on the journey home. And to assign their education to Nefer…
a truly vital task… that was promising.


“Them?” Iset cried. “You can’t be serious.”


“I assure you I am, Mother,” Thut said evenly. “Neferure
knows how to run such operations. Mery speaks the hostages’ languages – all of
them. Both know my mind, my ambitions for Kemet. There are no two anywhere in
Kemet more qualified to teach. And they, in turn, will learn much from these
hostages about their countries that may prove useful to me someday.”


“You can’t know that.”


“What they learned these past years from caravanners and
boat captains and slaves and traders proved of much use to me in my campaign
against Megiddo,” Thut said. “The subject is not open for discussion.”


Iset flounced back in her chair, scowling.


I leaned forward and whispered in Nefer’s ear. “A victory
over Iset. Have you known for long?”


“His Majesty swore me to secrecy last night. He didn’t want
Iset to find out before he proclaimed it publicly. I promised him we’d educate
the hostages, that we’d raise them as if they’re our own children.” Nefer
looked off into the distance. “Which is true for me, at least, Mery. They’re
the only children I’ll ever have.”


“You don’t know that, Nefer,” I said sympathetically.


She smiled ruefully. “I’ve accepted that I’m barren, Mery.
I’ve prayed to the correct gods, drank the proper potions, worn every fertility
amulet that exists, lay with Thut night after night at Megiddo – and nothing.
And so I’ll never share His Majesty’s bed again. There’s no point to it. We’ve
both agreed.”


“I’m truly sorry.”


Nefer shrugged. “Don’t be.”


But how could I be anything but sorry, not just for her, but
for myself? Now the path to my marriage with Thut was impassable. We’d agreed
we’d marry after Nefer gave Thut a son. But if she’d never have a child… Should
I go ahead and marry him now, since Nefer and I would never have children to
compete against each other, which had been my primary concern? But what if I
gave Thut a son? What if Amenemhat died, and my son became heir, and I became
the mother of a future king and Thut’s Great Wife? Nefer would be devastated.
It would be the ultimate betrayal on my part. My head was suddenly spinning.
I’d considered the possibility of Nefer being barren before, but hearing her
declare it, knowing she’d given up having a child, made it real. I had
absolutely no idea what Thut and I were going to do.


“It’s an important task he’s given you, Nefer,” I said,
ignoring my own problems and my now–pounding head. “Thut’s going to build an
empire. These hostages will be the foundation of his imperial organization for
generations to come. You’ll continue to affect the welfare of Kemet long after
none of us is still alive.”


“Maybe. Maybe not. But it is a good excuse for His Majesty
to keep me far from Waset.”


“Why would he want that?”


“Despite his great victory at Megiddo he still fears me,
Mery. He’s afraid that if I stay here in Waset the Amun priesthood and
bureaucracy may yet rally around me and overthrow him the next time he takes
the army on campaign. I don’t doubt for an instant that by now he knows exactly
what you did at Yapu – the entirety of it – and knows that many in the army
realize not only how close the two of us are, but how close you and General
Djehuty have become. His Majesty fears his commanders would not oppose me if I
took the throne with the support of priests and officials and you. So, until he
can tighten his grip on everyone, he finds it better to keep me – and you – far
away, out of mind, where in time we’ll be forgotten.”


I leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “If there’s one thing
I know for certain, Nefer, it’s that you’ll never be forgotten.”


After the hostages came the final army division, Amun’s, the
men slowly driving their chariots. Between its first and second sections came
340 prisoners we’d captured in the battle before the walls of Megiddo. They
were tied to one another in three long lines. Their beards were matted, their
hair hung in heavy black masses upon their shoulders, and they were clad in
gaily–colored yet filthy woolen stuffs, a huge contrast to those of us who
observed them in our spotless white linen. Their arms were either pinioned
behind them at the elbows or crossed over their heads and lashed together. The
hands of some had been thrust through ovals of wood, which served as hand–cuffs.
The few women among them – no doubt their wives – carried their children slung
in a fold of a mantle draped over their shoulders. The wretches were the
subject of jibes and merriment on the part of the watching multitude.


“Many of these prisoners will be ritually executed today at
Amun’s temple,” Intef announced to the crowd. “They will be tied to stakes. The
king will smash their skulls with his mace. So will the king honor Amun, his father.
Those the king allows to live will spend the rest of their lives in service to
Amun, on his estates.”


The prisoners were prodded past the pavilion by Medjay
wielding lances. Some were forced to continue on through the gate of the pylon,
no doubt the ones that would be lashed to the wooden stakes that had already been
set up in the courtyard beyond. The lucky few, those who would spend the rest
of their lives laboring for Amun, were moved to one side.


“Will you rule from Waset or Mennefer hereafter, Majesty?”
Useramun asked as another gap in the procession appeared.


“Mennefer, mostly. Though I suspect I’ll spend considerable
time on campaign from now on.”


“But you won a sweeping victory!” Useramun exclaimed. “You
waged a remarkable campaign. You’ve gained control of all of Retenu. The cities
of the North once again recognize Kemet’s authority. Even the Assyrian and
Babylonian and Hittite kings have sent you gifts, seeking your friendship.”


“But the prize I desired most escaped me, Useramun.” I heard
the frustration in Thut’s voice. Time and distance from Megiddo had only
enhanced what he considered to be a failure on his part. “Durusha, the
traitorous King of Kadesh, still lives. And his Mitanni allies sent me nothing
after I defeated their tool. They’re foolish enough to think they can still
challenge me, with his help.”


“Will the Mitanni move into Setjet, do you think?”


“Probably. I’ll be prepared for them if they do. At any
rate, I won’t rest until I’ve eliminated Durusha as a threat. No matter how
long it takes. I promise you that, before my father Amun.”


At the back of Amun’s division were more musicians and
dancing girls, directly in front of all the soldiers who were to be honored this
day for their valor during the campaign. The soldiers halted en masse before
the pavilion, and both Thut and Djehuty rose and saluted them respectfully. The
rest of us rose as well. Most of the men standing before us were common
soldiers and archers and charioteers; a few were commanders; all were proud.
One by one, as Intef called out their names and described their
accomplishments, they approached the throne, climbed the dais, knelt at Thut’s
feet. He then rewarded them. Some he decorated with golden necklaces bearing
the three gold flies of valor. Some he awarded the enemies they had captured,
to serve as their slaves. To some he granted land. Each award was greeted with
raucous cheers from the assembled crowd.


Thut’s highest ranking officers came last. He awarded titles
and staffs of office to several, along with much land and many slaves. By his
generosity, Thut sought to cement the loyalty of his very best soldiers, the
men he was going to need to build his empire.


Intef cried out once more. “General Djehuty, step forward!”


The general moved from Thut’s side and knelt before him.
That he, the greatest of Thut’s soldiers, should be honored last today was
fitting. I was excited, for Thut had shown me the objects he planned to present
to Djehuty, and they were spectacular, rich, of unparalleled workmanship.


“General, for your brilliant strategy that led to the
capture of Yapu, and for your leadership of my army on this campaign and at the
siege of Megiddo, I present you with gifts.”


Royal butlers from the per’aa carried them forward. The
first was a large shallow bowl of solid gold, with Re in the center, surrounded
by six swimming tilapia fish, which were themselves surrounded by outward–facing
lotus blossoms. I’d never seen any bowl so magnificently decorated. It shone
brilliantly in the sun.


“The raised outer edge is inscribed with your name, your
titles, and your victories,” Thut told him.


Djehuty took the bowl, smiled, traced the hieroglyphs with a
finger. “Your Majesty is too generous,” he said. “All I ask of you is the
chance to win many more victories in your service.”


“That you shall, old friend,” Thut said.


He then presented the general with a bowl of silver, a gold
bracelet with Thut’s cartouche, a ring with a swivel bezel inscribed
‘Menkheperre,’ a green heart–scarab mounted in gold on a gold chain, and a
bronze dagger with an inlaid wood grip. Finally, Thut placed a gold necklace
with flies of valor around the general’s neck, joining three more necklaces that
already dangled there. Thut extended his hand and raised Djehuty to his feet,
and Djehuty moved once again to Thut’s side, beaming. The watching soldiers gathered
throughout the square cheered Djehuty loud and long, the foot soldiers banging
their daggers against their wood–framed shields, the charioteers against their
chariots. All his men clearly loved him.


I supposed this part of the ceremony was over. All that was
left was the execution of the prisoners in the courtyard of Amun’s temple.


“Great Companion of the King, the lady Meryetneith, come
forward.”


For a moment it didn’t register that I had been summoned to
stand before Thut. I saw the shocked looks on the faces of his wives and
officials, the instant flash of anger on Iset’s. Then Nefer turned and yanked
on my arm and somehow I stumbled to Thut’s throne and knelt before him and
slowly looked up.


He smiled at me.


“Majesty… there’s been a mistake,” I started to say.


Thut interrupted. “You don’t think I’m unaware of what
thousands of my soldiers know about you, do you?”


“I had hoped so,” I admitted frankly.


“Sometimes you’re too daring for your own good, Mery,” Thut
admonished. “It’s going to get you in trouble some day.”


“I could say the same of you, Majesty.”


Thut shook his head, laughed, raised his eyes and addressed
the crowd. “Meryetneith, Great Companion of the King, Great Companion of the
King’s Wife, Translator of the King, I have already named you ‘Opener of the
Gate of Yapu’ for your bravery and initiative in the capture of that city.
Today I award you flies of valor and publicly acknowledge your service to me.”


Thut placed the necklace around my neck. He let his fingers
linger the slightest moment against my cheek. I rose, fingered the flies,
thanked him gratefully, returned to my place behind Nefer in a daze, to the
resounding cheers of thousands of my fellow soldiers. That meant as much to me
as the necklace.


 “And now we shall proceed into Ipet–Isut,” Thut announced,
“and sacrifice prisoners to Amun, in gratitude for the great victory he has
given me over the Nine Bows.”
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“All bow before the king!”


I turned at the herald’s cry to see Thut poking his head
into the education room of the royal harem in the Faiyum, where Nefer and I
were teaching. His mother Iset was at his side, his wives trailed him. My heart
leapt for joy. We’d been informed some weeks ago that he was on his way home
from his latest campaign against the Nine Bows. He must have just arrived here at
the complex that sprawled across a flat plain a little south of the shore of Lake
Miwer. I’d bid him goodbye, along with his wives and concubines and children,
at Mennefer six months ago. I’d been worrying about him ever since.


Thut had gone to war every year since his victory at Megiddo.
He had vowed at the end of that siege not to rest until Durusha, the King of
Kadesh, was dead or neutralized, and Thut hadn’t. Now he spent half of each
year on campaign, leaving the river valley and marching north with his army as
soon as the spring harvest was done, swooping down on Setjet and Retenu just as
their grain ripened in their fields, living off the land, unburdened by the
need to carry supplies with him. He returned home at the start of each Northern
rainy season so that his men could rest and recuperate and be reequipped. He
himself spent those six months in Kemet making a lengthy tour of inspection of
the valley to question local officials and ensure there was no corruption in
the collection of taxes, and to generally check on the state of his kingdom.
But he still managed to spend considerable time during those months meeting
with his top military officers to plan the next season’s campaign.


That Thut had come to the Faiyum was a surprise. He hadn’t visited
this harem even once during the four years of its existence. He resided the
bulk of his time when he wasn’t at war at either Mennefer or Waset, accompanied
always by his Great Wife Sitiah and his mother Iset and whichever of his other
wives and concubines he’d sent for on a temporary basis. He’d always been too
busy in the past to come for even a short rest, or so Sitiah had claimed. Sitiah
and Iset and their ladies and servants joined us in the harem only when Thut went
on campaign. But most of Thut’s minor wives and concubines, those of us who
served them, and Menwi and her retinue stayed here in the Faiyum year–round,
unless we were invited to an occasional festival in Mennefer or Abdju or Waset.
So far neither Nefer nor I had missed an Opet or Beautiful Feast of the Valley,
though Iset had threatened not to let us attend a time or two when she was
particularly perturbed with us.


We who lived in the harem had a small army of officials looking
after us: the Overseer of the Royal Harem, the Inspector of the Harem
Administration, a gatekeeper, scribes, heralds, overseers of fields and animals
and vineyards and fisheries and various workshops. Nefer directed their work
whenever Iset was absent; when Iset was present, Nefer was relegated to the
most trivial and demeaning of roles. Along with royal children and children of
the local elite, those of wet nurses and other staff lived in the harem too.
Some of the boys had already formed deep friendships with Thut’s son and heir,
Amenemhat; eventually, if history was a guide, they would serve in his
government when he became king.


Five years after their marriage, Thut’s and Nefer’s
relationship remained icy and strained. They hadn’t slept together since the Megiddo
campaign; at festivals they saw each other only in public and avoided each
other within the per’aa. I’d given up hope that she’d ever forgive Thut for his
treatment of her in the audience hall. Nefer had no interest in reconciling.
She’d accepted she’d never be the mother of a king and never be a Great Wife
and had moved on. Thut had given her responsibility for the Faiyum harem and
for educating his hostages; those activities utilized her abilities and kept
her busy and with them she seemed content. I thought she could do so much more
and never stopped telling Thut so.


My life was one of longing and desire and frustration. I was
happy teaching hostages and helping Nefer run the harem estates, but I wanted
Thut terribly. Thoughts of him filled my dreams. I still clung to the hope that
Nefer would give him a child and we could marry; he told me I was being foolish,
but respected my decision to wait. We’d managed to be alone a handful of times
since Megiddo. Each time I’d felt guilty afterwards, knowing I was betraying Nefer.
But I couldn’t help myself. I loved Thut with a passion that overrode my common
sense.


Nefer was standing before a semicircle of thirty of the
youngest girls and boys. They ranged in age from five to ten. All had ostraca
on their laps and reeds in their hands and pots of black ink at their sides.
They were either the sons and daughters of kings and chieftains brought back as
hostages from Thut’s campaigns, or children born to the women of Menwi’s
retinue. Nefer was holding up a papyrus illustrating plants that I had drawn
during the siege of Megiddo. Several other teachers in the room were working
with Thut’s own children or the children of his courtiers who served in the
harem; its no wonder we hadn’t heard him approach over the babble of their
voices. I was on the opposite side of the room from Nefer, my back to several
tall windows that overlooked the garden and admitted a cooling breeze, teaching
some of the older hostages, the majority taken at Megiddo, a handful from Thut’s
last two triumphs in the North. The majority of their first year here these particular
hostages had been frightened and confused and homesick, but by now all had
adjusted to their new lives. The youngest was ten, the oldest twenty. They all
spoke our language more or less fluently.


Thut’s children had already raced across the room to greet
him. He was on his knees hugging his youngest daughter by Meryetre–Hatshepsut,
Iset, namesake of his mother. Her sisters Nebetiunet and Meryetamun had their
arms around him as well. Nefertiry, at 16 the oldest, and a beauty, and
Amenemhat, two years younger and the heir to Thut’s throne, stood by more
respectfully. Thut’s two daughters by Menwi were of course just infants and
still in the kap. It would be years before they would be given to Nefer’s and
my charge.


The rest of the children in the classroom were chattering
excitedly. It was a rare occasion when they got to be in the presence of the
king in such an informal setting. Pabasa, the Overseer of the Royal Harem, and
Nebit, the Teacher of the Royal Children – the latter appointed by Iset
specifically to oversee Nefer, and a constant thorn in her side – were by now
also hovering close to the king. Nefer waded through the children to Thut’s
vicinity, and I followed suit.


Iset and Sitiah pressed into the room, followed by Meryetre–Hatshepsut
and Nebtu and Menwi.


“Your campaign was a success, Majesty?” Nefer asked Thut
rather formally. She no longer addressed Thut in any other way.


“Very.” He smiled and looked at me. I wished we were alone,
that he could take me in his arms and smother me with kisses. “You’ll have more
hostages by mid–afternoon today, Mery. Their boat is with the rest of the fleet,
half a day behind me.”


“I’ll be at the quay to meet them,” I assured him. “The
young ones are always so afraid. It comforts them when I welcome them here in
their own language.”


“Added any more to your repertoire since I’ve seen you
last?” Thut asked.


“Of course she has,” Nefer interjected. “And she’s still
learning as much from the hostages as they learn from her.”


“What could these wretches possibly teach us?” I
heard Iset mutter under her breath. She glared at me.


If she had her way I wouldn’t be involved with the
hostages any more than Nefer would. She’d told Thut so often enough, and in my
presence. She had no idea of the amount of useful information I’d gained for
him simply by treating the hostages kindly and taking an interest in them. Such
a thing would never have occurred to her. And, having just passed her fiftieth
year, she was more set in her ways than ever – blind, uncompromising,
inflexible.


Nefer moved away from Thut and back towards the front of the
room. She started trying to settle the children and get them under a semblance
of control.


“Tell His Majesty what you do here,” Iset ordered Nebit.


The Teacher of the Royal Children swelled with importance.
“I myself, and the several teachers who work under me, educate the royal
children and the sons of the high officials who are being raised in the harem.
We teach them to write, teach them about the gods, teach them about our laws, prepare
them for the duties they will someday assume in service to Your Majesty.”


“I see. What of botany and geography and history?” Thut
inquired.


“I teach them about the river valley, from the Great Green
to the First Cataract,” Nebit sniffed. He tilted his head towards Nefer and me.
“Those two insist on teaching about the lands beyond our borders, though I
think it a waste of time and have forbidden it.” His eyes met Iset’s.


She nodded self–righteously though Thut, standing in front
of her, could not see. Everything Nebit did was at Iset’s command, from what he
taught to how he taught it. The problem was that she was narrow–minded and, in
my opinion, out of touch with the skills the officials who served Thut’s empire
were going to need. She didn’t really understand the concept of empire, from
what I’d observed. So whenever Iset wasn’t in residence at the harem both Nefer
and I ignored Nebit and did what we thought best. There was little Nebit could
do about us when Iset wasn’t present to back him up – being a king’s wife did
give Nefer an advantage over him in that, at least


“I’m the one at fault, Majesty,” I hastened to assure Thut.
Nefer couldn’t afford to tangle with Iset in public, but I could, and I was
prepared to suffer whatever consequences came with it. Protecting Nefer from
Iset, it seemed, had become the primary purpose of my life since her marriage,
a role I had gladly accepted. “I’ve simply told the royal children and the
children of your officials about what I myself have seen, in Retenu and Nubia
and our eastern desert and Punt. And I’ve encouraged the hostages to tell all
of us about their own lands – geography, botany, customs, laws, history, styles
of painting and other decoration, animals, food.”


“Despite my explicit orders not to,” Nebit added pompously.


It disturbed him to no end that I ignored everything he told
me. But Thut had put Nefer in charge of this school and I did not recognize
Nebit’s or Iset’s restrictions.


“Since Setjet and Retenu and Nubia belong to me, it is well
that you teach about what lies beyond this valley, Mery,” Thut said. He
addressed Nebit. “From now on, such matters will be part of the course of
education in these rooms. My wife Neferure and my Great Companion Meryetneith
will see to it. They will report to me if this explicit instruction is not
carried out. My children and my future officials must be prepared to rule an
empire, not just this valley.”


Nebit’s face flamed red. “As Your Majesty wishes.”


Iset glared at me, utter hatred flashing from her eyes.


Nefer had seated herself among the younger hostages to quiet
them, and they were now clustered around her. A few clung to her legs, afraid
of Thut, knowing him only as the man who had taken them from their parents and
their homes. They loved Nefer, and she them. They had truly become her children
these past years. Even the older hostages loved her. Nefer had never lost that
magnetic personality that she’d had since we were very young, the one that drew
almost everyone to her. All of the older boys had crushes on her.


“Only you and Neferure teach the hostages?” Thut asked me.


“Yes, Majesty.”


“How do you go about it?”


“I take charge of them upon their arrival in the Faiyum,
Majesty,” I said. “The first few months we spend by ourselves in another part
of the harem, where I teach them our language and customs. As soon as they are
able to understand Kemetian and make themselves understood I send the girls off
to work with the linen makers. I send those boys who are very sullen and have not
accepted their fate to work in the fields. The vast majority of the boys, and a
handful of the very brightest girls, I send here so that their true education
can begin, under Nefer’s guidance.”


“Why girls?” Thut asked, mildly surprised.


“If Your Majesty decides to marry them to your officials,
they should be of use to them, I would think. Or, when you send a son back to
replace his father, shouldn’t a wife go with him who is loyal to you also?”


“Impeccable logic, as always, Mery.” Thut smiled. “What do you
teach them?”


“I continue to work on their language skills daily, even
after they’re fluent. Only our tongue is spoken in this room, Majesty.”


“We teach them everything the other children are taught,”
Nefer interjected. “As well as geography and botany, and especially the history
of the Two Lands.” She gazed at Thut, though her words were clearly intended
for Nebit and Iset. “The subjects you were particularly fond of when we were
growing up, Majesty.”


“Perhaps I should put them to the test and see what they’ve
learned,” Thut said, and with that he strode to the front of the area where the
hostages I’d been teaching were gathered. Thut took my seat. Nefer seated
herself on the floor in the midst of the youngest children off to his right.
One of the girls climbed onto her lap. A few servants hastily brought chairs
for Thut’s wives and mother to sit on along the wall facing him. The other
teachers and their assistants sat down on mats just behind the hostages. The
royal children and children of officials sat on their own mats on the opposite
side of the room.


“Geography and history… who can tell me how the Faiyum came
to take its present shape?” Thut asked the hostages.


Without the slightest hesitation several of the boys stood
simultaneously, faces eager. Thut half–smiled and called on one. Thut too had
been the student when we were growing up who couldn’t wait to display his
knowledge in the classroom.


“Where are you from?”


“Helkath, Majesty.”


“Near Aruna Pass?”


“Yes, Majesty.”


“I’ve traveled through Aruna Pass.”


“I know, Majesty. My lady Mery has taught us how you won
your triumph at Megiddo, using Aruna Pass to surprise the wretches arrayed
against you.”


Thut smiled approvingly, at both the boy and me. “Your
answer.”


“Majesty, the Faiyum is connected to the river by a long channel
that flows north from Assuit after passing through a narrow opening in the
western cliffs. The Faiyum is separated from the river by a low ridge that is
no more than five or ten miles wide. In the times of the first kings, when the
inundation came each year, both the Faiyum and Ta–mehi became part of the Great
Green, so widely did the water spread. Only hillocks rose above the surface for
miles and miles. Nearly 450 years ago a great king, the second Senwosret, began
reclaiming the Faiyum.”


“Why?” Thut asked.


“To increase the amount of land available for cultivation in
his kingdom.”


Thut called on another of the standing boys.


“You are from?”


“Hadara, in the district of Damascus, Majesty.”


“How did Senwosret reclaim the Faiyum?”


“He built regulators to control the amount of water flowing
into and out of the Faiyum for use in irrigation. And he built a wall 27 miles
long to hold back Lake Miwer, so the land surrounding it could be planted. The
king’s successors continued his work, especially the great king, the third
Amenemhat, who ruled Kemet for many decades.”


“Very good,” Thut said.


Another boy leaped to his feet without waiting for the king
to recognize him. His words spilled out in a rush. “Once the land was reclaimed,
great fields were planted with emmer and barley and other crops, and villages were
constructed for the workers, and temples and per’aas were built by the kings. A
new town, Hetepsensuret, was erected for the workers who built the mortuary
temple and pyramid of the second king Senwosret. The town flourished for two
centuries and had 250 houses and a fine villa on a rock outcrop in their midst,
no doubt the king’s, though it was eventually abandoned and is now in ruins.”


“You’ve seen this town?” Thut asked.


“Our teachers, the ladies Neferure and Mery, have taken all
of us to visit the town, and King Senwosret’s limestone–clad pyramid, and the
third Amenemhat’s pyramid, and the elaborate temple at its base.”


“The temple has three thousand rooms connected by winding
passageways,” another boy announced breathlessly. “We explored it.”


“I used to go exploring when I was young,” Thut said.


“Lady Mery told us,” the boy said.


“And King Amenemhat erected two colossal statues of himself
at Biyahmu, overlooking Lake Miwer,” a girl added. “He was the first king
depicted in a sculpture as a high priest, wearing a leopard skin and menat
necklace and carrying standards topped with gods’ heads, and he was depicted as
the kings were in the earliest dynasties, with long ringlets and a full beard.”


“He built a temple to Sobek at Shedet, east of the lake,”
another child interjected. “There are crocodiles buried there.”


“Our teachers took us to visit the chapel of Renenutet,” a
second girl said. “She’s the goddess of the harvest, you know,” she added
confidentially.


Thut leaned forward. “I do know,” he chuckled.


“One time our teachers loaded us on a boat and we went all
the way to the north shore of the lake,” one of the younger boys piped up. “We
climbed a low ridge and found many old fire circles that had been drifted over
with sand, and sherds of pottery…”


“And several hundred very large clay storage bins, set into
the ridgetop itself,” a girl interrupted. “One of our sailors wrestled the lid
off of one of them. We found grain inside. Our teachers said farmers must have
lived along the lakeshore a very long time ago. They said the grain means the
lake region was not always desert, like much of it is now.”


“Amenemhat was the last great king in his line,” a boy of
ten or eleven who’d been waiting patiently to speak announced solemnly.


Thut leaned back in his chair and smiled, both impressed and
amused by the eagerness and knowledge of the hostages. “Was Amenemhat the
greatest of his family?” he asked.


Naunakht stood. The son of Thut’s mortal enemy, Durusha, I
considered Naunakht to be the most promising of the hostages. He was about
seventeen now. “No, Majesty. The greatest was the third Senwosret.”


Thut’s favorite king. He leaned forward a bit in his chair.
“You’re certain of this?”


“Majesty, he was a mighty warrior and builder and ruled for
almost forty years. He was six and a half feet tall, and a fearful sight at the
head of his army. He pushed our border all the way to the Second Cataract.”


“Our border?” Thut asked sharply.


If he’d expected Naunakht to be flustered by his challenge,
Thut was disappointed. “Kemet is my land now, Majesty,” he answered evenly. “So,
yes, our border.”


“Go on,” Thut said. His eyes met mine for an instant. I
could tell he was pleased.


“The king built seventeen forts between the first two
cataracts, and created a permanent army to hold his territory. He extended
trade into the north and east and built widely throughout the land. And he
reorganized the bureaucracy, took back the power that had been seized by
nomarchs in the years before his house came to the throne, and educated the
sons of those nomarchs and sent them back to rule in their places, much as Your
Majesty will do with all of us.”


“You’ve learned well, all of you,” Thut said, his eyes
sweeping over the children. “And you’ve taught them well, Neferure, Mery. I
have a feeling the towns and cities of my empire will be in good hands in the
decades to come.” He stood, and all the children stood with him. “I must go
now. But be assured,” he said with mock seriousness, “I’ll come back with more
questions for you. I’ll expect answers.”


“Yes, Majesty,” they answered in unison, and all fell to
their knees as he moved towards the door.


Thut stopped momentarily, addressed the royal children.
“That goes for all of you, too.” He beckoned to me. “Mother’s taking me on a
tour of the harem. You should come. You too, Neferure,” he called.


“That’ll be all for today,” Nefer told the hostages. She had
to disengaged herself from some of them as she moved towards the doorway. Iset
watched her disapprovingly – after five years she still resented that Nefer had
been put in charge of their education. She’d certainly find a way to take out
on her what had happened today – her pet Nebit being shown up, Nefer’s
educational program ordered to be followed by all the children in the room.


As I reached Thut he looked over my shoulder at the now–milling
children and asked “who’s she?”


I turned to see one of the older girls, about fifteen, close
by Naunakht, giggling, looking up at him with what was clearly adoration in her
eyes. “Amunet, Majesty. She’s Aachel and Hori’s oldest daughter.”


“Aachel is that slave you rescued?”


“Yes.”


“And Hori – the man who would have served Neferure as high
priest at Ipet–Isut.”


“Yes. And would have served her well.”


Thut let that pass. “Why is Amunet here?”


“She helps Nefer and I teach astronomy. Hori taught her.”


“She appears to be in love with that boy,” Thut observed. He
gave me a knowing glance.


“Several of the older hostages you took at Megiddo have
already taken Kemetian wives,” Nefer said. “Another tie to bind them to the Two
Lands and ensure their loyalty to you.”


“I’ve encouraged such marriages, Son,” Iset interjected,
though she of course had not. She’d actually forbidden every one Nefer and I
had suggested. We’d eventually stopped asking and arranged the marriages when
Iset was at Waset and couldn’t interfere.


“That’s good, Mother,” Thut said, rolling his eyes at me. “And
now, on with our tour.”


Thut and I trailed everyone from the room. “I’m very pleased
with what you and Neferure have done,” he told me in a low voice. “I was
particularly impressed with the last boy who answered, the one Amunet was
hanging all over.”


“Naunakht.”


“From what I observed today, he speaks our language
perfectly, knows our history. It appears to me that he’s embraced Kemet as his
homeland. And the girl will only make that more certain. When its time I’ll
gladly send him to rule in his father’s place.”


“Then you’d better get busy and capture his father,” I
laughed. “He’s Durusha’s son. And you’re right – after the way his father
abandoned him and his mother and sisters at Megiddo, he has fully embraced
Kemet – and you.”


“In that case, accelerate Naunakht’s education. And get him married
to that girl.”


We exited the education room. 


The harem was not far from the south shore of Lake Miwer,
sited atop a low plateau that overlooked the vast reed–choked delta at the
point where the channel from the south emptied into the lake. The lake itself,
more than fifty miles across at its widest, occupied the bottom of a huge
depression, ringed by increasingly higher plateaus and terraces in every
direction. They reminded me of stair–steps. Hundreds of years ago the lake had
overflowed its banks each year when the waters of the inundation poured through
the channel, but Senwosret had built a high earthen embankment to hold back the
lake, thereby creating a substantial amount of permanent farmland. Water was
carried to the crops we grew there by an intricate network of irrigation
ditches. The Faiyum was green and peaceful, its skies alive with flocks of
birds, its thickets crawling with wildlife. If it hadn’t been for the
crocodiles who sunned along the shore in the thousands near the delta, the lake
region would have been perfect. As it was, sitting on the heights, watching the
sun set over the vast lake and turn the plateaus and terraces and desert beyond
the irrigated plains gold and red and yellow and orange and then finally blue,
never failed to stir me.


Those of us who resided in the harem permanently lived in
luxury. We supported ourselves; the harem’s high mud–brick walls were
surrounded by rich and extensive fields where our farmers grew flax and emmer
and barley and our herdsmen grazed livestock, and vast marshes where our
huntsmen stalked waterfowl, and waterways where our fisherman hauled in vast
catches. Scores of specialized craftsmen and laborers saw to our every need,
from baking bread to making furniture to firing pottery to constructing ever
more buildings of mud–brick for our constantly increasing population. The
workers lived in a number of small towns separate from but within sight of the
harem.


The four wings of the harem were arranged around a large
open space, partly paved with stone, partly covered with shallow lotus–choked
pools and tall shade trees and colorful flower gardens. Birds sang from the
trees, and bees buzzed from hives set up in one corner. Vegetable gardens
occupied the area between the outer walls that surrounded our complex and the
harem’s buildings. Our main industry was a flourishing textile business; in one
wing of the harem was a room where flax was prepared, and another filled with looms
where the flax was turned into fine linen for the use of the royal court and
rougher fabric to clothe our workers and their families. A second wing
contained the kap, or royal nursery, next to the room where Nefer and I taught,
and a third wing our sleeping quarters. That wing was by far the largest,
housing several hundred girls and women, so many, in fact, that some of them
now slept in a stand–alone building near the outer wall. All the males lived in
a separate building near the wall as well. The fourth wing was used by the
staff who supported us – cooks, washerwomen, physicians, magicians, servants,
wet nurses, tutors, potters, wood and leather workers, jewelry makers among
others. It also held storerooms crammed with supplies. A chapel dedicated to
Amun, three granaries, and several warehouses were on the grounds beyond the
wings, also inside the outer walls.


I pointed out the room next to the education room. “That’s
the kap, Majesty. Only a few people are allowed inside – wet nurses, children,
magicians, a couple of overseers.”


Thut poked his head in the door. The room was crowded with
the very youngest children – infants at the breasts of their wet nurses, others
sleeping in reed baskets, still more crying in their nurses’ arms. All were
being cooled by slave girls in white skirts who were slowly waving large
ostrich feather fans over them.


“The birthing room is behind that door,” I told Thut. I’d
assisted there twice, both times when Menwi’s children were born.


We hurried to catch up to the others in the open square at
the center of the harem. Tall dom palms around the square’s edge cast welcome
shade and brought relief from the sun, already fierce, though it was only mid–morning.
The square was crowded; women were crossing it to get to living quarters and
storerooms and workrooms, gardeners were on their knees digging among the
flowers, young children not yet old enough for school were chasing each other
along dusty paths beneath the trees, their nursemaids watching from seats
alongside the pools. Many of the children released from further study this day
rushed past us and swarmed into the garden. I heard the omnipresent clacking of
the looms from the large rooms where women were weaving linen.


Iset pointed out several Medjay guards who stood at
attention in the shade of one of the wings. “As you can see, Son, I guard the
hostages well. None has yet run off. There are more Medjay in the fields,
looking after the slaves you have sent to us. I can assure you, the overseers
make sure they perform their labors in the very best fashion, or answer to my
wrath. As do those who labor within the harem’s walls – these servants and
slaves you see all around you. They work tirelessly, or I punish them. That is
one reason that the amount of linen increases each year.”


“It seems you’ve made the harem prosper, Mother,” Thut said.


Both Nefer and I were biting our tongues. It was certainly
true that Iset spent a fair amount of time taking almost everyone to task over
the slightest infractions, and punishing those she accused of slacking off, but
she had nothing to do with the actual operation of the harem. The overseers
politely listened to what Iset had to say when she was in residence, then went
to Nefer to get their actual orders.


“I’d like to see the estates now,” Thut said.


“Go without me,” Iset said. “In this heat…”


“I’ve already sent word to the overseers to expect you,”
Nefer told Thut. “Chariots await outside the walls.”


We headed toward the harem gate that opened onto the fields
that ran half a mile north to the shore of Lake Miwer. Through it we could see,
at the edge of the lake itself, a host of men making mud–bricks; thousands were
already drying in the sun. A line of heavily–burdened porters snaked from the
drying field through the gate and into the harem compound, where a partially–erected
building was taking shape.


“More sleeping quarters,” Nefer told Thut. “I ordered them
built in anticipation that you’d bring us more hostages after your campaign.”


“You mean my mother ordered them,” Thut said, then laughed.
It was clear he knew who really ran his harem. “Someday this harem and its
estate may need to double or triple in size, when my empire reaches its
height.”


We passed through the gate. To the right was a deep canal,
and a quay where Thut’s royal boat was tied up. That quay was where we received
supplies and the raw materials that we did not produce ourselves on the harem’s
estates. Currently a number of small fishing vessels were being unloaded,
having returned from the lake via the canal. It wasn’t unusual to see foreign
boats docked at the quay either; even though we made vast quantities of pottery
for our own use, we imported some from Setjet and Retenu, as well as other
luxury goods. 


A number of chariots and their restless horses were drawn up
on the plain to the left of the gate, along with a plethora of overseers and
Thut’s bodyguards. All bowed to Thut respectfully. He paused and gazed into the
distance. The Faiyum was vast, bright green nearby, gray green in the distance,
its sizeable shining lake edged by low hills, encircled by a dike, colorful
patches of flowers carpeting every area that had not been planted. Beyond the
irrigated fields all was sere and brown, bone-dry desert. Thut and Nefer and I
stepped aboard my chariot, the one he’d given me at Megiddo. Normally I drove
Nefer around the estate in it; today Thut took the reins. With a loud cry he
urged the horses forward. He drove rapidly. Dozens of officials trailed us,
trying to keep up. Nearly every rough spot in the path threw my body against
Thut’s, and every time I felt a surge of desire. It had been so long since I’d
touched him, felt his arms around me, tasted his lips on mine. I trusted we’d
find a way to slip away together for an hour or two before he left the harem
for Mennefer. I avoided looking at Nefer; I didn’t want her to see the guilt in
my eyes.


We drove for hours, stopping often to explore and
investigate anything that caught Thut’s fancy, the king questioning each
official in turn about his area of responsibility. It was a beautiful day, the
sun hot, fields emerald green, their fringes colored with flowers, waterways
glistening, groves of tall palms casting cooling shade, the air alive with
birdsong and the buzzing of insects. Nefer and I pointed out the estate’s
features: orchards of lemons and apricots and guavas and mangoes, poultry farms,
herds of grazing cattle, beehives, great fields of emmer and barley waving
gently in the breeze, vineyards being prepared for the coming harvest and
pressing. We, and his overseers, showed Thut granaries, the herd of donkeys
that transported our excess grain to nearby market towns, workshops, melon
patches, the fishing boats Nefer had ordered constructed for use in nearby waterways
and other vessels to transport our products, some bound for Mennefer, some for
Waset, one piled high with stone that Nefer was bringing from the quarries near
Mennefer so she could expand the harem. Nefer described how she had ordered
trees felled along the river to create even more cultivable land.


It was after midday when Thut parked the chariot in the
shade of palms along the waterway. He and Nefer and I sat together in the grass
to eat a meal that servants prepared for us. The overseers departed; only the
bodyguards remained. Fields stretched all around us. The water flowed musically
past. The harem was visible half a mile to our south.


Thut gazed at the marshland on the far side of the water, its
thickets alive with birds. “Looks like good hunting land,” he observed as he
bit into a mango.


“Ostriches, gazelle, antelope, hyena, foxes, crocodiles, hippos
– almost every kind of game you like to hunt, Thut,” I said.


“But no elephants.”


“No,” I laughed. “No elephants.”


Thut looked at Nefer thoughtfully. “You’ve done well,
Neferure. The harem is marvelous, clearly well run and productive. Mery was
right when she talked me into using your talents.”


“You’ll let me do more in the future?” Nefer asked hopefully.


“Yes,” Thut said. “I’ve a mind to set you to work on some
construction projects – temple enhancements, monuments – perhaps my tomb.”


“Thank you, Majesty.”


I was happy. Nefer was taking another step down the path I’d
hoped for her.


A large boat approached the harem’s quay from the south.
Oarsmen were poling it towards shore, and others were lowering bumpers over the
sides. “I see the hostages are arriving. I should greet them,” I said, rising.


“I was hoping the two of you would show me the pyramids this
afternoon,” Thut said.


“I’ll go to the quay,” Nefer said, getting to her feet. “You
take him, Mery.”


“Are you sure, Nefer?” As much as I wanted to be alone with
Thut, I thought it more important that she get to.


“Go on.”


Thut spoke to one of his bodyguards. “Drive my wife back to
the harem.”


And so I was left alone with Thut and several Medjay. We
finished our food, climbed into the chariot. He tried to take the reins. I
yanked them away. “I’m driving this time. Its my chariot,” I said. “You gave it
to me.”


Thut looked it over closely for the first time. “So I did.”


“Besides, you don’t know the way.”


With that, I slapped the reins on the backs of my horses and
we were off, headed towards the pyramids and temples of the kings. Two more
chariots trailed us, manned by Medjay.


“Are you happy here, Mery?” Thut asked as we moved past the
green fields and onto the flat lands at the margin of the lake.


“It’s hard to be separated from you. And you’ve seen how it
is for Nefer, when your mother’s around. Nefer needs me, Thut, as I’ve always
said. Your mother doesn’t make her life easy.”


“I’m sorry for that,” Thut said. “But Mother is headstrong
and bears a grudge that festered for decades. It’s going to take time before
she treats Neferure better. If she ever does. But you’re dodging my question.
Are you happy?”


“How could I be, missing you so much?”


“That’s your fault, not mine.”


“I know, Thut.” I sighed deeply. “I guess you could say I’m
content, at least when your mother isn’t around. She won’t let anyone but your wives
and children into the family quarters. When she’s in residence I have to sleep
apart from Nefer, eat with the common serving women, stay out of the garden in
the evening when the wives gather. But I absolutely love teaching the hostages
and learning from them. And the Faiyum is beautiful. I don’t miss the desert
looming so close, like it does at Waset and Mennefer.” I looked at him shyly.
“But I miss you desperately, Thut. I’m afraid for you every time you go on
campaign. I pray constantly to the gods the whole time you’re away, that you’ll
come back to me. Every night I go up on the roof of the sleeping quarters and lay
on my back and look up at the stars and imagine you’re doing the same and I say
my prayer for you.”


“How does it go?” Thut asked, almost as if he didn’t believe
me.


I recited. “May Amun bring you home safe and sound, so
that I can lock you in my embrace; and may you return alive, safe and sound,
the gods saving you from weapons and stones, arrows and every outrage which is
in that land where you are, and may the gods of this land bring you home to
Kemet and deliver you to Amun of the thrones of the Two Lands.” 


“It’s worked so far,” Thut said, and smiled. “And I shall
indeed lay on my back and look up at the stars from now on when I’m on campaign,
and think of nothing but you, Mery.”


By now we were approaching the two colossal statues of the
third king Amenemhat that loomed over Lake Miwer. We got down from our chariot
and craned our necks looking up at them. The seated kings were each over sixty
feet high. I knew there were no statues so large anywhere in Kemet, and I
doubted in the world. Though they were nearly four hundred years old, they were
barely weathered, and every inscription on their base was clearly legible. Thut
spent considerable time translating them. Our language had evolved in that span
of time, and it wasn’t easy to understand the meaning of all the hieroglyphs.


When Thut finished I pointed into the distance. “Over there
is the narrow channel where the waterways spill through strips of desert into
the Faiyum. The closest pyramid belongs to the second King Senwosret, and
beyond it is that of the third Amenemhat. Senwosret’s is on high ground at the
edge of the desert, encased in limestone. His mortuary temple and the town of
his workers, Hetepsensuret, is at the edge of the floodplain at the junction of
two waterways. The town flourished for two centuries, first hosting those who
raised the pyramid, then, after the king’s death, those who served his mortuary
cult. The town once had 250 houses crammed together, a villa for the king on an
outcropping in the midst of them, and nine or ten estates nearby for his
officials.” I pointed again. “That small town over there is Shedet, where
Amenemhat erected a temple for Sobek, and nearby is Renenutet’s chapel.”


We got back in and I drove Thut to Amenemhat’s temple. It
rose magnificently from the flat plain, at the junction of two canals, encased
in limestone. We got out.


“His mortuary temple is unlike any ever built before or
since,” I told Thut. “Three thousand rooms, connected by winding passages. It’s
a thousand feet long and more than eight hundred wide, and there are crocodiles
buried everywhere. His wives lie here along with him in tombs of their own.”


We went inside one chamber that had no doubt been opened by
tomb robbers hundreds of years ago.


“See how the walls are monolithic slabs, the ceilings each
consisting of a single stone?” I asked.


“The kings who came before me were incredibly powerful, to
create such structures,” Thut said as we sat down in the shade of the pyramid,
our backs resting against the cool stone. His guards watched from nearby, out
of hearing but not out of sight.


“You’ll surely outshine them all,” I said, and I was not
trying to flatter him. I meant it.


“If the gods are willing.”


“How goes your plan to catch Durusha?” I asked.


“Slowly, I’m afraid. Killing Durusha is just one piece of a
giant puzzle General Djehuty and I are assembling, one that will take years to
complete.”


“Your campaigns are part of this puzzle?”


“Retenu and Setjet must be stable before I can complete my
empire, Mery. They aren’t yet. And I don’t have the manpower to occupy so much
territory, and would only build resentment among its peoples if I tried. So,
for now, I let local rulers rule by my grace, and keep them in fear of me by
marching my army north each year, letting them know I can level their towns at
will, and by demanding tribute. I garrison only a few strategically–placed forts
and harbors, so I can react quickly to rebellions if I must, without tying up too
many soldiers. Long term, my strategy depends on the hostages I’ve taken, of
them caring more for me than they do their homelands, of ruling based on my
interests when I send them home. That’s why what you and Neferure are doing is
so important to me.”


“I supposed as much,” I said.


“And I must kill Durusha.” Thut’s voice grew hard and
determined. “He’s the key to everything, because all by himself he could destabilize
the North. He’s proven that already. But once he’s dead, once the North is
stable, I’ll have a solid base from which to launch my move against Naharina.”
He looked out over the Faiyum. “I will hold all the land between Kemet
and Naharina someday, Mery, as I vowed. I will have my empire. And after that,
I’ll push my border south, past Wawat, deep into Nubia.”


“It seems you’ve turned the whole land to pursuing your
dream of empire, Thut.”


“I have. And I’ve never thanked you for urging me to reveal
that dream when we were camped before Aruna Pass. I think it made the difference
when we launched our attack on Megiddo.”


“I’d bought into your dream many years earlier,” I said. “I
thought everyone else should have the chance too.”


“Your instincts were right,” Thut said. “And the long years
I spent training under Djehuty, of preparing myself and my army, are paying off
now. Everyone is aware of what to do and when to do it. My governors and
administrators know that soon after the spring rains cease in Setjet and Retenu
that my army will appear. So they begin collecting and stockpiling food and
supplies from those towns that are beholden to me for my army to use on
campaign, so I don’t have to haul great quantities of supplies with me. Once my
army lands in the North, my herald, Intef, precedes me by a day or so along my
line of march. He arranges nightly quarters for me in towns and cities, and
gathers the local officials to swear fealty to me. Of course, when we reach the
enemy country and prepare to fight, I sleep in my tent, among my men.”


“And the whole time you’re gone I pray for your safe
return,” I said fervently.


“There may come a day when I ask you to go with me again, as
translator,” Thut said.


“Gladly.”


He took my hand in his, raised my fingers to his lips, kissed
them. “I would still have you as my wife, Mery.”


“And though I desire it above anything, I still can’t marry
you,” I said sadly. “Not as long as Iset lives and hounds Nefer. Not as long as
the two of you remain estranged. And, besides, your mother would never accept
your marriage to a commoner. She makes Menwi’s life hard too, just because
she’s foreign.”


“I know,” Thut said. “But I’ll never stop asking you, Mery.
Believe me, I’m capable of waging more than one type of campaign.” He stood and
helped me to my feet. “Now, lets slip off somewhere my guards can’t see us for
a bit, shall we?”


I raised no objection.
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“Ahead lies Ta Set Maat, the Place of Truth,” Ineni told
Nefer and me, “home to the workers who will excavate and decorate His Majesty’s
tomb.”


A month earlier, Thut had charged Nefer with locating a site
in the Great Place and arranging for construction of his final resting place.
To that end, Nefer and I had traveled to Waset from the harem at the Faiyum.
Now the two of us, plus Ineni, were bound for Ta Set Maat to meet Kha, the
overseer of construction, who was in charge of the village’s laborers.


Ineni had served Thut’s house as architect for as long as
anyone could remember. He’d erected Thut’s grandfather’s red granite obelisks
at Ipet–Isut, the first to be located there, had dug the king’s tomb in the Great
  Place, had supervised Thut’s father’s constructions, had been involved with
Hatshepsut’s buildings at Ipet–Isut and Ipet–resyt and Djeser Djeseru. Though
he had grown feeble with age, Ineni’s eyes still sparkled with life. Designing
and building was his passion. At various times, he’d served the kings not only
as architect but as overseer of the double granary of Amun and mayor of Waset.
He’d been one of Hatshepsut’s closest advisors. Nefer and I had known him all
our lives.


That Thut had called on Nefer to arrange the construction of
his tomb had not surprised me. Nefer’s creation and oversight of the harem in
the Faiyum had convinced Thut that she could in fact be of use to him, and he
had gradually come to entrust her with a variety of projects throughout Kemet.
In the past three years Nefer’s life and mine had settled into a semblance of a
routine – when Iset was with Thut, Nefer lived at the harem, overseeing the
estates and linen production and the education of hostages and royal children.
Whenever Iset returned to the Faiyum for an extended stay, Nefer and I were
sent elsewhere to oversee construction of the king’s latest project that he was
financing with foreign tribute. Each year Nefer expanded the harem as well;
Thut’s campaigns – he continued to wage one annually, for the King of Kadesh
still eluded him – added more wives and hostages and retainers to our number.


I was, for the most part, satisfied with my life, though
unfulfilled. Thut visited the harem at the end of every campaign and sometimes
on the way to one of the various religious festivals in the northern part of
the river valley, and so I was able to see him at least somewhat regularly. On
those visits he rotated among the beds of his foreign and minor wives and
concubines – except for Nefer’s, though with time her hatred and his
indifference had both lessened somewhat. I sometimes caught the briefest
glimpse of their childhood affection when they were together. Nefer still had
not forgiven Thut for his treatment of her in the audience hall; he still did
not fully trust her. He had many children now by his various women, though only
those of his three major wives were recognized as being in the line of
succession. Adding the children of nobles and staff and retainers, the nursery
and children’s wing of the harem were ever–growing and raucous and always
crowded. I dined with Thut and his wives when he visited, conversed with him in
the evenings, even rode with him around the estate to survey the fields. We
always created an opportunity to be alone. Thut never failed at those times to
ask me to be his wife; I still wouldn’t allow my love for him to come between
me and Nefer.


Ineni clung to the chariot at my side with clawlike hands. I
was driving much slower than usual on his account. He wore a fine white shendyt
embroidered at the hem with turquoise, a gold broad collar on his chest, gold
arm and wrist bands, and a cloth covering on his bald head to keep the sun off.
His eyebrows were white and his face deeply lined. He was a legendary figure,
and had I not known him so intimately I would have been awed to be in his
presence – this would be the fifth tomb he’d designed and built in the Great
  Place and its vicinity, beginning with Amenhotep and ending with Hatshepsut.
Because of Ineni’s age and frailty, Thut had asked Nefer to directly oversee
construction of the tomb, to take as much of the daily burden off him as
possible.


After breakfast, sailors rowed the three of us across the river
in a small boat. We landed at the edge of the western desert about a mile south
of the per’aa, across the river from Waset and Ipet–resyt. Nefer and I both
wore simple linen dresses; a gold uraeus diadem circled her brow. I wore only
the Hathor amulet around my throat and the fish in my hair, as I always did
when crossing water; old habits died hard. The inundation had reached Waset a
month earlier and the river covered the entire valley from desert edge to
desert edge, the water blood–red, the current swift. Every farmer’s fields lay
under the water, being renewed with mud. The flood gates of dikes atop the
submerged riverbanks stood open, not to be closed until the river began to
recede, to trap the precious water in basins for use in the coming months. On
the desert’s fringe we’d stepped into a chariot pulled by two fine horses,
which I had driven a short distance west and then north up a broad dusty path
into a narrow valley, the hill of Qurnet Murai to our right, the rocky slope of
the sacred mountain to our left. A mountain peak, the Qurn, towered over the
north end of the valley, the home of the goddess Meretseger – “She Who Loves
Silence.” At the end of the path I could see the village, surrounded by a high
wall, greenery poking from plants in large earthenware pots on a few of the
rooftops. The hills rose steeply to right and left, so that the village
practically filled the narrow valley, its many houses appearing to me like a
single long low building.


We encountered a seemingly endless line of donkeys heading
towards the village and drove around them. They were laden with water in
earthenware jars, and sacks of grain and vegetables and meat and fish. A couple
of donkeys at the end of the procession bore utensils made by local potters.
More were piled high with wood, no doubt for the house’s ovens.


“Because the Place of Truth is in a waterless desert valley,
the daily needs of its residents have to be supplied from outside,” Ineni told
us.


We reached a mud hut a few hundred yards from the village
before which donkeys were being unloaded. Scribes were busily registering what
they carried.


“The scribes will divide these bulk provisions into rations,
then distribute them to the families in the village,” Ineni told us. “Those
rations are the workers’ payment. The higher the rank, the more the worker
receives. The grain comes directly from the warehouses of His Majesty, the fish
from the village’s own river fishing boats, the vegetables from the village’s
own fields.”


“Is it true you founded the Place of Truth?” I asked Ineni.
“That’s what Senenmut taught us when we were girls.”


He nodded. “Under the direction of Amenhotep – life, health,
prosperity, justified. He, and his mother Ahmes–Nefertari, are now worshiped in
the village as gods. More than fifty years ago he tasked me with constructing
his tomb, and that of his sister–wife Ahmose–Meryetamun. Hers lies on the hill
just north of Djeser Djeseru. I still remember her coffin – ten feet long,
covered with sheet gold, inlaid with faience and precious stone. Anyway, to
build the king’s tomb I assembled many specialists – architects and stone
masons and draftsmen and painters and carpenters and goldsmiths and countless
other craftsmen. I settled them in a few existing houses that lined either side
of the path we now ride, and added a dozen more, each with a door opening on
the path, each extending perpendicular to it, so that the houses were arrayed almost
like a fish bones along a spine. South of the village I built stables for the
village’s cows and donkeys.”


“My grandfather girdled the village with the wall?” Nefer
asked.


“Thutmose Aakheperkare. He built it because the costly
materials and copper tools used by the craftsmen are stored within. And to
limit traffic in and out of the village. You see, the first workers knew the
location of Amenhotep’s tomb and its riches, and so couldn’t be allowed to
wander the west bank of the river opposite Waset freely.”


“The workers were imprisoned in the Place of Truth?” I
asked.


“Not at all. Those first specialists lived very good lives,”
Ineni said. “Amenhotep and I knew there would be more tombs to cut for future kings,
more temples to build in Waset, more per’aas and shrines, so we decided to keep
those workers together so we could take advantage of their talents and experience.
For all the generations since, fathers have taught their particular skills to
their sons, and passed their positions in the village’s work gangs to them.
Even the village’s houses have been handed down within families. But more than
just those who work on the tombs and their families live in the Place of Truth
– they must be supported – so there are water carriers, and gardeners to grow
produce in the fields allocated to the village, and fishermen and woodcutters
and a potter and washerman and storekeeper and cake maker and a man to make
plaster so they can improve the interiors of their houses. There are even women
who rotate among the houses to clean them several times each week.”


“I commissioned many objects and decorations from these
workers when I was God’s Wife of Amun,” Nefer said. “But I never thought to
visit the village. The craftsmen always came to me.”


“You are one of the few royals who has ever set foot here,”
Ineni said.


He directed our attention to the steep hillside west of the
village. It descended from the base of a low vertical cliff to nearly touch the
village wall, devoid of greenery, littered with loose stones. A network of
paths, white with dust, switchbacked up the hill. “That hillside has been the
villagers’ cemetery from the very beginning. See how the slope is peppered with
tomb shafts and stone walls and ramps and mud–brick chapels and miniature
pyramids and small white buildings with brightly painted doorways? Some of the
tombs are elaborate, some mere openings cut into the hillside or clefts in
outcroppings. The interiors of many have been magnificently decorated by the
village’s craftsmen in their free time.”


I stopped the chariot and we got out. We took to the path
that passed along the eastern edge of the village, Ineni moving slowly, one arm
linked in mine, using a cane with his free hand. “The village holds fifty or so
houses, of mud–brick on stone foundations,” he told us as we walked.


I noted that the rear section of each house directly abutted
the wall. Their rooftops loomed over us. Shortly thereafter, we reached the
village’s northern wall. It was pierced by a single gate, the only entrance
into the village. A dark–skinned Medjay guard stood to one side. Ineni pointed
to buildings on the high ground beyond that wall. “Those are the village’s
temples, smaller versions of those belonging to Amun and Mut and Khonsu across
the river at Ipet–Isut. Each is crammed with thousands of small stelae and
statues of villagers, made of polished wood or fine white stone, left as
offerings to the gods.”


“And that path winding towards the mountain?” I asked.


“It leads to the Great Place, about an hour’s hike away, up
the hill and along its crest. Workers labor there eight of every ten days when
tombs are being excavated. Of course, they have many feast days off too. When
they’re working they don’t return to the Place of Truth at night; instead, they
sleep in huts on a plateau half–way between the village and valley.”


An older man was waiting beside the gate next to the Medjay.
He came forward to greet us. He bowed low. “I am Baki, foreman of the left gang
in the Place of Truth. I will conduct you to my lord Kha,” he said.


We followed him into the village, through the gate. A single
dusty street ran more than one hundred yards through the center of the village,
so narrow that I could stand in the middle of it and nearly touch the houses on
either side. It was roofed, so that the street was like a tunnel. Though the
roof provided shelter from the sun it cut off the breeze, and so it was
sweltering inside the village. I was soon drenched with sweat.


“Every house in the village opens onto this street,” Baki
told us. “Each house is four rooms deep, with a twenty–inch thick common wall
between them. Some houses have been owned by the same family for generations.
Some of the larger families have acquired several adjoining houses.”


The red–painted doors of most houses were open, and I peered
inside as we passed. Faces stared back curiously from what I assumed were
reception rooms. Every one of them was crowded, their inhabitants talking
excitedly – no doubt about us. Children dashed back and forth between houses
and in and out of the open doors. A few cats slunk along the walls. I noted a
few craftsmen laboring over what I took to be grave goods.


“In their spare time the villagers work on commissions from
priests and nobles in Waset,” Ineni explained. “They barter their various
skills for fine food and furniture and clothing and other luxuries. And, of
course, the craftsmen barter with each other as they create their own tombs – a
stone mason will excavate the tomb of a painter in return for having his own tomb
painted, for example.”


Halfway down the street a man waited before a newly–painted
red wooden door. He came forward when he spotted us.


“It is good to see you again, Kha,” Ineni said in greeting.


Kha bowed very low. “The honor is mine, Ineni, that you
should visit my humble home.”


“I bring with me the King’s Wife Neferure, and the King’s
Great Companion Meryetneith,” Ineni said, sweeping his hand towards us.


Kha bowed once again. “Majesty. Lady. Please, enter.”


We passed through his doorway. Ahead of us, to the left,
were three stone steps leading to a domestic altar that held paintings and
stelae and sacrificial plaques and busts that I assumed were Kha’s ancestors. A
false door was directly behind the altar. Kha saw me staring at it.


“The false door is used by deceased family members to visit
my home,” he said.


Kha ushered us through the reception room and into the
living room, its roof supported by the trunk of a palm tree resting on a stone
base. His wife and several children stood shyly to one side. They fell to their
knees before Nefer. She smiled and told them to rise.


“I’ve heard tales of your beauty, Majesty,” Kha’s wife said.
“They truly do not do you justice.”


Nefer smiled again. Even at thirty–eight she still turned
heads wherever she went.


Sunlight slanted through small slots in the roof and
reflected on the whitewashed interior walls. We all took seats, Ineni and Nefer
and I on chairs with soft woolen cushions, Kha and Baki on a low mud–brick
bench along one wall. One of Kha’s younger daughters brought each of us a cup
of wine. It was honeyed; the workers were certainly well paid. As I sipped I
looked around the house. The walls and floor were all plastered and covered
with colorful painted scenes, mostly of gardens and papyrus thickets rich with
wildlife. Brightly colored textiles hung on sections of the walls and lay atop
the bench. There were other signs of prosperity – small stools and chairs, a bed,
wooden boxes, storage chests, tables, cabinets, baskets and fans and footstools
made of reeds and rushes, sleeping mats. Every item was richly decorated.


“You appear to live well, Kha,” Nefer said, also surveying
her surroundings.


“By His Majesty’s grace,” Kha answered. “As overseer of
construction in the Place of Truth, I receive provisions directly from your
husband’s bounty. I have used the excess to barter for these luxuries.”


“Your wall paintings are exquisite,” I said.


“Created by the same craftsmen who decorate the royal tombs
and the gods’ temples,” Kha said. He indicated one blank wall, nodded to Nefer.
“I had it freshly plastered yesterday. A craftsman will carve and paint upon it
a scene that will commemorate your visit here today, Majesty. In all my life,
no member of the royal family has ever entered the Place of Truth. I, and my
descendants, will remember and treasure this day always – particularly your
presence here among us.”


One of Kha’s older daughters appeared with a platter of
sweet cakes, which she distributed among us. As I munched mine I noticed stairs
ascending to the roof at the very back of the house. I could see blue sky
through the opening. To the left of the stairs was a door leading to a kitchen
yard. It held a small oven from which smoke curled. Next to that door were a
few stairs descending to a small cellar. I saw the tops of large earthenware
jars, doubtless for food storage. Between the living room and the rear of the
house was a storage room, with large earthenware pots set in the floor, most
likely full of grain and beer. The house’s massive water jar stood there also.
It bore a portrait of Bes, the demigod linked to the well–being and protection
of pregnant mothers and children and music and dancing and sexual indulgence. Bes
was a dwarf with a mask–like face, lion’s ears and mane, broad nose, tongue
hanging out of his mouth, short arms, bandy legs, and an exposed penis. Another
room held a number of beds.


“To what do I owe the honor of this visit?” Kha asked when
everyone finished their cake.


“His Majesty wishes construction to begin on his tomb in the
  Great Place,” Ineni said.


Kha clapped his hands with delight. “It is unusual for a
king to wait so long into his reign. Usually, he begins his tomb right away, immediately
after his ascension to the throne. But in His Majesty’s case, that was three
decades ago.”


“The king has been somewhat occupied beyond Kemet’s
borders,” Nefer said in an understatement.


“I had hoped to work with you once more, Ineni,” Kha said
somewhat gleefully. “It has been long since we constructed a king’s tomb,” he
told Nefer.


“Actually, His Majesty has put the project under Neferure’s
control,” Ineni said. He shook his head ruefully. “I’ve grown old, Kha, too old
to climb about in the Great Place every day and deal with the dust and sun and
heat.”


I did not miss the glance exchanged between Kha and Baki. No
doubt they had no stomach for dealing directly with a woman. Nefer saw the
glance too.


“Ineni will guide me in all things,” Nefer said
diplomatically, used to such attitudes. “I will look to you as well, Kha. I
will take advantage of your experience. Yours too, Baki.”


Both seemed flattered.


Nefer stood and began to pace. “We are charged with
constructing a magnificent tomb, those of us in this room,” she told everyone,
her eyes flashing. “As you are aware, my husband has conquered Retenu and
Setjet. No king has ever been so powerful. His treasury is overflowing with
tribute and plunder. And Kemet has become wealthy from expanded trade as well.”
She looked directly at Kha. “His Majesty has placed no limit on spending for
his eternal home. We will skimp on nothing, spare no expense. His tomb must be
far larger and grander and more elaborate than any built so far.”


Kha broke into a wide smile, mirrored by Baki’s. “The
workers in the Place of Truth will be ecstatic when they learn that, and eager
to begin. Has a site been selected?”


“You and I shall do so,” Nefer told him. “We shall go to the
  Great Place tomorrow.”


“In the meantime, I will begin drawing up the plan for the
tomb,” Ineni said.


“This very day I will see to collecting the supplies we’ll
need, and sharpening the copper chisels, and assigning the workers who will
labor for His Majesty,” Kha said.


“Good,” Nefer replied. “By the time the king returns from
his current campaign in the North his tomb must be well underway.”


 


 


***


 


 


“Here’s the entrance to your tomb, Majesty,” Nefer said as
Thut and Kha and I came to a halt on a narrow ledge high up the wall of a gorge
in the southeast section of the Great Place. I struggled to catch my breath.
The floor of the narrow valley lay more than a hundred feet below us and, at
age thirty–nine, the climb upward had not been easy for me, nor Nefer. Thut, of
course, had taken the climb in stride. Only a few weeks removed from his latest
military campaign, he was as active and strong as ever. He showed no sign of
slowing down.


An opening gaped darkly in a vertical flat wall of rock. The
sounds of copper chisels striking soft stone rang from deep within a long
corridor. Men in filthy kilts, drenched with sweat, carried reed baskets full
of stone flakes and chips past us, the baskets resting on their shoulders. They
snaked down the hillside and, at the bottom, dumped the fragments onto a slowly–growing
mound. A scribe sat nearby, recording each load on a sheet of papyrus.


“As you can see, Majesty,” Kha said, indicating the mound,
“everything is counted in the Great Place – the number of baskets of rubble
carried from the tomb, how many wicks are handed out to light the oil lamps, who
was given the expensive copper tools, who returned them. The scribes track wear
and tear of the tools as well – did you know that ten copper–pointed chisels
are worth as much as a worker’s annual grain ration?”


“They are a temptation?” Thut asked.


“A very great temptation. Scribes also keep records of the
presence and absence of each worker.”


Thut surveyed the valley below us. It was crawling with men.
Smoke rose from a small forge where copper points were being resmelted and
sharpened. Men were carrying supplies from a couple of mud–brick huts. More
smoke rose from bread ovens. Food was being prepared on long tables for the midday meal. Several overseers were huddled around an ostraca containing the tomb’s plan.
“The scribes must be very busy.”


“They are indeed, Majesty.”


Though Nefer had overseen several construction projects
since the discussion with Thut during his visit to the harem – temples at
Dendera and Esna being the largest – his tomb was our first project in Waset.
By now, Thut obviously believed, whatever hold Nefer had once had on those
priests and officials who lived here had dissipated. So she and I had spent
weeks in this valley, along with Kha, after our initial meeting in the Place of
Truth, surveying possible sites for the tomb. It had been good to be back at
Waset, away from the royal harem for at least a while, reunited with Aachel and
Hori and their seven daughters. I had missed the per’aa and town and valley I’d
grown up in. And even the desert, a little. Though the per’aa was a far
different place from the one I remembered. Its unfriendly officials, who’d been
appointed by Iset, were suspicious of Nefer and me and watched us constantly.
Everyone within the per’aa’s confines that Nefer and I had grown up with was either
dead or had been replaced. Only the two of us were still the same, as close as
sisters, a miracle, really, after all we’d been through.


Directly across from us the sun shone brightly on the loose
white stone that carpeted the western slope of the valley. There was not a bit
of green anywhere in my sight. To our left Re illuminated Qurn, the great
pyramid–shaped mountain that loomed close to a thousand feet over our heads. We
were still in shade, for Re had not yet climbed high enough to peer over the
eastern cliffs of the valley.


“Why this site?” Thut asked.


“For security,” Nefer replied. “There are only two major
tombs in the Great Place so far – father’s, and the one constructed for our
grandfather, which he shares with my mother.” Nefer dared not speak Hatshepsut’s
name. Even now that set Thut off. “Their tomb is almost directly north of us,
in another side gorge. Ineni built it in secret but, of course, since so many attended
grandfather’s funeral, its location became known. That tomb is closer to the
valley floor and more accessible than yours will be, for it’s nearer the normal
path into the valley. Father’s tomb is right over there” – Nefer pointed about
a hundred feet down the slope to the southwest – “but, as you can see, yours is
up a much steeper slope, and its closest access is the path over the hill that
leads to Djeser Djeseru. That path is guarded at all times.”


I scanned the crest of the cliffs that surrounded the
valley. Medjay were stationed at strategic locations, keeping watchful eyes on
the tombs of the kings. Should someone attempt to rob a tomb at night the sound
would carry upward, and they would be apprehended. Or so I’d been assured.


“As you can see, Majesty, the entrance of your tomb lies in
a gully,” Kha added. “In centuries to come, rainwater will pour over the cliffs
and wash down stone and debris, and the entrance will be covered over. It
should be safe for eternity from anyone who would do you harm.”


“I expected to see more workers engaged in the digging,”
Thut said.


“There will be, Majesty,” Kha hastened to assure him. “Two
gangs have been assigned to work on your tomb, a left and a right, each with a
dozen workers headed by a foreman. Each gang is responsible for a side. Currently,
masons are chipping stone from inside the mountain using copper chisels and
wooden mallets, only one or two men in each gang at a time doing the cutting
because, as you can see, the space between the walls is narrow. Those who do
not wield the chisel are carrying the debris from the tomb. Since the
stonemasons have not yet progressed very far into the mountain their work is still
being lit by sunlight, but once they dig deeper they’ll use bowls of oil with
linen wicks to light the depths. A wick burns for four hours. When it sputters
out the workers take their lunch break, then light another wick, work four
hours more, and are done for the day. They work eight days on and two days off
with, of course, numerous holidays. Working within the tomb is miserably hot
and humid, in thick choking dust. The sharp limestone edges cut and bruise;
sometimes ceilings collapse if the rock is not good. Supervisors paint control
marks on the tomb walls and ceilings to keep the stone masons on track. They
use carpenters’ squares to check for right angles, plumb bobs for verticality,
and strings to measure length.”


Thut moved a few paces inside his tomb. The rest of us
followed. Kha had not exaggerated; even a little ways in it was hotter than
outside. I noted that the floor and ceiling were descending at a fairly steep
angle. Two men were chipping away at the stone on each side some thirty feet
into the hill; the sound of their blows was magnified. The wall behind them was
rough and unevenly cut.


“Those who make the rough cut will be followed by more
masons. They’ll accurately align and smooth the walls and ceiling with
sandstone abrasives. They’ll fill cracks with clay. Once the walls are properly
prepared, craftsmen will apply a thin coat of plaster over the stone to make
the walls perfectly flat for painting and carving.”


“Will they use the same techniques I observed at Djeser
Djeseru?” I asked.


Kha nodded. “The painters will dip a long string in red
ocher. One will hold each end and a third will pull it back from its center
like a bowstring. When he lets it loose it will snap a straight red line onto
the wall. That will create the registers within which the scenes and
inscriptions will be placed. Junior craftsmen will initially draw on the walls
in red ink. Senior craftsmen and scribes will make corrections in black. Then
our most talented craftsmen will carve the plaster with fine copper chisels,
following the inked images. Finally, the carvings will be painted.”


“How long?” Thut asked.


Kha shrugged. “It usually takes years to complete a tomb,
Majesty, depending on its size and complexity, with fifty or sixty workers
involved.”


“I never guessed it was such a complicated process,” Thut
said.


We all returned outside. Immediately I felt cooler.


“The rock in my tomb is good?” Thut asked.


“I believe so, Majesty,” Kha said. “But we won’t know for
sure until we get much deeper into the hill. We may hit veins of hard stone or
seams of flint and have to go around them. But if we are lucky we’ll be able to
follow our plan exactly.”


“And what is that plan?”


I unrolled the sheet of papyrus I’d been carrying and laid
it atop a large flat rock close beside us.


“There’ll be two stairways and two corridors leading from
the entrance straight into the hill, at a downward angle,” Nefer said. “At the
end of the second corridor will be a deep rectangular well.”


“Its purpose?”


“First, to keep rainwater from flooding the lower levels of
the tomb. Second, to block anyone foolish enough to try to rob it. It is an
innovation of Ineni’s.”


“Beyond the well?”


“A vestibule, with a sharp turn left to the burial chamber.
Appropriate storerooms will be excavated beyond that.”


“The decoration?”


Kha spoke up. “The images throughout will be based on the Amduat,
The Book of What is in the Underworld, narrating your, and Re’s, passage
through the twelve hours of the night, from sunset and death to sunrise and
rebirth. The Amduat will provide you with the knowledge you need to
defeat the perils of the night unscathed. The inscriptions will be painted as
simple diagrams, imitating the cursive script one finds on a funerary papyrus.
The coloring will be muted, simple black figures and hieroglyphs on a cream
background, with highlights in red and pink. The images will depict Your
Majesty aiding the gods in defeating Apep, the serpent of chaos, thereby
helping ensure Re’s daily rebirth as well as your own resurrection.”


“No tomb has ever been decorated this way before,” Nefer
said. “Its walls will tell a story, much as those of the Punt expedition at
Djeser Djeseru do. We’ve modeled the inscriptions on that idea.”


“Tell me about them,” Thut said.


I unrolled a second papyrus. “Your burial chamber will be
forty–five feet long and twenty–seven feet wide. The walls will be divided vertically
into twelve sections, each corresponding to an hour of the night. Each section
will be divided horizontally into three registers. They’ll represent the river
of the netherworld and its eastern and western banks.”


“The first four hours of the night will be on the west
wall,” Nefer interjected, “hours five and six on the south, seven and eight on
the north, and nine through twelve on the east.”


I pointed to the papyrus. “Hour one shows the gate at the
entrance to the underworld. It lists all the beings that will be found beyond
it, such as solar baboons and uraeus serpents. In the middle register is Re’s
ship and its escort, the Barque of the Millions. Hathor guides Re and his
retinue through the hours, with Horus at the rudder to ensure the boat stays on
course. Maat, Osiris, and Sakhmet are also on board.


“Hour two has fertile fields, dominated by a watery expanse.
The god enters the Land of Silence, is greeted joyously as his light spreads,
and hears the cry of lamentation as he moves on and darkness returns.


“Hour three shows fertile fields dominated by the Waters of
Osiris.


“In hour four, fertile land gives way to desert. Fire–spitting
serpents glow in the dark, and the barque itself turns into a serpent whose
fiery breath pierces the darkness.


“Hour five contains the Lake of Fire, where evil is
punished, and the Lake of Life for the blessed dead.


“At hour six the god reaches the depths of the netherworld,
the water–hole, filled with the primeval waters of Nun. Here lies the sun’s
corpse, with which the god unites his ba. 


“In hour seven fiends appear, the worst Apophis in the form
of a serpent, trying to bring the course of light to a standstill.


“In hour eight, those being reborn receive new clothes. In
hour nine deities appear, providing bread and beer. In hour ten, Horus leads
those who drowned to a blessed existence.


“In hour eleven preparations begin for the imminent sunrise,
the emergence from the eastern mountain of heaven. Goddesses of punishment ward
off any danger that might threaten the sun.


“Hour twelve is the sun’s birth. Since that birth is a
repetition of primeval creation, all the primeval gods are in attendance. The
barque is pulled by twelve men and thirteen women through the body of a
serpent. All the millions riding on the barque enter the tail of the serpent
frail and emerge from it as little children, having been transformed while inside.
At the end of the hour the solar beetle flies into the arms of Shu, god of the
air, who raises the sun up to the sky.”


“The vestibule of your tomb will also be decorated with the
whole story,” Nefer said. “The oval–shaped burial chamber will be supported by
two pillars, and its blue–painted ceiling decorated with yellow stars,
symbolizing the cave of the god Sokar. In the middle will lie your large red
quartzite sarcophagus, shaped like a cartouche.”


“The two pillars in the middle of the chamber will contain
passages from the Litanies of Re, text only, without illustration,” Kha
said. “On one pillar you’ll be shown in a boat with Isis and members of your
family. The other will depict you suckling Isis in the guise of a Tree
Goddess.”


Thut looked up from the papyri. “I approve,” he said with
satisfaction. “With the tribute I’ve collected on my campaigns, and the regular
tribute paid me by Assyria, I can afford the finest.”


“I’ve already made Kha aware of that,” Nefer said.


“Has work begun on the obelisks destined for Iunu?” Thut
asked her.


“Yes. As well as the changes and additions that you’ve directed
be made at other temples throughout the land,” she replied. “Construction is
progressing at Medamud and Armant and Kom Ombo, and Amada and Semna in Nubia.”


“Do you have the plan for my temple of millions of years?”


“Mery does. Let’s walk over the hill. We can see the site
from there.”


Nefer linked her arm in mine. We helped each other descend
to the blazingly hot valley floor, slipping a few times on the dusty rocky path.
My legs complained the whole way. We then ascended the southern slope of the Great
  Place on the deeply worn path the workers used when traveling to and from
their homes in the Place of Truth. At the top of the hill was a guardhouse next
to three stone steps; they delineated the entrance to the valley. The guard
there snapped to attention at the king’s approach. We moved past him, along the
edge of the cliff, towards the north. I noted numerous small stone shrines
along the sides of the path, filled with tiny statuettes and stelae and
candles.


“They’re offerings to the mountain goddess, Meretseger,” Kha
told us, “left by the workers.”


After a half-hour walk we reached the very edge of the cliff
and halted there. A cooling breeze swept across the heights, erasing the memory
of the oven–like inferno that was the valley floor. The view was outstanding –
the river valley stretching for miles until lost in distant dusty haze, covered
from the edge of the eastern desert to the edge of the western by the
inundation, the water dark red, white where it rushed around groves of palms,
the sand–colored buildings of Waset and Ipet–Isut and Ipet–resyt, their
foundations lapped at by the water, Hatshepsut’s brilliantly–shining obelisks,
the blue line of the Red Sea Hills to the east, small brown towns and villages
scattered up and down the valley. The air was clear and refreshing, the sky arcing
overhead blue, the sun brilliant.


Nefer began pointing out the landmarks to Thut. “Directly
below us are Djeser Djeseru and Glorious are the Seats of Nebhepetre, the
memorial temples of my mother and the second Mentuhotep.”


Thut glanced at me, smiled slightly. Twenty–four years it
had been since we’d first confessed our love to each other at Mentuhotep’s
temple. And I still recalled every word and look and touch that had passed
between us that day.


“As you can see, the cliffs curve in a semi–circle, from
northeast to southeast, forming a bay. The closest hill on the plain in the bay
is Qurna, and the one beyond it Qurnet Murai. The Place of Truth, built by
Amenhotep to house those who work in the Great Place, lies behind it. He and
his mother, Ahmes–Nefertari, are worshiped by the workers who live there.”


“The shrine of the king and his mother is close to one for
Hathor, the Lady of the West, just outside the northeast wall of the village,”
Kha said. “They are the village’s patron deities. Most households have shrines
with small statues of them. During the Great Feast each winter the workers get
drunk on beer and wine and make merry before their shrine for four whole days.”


“Amun, of course, is the villagers’ principal god,” I added,
“and a small temple dedicated to him has been located there from the village’s
founding. The workers also worship Thoth, patron of scribes, and Ptah, patron
of craftsmen.”


“I remember scrambling among those dark openings in the
cliffs and hills to the north when we were young, exploring,” Thut said. “We
used to get away with a lot, didn’t we Mery?”


“If your father had only known,” I said.


“Those tombs are from before the time of Mentuhotep,” Nefer
said.


She’d never accompanied us on our expeditions. Climbing
hills and crawling in the dust had not been enjoyable activities for her, as
they had been for us.


“On the next hill south are tombs from the time of Seqenenre
Tao and Kamose, the kings who preceded our family, and their priests and
officials. Your nobles are mostly siting their tombs on Qurna. The stone wall
that juts above the crest of the hill was the original tomb of Senenmut, my
tutor.”


“Your mother’s lover,” Thut said.


Nefer let the comment pass without reply.


I thought it unusually cruel of him to speak so. It was a
clear sign that Thut and Nefer were not yet close to resolving their
differences.


“You no doubt recognize the two memorial temples next to
each other on the edge of the desert to the south,” Kha said hastily.


Thut nodded. “Father’s and grandfather’s – ‘the Mansion of
the Ka of Aakheperkare’ and ‘Aakheperenre in the Mansion called Seizing Life.’
I’ve spent many an hour in each of them, as Mery can attest.”


“Terrorizing priests and temple workers,” I said.


“Your memorial temple will be on the same line, partway
between the temple of your grandfather and the causeway of Djeser Djeseru,” Kha
continued. “It shall be called Henketankh – ‘Offering Life.’ There will be a
barque shrine some distance in front, where your statue and Amun’s will rest
during the Beautiful Feast of the Valley, a court with an altar dedicated to
Re, and a room with a vaulted ceiling decorated with the hours of the night.”


“And directly below us, between the mortuary temples of
Mentuhotep and my mother, will be your mortuary temple, Djeser Akhet, ‘Amun is
Holy of the Horizon,’” Nefer said. “The three of them, lying side by side, will
appear to be one large unbroken surface to everyone who visits.”


I handed Nefer another rolled up papyrus and she lay it flat
on another stone.


“As you can see, Djeser Akhet will have two terraces, each approached
by a ramp, rising higher against the cliff face than Mother’s temple, but narrower,
since there is little space between it and Mentuhotep’s temple. In fact, we’ll
have to carve the cliff both vertically and horizontally and level the whole
area below the temple’s footprint before we can begin actual construction. I’m
afraid it will take years to prepare the site.”


“I trust the result will be worth it.”


“It will be spectacular,” I interjected. “Your temple will contain
a barque hall and offering room and sanctuary. Unlike Djeser Djeseru, with its
uncovered upper court, your upper terrace will hold a great basilica, the
second in the land after Brilliant of Monuments in Ipet–Isut.”


Thut studied the drawings and the landscape for a long time.
“I approve your plan, Neferure,” he said finally.


“Majesty, I’ll ensure the statues and decorations and
inscriptions make your mortuary temple the finest in the land,” Kha vowed.


“Once its complete, it shall replace Djeser Djeseru as the
focus of the Beautiful Feast of the Valley,” Thut announced.


“As you wish, Majesty.”


That was a direct slam at Hatshepsut, at whose temple Amun’s
barque currently rested during the feast. Nefer did not react.


Thut surveyed the valley for a long time. Then he pointed to
the quays at Waset, every inch lined with boats from which cargo was being
unloaded. “Even during the inundation, the wealth of Wawat continues to pour
into the southern capital,” he said. “As does that of Setjet and Retenu. All of
that tribute comes here now because the warehouses at Mennefer have nearly
reached capacity. We’ll soon run out of space in Waset as well.” He addressed Nefer.
“I need you to build me more warehouses and granaries in Waset to hold my
growing wealth. I’ll use that wealth to pay the workers I need to build even
more widely the length of Kemet – shrines, temples, fortresses.”


“And Ipet–Isut?” Nefer asked.


“I’ve given that sacred precinct much thought,” Thut replied.
“Two days ago I met with Ineni and described my vision for it. Even now he’s
beginning to set my thoughts to papyrus.” Thut pointed. “While he works on that
plan, Neferure, I want you to complete the small temple your mother began here
on the west bank that’s used for Amun’s Decade Festival, the one directly
across the river from Ipet–resyt on the Mound of Djeme.”


“I’ll see to it, beginning tomorrow,” Nefer promised.
“Someday, you’ll be remembered as Kemet’s greatest builder, Majesty. I’ll make
sure of it.”


“Indeed you shall, Neferure. For that is the task I henceforth
entrust to you.”
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I crouched next to Thut behind a screen of tall grass in the
darkness, atop a slight rise overlooking the camp of Saustatar, King of
Mitanni. The twinkling campfires of the haphazardly laid out enemy tents
stretched to our right far down the plain, the closest a quarter mile from our
position near the east bank of the Euphrates River. Above our heads another
river, of stars, flowed across the sky.


“They don’t look ready for a fight,” Thut whispered. “I
don’t see any sentries posted. They must not know that my army is near. The
gods are with us so far.”


I knew Thut was eager for battle. After waging seven
campaigns, he’d gained control of most of Setjet and Retenu. Naharina, the land
between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers ruled by the Mitanni, was his current
target, a land his grandfather had reached but not entered. Subjugating it
would extend Thut’s empire far to the east, garnering much wealth for Kemet in
plunder now and tribute in the future.


Our presence on the riverbank tonight was the fruition of Thut’s
long, patient empire–building strategy. His subjugation of the King of Megiddo
and his allies eleven years ago had been followed by several campaigns through
Retenu and Setjet, during which he’d simply collected tribute. Then he’d taken
Ardata, leaving a garrison behind at the captured port of Djahy. That had
enabled Thut, in subsequent campaigns, to move troops and supplies north from
Kemet by water. News of Thut’s growing might had eventually reached the
emerging kingdom of Assyria; its rulers now sent annual gifts to Kemet in order
to maintain good relations with him. Those gifts had included lapis lazuli from
  Babylon, and many horses. Another year Thut had sailed directly to Byblos,
bypassing Retenu entirely, then moved north and pillaged the lands surrounding
Kadesh. To his annoyance, his nemesis, Durusha, had escaped him there once
again. After that, Thut had turned west and taken Simyra, then quelled a
rebellion in Ardata. He’d taken two more foreign wives at the end of that
campaign – Merti and Menhet. They resided now in the Faiyum harem, along with
their respective retinues.


After that, Thut had moved for the first time against the
wealthy cities along the northern coast. He captured a harbor town near Tunip,
rich with spoils. He found there a temple to Amun that his grandfather had
built, and restored it. He seized the enemy fleet, sailed south to Arvad, captured
it after a short siege. The siege had taken place during the harvest season,
and Arvad’s gardens and groves had been filled with fruit, their storehouses
with new wines, their hillsides covered with grain. Thut’s men had been
overwhelmed by the bounty, and so Thut had not been able to maintain
discipline. The first days after the city’s surrender, according to what
Amenemhab told me afterwards, his men “were drunk and anointed with oil every
day as at a feast in Kemet.” After Arvad’s surrender, the other towns along the
coast had submitted to Thut and brought him tribute, giving him the secure
footing on the northern coast and the base for inland operations he had long desired.
The following year he had returned to the northern coast, won several more
battles, and collected more tribute.


Three years ago Thut had launched another major campaign
against Kadesh and Durusha. At the close of the spring rains he’d disembarked
his army at Simyra, by the mouth of the Eleutherus River, then marched inland
up the river valley. Days later he’d reached Kadesh. That city lay on the west bank
of the Orontes River, at the north end of a high valley between two mountain
ridges. A small tributary of the Orontes joined the river from the west just
below the city, so that the city occupied a point of land between the two
waterways. The builders of Kadesh had cut a canal across the tongue of land
above the town, thus connecting the two streams and entirely surrounding the
place by water. Within the riverbanks, an inner moat encircled high curtain–walls
that reinforced the natural water defenses, so that, in spite of its location
in the midst of a perfectly level plain, Kadesh was a place of great strength,
probably the most formidable fortress anywhere in Setjet. Still, Thut had
captured it, after a long siege. Once again, however, Durusha had slipped away
and escaped. Meanwhile, several of the coastal cities, gambling that Kadesh
would hold out, had rebelled. Once he’d captured Kadesh, Thut had returned to
Arvad, home of the ringleader, and inflicted severe retribution.


That revolt had proven to Thut that he had to thoroughly
subjugate the coast before he could safely push inland beyond the valley of the
 Orontes on his long–planned advance against Naharina. He spent the following
year stamping out the smoldering embers of revolt in Ullaza and many other
coastal cities. He skirted the coast with his fleet, entered harbor after
harbor, displayed his might, set his own men over each city. He charged his new
governors with stockpiling supplies for his upcoming assault on the East. To
further discourage future rebellion, Thut moved all of Setjet’s crops into
granaries he erected in his conquered harbor towns, garnering control of the region’s
food supply. That move desperately impoverished Setjet’s cities and gave them
something to worry about besides turning on him.


Tonight, Thut was on the brink of the final phase of his
greatest campaign. Because I could speak every language we might encounter
along the way, he’d brought me with him as interpreter instead of using
several. In a few moments, I was going to embark on the most daring escapade of
my life – I was going to sneak into the Mitanni camp and learn what I could
firsthand of the enemy’s plans.


Our journey from Kemet to the border of the Mitanni empire
had been long. We’d sailed from the mouth of the river directly to Byblos.
There we’d constructed pontoon boats to enable the army to cross the Euphrates
on foot. We’d carried those boats overland in pieces on what we took pains to
portray as a routine tour of Setjet to gather tribute. To that end we’d
conducted the usual raiding and pillaging as we moved north through lands Thut
already controlled. But a few weeks ago we’d veered into territory belonging to
several unconquered cities. We’d taken Senzar, fought a considerable battle at
the Height of Wan west of Khalep, which led that battlemented city on its steep
gully–washed hill to surrender, then taken Carchemish. Our army was now camped
a few miles east of that city, no more than two miles west of the Euphrates.
Not a single fire burned in our camp this night, to keep from giving our
presence away to the nearby Mitanni.


On this journey I’d spent more time with Thut than I had
since Megiddo. I’d dined with him daily, met with his spies and scouts,
questioned locals for him, studied maps, even reviewed the daily drawings of
flora and fauna that craftsmen had drawn at his command. At my suggestion he’d
brought scientists along to record the oddities of this new land. It kept a
promise I’d made to myself after my long–ago expedition to Punt. Fact was,
since Amun had created all things in the world, as we discovered each
previously unknown plant and animal on this expedition we were expanding that
god’s empire as well as Thut’s. That made this campaign particularly holy. Upon
our return, Thut told me, he’d record Amun’s expansion in a room he’d saved for
just such a purpose in Akh–menou.


We’d captured the first of several Mitanni a few weeks ago,
but had obtained very little useful information from them. Thut was
particularly uneasy about launching an invasion until he knew more about
Saustatar and the disposition of his forces and his plans. Attacking across a
river was dangerous; we might be caught with half our army on each bank and
defeated piecemeal or, if we made it across and the enemy was vastly superior
in size, our army might be trapped with its back to the river and wiped out.
But Thut feared sending scouts across the river to learn more. They might be
captured and, under torture, provide the Mitanni with information about us. So,
this morning, I had volunteered to go into the enemy camp disguised as a
serving woman and find out what I could. After a long and heated discussion,
Thut had reluctantly agreed. It was either that or attack blindly. Half an hour
ago he had personally poled me across the Euphrates in a small reed boat. We
had carefully hidden it in a thicket along the shore.


“It’s time, I think, Thut,” I said quietly.


“May Montu and Amun protect you,” he whispered.


I started to rise and he pulled me close and kissed me,
stroked my long hair. “Be careful, Mery. I wouldn’t risk you if there was
another way.”


“I know, Thut.” I picked up a jar of wine and quietly crept towards
the enemy camp, crouching low to remain concealed by the tall grass as long as
possible. I soon reached the outer ring of enemy tents. Numerous soldiers
lounged around blazing campfires on their far side. I rose, straightened, walked
between two tents, passed nonchalantly near a fire that was warming a handful
of soldiers. A few eyed me; at forty–two I still turned men’s heads and they
had no doubt gone some time without a woman. But no one challenged me despite
my sudden appearance; who would consider a woman of my age bearing wine to be a
threat? I strode purposefully onward through the vast camp, towards the large
tent in its center, as if I was carrying out an urgent task. I assumed from its
magnificence that the tent belonged to the king.


A guard stopped me at its entrance.


“Wine for His Majesty. Would you delay me?” I snapped.


He stepped aside.


I took a deep breath, entered. The tent, lit with flaming
bowls of oil, was crowded. Not only King Saustatar, but his wife and several
daughters and many captains of his army were there, along with a bevy of young
serving girls and a few musicians, seated to one side. All of the girls wore
dresses, some of wool, some of a material I did not recognize, in a variety of
colors. Luckily, we’d taken a few female prisoners during the campaign and I’d
worn one of their dresses tonight, so I blended it. No one paid me any
attention. I immediately began moving from man to man, refilling empty cups
with wine, then went to stand among the other servants as if waiting to pour
once more.


The Mitanni were a boisterous lot, feasting, shouting back
and forth, listening to the musicians, some more than a little drunk. Many had
curly hair. Most had beards. Every so often one pulled a squealing serving girl
onto his lap. Saustatar sat on cushions beside his wife, his daughters close by,
eating, conversing with some of his commanders. A few men sat on stools, others
on cushions, most on the ground.


A soldier entered, his clothes wet and muddy. He was breathing
hard. He appeared to have just forded the Euphrates. I was sure he was a scout
or spy. I moved as close to him as I dared without being obvious.


“You have news about Pharaoh?” a captain seated beside the
king asked, rising to his feet.


I kept my face impassive, not reacting to that rarely–used
title that had first come into fashion at the time of Ahmose and Amenhotep and
Thut’s grandfather.


Everyone in the tent fell silent. The musicians stopped
playing.


“Pharaoh Thutmose captured Carchemish several days ago. His
army is camped outside its walls. He’s filling donkey carts with tribute. I
overheard someone say he’s going to erect a stela beside his grandfather’s on
the banks of the Euphrates.”


“He’ll turn tail and go back home in a few days, as always,
once he’s plundered the countryside,” someone said.


“He doesn’t have the guts to cross the river and face us in
battle,” another captain said belligerently.


“His grandfather didn’t, and he won’t either,” King
Saustatar predicted.


“Our patrol boats would stop him in his tracks if he tried.
His men would all die mid–river.”


“It’s good we have naval power, then.”


An older man I took to be a general turned to the king,
frowned. “Majesty, your army is scattered throughout Naharina, some units along
the Tigris, some the Euphrates, some in between, some guarding your cities. Let
me send orders for them to march here, just in case.”


“A reasonable precaution. Draw up the orders in the
morning,” King Saustatar directed.


“It will take many days, if not weeks, for them to arrive,”
the general continued. He addressed another leader, one outfitted more shabbily
than the others. “All we have in this camp to defend our land are your militia.
Has it ever been tested in battle?”


“No, My Lord. But give us the chance – we’ll give the
heathen a fight to remember!”


“I hardly think it will come to that,” the king sniffed.
“Kemet already has its hands full with Setjet and Retenu. This Thutmose – what
does he call himself? ‘Strong Bull Raging in Waset’?”


Everyone laughed.


“He’s had to go on campaign every year since he took his
throne to keep his so–called loyal subjects under control,” the king continued.
“He’ll never be strong enough to challenge the Mitanni kingdom here on our own
land. Surely he’s not fool enough to attack us. He’s come to our border but
he’ll go no farther.”


Heads nodded in agreement. At the king’s command the music
resumed. The serving girls and I began to circulate again. As I poured wine I
mulled over what I’d just learned. The enemy had totally misjudged Thut’s will
and ability. That was good. They did not expect him to attack them, which was
even better. As the hours passed and wine loosened tongues I gained much more
useful information – numbers of soldiers, locations of armies, the state of Mitanni
defenses. I became convinced that Thut’s plan to deceive the Mitanni by
attacking towns in Setjet had worked to perfection. I grasped that if Thut
could get his army across the river tonight, before the Mitanni navy was aware
he was doing so, that he would have King Saustatar himself in his grasp. I
began looking for an opportunity to slip from the tent and return to Thut with
my information.


Most of the commanders had already departed when I finally
inched my way towards the doorway. I was nearly outside.


“Stop her!” a soldier cried.


The guard beside the tent flap moved into my path.


I turned and faced the soldier. I still carried the wine
jar, now empty.


“Bring her into the light.”


I strode forward unconcernedly and stopped next to the oil
lamp that rested on a stand near the king’s cushion. I bowed to him
respectfully.


“This woman is clearly not from Naharina!” the soldier
barked. “Look at her features.”


“A lovely creature,” said the king, scanning me from head to
toe. “Such unusual red hair… what is your name?”


“I’m called Mutemuia now, Majesty,” I replied in perfect Mitanni.
“I don’t remember my birth name. I was born in Kemet, as you can plainly see. But
I was captured and brought to Naharina when I was a very young girl.”


King Saustatar stiffened. “Captured in Kemet? How could that
be? My army has never raided that far.”


“Not in Kemet, Majesty. In Canaan, in the mountains south of
  Megiddo.” I now put my experiences in the siege of that city to use. “My
father was a trader, a foolish man. He took the path through the Aruna Pass
instead of the safe ones north and south of the mountain. Bandits fell upon our
caravan and killed him. They brought me to Naharina and sold me as a slave. I
grew up in Naharina. I remember nothing about Kemet.”


“Where were you raised?” a captain asked suspiciously.


By now all of the remaining commanders had gathered around
me.


I drew upon my long–ago conversations with Artatama, the Mitanni
trader I’d befriended on the voyage to Punt, on his descriptions of his
hometown. “Assur, My Lord, on the banks of the Tigris River. My master is
Shuttarna, and my mistress is Gilukhepa.” Those were the names of Artatama’s
mother and father. “Their son, also Shuttarna, is a soldier in this camp. He
brought me with him. I sleep among the other camp followers. He ordered me to
serve you tonight.” At some length I told the king of Shuttarna’s house,
details of Assur, things that only a native would know.


When I finished and fell silent the king looked at the
soldier who had raised the alarm. “I think we have nothing to fear from this
woman.” He turned to me. “You may leave.” He slowly looked me over once more.
“But return tomorrow, Mutemuia, to serve the evening meal. You are exquisite.
Perhaps you will not return to Assur with your master, eh?”


I bowed. “That would make me very happy, Majesty.” I
left the tent, casually strolled through camp towards its outer edge. Once
beyond the firelight and past the last tent I tossed aside the wine jar and
quickly made my way back to where Thut was waiting.


He saw me and rose recklessly from the screen of grass and
tightly embraced me. “You were gone so long – I thought something had
happened.” He kissed me. “I would never have forgiven myself…”


I made him crouch once more, then hurriedly filled him in on
the most important information.


“You’re correct, Mery,” Thut said excitedly, after I
finished recounting what I’d learned. “If I can get my men onto this side of
the river before dawn, when the enemy doesn’t expect us, we’ll annihilate the Mitanni.”
He pounded one fist into another. “The gods have put the enemy in my grasp!”


We turned and quickly descended the steep riverbank towards
the Euphrates. It shone silver in the moonlight, broad, its current swift, the
far bank wooded and cloaked in darkness. We walked along the bank, searched
among the rushes and reeds and wooded thickets for some time. We could not
locate our boat.


“It must have come loose and drifted off,” Thut said
angrily.


I dipped my hand into the river. The water was cool. “Well,
Thut, now we swim.” I quickly shed my dress, twisted it, tied it around my
waist. Thut undressed as well. Together we waded hand in hand into the water.
The river bottom was sandy and my feet sank into it. When the water reached my
waist I plunged in and started swimming, hard. The current was strong and
carried both Thut and me far downstream, but little by little we moved across
and finally gained the shore.


“I’ve lost the landmarks,” Thut said in frustration as we scrambled
up the bank, carefully studying the plains in both directions. “I’m not sure where
my army is. Yet we have to get back to camp and get my soldiers across the
river before dawn, or we’ll be discovered and the Mitanni will be able to stop
us from crossing with their boats.”


“Don’t worry, Thut,” I said reassuringly. “In an hour
certain stars will rise. I’ll be able to navigate back to camp. I learned the
night sky when Nefer was God’s Wife of Amun.”


We wrung out our clothes, put them on, then lay on our backs
in the grass, waiting for the stars to appear.


“Tell me everything you heard in the enemy camp,” Thut ordered.


I did, leaving out nothing.


“You could have been taken prisoner and executed,” Thut said
when I finished my tale. There was a long pause. “Just like at Yapu.”


“You must know by now that I’d do anything for you, Thut,” I
said.


“Except be my wife.” His voice was bitter.


“We both know why, and that it was in spite of my love for
you.” I stretched my arms over my head, sighed. “Remember that night by the river,
at the cataract? Can you believe it’s been twenty–six years?”


Thut rolled onto his side, faced me. “More than half our
lives, Mery, and I’ve never forgotten that night, not one blessed moment of
it.” He stroked my hip with his hand. “You’re still so beautiful.”


“I adored you when we were children, Thut,” I said. “I
wanted so much to be your wife. Whenever I pictured our life together, I
thought it’d be like that night. Not like it’s been.”


“I wish things could have been different between us, like
they’ve been on this campaign,” Thut said. “But that was not our destiny.
Events we couldn’t control have shaped our lives.”


“And people,” I replied.


“Neferure. And her mother. And my mother.”


“And now it’s too late for us, Thut. We’ll go on this way,
together yet apart, stealing a few moments a year, for the rest of our days. I
wish we’d been born farmers. Nothing would’ve kept us apart then.”


“It doesn’t have to be too late.” Thut leaned over and
kissed me. “You wouldn’t marry me because you didn’t want to hurt Nefer. But
would she be hurt by us now? She’s been my wife for more than a decade, Mery.
We’ve been at each others’ throats most of that time. We’ve never loved each
other as more than brother and sister. We never will.”


I started to argue and he put his fingers on my lips to
silence me.


“You wouldn’t marry me because you didn’t want me to have to
choose between Nefer’s son and yours as my heir. But she’ll never have a son.
And its not likely you’ll have a child at your age.”


“I suppose that’s true.”


“My point is, Mery, that all the reasons you had for not
marrying me years ago no longer exist. They’re like leaves that have fallen
from a tree. Don’t you think Nefer would be happy for you? The two of you could
never be rivals.”


Tears rose in my eyes. I’d wanted to be Thut’s for so long.
Maybe he was right about Nefer. Maybe Thut and I didn’t have to be apart
anymore. Fact was, after having him to myself these past months, I didn’t know
if I could give him up again. I’d had to do so far too many times in my life.


“Don’t we owe ourselves some happiness?” Thut gently asked.


It amazed me that Thut was still in love with me and still
wanted me after so many years and so much time apart. What might happen upon
our return to Kemet, if I took him as husband, suddenly didn’t matter. I knew
I’d feel guilty for betraying Nefer, but I was tired of denying myself the man
I loved. I wanted Thut for myself. He was right – I could have been executed
tonight. Then I never would have had him as husband. So I put thoughts of Nefer
aside, allowed myself the luxury of putting myself first. “Who am I to
contradict a king?” I asked. “Especially when I don’t want to.”


“You’ll be my wife, Mery? You really will?” The joy in Thut’s
voice was unmistakable.


“Yes, My Love. Finally. I will.”


Thut beamed. “So, I’ve finally won my greatest campaign.
Just like I promised you I would.”


I embraced Thut, kissed him passionately for a very long
time. Then I lay with my head in the crook of his shoulder, his strong arms around
me. I was satisfied, happy, content, gazing up at the stars, knowing my life
would never be the same again.


Suddenly a comet streaked across the sky, from west to east.


“A sign from the gods!” Thut exclaimed, sitting up. “They
bless our marriage, Mery! And victory will surely be ours!”


“I hope so. But, at the very least, Thut, the gods have just
given us the stars we need to find our camp,” I said practically.


 


 


***


 


 


Thut and I lounged before a blazing campfire not far from
the marshy shore of Lake Niy in the Orontes Valley. His closest companions were
with us, as usual, their faces illuminated by the firelight – generals Djehuty
and Thutiy, Ahmose, Amenmose, Dedu, Amenemhab. Si–Bastet, the royal barber, sat
not far away, busily sharpening his copper blade for use in the morning. From
my leather seat next to Thut I could see the moon rising over the lake, the
moon path shimmering whitely on its waters. Servants waited on us, bearing food
and drink, ordered about by Montu–iywy, one of the royal butlers. I noted that
Intef, Thut’s marshal, was busily arranging our nearby tent. The far less grand
tents of the army sprawled some distance in both directions along the shore,
clustered around countless campfires. Soldiers were thick around them, eating
and relaxing. I heard horses whinnying and a few donkeys braying from the
section where carts full of tribute were parked. The adjoining area where
prisoners were under guard was silent. I heard splashing in the lake, no doubt
soldiers bathing, their raucous cries carrying on the warm night air, competing
with the chirping and humming and buzzing of insects, the scattered calls of
nightbirds.


The king’s scribe and friend, Tjanuni, sat cross–legged
close to the fire, by its light writing on a sheet of papyrus spread on his lap
with a reed dipped in black ink. He was updating the king’s military daybook.
Tjanuni had accompanied Thut on every one of his campaigns, beginning with Megiddo,
and Nefer and I had used copies of his scrolls to teach the children in the
harem about Thut’s exploits.


Thut addressed Tjanuni. “Do not fail to mention I am the
first king of Kemet to enter the land of the Mitanni since my grandfather.”


“And thoroughly conquered it, moving far beyond what he did,
Majesty,” General Djehuty added. “The stela you placed beside his on the east
bank of the Euphrates, with your names and the details of your victories over
the Mitanni, will stand as testament of your success for all time.”


Thut and Djehuty made no idle boast, I thought. I recalled
the initial battle in the campaign, which had taken place months ago. Thut and
I had returned from the enemy camp after our spying expedition, roused the
army, crossed the Euphrates on the pontoons, then attacked the Mitanni at dawn
as they slept in their tents. The rout had been complete, the retreat of the Mitanni
survivors precipitate, the cost in dead and wounded to our army negligible.
Thut had taken hundreds of prisoners that day, including thirty members of King
Saustatar’s family. Several were with us now as hostages. I was already well–acquainted
with them, already spending part of each day preparing them for their new lives
in Kemet. After that first battle, Thut had swept through the Mitanni empire
like a scythe through emmer, moving virtually unchallenged from city to city,
pillaging at will, demanding and collecting tribute. Outside of one town we’d
faced resistance from a weak band of militia; Thut had swatted it aside like a
man might a pesky fly. We’d eventually even taken the capital, Washukanni. Our
task complete, we’d embarked on our journey home exactly one month ago. Thut
had vowed to celebrate his great triumph upon our return to Waset by dedicating
many prisoners and much of the plunder he’d gained to Amun’s temple.


“Everything that you and General Djehuty mentioned I have
already written, Majesty,” Tjanuni replied. “Right now I am recording the tally
of your hunt this past week. Seven lions, a rhino, twelve bulls. And, today,
120 elephants.”


“My grandfather hunted elephants in these very marshes when
he campaigned in Setjet,” Thut said. “It has always been my ambition to do so.”


“I can attest to that,” I said. “You announced it first at
the cataract, when we brought back the obelisks.”


“Now you have twelve new bull’s tails to drape on your
chariot,” Djehuty said.


“Which you live to ride in because of me, Majesty,”
Amenemhab cheerfully reminded Thut.


Which was true. I’d watched in horror earlier this very
afternoon as the largest elephant in the herd charged Thut who, fleeing on foot,
found himself trapped knee-deep in a shallow streambed, with large slippery
boulders at his back and to each side. Just when I thought he’d be trampled
Amenemhab had appeared out of nowhere, dashing into the water in front of Thut,
slashing wildly with his long dagger, slicing off the elephant’s trunk. A
mighty cry of pain and anger had issued from the beast and he’d stopped dead in
his tracks. Thut had quickly buried an arrow in his brain and others had let
fly, including me, though I never knew if my arrow had pierced or merely bounced
off the elephant’s tough hide. Thut himself had sawed off the elephant’s tusks
afterwards. They were two in what was now a quite large pile.


“I suppose you’ll be wanting gold for your exploit,” Thut
said.


“Naturally,” Amenemhab laughed.


“I’ve made you a wealthy man, my friend,” Thut said
affectionately.


“And I’ve earned every bit of it,” Amenemhab replied. “After
all, I brought you three prisoners in the country of the Takhis.”


“For which I gave you flies of valor and four bracelets and
two helmets of gold and a tame lion and a female slave and a male slave, if I
recall correctly.”


“You do, Majesty. During this campaign I captured three
prisoners in Naharina, and thirteen prisoners and seventy asses and thirteen
basons of iron at Khalep, and more prisoners at Carchemish, and I brought you a
hand at Senzar.”


“For that hand I’ve already given you two rings of gold and
silver,” Thut said. “As for the rest, you’ll be amply rewarded during the
triumphal feast I shall hold when we return to Waset.” 


Tjanuni stood. “I have composed a hymn in your honor,
Majesty.”


“Let’s hear it.”


“I, Amun–Re, set your glory and the fear of you in all
lands,


And the terror of you as far as the four supports of the
sky.


The rulers of all foreign countries are gathered together
within your grasp.


I have stretched out my hands to bind them for you.”


“Excellent. I’ll have it carved on some temple wall.”


“You should have Nefer carve the record of all your
campaigns on a wall – perhaps in Ipet–Isut – perhaps even erect a new hall
there,” I said. “No king has waged so many, over such a wide area. They should
be written publicly so they can be remembered by your descendants.”


Tjanuni nodded at me enthusiastically. “An interesting idea,
Majesty.”


I was slowly getting used to being addressed by that title.
On the field of victory after our first battle with the Mitanni, sitting on
Saustatar’s throne, Thut had announced that he had taken me as his wife. After
what I’d done at Yapu, and then in Naharina, his soldiers had embraced me as
one of their own. They seemed almost as happy at my good fortune as I was. Now,
when I went about camp, I wore the vulture crown and uraeus, and the cheers of
the men for me were genuine.


I wouldn’t let myself think about what was going to happen
once we returned to Kemet. Iset was going to be furious, and as for Nefer… I
hoped Thut was right, that she would accept what I had done and congratulate
me. But I feared she would not.


“It is well I have such talented wives,” Thut said. “One to
dream up excellent ideas, another to carry them out.”


“Speaking of wives, I thought you’d take some from among the
  Mitanni,” Amenemhab said. He’d been drinking much wine and it had loosened
his tongue. “I myself had my eye on several women in the king’s court. Or have
you grown too old for such things, Majesty?” he chided.


Thut glanced sideways at me and smiled slightly. I could
attest he had not.


“The last you took from the Nine Bows were Merti and
Menhet,” Djehuty pointed out.


“No man should have more than three wives from Retenu and
Setjet, don’t you think?” Ahmose said jokingly.


Suddenly everyone around the campfire fell silent, torn
between laughing at Ahmose’s comment and not offending me, Thut’s eighth wife.


“And every man should have to travel all the way to Naharina
to marry a woman from his own home town,” I said, taking hold of Thut’s hand.


The awkwardness was dispelled. Thut joined in the general
laughter.


“At any rate, the whole world, from Retenu to Setjet to Nubia
to Naharina, is now yours,” General Djehuty said. “No king has ruled a greater
empire.”


“Even the isles in the midst of the Great Green are within
my jurisdiction now, as governor of the north countries,” General Thutiy added.
“Those who dwell there fear your sea power. Never in the history of the world
have there been fleets like yours. Why, the king of far–off Alashiya is
practically your vassal now.”


“And Kemet has never been richer,” Amenmose added with
satisfaction.


I recalled Iamunedjeh, Thut’s royal herald, announcing the
arrival of envoy after envoy from the cities of Naharina as we’d marched across
that land, bringing vast quantities of tribute as a token of submission and in
hopes we’d spare their towns. Then, as we’d marched from Naharina back towards
the coast on our homeward journey, we’d been overtaken by envoys from the King
of Great Kheta, a nascent kingdom from far to the north and east that none of
us had ever heard of. They’d earned Thut’s friendship by gifting him eight
massive rings of silver – together they weighed nearly 98 pounds – along with
precious stone and costly wood. That tribute rested now in the carts along with
all the other tribute and plunder we’d collected during the campaign. Nefer
would clearly have all the resources she needed to create a new temple for Thut
and carve his exploits on its walls.


 


 


***


 


 


I immediately went to Nefer’s room upon my arrival at the
harem in the Faiyum.


I’d transferred from Thut’s royal boat to a smaller, more
modest craft at Mennefer, going home to the Faiyum while Thut and the rest of
his fleet continued on to Waset with his captives and newly–gained riches for
his official triumph. We both thought that best for the present time. I needed
to make peace with Nefer. Iset and Sitiah had been waiting for us at Mennefer,
Thut having sent word ahead of our pending arrival, and as I’d expected Iset
had been nearly apoplectic when Thut announced our marriage. He was still
trying to calm her down. Sitiah, at least, was more accepting; she was used to
Thut returning from campaign with a new wife by now. My parting from Thut was
tearful after so many months together, but for the first time I knew that years
would not pass until I was with him again. Neither of us would let that happen.


The deck of my boat was crowded with fine decorated ebony
chests; during our stay at Mennefer Thut had gifted me with fine dresses, and a
diadem with three gazelles, and gold collars inlaid with faience and precious
stones, and gold bracelets and earrings and pendants and rings and belts and
girdles, and heart scarab necklaces, and a falcon collar, and a vulture
pectoral of sheet gold, and ointment jars of green and pale blue and black,
some with gold rims, and bowls, and see–faces with gold handles, and armlets
shaped like cats and lions, and scarab rings of gold and lapis lazuli and
steatite, and silver libation vessels, and strands of beads, and furniture, and
perfumes and cosmetics, and even a silver canister inscribed with my name,
items I’d never in my life expected would be mine.


The night of our arrival in the capital I’d sat at his side
during a banquet in his per’aa, flanked by a furious Iset, revealed to his
officials and nobles as his wife, for the first time wearing some of my new
finery. He’d given me a headdress that day, the most marvelous I’d ever seen –
nine hundred rosettes hung twenty–four to a strand from rings attached to an
oval plate of solid gold, each rosette inlaid with precious stones or glass or
faience, several pendants dangling from it and laying against my forehead. The
headdress weighed over four and a half pounds and my head ached by banquet’s
end, but it was a night I’d never forget. The rest of our sojourn at Mennefer
I’d worn the vulture crown or uraeus diadem and my exquisite new dresses at
numerous events honoring Thut’s latest victory. But an hour before our arrival
at the harem’s quay today I’d changed back into one of my old simple linen
dresses, my only jewelry the Hathor amulet that meant so much to me, its
details now somewhat worn after half a lifetime of my fingering it, and a new
necklace with flies of valor. Thut had rewarded me again for my actions in the
enemy camp. I wouldn’t wear royal regalia again until after I’d told Nefer my
news.


I entered her room with trepidation. The walls were brightly
painted with scenes of the marshes and fields and lakeshores of the Faiyum,
commissioned of one of our craftsmen. There was a canopied bed, beautifully
decorated ebony and cedar chests, several small tables and chairs, alabaster
stands for lamps. It was a little before sunset. Nefer was sitting near one of
the large wide windows that opened onto the central garden, reading from a
stack of papyri, her skin golden in the fading light. For a moment I just
looked at her. She was still an exceptionally beautiful woman. The years had
been kind to her. She felt my eyes on her and looked up. She jumped from her
chair with a glad cry, ran across the room to embrace me. I hugged her tight.
I’d missed her very much. We’d never been apart for so long, ever. She released
me, stepped back, looked me up and down.


“Flies of valor!” Nefer exclaimed, touching the necklace
draped around my neck. “You’ve been heroic again, Mery! And recognized again…
Come, tell me about it.”


She made me sit, then called for a serving girl and ordered
food and drink. Immediately a young girl entered with a jar of wine and filled
our cups. As we sipped I told Nefer all about my spying excursion, about Thut’s
campaign, about his hunt, about the new hostages I’d brought with me, and
finally about receiving the flies of valor.


“A number of us gathered in the courtyard outside the Window
of Appearances in the per’aa at Mennefer,” I said. “General Djehuty, of course,
me, Amenemhab, several captains, soldiers who’d particularly distinguished
themselves in battle. Nobles and officials and soldiers crowded the courtyard
so that one could barely move. Then Thut appeared in the window, wearing the
Blue Crown and his sword and his battle regalia. One by one we were called to
the window. Some received flies, some were awarded the enemy soldiers or women
they’d captured as slaves, some were given land, others gold. I was the last
summoned before Thut. The herald announced what I’d done, then Thut placed the
flies over my head. I bowed and said something – I don’t even remember what, I
was so excited. That night there was a banquet in our honor.”


“I was afraid you’d do something foolish,” Nefer said when I
finished my tale. “First Yapu, now Naharina… I’m never letting you out of my
sight again!”


A second girl entered with food. By now the sun had set and
a third girl lit the lamps scattered around the room.


“You must be famished. Please, eat,” Nefer said, as plates
were placed on the table before us.


“Not just yet,” I said. “There’s something I have to tell
you first.” I’d been dreading revealing my news the whole journey home. There
was no sense putting it off, and no sense being delicate. “Nefer, Thut has
taken me to wife.”


The silence in the room was almost deafening. I heard birds
chittering in the garden outside the window as they settled down to sleep. I
heard mothers and children laughing in that same garden, infants crying in the
kap across the way. I heard my heart pounding in my ears.


“Thutmose first asked you a long time ago, didn’t he,” Nefer
said after a long pause, her eyes searching my face.


“Yes,” I admitted, surprised. “How did you know?”


“I guessed at it. That awful day in the audience hall after
Mother died he mentioned asking you something fifteen years earlier. Then he
gave you the chance to ask him for anything. Being his wife was the only thing
that made sense to me.”


“Yes. Thut asked me one day when the two of us were visiting
Mentuhotep’s temple.”


“But you turned him down?”


“Yes.”


“Why?”


“Because you were always supposed to be Thut’s Great
Wife, Nefer,” I said earnestly. “I told him I couldn’t marry him before you
did. I loved you too much to let myself outrank you. And what if I’d had a son
before you? Do you think I wanted us to play the parts of Hatshepsut and Iset,
for us to be at each other’s throats over our children?”


“What changed?” Nefer asked icily.


“I waited twenty–six years, Nefer. I couldn’t wait anymore.”


She stiffened. “You will call me ‘Majesty’ from now on. You
will not use my name. Do you understand?”


I bowed my head. Tears welled in my eyes. This encounter was
turning out to be even more awful than I’d expected. “I just couldn’t be apart
from Thut anymore, Nef… Majesty,” I said defensively. “I’ve loved him since we
were children. I’ve always dreamed of being his wife.”


“You thought because my mother let you live among us in the
per’aa you were one of us, fit to marry a king?” Nefer snapped.


She’d never used that tone with me before. This was not
going to end well. “Of course not. I never once forgot I was a commoner, in all
these years, that I owed everything to you and your mother. I always knew Iset
would never allow me to marry Thut, too, for that reason. I never forgot Thut
was yours. But we were in love.”


“Have the two of you been sneaking off together behind my
back all these years?”


“Yes.”


Nefer’s eyes flashed with the hurt of betrayal. “Many things
make sense to me now that didn’t before. I sent you to convince Thutmose to
make me his Great Wife after Mother died. You slept with him then, didn’t you.”


“Yes.”


“And a week later he stripped me of everything I held dear.
It was your fault, wasn’t it? You lied to him about me, didn’t you, so you could
have him. Admit it!”


“Never, Majesty! The public humiliation in the audience
hall, the taking of God’s Wife from you – that was Iset’s doing. Thut never
told me that would happen.”


Nefer turned from me, stared out the window.


“We went on this campaign and we were together every day and
our love grew deeper and when I thought about coming home to Kemet and giving
Thut up again I just couldn’t.” Tears coursed down my cheeks. “I wasn’t strong
enough to stay apart from him anymore. So I agreed to be his wife.” I reached
and placed my hand atop Nefer’s. She yanked it away. More tears spilled down my
cheeks. “I know this changes everything between us. But please don’t hate me. I
didn’t want to hurt you. I hope in time you’ll understand why I did it, and
forgive me and accept what I’ve become. It’ll kill me if my marriage ends our
friendship.”


Nefer stared at me stonily. “Why should I care about your
feelings, Meryetneith? Or do you expect me to call you ‘Majesty’ too?”


I didn’t reply.


“You’re right – what you’ve done changes everything.” Nefer
rose, paced back and forth for a moment, looked out the window at the garden
again, turned to face me. “You’ve been a sister to me my whole life,” she said,
her voice cold. “But no longer.”


“Please forgive me,” I pleaded. I fell to my knees before
her. “Don’t you remember your mother sobbing after Senenmut died, because she’d
denied herself his love? I’ve denied myself too, for a quarter of a century,
out of love for you. Wasn’t that long enough? You married Thut because you were
supposed to, because it was your duty. You married him because you wanted
power, to rule at his side, to have a son who could be king. That didn’t work
out because of Iset, not me. You love Thut like a brother. He loves you like a
sister. But Thut and I truly love each other, as a husband and wife should.
Please don’t let my love for Thut destroy us.”


“But it must,” Nefer said. “You chose him over me, knowing
how I feel about him, knowing what he’s done to me. Leave me. Now! Go live with
your choice.”


I could hardly see through my tears. I rose and stumbled
from Nefer’s room. Somehow I reached my room next door to hers, stepped inside,
leaned my back against the wall. A serving girl had lit oil lamps. My room was
crowded with the chests Thut had given me, already carried here from the boat.
Shadows danced on the walls. I’d known I risked losing Nefer when I married
Thut. I’d gambled I wouldn’t, but I had. It was done and I couldn’t undo it. I
looked at the chests crammed with finery, expressions of Thut’s love. And I
didn’t want to undo it. I should have been ashamed of myself for what I’d done
to Nefer, but I wasn’t. Thut was worth it. If Nefer wouldn’t accept me as his
wife, so be it.


That day was the end of my life with the Beauty of Re.


And the true beginning of my life with the Strong Bull
Rising in Waset.
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“It’s King’s Wife Meryetre–Hatshepsut’s time, Majesties. You
are summoned.” The serving girl turned from Nefer and me and rushed off in the
direction of the kap, the royal nursery, without waiting for a reply.


We were in the education room. I was working with the most
recent set of hostages brought back by Thut from last year’s campaign – he’d
been gone for two months now on his latest – and Nefer was working with the
royal children. Everyone began chattering excitedly at the serving girl’s news.


My eyes caught Nefer’s and she quickly looked away. She
hadn’t forgiven me for marrying Thut two years ago – in fact, she utterly
despised me now. Both of us went out of the way to avoid each other – she
because I’d betrayed her, me respecting her wish for me to leave her alone,
knowing I’d betrayed her. We’d spoken only when necessary ever since my return
from Naharina. The only time we were in close proximity was in this room,
teaching. Out of respect for Nefer’s feelings, I kept my distance at meals and
in the evenings when all of the king’s wives and concubines gathered in the
harem’s garden. We weren’t at the harem together all that often anymore anyway.
I resided here only during the months Thut campaigned; the rest of the time I
was with him in Waset or Mennefer. Nefer was often absent too, overseeing
construction projects for the king throughout Kemet. If not for the hostages to
teach I would have gone mad during the time I spent at the Faiyum, for Nefer
wasn’t the only one of Thut’s wives who hadn’t accepted me in my new role. Not
only did they still think of me as Nefer’s servant, they resented that I,
ranked last among them, was clearly Thut’s favorite, and got to spend much more
time with him than they. Even the concubines – all much younger and prettier
than me – ignored me; they couldn’t believe that Thut would prefer me over
them.


The Overseer of the Royal Harem and the Teacher of the Royal
Children looked at Nefer, uncertain.


“That’ll be all for today,” she told the children and
hostages.


“May we go to the kap with you?” Meryetre–Hatshepsut’s
daughters Iset and Nebetiunet chimed almost in unison. They were her oldest
children, 15 and 17 respectively; Iset was named after Thut’s mother and so was
her favorite.


“Can we?” Meryetamun echoed. She was their younger sister,
named after an older one with the same name who had died nine years earlier.


“Of course,” Nefer said.


Nefer and the girls headed towards the kap and I followed. Let
it be a boy, I prayed to Bes, the protector of expectant mothers. Thut’s
firstborn son by Sitiah, Amenemhat, had died two years ago, only weeks after
our return from Naharina. Sitiah’s daughter Nefertiry, at age 26 Thut’s oldest living
child, was now his heir, followed in order by Meryetre–Hatshepsut’s daughters. Ever
since Amenemhat’s death Iset had been keeping a particularly close and
suspicious eye on Nefer. She once again had the best claim to the throne if
anything happened to Thut. And her succession was always a possibility; Thut
was always at war with the Nine Bows, and war was always dangerous, as I
personally could attest.


I exited the education room. The open square shaded with
palms in the center of the harem was crowded with women and children, gathering
outside the kap to learn the outcome of the royal birth. The rooms in the
opposite wing that were usually filled with the clacking of looms were deserted
and silent. The women standing between the education room and the kap next door
to it stepped aside to let Nefer and me pass.


We entered the kap. Only a few were allowed to access this
most restricted part of the harem – wet nurses, children, magicians, a couple
of overseers. The first room, the nursery, was full of the very youngest
children. A few wet nurses sat on chairs cradling infants, each with their hair
bound softly at the back of their head, with long locks falling over their
shoulders, wearing a bodice covering that could be easily tossed back so a
child could nurse. Most of them wore amulets shaped like the rising moon to
ensure a supply of milk. On a shelf were flasks containing mothers’ milk, the
pottery burnished red, shaped like a kneeling wet nurse holding a baby, the
hair and eyes painted black. We moved as quietly as we could past the reed
baskets of sleeping infants, all being cooled by serving girls slowly waving
large ostrich feather fans.


Meryetre–Hatshepsut had elected to have her baby in a large
outdoor bower. We passed through the nursery door that led to the secluded
area. A grove of trees provided cooling shade, their leaves rustling in the
breeze. Images of the god Bes hung amid vines draped on trellises that screened
the bower’s sides. Magic charms were scattered about the grass. Flowers perfumed
the air. Two staffs topped with cow–goddess heads had been stabbed into the
ground to one side, and a woman in a white skirt stood between them, a painted
leather Bes mask over her face, impersonating the god. Several women were
playing instruments and singing softly, several more were dancing.


From the intensity of Meryetre–Hatshepsut’s moans and cries,
I assumed her time was close.


The bower was crowded. Neit, the chief royal nurse, and
Nebamun, steward of Thut’s wife Nebtu, and his wife Resti were observing from
near the doorway. Meryetre–Hatshepsut’s mother Huy was present as well, concern
etched on her face. Meryetre–Hatshepsut had borne three boys in a row after her
youngest daughter’s birth; none had survived.


The other wives waited along one side of the bower, seated
on portable chairs – Menhet, Menwi, Merti, Sitiah, Nebtu. Sitiah’s mother, Ipu,
was at her side; I thought this birth must be a hard thing for Sitiah to bear,
having lost her son and the opportunity to someday succeed Iset as ruler of the
king’s harem. If the new child was a boy, she’d lose her titles as Great Wife
and God’s Wife to Meryetre–Hatshepsut as well. Iset observed the king’s wife’s
labor from a luxurious throne. She glared at both Nefer and me. Young Iset went
to stand beside her and the old woman placed an affectionate hand on the girl’s
shoulder.


Several of Thut’s older concubines were also present, though
apart from the wives, amulets of Bes and Taweret and Hathor draped around their
necks. The younger, those still trying to have children, wore fertility amulets
shaped like penises and breasts and genitals, as well as cowry shell girdles.


Meryetre–Hatshepsut was already squatting, naked, her buttocks
resting on two birth bricks, hands on her knees, a fan bearer cooling her. Her
body was wet with sweat. A Bes amulet of clay was attached to a band circling her
brow. Around her neck was a hippo–shaped Taweret amulet – she was the goddess
who protected pregnant women – and a knot–shaped tyet amulet. The birth bricks
invoked Meskhent, the goddess of fate who governed the future of newborns, the
bricks transformed into magical objects by the symbols and magic spells painted
on every surface. Now magical, they had taken on the aspect of the akhet – the
birth of the sun god Re between two mountains on the horizon. The bricks
represented the mountains; the baby’s emerging head would represent the sun. 


Aachel was at Meryetre–Hatshepsut’s side, an arm across her
shoulders, lips near her ear, speaking to her in a low, comforting voice. Having
herself borne seven daughters, Aachel had more experience than any of us in
what was about to happen. She’d taken up residence in the Faiyum just a month ago,
joining her youngest daughter, Beset, thirteen now, who had replaced me as
Nefer’s companion immediately after my marriage. Hori had died of a scorpion’s
sting three months ago. He’d been buried on the hill of Qurna in a fine tomb
he’d prepared for himself years earlier when he was Amun’s second prophet.
Nefer and I had both returned to Waset for his funeral and had brought Aachel
back to the Faiyum with us. There was nothing for her in Waset anymore, except
memories; all of her daughters except Beset were married, with families of
their own, and she had no one else to care for her. A decade earlier Hapu,
Opener of the Gate of Heaven, had died, and Iset had convinced Thut to replace
him with Menkheperreseneb, one of her favorites, a man who already served the
king as Superintendent of the Gold and Silver Treasuries and Chief of the
Overseers of Craftsmen. Menkheperreseneb had worked closely at Ipet–Isut with
Amun’s Divine Adoratrix Huy, Meryetre–Hatshepsut’s mother. In fact, there were
those who believed that Iset had convinced Thut to marry Meryetre–Hatshepsut in
order to better control the Amun priests through Huy. Once Hori died,
Menkheperreseneb had unceremoniously evicted Aachel from the home in which she
had spent decades of her life. I never doubted for an instant that Iset was
behind it, taking advantage of another opportunity to hurt Nefer through her
friends. This particular machination had backfired though, for Nefer had taken
Aachel into her household where she could be with her every day.


Fortunately, both Nefer and I had spent much time in Waset
in the past few years, though never together, and so had seen much of Hori
before his passing. Thut’s campaigns had filled the royal treasury to
overflowing, and Thut was using that wealth to build as no king before him had
done, especially at Ipet–Isut. Nefer had supervised most of those improvements
and had resided for months at a time in the southern capital. As for me, when
in Waset I was Thut’s preferred companion and spent almost all his free time
with him. We raced in his chariot on the desert, drifted down the river in the
royal boat, hunted, played games, read the ancient literature he admired so
much. Since our marriage, our love had grown to the point that sometimes I felt
my heart would burst. As it grew, so had Iset’s enmity towards me. She still
considered me Nefer’s ally and thought Thut had made a grave mistake marrying a
commoner. She’d gone so far as to accuse me to my face of using magic to seduce
him. For my part, I ignored her. I never once worried that Thut would take
Iset’s part over me, as he had hers over Nefer.


Nefer moved to Meryetre–Hatshepsut’s side. Aachel welcomed
her with a smile. Huy, the suffering woman’s mother, standing opposite Aachel,
acknowledged her. Huy and Nefer’s relationship was complicated. They’d been
friends when Nefer was God’s Wife of Amun, but after Thut married Huy’s
daughter, Iset had convinced her that Nefer was her daughter’s rival, and so
they treated each other coolly. Huy was mopping her daughter’s brow with a
piece of linen. I stepped to Meryetre–Hatshepsut’s side and reached behind her
to loosen her tightly–bound hair, an old ritual that was supposed to release
the baby from the womb.


“You’re not needed here,” Nefer told me icily. 


I heard a few snickers from the other wives.


I retreated to where they waited, my face flaming red,
embarrassed, shamed by Nefer’s harshness.


Huy released her daughter’s hair. 


Nefer chanted the appropriate spell: “Hathor, the Lady of
Dendera, is the one giving birth.”


Though the spell was supposed to transfer Meryetre–Hatshepsut’s
pain to the goddess, from her continued cries, it hadn’t.


A serving girl handed Nefer a cup of beer and Nefer held it
to Meryetre–Hatshepsut’s lips. She sipped it to ease her labor pains and looked
at Nefer gratefully. Normally, she had nothing to do with Nefer. None of Thut’s
wives did, their ears filled with Iset’s ravings, except the foreign ones, but
Meryetre–Hatshepsut had other concerns just now besides Nefer being a threat to
displace her child as king, if he was a boy.


In less than an hour Meryetre–Hatshepsut delivered her
child. I held my breath.


“There’s a new Falcon in the Nest!” Aachel announced
joyously, holding up the blood–covered infant for all to see. He began to
squall, and we wives gathered close around the new mother to see him. He looked
healthy and I thanked the gods. Meryetre–Hatshepsut was drenched with sweat and
laughing and crying at the same time. I knew Thut would be extremely pleased.
But not for the first time was my happiness tinged with sadness; every time a
wife or concubine bore Thut a child it reminded me of what I was missing. I was
barren. Like Nefer, I would have to content myself with mothering my hostages
and the children of others.


Aachel placed the child into the arms of Senetnay, a noble’s
young wife, chosen as wet nurse. She would suckle the new heir to the throne
for the next three years to keep him safe from contaminated water. He’d be the
second child at her breast; her own son, Mutnofret, was but a month old. He’d
be raised in the harem alongside his milk–brother and future king.


“My son shall be the second to bear the name Amenhotep –
‘Amun is Pleased, Ruler of Iunu,’” Meryetre–Hatshepsut announced wearily, as
Aachel mopped more sweat from her brow. “Thutmose himself selected the name.”


Senetnay carried the child from the bower towards the
nursery, where he would be washed and then fed. Half the wives trailed after
her excitedly. The rest helped Meryetre–Hatshepsut to an adjoining room in the
kap where a pool of warm water waited. They would bathe her, anoint her, burn
incense, feed her honey cakes and beer, then put her to bed for well–deserved
sleep. She would remain in a special area of the harem for the next fourteen
days, until she was fully cleansed of the birth; that whole time she’d wear
only a collar and girdle, with her hair tied up, attended by numerous serving
women and her fellow wives.


Aachel gently took hold of my elbow and pulled me to one
side of the bower as everyone left.


“You see how it is with Nefer and me,” I said sadly.


“I had no idea things had gotten this bad, Mery. She was civil
to you on the boat when I came from Waset.”


“She didn’t want to add to your sorrow over Hori’s death.
Neither of us did. But now…”


“I’m so sorry, Mery. Can I do anything to help?”


“Nefer believes I betrayed her by marrying Thut,” I said. “I
admit it, Aachel – I did. I’ve tried to talk to her, to explain why, but she
won’t listen. For her everything is black and white – choosing Thut, I rejected
her. She can’t conceive of me loving them both equally.”


“You still love her?”


“Like a sister. I always will.”


“Nefer can’t hate you forever,” Aachel said.


I shook my head. “It’s been thirteen years since she married
Thut, and she hasn’t forgiven him for how he treated her and Hatshepsut that
day. To her, what I did was far worse.”


“Maybe I can change her mind.”


“No,” I said sharply. “You can’t ever speak to Nefer about
me.” I took hold of Aachel’s hands. “Next to Nefer, you’ve always been my
dearest friend. You’re like a sister to me, too. I’ve told you things I’ve
never told anyone else.”


“About Thut?”


“Yes. I was going crazy keeping my love for him bottled up
inside, until I told you. But Nefer can never know you knew. She’d hold it
against you.”


“It was our secret, Mery. It will remain so.”


“I know. I trust you. And I love you. But I can’t be alone with
you anymore after today, Aachel.”


“Mery! You can’t mean that!” she cried in disbelief.


“I was caught between Nefer and Thut most of my life. I
always felt like I was dancing on a razor’s edge, knowing one day I’d have to
choose between them, knowing one would be terribly hurt. I refuse to put you in
the same position, caught between your love for Nefer and me. It’s not fair to
you.”


“Shouldn’t that be my decision?”


“No. You don’t understand how awful it can be. But in a day,
a week, a year it would start to weigh on you. So I’m taking the choice from
your hands.” I embraced Aachel for what I knew would be the last time in my
life. “I love you so much, Aachel. But Nefer’s lost everything – her
mother, her titles, her status, the child she should have had, the respect of
those who should have been subservient to her but now outrank her, love,
friendship. She deserves one person in her life who’ll be hers alone, whose
loyalty she’ll never have to doubt, who she can confide in and talk to about
anything and love unconditionally. Perhaps that’s my penance, Aachel, for what
I did – to give you up so Nefer can have peace of mind and a little happiness.”


Tears were running down both our cheeks now.


“I’ll do what you ask – for now,” Aachel said, holding me
tight. “But Mery, you saved my life. If you hadn’t offered me a piece of bread
on the quay at Mennefer all those years ago I’d be long dead. I’d never have
married Hori, never had my daughters, never loved, never had my life. So I’ll
never give up trying to reconcile the two of you. I will repay the debt I owe
you.”


“You repaid any debt long ago, Aachel, with the love and
friendship you gave me. But thank you for what you said. It means a lot.” I
kissed her brow, broke our embrace, wiped the tears from my cheeks and left the
bower. I heard her start to sob but I didn’t look back.


In the nursery I procured a scribe’s kit that I had stowed
there days earlier, sat down cross–legged near the baskets that held sleeping
infants, took out a sheet of papyrus, spread it on my lap, dipped a reed pen
into ink and began to compose a message to Thut announcing the joyful news. One
of the king’s fastest small boats had been tied up at the quay for a week, a
courier on board and its crew waiting, ready to carry my message north with due
speed to wherever the army was currently fighting. I’d deliver the papyrus to
the boat personally as soon as I finished and in a week, maybe two, Thut would
know he had a son.


Iset came in from the bower and sat down in her accustomed
place in the nursery, a chair near the wet nurses. Nefer entered a few moments
after and headed towards the room where Meryetre–Hatshepsut was being bathed.


“Come over here!” Iset ordered peremptorily and loudly.


One or two infants cried out, startled by Iset’s harsh
voice. I paused in my task and looked up, curious. A few of the wet nurses
snickered. They enjoyed it when Iset publicly admonished one of the king’s
wives.


Nefer approached Iset. “Majesty?”


“There is to be a birth festival for Amenhotep at Waset upon
my son’s return from war. Several announcements will be made to his officials
then that affect you.”


“They are?”


“Thutmose bid me tell you, if the child was a boy, that he
will soon construct a new tomb in the Great Place for his grandfather.”


“My grandfather as well,” Nefer reminded Iset sharply. Nefer
might be subservient to Iset, and Iset might have kept Nefer from her rightful
place, but she could never erase her background. “Why would my brother–husband
do this?”


“His grandfather will no longer share a tomb with your mother,
the Usurper,” Iset snapped. “Her presence there has rendered the tomb unholy.”


“That’s absurd.”


“In addition,” Iset continued, “your mother’s name will be
erased wherever it appears in the land of Kemet – temples, buildings, records
in archives. It will be chiseled from monuments, or recut and replaced with
your father’s and grandfather’s names. Her statues will be smashed and buried.
Her temples will be leveled. History will be made as it should have been.”


I was as stunned as Nefer.


The wet nurses, beholden to Iset and thus by default Nefer’s
enemies, smiled.


“All traces of her lover Senenmut will also be removed.”
Iset fairly cackled. She leaned towards Nefer, smiled wickedly. “Your name will
be erased too, Neferure. Your image will be replaced by images of Sitiah. My
son will eliminate every trace of your existence. That way Amenhotep will have
no blood rival before men or the gods. His succession to the throne will be
smooth.”


“Really?” Nefer asked, her frustration evident. And who
could blame her, after a lifetime of the woman’s relentless attacks. “When will
you give up your delusion that I want His Majesty’s throne? I refused to take
it when I had the chance. I’ve faithfully served him for years. I’m his wife.
This eradication is all your doing. He wouldn’t have even thought of it if not
for you.” She paused. Her eyes narrowed. “If he even knows about it.”


I was as suspicious as Nefer. It would be just like Iset to
set this eradication rolling while Thut was gone from Kemet without his
knowledge or approval. By the time he returned it would be too late to stop it.


Iset pointed a shaky finger at Nefer. She was just a few
years short of sixty now and not aging gracefully. “You are more of a danger to
Thutmose now than ever!”


“How so?”


“Until a few moments ago you stood to inherit his throne.
Now you have a rival, a mere infant, vulnerable.”


“Vulnerable to what?”


“A knife in the dark, perhaps?” Iset suggested. “Or a magic
spell.”


“That’s ridiculous!”


“Someone has to protect Amenhotep from you.”


By now everyone in the nursery was watching – wet nurses,
officials, the servants who had been cleaning up the bower, wives and
concubines who had entered the nursery, drawn by the increasingly louder
argument. A few infants had begun to cry and their wet nurses were trying to
calm them.


“You think I’d murder an infant!” Nefer was outraged.


“If not, there are other ways for you to become king,” Iset
said knowingly.


“I have no army,” Nefer spat. “The priests are loyal to you.
The bureaucrats appointed by my mother no longer hold office.”


“You’ve overseen generations of foreign hostages,” Iset said
accusingly. “They are surely more loyal to you than they are to my son. Only
the gods know what you and this other one” – she pointed her finger at me –
“have taught them.”


“Only the gods – and Thut’s children – and countless
overseers and officials and the king himself,” I snapped.


“Stay out of this, Meryetneith!” Iset shouted. She faced
Nefer again. “Many hostages have grown up and been sent home and now lead their
towns and villages and countries. For all I know, Neferure, you’ve already
formed an alliance with them against my son to slay my grandson and take his
throne. You’ve been biding your time. When better to strike than now, when
Thutmose is absent from Kemet? You may already have armies poinsed on Kemet’s
borders, prepared to invade, for all I know.”


“Majesty, your charge is meritless,” Nefer said wearily. She
was clearly tired of refuting Iset. “I have no designs on the throne. Believe
me, or not. I don’t care. It doesn’t change the truth.”


Iset pointed at me again. “What of Meryetneith? She’s
popular with the army and the hostages. It’s clear she used a magic spell on
Thutmose – why else would he marry someone like her? For all I know, she
used magic to kill Meryetre–Hatshepsut’s newborn sons on your behalf.”


I was speechless.


“Admit it, Neferure! You conspired with Meryetneith! You
couldn’t control my son so you threw this one in his way, helped her seduce him
so you could gain control over him.”


“You’ve lost your mind,” Nefer told Iset. She looked at me,
her stare cold. “Meryetneith is nothing to me. Certainly not my ally.”


Her words hurt more than she could imagine. We should be
fighting Iset together, I thought. We can’t beat her separately. And Iset
knows it. She’s driving the wedge between Nefer and me even deeper, inoculating
herself against us.


Iset sneered. “If Thutmose dies before you are put in your
place Amenhotep will surely lose the throne to you and your so–called ‘pure’
blood. I still believe my son should kill you – and Meryetneith too. Leave you
both alive and you’ll do to Amenhotep what your mother did to Thutmose. But my
son is too soft–hearted to do it.”


“I’ll convince His Majesty that you’re wrong. He won’t do
these things,” Nefer said with all the dignity she could muster. But her voice
said she knew he would not oppose his mother’s wishes.


“I’ve already sent the order to Menkheperreseneb to wall up
your mother’s Wadjet Hall obelisks at Ipet–Isut. In a few days my workmen will
begin throwing down and smashing her statues and sphinxes at Djeser Djeseru and
tossing them into rubbish pits. In time the sands of the desert will drift over
that temple, and her garden will die and disappear forever. Her names and face
will be chiseled from all statues throughout the land, as will yours, so that
for eternity neither of you will be able to see or hear or breathe. When you
die, you will face the eternal death, along with her.” Iset smiled with both
disdain and triumph. “It’s taken half my life, but today I have my revenge on
both you and your mother. And there’s nothing you can do about it!”


Nefer stared at Iset for a moment, appalled, then wordlessly
exited the room. Immediately it was filled with the whisperings of the women
who remained.


I’d never been so angry in my life. If no one else would
defend Nefer, I would. I picked up my papyrus and stepped in front of Iset.
“You vindictive, lying old hag,” I spat.


“Take care, Meryetneith!” Iset warned, pointing her finger
at me. “Do not cross me!”


Everyone was watching me now.


I indicated the scar on my arm. “I took a Nubian arrow
fighting at your son’s side. I walked alone into Yapu, surrounded by thousands
of wretches, slew a man with my own hands and captured a city. I spied on the
King of the Mitanni in his own tent, in his own country, in the midst of his
highest–ranking soldiers, and returned alive. I do not fear you, old woman. You
can’t do anything to me.”


Iset shrank back a little. I heard a few half–suppressed
chuckles.


I pointed my finger at her. “You blamed Hatshepsut because
the king never made you his Great Wife? You were never half the woman she was!”
The frustration of decades gushed from me in a torrent. If not for Iset, Thut
and Nefer would have been married years earlier and had a son and loved each
other, and I would have been Thut’s wife, and Nefer and I would still be
sisters, and our lives would be happy. Iset had been the architect of so much
pain. “You try to hide your own inadequacy by ruining the lives of everyone
around you. You think any of these women or courtiers or officials who bow to
you love you?” I swept my arm around the room. “They fear you. And when you die
they’ll be glad, and in a day they’ll forget you ever existed.” I stepped
closer to her. “Your feud was with Hatshepsut. You couldn’t defeat her. So you
took it out on Nefer.” I leaned close, so that my face was nearly touching
hers. I saw the hatred and panic in her eyes. “You’d better pray I die before
you do. Or I swear I’ll make sure that what you’re about to do to Hatshepsut
and Neferure will be done to you. And, by the gods, you can be sure that no one
will try to stop me.”


I knew I’d pay for my outburst later, but I didn’t care. I
spun on my heel and walked slowly from the room, my head held high. Once
outside I suppressed the urge to rush after Nefer, to try to comfort her. The
way Nefer felt about me I’d only make things worse. I balled my hands into
fists, impotent. Because of Iset, my husband had condemned Nefer and Hatshepsut
to eternal death – assuming Iset had not acted alone. The reality of it was too
awful to contemplate. Nefer erased – was I doomed to spend eternity without
her? It was bad enough being separated from her now. I couldn’t endure it for
all time. I vowed I’d do something to change Thut’s mind, to right this wrong. Though
I had no idea what.
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Twenty years after the campaign against Megiddo, nine years
after the invasion of Naharina, I found myself with Thut and his army in the
lands of the Nine Bows once again.


Durusha, King of Kadesh, had reappeared a few months ago, in
early spring, nearly a decade after his last encounter with Thut. He’d spent
those years secretly forging another alliance against us. He’d gathered
together under his leadership many of the northern coastal cities in Setjet
that had become Thut’s vassals; he was backed by the Mitanni and the powerful
city of Tunip. Durusha had united them in a last–ditch effort to rid their
lands of Thut’s control.


After forty–two years on the throne, Thut had created the
empire he’d dreamed of since youth. It stretched from Kemet far to the north,
through Retenu and Setjet, from the Great Green in the west to Naharina in the
east. He held the desert and oases west of the river. In the South he
controlled the river all the way to the Fourth Cataract. A never–ending stream
of tribute poured into his coffers from the cities and towns and territories
he’d conquered, and even from distant empires who sought his friendship – lapis
lazuli, gold, silver, copper, slaves. The South was overseen by a viceroy, the
North by General Djehuty – now the Overseer of the Gate to the Northern
Countries, essentially all the lands outside the river valley. They collected
taxes, constructed Thut’s monuments, and administered towns and fortresses.
Thut’s garrisons guarded coastal harbors, and fortresses along major roads kept
watch over the locals and protected Thut’s trade caravans and served as supply
centers for his annual military expeditions. Thut had not occupied the lands
he’d conquered in battle – he still relied on the loyalty – and fear – of local
rulers and their long–established administrations to control the lands he
considered his own. Those rulers he’d found lacking, and those who had grown
old or died in office, he’d replaced with his own men and the hostages Nefer
and I had educated. In fact, all of the hostages we’d brought back to Kemet
after Megiddo and the other early campaigns now ruled their home cities, having
succeeded their fathers. They were more loyal to Thut and Kemet than to their
own people. Both Nefer and I were proud of that; it was our lasting
contribution to Thut’s empire, our legacy.


Thut had used the tribute that filled his treasury to good
effect at home. Few major towns and cities had not seen new construction –
shrines, temples, per’aas. Gods and their priests were becoming exceedingly
wealthy; Thut enlarged the Temple of Ptah in Mennefer, expanded Re’s temple at
Iunu with a pylon and temenos wall and two obelisks, practically rebuilt Ipet–Isut.
To each temple and its priesthood he granted grain and cattle and estates and
slaves, creating permanent endowments to support the temples in perpetuity. He
erected structures at Akhmin, Atfih, Asyut, Medamud, Tod, El–kab, Edfu, Abu,
Esna, Dendera. Even Nubia was dotted with new temples – at Amanda, Ellesiya,
Faras, Dakke, Argos, Doschai, Kubban, Semna, and Gebel Barkal. The gods and
priests did not prosper alone; Thut’s most valorous soldiers and officers had
become rich, granted vast estates up and down the river, with captured enemy
slaves to till their land and staff their homes.


When Thut was home I traveled with him and Iset and Meryetre–Hatshepsut
– after the birth of Amenhotep she’d been named his Great Wife, replacing
Sitiah. We spent most of our time in the per’aas at Waset and Mennefer. I lived
in the Faiyum only when Thut was at war, and spent those days teaching in the
classroom. Though Thut did not neglect his other wives and concubines,
especially at night, it was me he sought for companionship. I attended him in
his audience hall, and on his tours of inspection up and down the river, and
dined with him, and sat with him each evening, talking, playing Senet,
listening to the musicians who entertained us in our quarters. Nine years after
our marriage our love, so long denied, continued to flower.


The bedroom he gave me in the per’aa at Mennefer was
magnificent, its tall windows facing east, overlooking the palm–fringed river,
admitting cooling breezes when the sun went down. The furniture was
spectacular, my perfumes and ointments and clothing of the finest quality, but
what I treasured most was the poem inscribed on one wall, for Thut himself had
written it about me:


“She looks like the rising morning star


At the start of a happy year.


Shining bright, fair of skin,


Lovely the looks of her eyes,


Sweet the speech of her lips,


She has not a word too much.


Upright neck, shining breast,


Hair true carnelian;


Arms surpassing gold,


Fingers like lotus buds.


Strong thighs, narrow waist, her legs parade her beauty.


With graceful step she treads the ground,


Captures my heart by her movements.”


Being a king’s wife gave me the opportunity to freely and
frequently wander the streets of my favorite city, Mennefer. Sometimes I was
accompanied by Thut, sometimes by bodyguards, and sometimes I strolled about in
disguise. The city was fascinating, the largest and most cosmopolitan in the
entire world, crowded, noisy, colorful, dusty, filled with exotic sights and
sounds and smells, growing in concert with Thut’s empire. Many times I
encountered old soldiers who had left the army and settled at the capital, and
they greeted me like a comrade. I haunted Peru–nefer, its docks and warehouses
and workshops and boats, speaking with captains and sailors and merchants who’d
been lured here from every city in the known world seeking the incomparable
products of Kemet, bringing the best of their own lands. The plethora of
languages that filled the air was enough to keep even me satisfied.


But despite my outward happiness, there was still an empty
space deep within my heart, once filled with love for Nefer. After nine years,
I had abandoned all hope that she and I would ever reconcile. She was happy, or
so I was told by Aachel, who contrived to speak with me in secret occasionally.
Nefer continued to oversee Thut’s important construction projects, attended by
Aachel and her daughters and granddaughters as she moved about the valley. As
hard as it was, I’d adhered to my promise to cut myself off from Aachel and her
progeny, knowing Nefer considered them her true family, not wishing to intrude
on the one thing she had to herself, not wanting to put any of them in the
position of having to choose between us. That had been the story of Nefer and
Thut and me, after all, one that had brought so much pain to us all. I still
grieved over our lost friendship, our lost sisterhood, our lost love. But, as
I’d confessed to Aachel during one of our clandestine discussions, even if the
gods let me turn back time I’d make the same choice again, to marry Thut. I
loved him too much to regret choosing him, and he loved me, and together we
were exceedingly happy. “Nefer never loved anyone like you love Thutmose, like
I loved Hori,” Aachel told me consolingly. “If she had, she would have
understood.”


“When will the battle begin, Lady Mery?” Amenhotep asked.


I was seated on the grass halfway up a low ridge half a mile
or so from Kadesh, observing the beleaguered city along with the king’s son, a
few Medjay nearby watching over us. Amenhotep was pacing back and forth; at age
seven he was restless and impatient, much like Thut. He was a handsome boy, far
taller than his father had been at the same age, intelligent, just as
physically active, though he was willful and did not apply himself to his
studies and had a mean streak at times, something that Thut had never
exhibited. He carried a small bow that he knew how to use, thanks to Thut’s
tutelage; a copper dagger with an elaborately engraved hilt was thrust through
his belt. This was Amenhotep’s first campaign; Thut had brought him along
because, at Thut’s age, he had no idea how many more he might wage. He wanted
to expose Amenhotep to one, let him see an army on the march, learn about the
logistics involved, observe how a king commanded under fire, understand that
battles were not glorious but filled with blood and pain and hatred and terror.
This campaign was, in effect, the first step in Amenhotep’s military training.
Thut had asked me to come along to translate for him whenever necessary, and
watch over his son. For, unlike Amenhotep’s mother or Thut’s other wives, I
didn’t need to be coddled on the march or in camp. I was, after all, a veteran
of Thut’s wars.


I squinted at Amenhotep, the sun in my face. “Soon, I think,
Majesty.”


I turned and gazed once more across the plain towards
Kadesh, one section of its ramparts still under construction, banners flying
atop towers that loomed over the city. The fields of ripe grain that had
stretched as far as the eye could see around Kadesh upon our arrival a week ago
were now stubble, harvested by Thut to feed his troops and deny sustenance to
his enemy. We were settled in for a long siege. Our army entirely ringed the
city. But an hour ago, quite unexpectedly, Durusha’s forces had issued forth to
offer battle; lines of foot soldiers and archers were now drawn up in several
long lines on the plain just outside Kadesh’s main gate.


“Do you recognize the banners?” Amenhotep asked.


“A few. I learned them all when we besieged Megiddo, but
that was a long time ago.” I stared intently. “Abel, Damascus, Hadara, Arnaim,
Kadesh of course, Lebo, Shabtuna, Byblos, Sumur – those I remember for
certain.”


I caught sight of Thut, in the process of aligning his
troops. Chariots held his center, each with a bow–carrying driver and
protective shield–bearer, with mounted archers on both the right and left
flanks. Foot soldiers carrying spears stretched in a long line behind them. I
swept my eyes over Thut’s proud army, poised, toughened by long marches, a
great hammer forged by decades of battles, never beaten, confident as it faced
yet another foe beneath the banners of our gods.


News that his arch–enemy had risen in revolt had stirred
rather than angered Thut. He’d spent decades trying to bring Durusha to bay,
and he welcomed the opportunity to finally face him in battle. Thut was
determined that this time the enemy king would not escape. He had mustered his
army quickly and loaded it on boats, then sailed along the coast far to the
north of Kadesh, all the way to the mouth of the Orontes River. There our ten
thousand men had disembarked and marched inland. We struck Tunip first,
Durusha’s major ally, taking it after a difficult siege that lasted from late
spring until the beginning of the harvest. By taking Tunip and its surrounding
countryside, Thut had cut Durusha off from the rest of his northern allies.


We’d marched south along the Orontes after that, capturing
and plundering every town along our route, laying waste to fields ready for
harvest, neutralizing the support of those towns as well. There’d been a short
sharp fight between Thut’s vanguard and Durusha’s army as we arrived before
Kadesh; panicked, Durusha had quickly withdrawn his men within the protection
of his walls. We’d surrounded the city, encircling it so rapidly and tightly
that this time there was no chance Durusha would slip away.


That was a week ago. The enemy’s appearance on the plain
today was unanticipated and made no strategic sense, at least to me. Unless the
wretches were short on food or water – the fact they hadn’t harvested their
fields before we arrived suggested that was the case – they were safer inside
their walls than outside. Then again, perhaps Durusha’s challenge was merely a
sign of his arrogance and lack of respect for Thut. I almost felt sorry for his
men. His army had no chariots, only archers and foot soldiers, although the
latter were in number perhaps equal to ours. But as an experienced observer of
Thut’s battles, I knew they stood no chance against my brilliant husband.


The glint of gold and a plume of dust attracted my
attention. “Look!” I told Amenhotep. “Your father is moving to the front. The
attack is about to begin.”


Thut turned his chariot to face his men, controlling his
eager horses with an iron hand. Close by were Amenemhab and Ahmose in their
chariots; as always, they would flank Thut on either side to protect him during
the fight. More Medjay, his personal bodyguards, in chariots of their own, were
also in the vicinity. Thut began addressing his troops, though I was too far
away to hear what he said. Then Thut turned towards the enemy and his personal
guards moved into position and trumpets sounded and the line of chariots began
to move slowly towards the city, dust rising lazily from wheels and horses
hooves. On both right and left the archers began moving forward as well, and
after a short pause the foot soldiers. It was a stirring sight, the long
orderly rows of horses and men flowing relentlessly forward, like a great wave
about to smash against a rocky coast.


The enemy waited as our chariots and horsemen closed the gap
between the lines. I saw some of the enemy raise their shields as they came
within range of our bows. Then, suddenly, a single horse galloped from the
right end of the enemy line onto the plain between the armies, headed towards the
enemy left. Almost at once, it seemed, our line of chariots and mounted archers
became disorganized, beginning with those closest to the horse, the stallions
all trying to break towards it, drivers and riders fighting hard to get them
under control and avoid crashing into each other.


“A mare in heat!” I cried, rising and seizing Amenhotep’s
elbow in my excitement. “A trick to break our battle line! And it’s working!”


A few of our chariots had already smashed into each other
and overturned. Their riders were sprawled on the ground. More chariots were
bunched up behind them, trying to avoid the wreckage, unable to get around it,
their horses going mad. I could hear the enemy cheering, saw a few arrows fly
harmlessly from their midst and fall far short of our troops.


“Durusha has more foot soldiers than your father,” I told
Amenhotep. “If he neutralizes our chariots and horsemen the battle might swing
to his favor.”


“We might lose?” Amenhotep’s eyes were wide with fright.


Then a single chariot broke from among those guarding Thut
and pounded towards the mare. Even from so far away I could tell it was
Amenemhab. He fell in some distance behind the mare, increased his speed, drew
up alongside, transferred the reins to his shield–bearer, then leaned far out
over the side of the chariot, holding on to the frame with one hand. His dagger
flashed in the sun. He drew it back and slashed the mare’s flank. The mare
swerved, slowed. Amenemhab caught it again, slashed again. The mare galloped a
few yards, then crashed to the ground. Amenemhab leaped from his slowing
chariot, tumbled head over heels, rolled a few times, got to his feet, rushed
to the mare and slit its throat. Even from a distance I could see the spray of
blood. Then he cut off the mare’s tail and raised it high in the air with his
free hand.


Our men roared.


The enemy soldiers started scrambling back towards their
gate. Their trick had failed. They had neither the strength nor courage to face
Thut’s army. Amenemhab’s driver circled back to him and he jumped in and raised
the tail high and pointed it towards Kadesh and every nearby charioteer rallied
to him. Amenemhab didn’t wait for the rest of the army; he gave a great cry and
his squadron charged forward, like an arrow released from a bow. All along the
line the rest of Thut’s commanders were reorganizing their chariots and mounted
archers and surging forward in small groups as well. The enemy were milling
about outside the gate, too many trying to go through too small an opening at
the same time. Our archers loosed a volley and many fell screaming to the
ground. Our foot soldiers broke into a run.


“Look, Amenhotep!” I cried. “Amenemhab is headed towards the
weakest part of their rampart, where it’s still under construction, where the
wall is lowest.”


As we watched, he and his men abandoned their chariots, and
as some fired arrows at the enemy peering over the wall the rest found
handholds and swarmed over. About the same time our chariots crashed into the
mob still trapped outside the gate. I heard screams mingled with cries of
triumph. Five minutes later our foot soldiers reached the walls, some charging
through the now undefended gate, others following Amenemhab over the ramparts.


Even as our men were fighting inside Kadesh I dashed down
the ridge to my waiting chariot and, with Amenhotep beside me, headed at speed
towards the gap in the ramparts. My two bodyguards followed at a run. I pulled
the chariot to a halt beside the first of Thut’s wounded soldiers I
encountered. He was laying on his back in tall grass no more than thirty yards
from the wall. I could clearly hear shouts and screams and the clanging of
dagger against dagger from within the city.


“Fetch my sack of supplies from the chariot,” I told
Amenhotep, dropping to my knees beside the soldier. “You two,” I ordered my Medjay
guards, who were just arriving, panting hard from their run. “Drive my chariot
to that stream over there. Fill my extra waterskins. Bring them back to me.
When I empty them, go refill them. That’s your job for the rest of the day.”


The soldier was bleeding profusely. An arrow had sliced
through the muscle at the top of his left shoulder. Luckily, the arrow was not
embedded; if it had been, the wound would have been beyond my skill to deal
with.


“Your name?” I asked.


“Djau.”


I helped him sit up. He winced with pain, reeled dizzily.
Blood welled from his wound and spilled down his shoulder and chest. I put an
arm around his back to support him, felt his blood hot on my skin.


Amenhotep took one look at him and vomited. Then, taking a
deep breath, he moved beside me, setting down my supplies.


I let go of Djau, opened my linen sack, dumped its contents on
the ground, poured a bit of water from a leather waterskin into an earthenware
bowl, tossed in some herbs. “Give Djau a drink,” I said.


Amenhotep held the waterskin to the soldier’s lips. He gulped
the liquid thirstily.


“You’re the king’s wife!” Djau exclaimed weakly, recognizing
me. He stared at Amenhotep. “And the king’s son.”


“And you’re my husband’s soldier, and we are in your debt,”
I replied. “We’ll do what we can for you.”


I mixed the herbs into a paste, all the while explaining to
Amenhotep what I was doing. Then I washed the dirt and blood from Djau’s wound,
pressed the paste into it, smeared it with honey, then wrapped a length of
linen tightly over his shoulder and under his arm several times.


“Help me lay Djau back down,” I told Amenhotep.


Together we did. Djau looked up at us gratefully. “Thank
you, Majesties.”


“Gather our supplies,” I told Amenhotep. “We’ve many more
men to help this day.”


For hours we moved from soldier to soldier, assisted by my
Medjay, along with the rest of Thut’s physicians, who appeared shortly after we
reached the wall, tending to the wounded as best we could, barely marking the
passing of hours. Our loss of men was not too bad, all things considered. Many
enemy soldiers lay where they’d fallen, grievously wounded, crying for water
and help. I ignored them; they’d rebelled against my husband and they deserved
their fate.


I called a halt at sunset and Amenhotep let the sack with
what was left of our supplies slip through his fingers to the ground and sat
down beside it. He looked exhausted. I was famished and thirsty, my clothing
and arms and hands and legs saturated with blood, some of it already dried, most
fresh. Amenhotep was equally blood–covered. Based on his appearance, I must
have been a fright. I fell to my knees, wrapped my arms around him, hugged him
close, kissed the top of his head affectionately. “You did very well, Majesty.
Your father will be so proud of you when I tell him. Someday, when you command
this army, these soldiers and their descendants will remember the day you
tended the fallen on the field of Kadesh and they’ll follow you without
question, out of love. As you’ve cared for them, they’ll care for you. Today
you’ve taken the first step towards earning their loyalty.”


“Is that important, their loyalty?” Amenhotep asked. “I’ll
be their king. They’ll have to do what I say.”


“To a point, Amenhotep, that’s true. But on the field of
battle, with arrows flying, its easy to turn and run unless you have a reason
to stand and face death. You witnessed that today. The enemy’s soldiers were
supposed to do what Durusha said – they had a duty to him – but they turned
tail and ran before us. Your father’s men did not, even when the battle was so
confused at its beginning. Surely you saw that.”


“I did,” he admitted.


“Never forget, Amenhotep. Duty is never as powerful as
loyalty.”


“My father has earned his soldiers’ loyalty?”


“Yes.”


“Is this how? Tending wounded on a battlefield?”


“Not exactly. But he spent years, beginning when he was a
year or so older than you, living among his soldiers and undergoing the same
training they did and sharing every hardship and privation, sleeping as they
did, eating what they ate, refusing to be treated like a king. Without doing so
he couldn’t have built such a magnificent army, and without it he couldn’t have
built the empire that will one day be yours and your son’s after you.”


Amenhotep was silent as we walked wearily towards Thut’s
pavilion. It was not far from the city gate; we’d been working some distance
away. We walked at the base of the city wall, our steps lit by torches blazing
atop the rampart, patrolled its entire length now by Thut’s men. Some
recognized us and called down and we each looked up and acknowledged them every
time. Campfires were springing to life all over the plain, soldiers settling
down before them to rest or drink or prepare a meal, at least those that
weren’t mopping up or already on guard duty in Kadesh.


“The city must be cleared of soldiers by now,” I told
Amenhotep, “or our men would still be inside.”


Groups of prisoners were huddled together in several places
at the base of the wall, heavily guarded, and we swung around them. Some had their
arms bound behind them, some were wounded, all were sullen and exhausted and
looked defeated. From snatches of their talk I was able to figure out which
city or town most were from. I recognized some by their clothing, even without
hearing them speak.


“Those men are Mitanni,” I told Amenhotep, pointing to a
large group somewhat isolated from the others.


“From Naharina? The place where you spied in the tent of the
king?”


“Yes. Before we defeated him in battle.”


Ever since he was a very young boy, Amenhotep had never
tired of hearing about my exploits at Yapu and Naharina, tales his father often
related at dinner to the dismay of his grandmother. I was sure Iset would
rather that I had died in either place than seem like some kind of heroine to
her grandson.


We neared the gate. Men were leading donkeys into Kadesh and
others were leading more out, baskets and boxes and sacks stacked high and
lashed to their backs.


“The spoils of victory,” I told Amenhotep. “Part will go to
your father’s treasury, part to Amun in thanksgiving.”


“I can’t wait to attend the triumph in Waset,” Amenhotep
said.


“Me either.” The pageant and spectacle, the welcoming
crowds, the feasting, the music, the dancing – even though Thut held one at the
end of every campaign they never got old.


We could see what was happening at Thut’s pavilion from a
long way off. Several campfires and many torches atop poles thrust into the
ground lit the large flat area before the tent, which was about fifty yards
from the city gate. Officers were eating next to some of the fires. Servants
were bustling about with platters of food and jugs of beer and wine. Baskets of
hands and penises were being stacked to one side; several scribes were
recording the number contained within each basket, a bloody gruesome task. The
donkeys were moving past a small army of scribes who were busily recording what
each was carrying, their faces and papyri lit by more torches. Thut was seated
on a portable throne directly before the entrance to his tent; Djehuty was next
to him on a leather chair. Several more chairs were in a semi–circle to either
side, some empty, some occupied. Officers were standing before king and
general, giving their reports, then moving to the cookfires when they were
finished while others took their place. Tjanuni and several scribes were
recording the reports. Couriers stood a respectful distance away, prepared to
carry Thut’s orders to his commanders still in the city. The soldiers were all
filthy, sweaty, bloodied, exuberant. Some were bandaged. There was a bustle, an
energy, not so different from battle, yet far more relaxed, punctuated with
laughter and good–natured jests and boasts and shouted congratulations.


Thut leaped to his feet the moment Amenhotep and I stepped
into the firelight and rushed to embrace us both at once. Then he stepped back,
looked us over from head to toe.


“Did you fight in my battle, against my orders?” he asked
Amenhotep with mock anger. “I told Mery to keep you safe and far away. It looks
like you scaled the walls and slew the wretches all by yourself.”


“No, Father,” Amenhotep said. Then he explained what we’d
been doing. 


“I’m proud of you,” Thut said when he finished the tale.
“And you too, Mery, as always.” He gave me a quick kiss. “And now – sit, eat,
rest.”


We both sank gratefully into chairs to Thut’s left. Servants
immediately brought us food and drink.


“You’ve won a great victory,” I said to Thut and Djehuty,
lifting my cup of wine to them.


“Kadesh and its allies won’t rise against me anymore,” Thut
said. “And we’ve captured the entire Mitanni force that their king sent. I’m
taking every single Mitanni soldier back to Kemet. They’ll work my fields as
slaves and serve as hostages. If the Mitanni ever challenge me again I’ll kill
them all. As an added bonus, since I have his soldiers I don’t have to continue
on to Naharina to punish the Mitanni king. I’ve neutralized him here.” He
sighed. “But I won’t consider the victory complete until Durusha is in my
grasp.”


“You haven’t found him yet?”


“There are many hiding places inside Kadesh,” Thut said. “Many
dark holes. That’s why we’ve moved everyone outside the walls – so he can’t
blend into a crowd or cower in someone’s house. My men are scouring every
building in the city right now. I won’t rest until he’s found.”


“Perhaps I can help with that.” Amenemhab jauntily emerged
from the darkness, bruised and bloodied, kilt torn and filthy, smiling broadly
as usual. He was trailed by two men with their arms bound behind them. In his
right hand he held the mare’s tail.


Amenhotep dashed from his chair to Amenemhab. “We saw you
kill the mare! I’ve never seen anything so brave! And we saw you go over the
wall!”


Amenemhab fell to a knee, dropping to Amenhotep’s level.
“Majesty, a token of victory,” he said, presenting the bloody tail.


Amenhotep stared at it, wide–eyed.


“Go ahead. Take it to your father,” Amenemhab prompted.


He did.


Tail in hand, Thut looked past Amenemhab at the prisoners.
He leaned forward a bit, anxious.


Amenemhab smiled. “Durusha is the man to my right, Majesty.
No more escaping for him.”


Thut stood, handed the tail back to Amenhotep, clapped his
hands together in triumph. “At last! After two decades! For this, my friend,
you shall have flies of valor, and a lion collar of gold, and two shebi
collars, and two gold helmets, and two gold bracelets.” He paused. “And your
pick of the female slaves.”


Amenemhab smiled again. “Thank you, Majesty.”


“Intef!” Thut cried.


The herald appeared from inside the tent. “Majesty?”


“Bring my mace,” he ordered.


In a moment Intef returned. The mace was a fist–sized round
stone, inscribed with Thut’s cartouche and scenes of him fighting the Nine
Bows, attached to a wood staff about three feet long. Intef handed it to Thut.


“Mery.”


I moved to his side.


Thut’s officers began gathering around us, and soldiers as
well. The news that the enemy king was about to face justice was spreading
rapidly.


Thut began addressing Dushura in a voice that carried all
the way to the Kadeshians huddled against the city wall.


“Dushura, you first rebelled against me the very day I
became the sole ruler of Kemet. You sought to test my might. You rallied three
hundred kings and chieftains to your cause and challenged me to battle before Megiddo.
My army defeated your combined might and bottled you up in that city. You ran
from me and hid within Megiddo’s walls. I took for myself your pavilion, your
armor, your golden chariot, all the wealth you left behind. But when Megiddo
fell after a long siege, I could not find you anywhere in the city. They told
me you had run away, that you climbed over the walls in the night and
disappeared into the hills.”


Thut paused so I could translate his words for Dushura and
his followers.


“You were a coward,” Thut continued disdainfully. “You ran
away and left your wife and children behind. I took them all to Kemet. Your
wife and daughters I made my servants, the lowest of the low in my per’aa. Your
son I raised in my own harem, educated him. I taught him about your cowardice.
He has embraced Kemet, and me. He loves me like a father. He has embraced Kemet
as his land. He has taken a woman of Kemet for his wife, a daughter of a priest
of Amun. Kemet’s gods are his gods now.”


Another pause.


“If you had surrendered at Megiddo, like a man, pledged
fealty to me, I would have let you go home and continue to rule your city with
your wife and daughters and son at your side. Your son would have succeeded
you. That is what you lost by running away.”


Durusha’s shoulders sagged. Whatever pride he might have
once had was gone. He looked, to me, afraid of my husband. And rightfully so.


“You rose up against me again, when I plundered the valley
around Kadesh many years ago,” Thut said. “Again you ran away. I sought you for
many years, but you stole from land to land, like an evil shadow in the night,
planting lies about me like seeds, watering them, watching them grow, until for
the third time you launched a rebellion against me. You thought yourself
powerful, backed by Tunip, backed by the King of Mitanni. But today I met you
in battle and defeated you and I have taken your city. All that is within it –
people, goods, animals – is now mine. All you have left is your life.”


I translated. The king went pale.


Thut continued. “You have defied me too long, Dushura. If I
let you live, you’ll launch another rebellion against me. Of that I am
certain.” Thut twisted his mace in his hand. “I’d prefer to execute you in
Waset, tied to a stake before the sanctuary of Amun’s temple at Ipet–Isut. But
I will not risk you escaping on the long march back to Kemet. So you’ll pay the
price for what you’ve done right now – before the walls of your city, before
what is left of your people.”


I translated a final time. Durusha turned white.


Amenemhab forced Durusha to his knees. Everyone stepped back
to give Thut room. Durusha was shaking, sweat beginning to run off him,
glistening in the firelight.


Thut addressed Amenhotep. “My son, you have seen images of
the king smiting his enemies carved on the walls of temples, and on maces. Thus
have Kemet’s rulers dealt with their enemies even before the Two Lands were
united, going back to the very mists of time. It is a task and tradition that
we who are kings carry out to this day.”


Thut moved behind Durusha. He seized him by the hair with
his left hand. Slowly, he raised the mace high in the air. I stole a quick
glance at Amenhotep. He was watching calmly. With all his strength, Thut slammed
the mace against the side of Durusha’s head. The wretch’s skull collapsed with
a sickening sound. Durusha toppled to the earth, shoulder–first, the mace
embedded in his head. Thut’s watching soldiers let out a mighty cheer. A
keening sound started in the distance, Kadesh’s women mourning their king from
beside their conquered city.


Thut spat on Durusha’s corpse. He yanked his bloody mace
free and raised it high in the air and cried out triumphantly. Thut’s long
quest – first revealed to me at Mentuhotep’s temple thirty–six years earlier –
was finally over. His nemesis was dead, his empire secure, his dream achieved. Thut
had just taken his place as the greatest king Kemet would ever know.


Late that night, as we lay abed in Thut’s tent, sounds of
revelry rising from the camp all around us, I kissed him.


“Congratulations, Beloved,” I said. “You’ve finally gotten
everything you ever wanted.”


“I never doubted, Mery,” he replied. “Durusha, an empire,
and” – another kiss – “you.”


 


 


***


 


 


“Today,” I informed my charges, “I’m going to show you the
preparations that have been made at Ipet–Isut for the king’s Heb–Sed.”


Amenhotep’s friends had been waiting for him in Waset with
their parents, all of them Thut’s courtiers, while he and I were campaigning
against Kadesh. We’d arrived home three days ago at the head of a vast fleet
bearing captives and hostages and treasure. Yesterday Thut had celebrated his
victory over Durusha in grand style, with a massive triumphal procession and a
great feast afterwards, and throughout the day–long event Amenhotep had sat
near the king with his friends gathered around, they listening wide–eyed as he
nonchalantly described for them the campaign and battle and execution of
Durusha, and pointed out the key captives. It happened that Thut’s triumph
coincided with his scheduled fifth Heb–Sed; this morning he’d asked me to make
sure everything was in order for the morrow. Amenhotep and his friends were
accompanying me to the sacred complex to review the preparations, along with
his tutor Ahmose–Humay. All were excited about the upcoming ceremony; they were
too young to remember Thut’s most recent one in any detail. We’d just trod the
processional way, so familiar to me, through the garden stretching from the
per’aa to the entrance of Ipet–Isut. Exotic plants and trees that Thut had
brought from Retenu and Setjet and Naharina were interspersed among our native
plants now, as well as strange animals from the North that were freely
wandering through the greenery.


Thut had made so many changes to Ipet–Isut in the twenty
years since he’d assumed sole rule of the land, as he’d vowed, that it was
barely recognizable to me anymore, so magnificently and extensively had he
built. After erecting his crown jewel, the festival hall he’d named Akh–menou –
“Brilliant of Monuments” – he’d added a large sacred lake for the priests to
ritually bathe in, two pylons, including one on the southern axis, a kiosk,
ancestor shrines, and two obelisks. In addition, he’d built a long mud–brick
wall beyond the eastern end of the complex to keep the farmers of Waset from
encroaching on the sacred precinct. I was anxious to see the major
constructions that Nefer had undertaken just before our departure for Kadesh –
two more obelisks, and a barque shrine inside the Per’aa of Maat. On the
latter’s walls she had recorded the details of Thut’s campaigns, from Megiddo
until now, taken from the papyri of Tjanuni. It was an idea I’d suggested.


Ahmose–Humay was helping me shepherd the group – his own
sons Sennefer and Amenemopet; Mutnofret, son of Amenhotep’s wet nurse Senetnay;
and Kenamun and Usersatet, sons of Thut’s courtiers. Every one of them had
grown up with the future king in the harem. The processional way was crowded
with priests and temple workers hurrying to workshops and their homes and
auxiliary buildings outside Ipet–Isut’s walls, and porters carrying objects
from the quay into the temple complex for use tomorrow. Recognizing Amenhotep
and me, they all made room for us on the path.


“At dawn the king will raise a djed pillar before a statue
of Osiris,” I explained. “There will be a torchlit procession of all the gods
of Kemet, which have been assembled here just for this special occasion.”


“Including the gods you brought with you from the North?”
Mutnofret asked.


Thut had indeed put ashore at every temple and town between
the mouth of the river and Waset to collect their gods as we sailed south. We’d
also collected his officials and the most important of the temple priests, all
of whom were to participate in the Heb–Sed, thus accounting for the size of our
fleet, which had grown at every stop.


“Yes,” I replied. “They’ll be carried to Akh–menou. The
Opener of the Gate of Heaven, Menkheperreseneb, will purify two thrones and two
shrines inside the hall, a set for Upper Kemet and a set for Lower. The two
thrones were erected there yesterday, side by side, on a dais. Priests will
place the gods’ barques in shrines that ring the outer edges of the hall.” I
addressed Amenhotep. “The high priest will crown your father, first with the
Red Crown, and then with the White, as he sits on the appropriate throne. The king
will then make offerings to each god in his or her shrine, and receive their blessings
for his continued rule. All the courtiers in attendance will pledge their
allegiance to the king. He’ll then make a circuit around the outside of the
hall, demonstrating his fitness to rule. There’ll be processions of priests
carrying lion–legged furniture, more driving cattle, a procession of the god
Min, ritual combat between men representing the ancient towns of Pe and Dep,
more crownings. Then the king will move outside the hall, release four birds,
and shoot an arrow in each of the four cardinal directions.”


“And they will fly far over the walls,” Mutnofret predicted.


I nodded. Even at age fifty–one Thutmose could handle a bow
like no other man. Sadly, my own skills had begun to diminish.


“Will I have a Heb–Sed?” Amenhotep asked.


“In the thirtieth year of your reign, and every three years
thereafter, Majesty,” Ahmose–Humay replied.


“Your father had one early, in his fifteenth year, and again
in the thirtieth and thirty–fourth and thirty–seventh,” I added. “He’s ruled a
remarkably long time.”


“Is Father really the mightiest king to ever rule Kemet?”
Amenhotep queried.


I nodded. “As I’ve taught you, and have myself witnessed.
When your father first became king our enemies pressed closely upon our borders
and hemmed us in this valley. Now our empire – the first ever created in the
world – extends to the northern border of Setjet and east to the land of the Mitanni.
To the south Menkheperre – life, prosperity, health – has pushed our boundary
in Nubia as far as Kanisa Kurgus. He’s thoroughly subdued the tribesmen there.
Many of them now labor in our gold mines, the basis of our foreign exchange
with the Aamu princes of the East. Kemet is extraordinarily wealthy, Amenhotep.
The tribute of Setjet and Retenu and Wawat and Kush pour into your father’s treasury
– huge quantities of timber and metal ores and cattle and grain, delivered annually
by the conquered or taken from them in battle, as we all witnessed yesterday at
the triumph. Keftiuh and Alashiya – large islands in the Great Green – and
great kingdoms – Babylon and Assyria and that of the Hittites – regularly send
us gifts to ensure our friendship. Your father uses part of his wealth to honor
the gods – all these temples within Ipet–Isut are proof of that. Our trade
routes know no limit. Migrants, and even the descendants of captives, have
settled along the river, so that they might share in our prosperity. Why, the
population of Mennefer has grown to one million – there’s no city in all the
world as large.”


“The king’s wife is correct,” Ahmose–Humay said. “Foreign
craftsmen have been drawn to the valley and brought new styles and materials
and techniques to us. We now cast statues in bronze. We make drinking vessels
and containers and ornaments out of glass. Tombs are now richly painted, not
just etched. The decorative styles practiced by craftsmen have begun to change
from the stiff formality of the past.”


“Like earlier kings, Menkheperre has placed statues inside
his temples here at Ipet–Isut to show his strength and portray him as a king
who relies on and worships the gods,” I said. “You’ll see many on our tour
today of the king kneeling before a god, offering milk or wine or oil or geese.
There were a few examples of this style with some of the earlier kings in your
family, but the emphasis on this style is due to an increasingly public aspect
of our religion.”


“Because your father is a very devout man,” Ahmose–Humay
said.


“Now I’ll show you the temples and shrines of Ipet–Isut,” I
said.


“How is it that you know about them?” Amenhotep asked.


“Your father and King’s Wife Neferure and I grew up together
in Waset’s per’aa. We visited almost daily.” I lowered my voice. “Don’t tell
anyone, but the three of us used to sneak in and play amidst the buildings late
at night. We delighted in jumping from dark shadows and frightening the priests
and the chantresses. Sometimes we made them scream – the women, at least. The
priests just chased us. Though they never caught me.”


“Don’t you boys be getting any ideas,” Ahmose–Humay warned
them sternly.


That was a warning I knew they’d disregard, just as Thut and
I had when we were their age. “Anyway,” I continued, “after your father went to
Mennefer to join the army, I lived within the temple precinct for many years,
serving Nefer when she was God’s Wife of Amun, before she married your father.”


“She’s not to be trusted,” Amenhotep sniffed. “She wants my
throne. My grandmother told me.”


At 65, Iset was as vindictive as ever, constantly harping
about Nefer’s supposed threat to the kingdom to anyone who would listen. It broke
my heart that she’d poisoned Amenhotep against Nefer, just as she had Thut.
She’d never stop seeking vengeance against Nefer for whatever slights she
believed she’d suffered at Hatshepsut’s hands. I hated Iset for that. Even
though Nefer would have nothing to do with me still, it didn’t change the fact
that I loved her, that I craved to be reconciled with her. All I’d ever wanted
was for Thut and Nefer and me to live together as friends, as we had when we
were children. Instead, I’d been separated from him for years, as I was now
separated from her. I was glad that Nefer had Aachel for a companion at least,
to love her, to care for her, to rely on, and that Aachel had Nefer to fill the
void left by Hori’s death. I thanked the gods every morning that we had rescued
Aachel from her master all those years ago. I only wished I could have that
kind of companionship with Nefer again too.


“Your grandmother is quite mistaken,” I told Amenhotep,
though I knew my words would get back to her and she’d make me pay for uttering
them. “Nefer is the granddaughter and daughter and sister and wife of kings.
She deserves your respect, Amenhotep.” I scanned the group of boys. “And yours
as well.” I turned back to Amenhotep. “She’d be close to you, if you’d only let
her. She’s one of the smartest and most capable women Kemet has ever known, and
the most beautiful. Your father has entrusted her with many important tasks –
expansion of Ipet–Isut, building the harem in the Faiyum, constructing his own
tomb in the Great Place. She could teach you much that’d be useful to you when
you take the throne, if you’d only let her.”


I could tell from Amenhotep’s face that he was unmoved by my
advocacy. But he was just a seven year–old boy, after all; if men both older
and wiser were susceptible to Iset’s slanders, how could I expect him to
resist?


I shifted my gaze towards Ipet–Isut. With a start I realized
it had been twenty years since Nefer had been replaced as God’s Wife. Meryetre–Hatshepsut
now held the title, having herself replaced Sitiah after Amenhotep’s birth made
her King’s Great Wife.


A priest broke away from a group standing beside one of the
four flagpoles topped with scarlet pennants that rose from insets in the
westernmost pylon. He approached and bowed to us respectfully.


“This is Baki, Majesty,” I told Amenhotep. He was married to
Aachel’s youngest daughter, Beset, one of my favorites in the days when Nefer
and I were still friends – was Beset really in her early thirties? Had we all
grown so old? “He’ll guide us through the temple and answer any questions you
have about tomorrow’s ceremony.”


“Let’s walk a bit north first, outside the walls of the
complex,” Baki told Amenhotep. “Your father recently built a temple to Ptah
there, south of Montu’s complex.”


“Montu is the war god,” Amenhotep told the others.


“And Ptah’s the god of craftsmen,” Sennefer added.


We skirted Ipet–Isut’s outer wall, striding across a strip
of desert, our feet stirring the dust. Three hundred feet north stood a small
but beautiful stone building. We had to pass through five small pylons in a
close row to reach it.


“This has replaced a shrine made of mud brick that was here
when I was a girl,” I said as we stood before it.


Amenemopet pointed to an inscription and began to read. He
was one of the brightest students in the harem. “I made it as a monument to
my father Ptah, erecting for him the House of Ptah anew of fine white
sandstone, doors of new cedar of the best of the Terraces.”


“The Terraces are the low mountain ranges in Setjet,”
Amenhotep interrupted. “Their northern end is just south of Kadesh. I saw the
great cedar trees growing on their slopes when I was away at war.”


Amenemopet continued. “It is more beautiful than it was
before. My majesty found this temple built of mud brick and wooden columns, and
its doorway of wood, beginning to go to ruin. I overlaid for Ptah his great
seat with electrum of the best of the countries. All vessels were of gold and
silver, and every splendid costly stone, clothing of fine linen, white linen,
ointments of divine ingredients, to perform his pleasing ceremonies at the
feasts of the beginnings of the seasons, which occupy this temple.”


We entered the building through a fragrant cedar door with
glittering electrum fittings, stepped inside a vestibule containing three offering
tables. As the inscription had promised, the inner walls were overlaid with
electrum, the various jars and containers used in ceremonies of gold and
silver, the offering tables of gorgeous colored stone. A pleasing smell wafted
from open ointment containers.


“The table to the right was made by Sehetepibre – the first
king Amenemhat – almost five hundred years ago, and was moved here by
Menkheperre after he reconstructed this temple,” Baki said. “The sanctuaries to
the left and center are to Ptah, the one on the right to Hathor.”


Baki led us into that chamber. It was dominated by a statue
of Sekhmet, Ptah’s consort, with a lion’s head and the beautifully modeled body
of a woman, dramatically lit by a beam of light streaming through a small
opening in the ceiling that made Sekhmet seem almost alive. Even as we watched
the light disappeared and the room darkened and the statue was a statue once
more.


“Sekhmet comes to life on moonless nights and wanders the
streets of Waset, devouring small children,” I whispered dramatically. “The
king and Nefer and I once witnessed her leaving the temple when we were
skulking around very late one night.”


My charges wasted no time exiting the temple, to the quiet
laughter of we adults. We headed back the quarter mile toward the gate in the
first pylon. To our left many workers were pressing into a precinct of low mud–brick
huts, on their way to their homes. Smoke, no doubt from cookfires, rose at one
end, where a communal meal was being prepared. I smelled bread baking, heard
the bawl of cattle from pens near the slaughter yards. I saw beyond the fires
the building where I’d had my quarters when Nefer was God’s Wife. I knew
Meryetre–Hatshepsut rarely used them; she occupied rooms in the per’aa. 


We moved through the first pylon into the open–air
festival court that now held six obelisks, rising high above limestone and
alabaster chapels.


“This pylon was erected by your great–grandfather, Aakheperkare
– the first Thutmose,” I told Amenhotep. “He erected the two short obelisks
farthest from us as well. Your grandfather ordered the two closest to us to be
created, the ones with the electrum–covered tips. He died before they were
delivered, so his Great Wife, the mother of King’s Wife Neferure” – even now no
one dared refer to Hatshepsut by her name in the presence of the royal family –
“placed them here, when she was your father’s regent.” 


“And your father erected the two centered between them a
dozen years ago,” Baki added.


We walked between the six towering objects and passed
through the gate of the next pylon.


“This is the Wadjet Hall,” I announced. “When I was your age
the entire hall was roofed with wood. Beams and planks long enough to span the
distance between its two pylons had to be imported from the Terraces, so you can
imagine the expense. Your father’s stepmother later removed the center section
of the roof and erected two obelisks to commemorate her Heb–Sed. Your father
enclosed them in a wall not long ago.” Part of Iset’s decree to eradicate
all trace of Hatshepsut, I thought to myself. “So now all you can see of
them are their upper sections, and only from outside Ipet–Isut’s walls.”


“These statues are of my great–grandfather?” Amenhotep
asked.


They stood in two lines, facing each other, colossal, carved
from sandstone, painted, the king bearded, wearing either the White or Double
crown, portrayed as Osiris. He looked much like Thut, with his long aquiline
nose, highly arched upper eyelid, prominent cheekbones, wide smiling mouth, his
upper lip slightly pulled over his teeth due to the distinctive family
overbite. Amenhotep shared that feature.


“Sixteen statues in the north half of the hall, twenty in
the south,” I answered.


Baki led us through the eastern pylon. “This court is the
most ancient part of Ipet–Isut,” he said, “created by King Kheperkare – the
first Senwosret. The building you see before you, the Per’aa of Maat, was
erected by your father’s stepmother. Inside are sacred storerooms and rooms
where offerings are prepared. East of it is the Throne of Horus, the High
Lookout of Kheperkare. He built it for his Heb–Sed. There was once an alabaster
shrine in this courtyard, a beautiful building, erected by Djeserkare – the
first Amenhotep.” Baki looked at young Amenhotep. “Your father dismantled it
and used the stone to erect his pylon on Ipet–Isut’s southern axis.”


That was a destruction I mourned.


Baki pointed. “Your father built the barque shrine that
pierces the center of the Per’aa.”


It was the one Nefer had constructed during our absence. “It
replaced another built by your father’s stepmother,” I said. “That one was
exquisite, made of red quartzite, to hold the sacred barque of Amun during
festivals. It was one of my favorite shrines.”


“What happened to it?” Amenhotep asked.


“The king dismantled it too,” Baki answered. “He used some
of its granite blocks to build the doorway of his new shrine. We should take a
look inside.”


I was still saddened that my husband had felt the need to
dismantle what Hatshepsut had built. The barque shrine had been such a
beautiful building, and held many memories for me. I could only imagine what
Nefer had felt as she’d raised Thut’s shrine in its place.


We entered the shrine. Baki pointed to its walls. Carved on
them were hundreds of captives, their arms bound behind them, the names of
their cities inscribed below them – all of them wretches who had surrendered to
Thut at Megiddo. “The walls record the names of more than three hundred towns
captured by your father. And they contain the records of his campaigns.”


Thut had in fact acted on my suggestion of years ago and
ordered what had been recorded in his military daybook to be inscribed at Ipet–Isut.
Because of that, his deeds would be known for all time. I picked out the names
of some familiar towns: Damascus, Hazor, Acco, Taanach, Rehob, Tyre, Gezer,
Aruna, Sidon, Byblos and, of course, Yapu and Megiddo and Kadesh. I myself had
visited many of them.


“Let’s see how well you can read these real inscriptions.
They’re much more complex than the easy ones that scribes practice with you,” I
said to the boys, winking at Ahmose–Humay. “Majesty, will you be so kind as to
summarize for us what your father did on his ninth campaign?”


“Do we really have to?” Amenhotep objected.


“Can’t we just have some fun for once?” Mutnofret pouted.


I slipped into my sternest teacher’s voice. “Each dawn
brings Amenhotep closer to the day he’ll rule Kemet. He has no time to waste.
He must take advantage of every opportunity to learn. And you – his friends,
his future confidants and advisors – have no time to waste either.”


“The king’s wife speaks the truth,” Ahmose–Humay said.
“Those boys who grow up with the heir in the harem are most often those who
help him rule Kemet.”


“If you had to choose today, who would you select for what
role?” I asked Amenhotep.


He glanced at his friends, pondered for a moment.


“Amenemopet, you shall be vizier in the South. Kenamun, you
shall be high steward in Peru–Nefer and oversee the wealth that flows into
Kemet. Sennefer, you will be both chancellor and mayor of Waset. Mutnofret, you
will oversee my works in this temple. And Usersatet, you will serve me as
viceroy and watch over Kush.”


“Heady positions,” I said. “Let’s see how prepared you all
are. Majesty?”


Amenhotep gazed at the wall for a moment. “My
father’s ninth campaign took place during his thirty–fourth year on the
throne.”


“That’s correct.”


“He raided Nukhashshe in Setjet, a region populated by semi–nomadic
people. He took much spoil from three towns, as a lesson to those disaffected
by his rule. He also secured the son of the chieftain of Irem, a land in the
south near Punt, as a hostage.”


“Very good, Majesty. Mutnofret – the tenth campaign.”


“The king crushed the Mitanni at Khalep, moving there
swiftly from Kemet when he learned of their rebellion. The inscription reads: ‘Then
His Majesty prevailed against these wretches…they fled headlong, falling one
over another before his majesty.” He took ten prisoners of war. He received
tribute from the Hittites afterwards.”


“Ten means ten thousand, of course,” I said. “Sennefer. The
next.”


“More fighting in Setjet, on the steppe around Nukhashashe
in two successive years. The king received tribute of wild game and minerals.”


“Amenemopet.”


“The king campaigned against the Shasu, nomads in Setjet.”


“Kenamun.”


“Apparently the king did no fighting. He traveled north and
collected tribute from foreign powers and came home.”


“Very good. Usersatet.”


“A raid to the frontier around Lake Niy, to remind the
wretches of his might. He inspected the harbors on that trip, where he kept
supplies for his army.”


“Yes. The king once hunted elephants in the swamps of Lake Niy,
on his way home from crossing the Euphrates and conquering the Mitanni,” I
said. “He slew 120 in one day. I myself witnessed it.”


“A campaign for which King’s Wife Meryetneith received flies
of valor,” Baki told them. “They were her second set. She’s the only woman the
king has ever honored so.”


I detected the pride in his voice. And even after all these
years, I too was proud. And happy, for that campaign had resulted in my too–long
delayed marriage.


“Tell us about it!” Amenemopet said.


“Yes!” echoed Mutnofret.


We all sat in the cool shade inside the shrine and I
recounted the campaign for them – sailing north, building boats with which to
cross the Euphrates, the capture of Carchemish, scouting the Mitanni camp,
sweeping through the Mitanni homeland, the return trip and hunt, Amenemhab’s
rescue of Thut from the elephant, receiving flies of valor from Thut along with
the rest of his soldiers who had demonstrated outstanding courage. How Iset had
fumed, that Thut had so honored one of her despised enemies. That ceremony had
been one of the highlights of my life and I wore the flies whenever I was in
her presence, to remind her. Along with the Hathor amulet Thut had given me
thirty–six years ago. And the flies from Yapu.


“Who wants to read for us the list of treasure we took from Megiddo?”
Ahmose–Humay asked.


Sennefer volunteered. He stood and faced the wall. “Six
stallions, 2,041 mares, 191 foals, 340 prisoners, 924 chariots, 200 suits of
armor, 502 bows, 1,929 cattle, 22,500 sheep – and the royal armor, chariot and
tent–poles of the King of Megiddo.”


“Didn’t the king also capture Yapu in that campaign?”
Mutnofret asked.


“General Djehuty, actually,” I answered. “The king had moved
most of the army on to Megiddo and left Djehuty and five hundred men behind to
keep an eye on it.”


“Did the general really smuggle two hundred men into the
city in baskets, as the storytellers relate?” Sennefer asked skeptically.


“Two hundred men – and one woman,” I said.


“You?” Mutnofret queried.


I nodded.


“It’s true,” Amenhotep averred. “Father has told me the
story many times.”


And then I recounted that tale for them as well, holding a
little of it back, of course. It was a story neither Ahmose–Humay nor Baki had
ever heard. “Menkheperre bestowed great riches on General Djehuty for his
victory,” I concluded. “The king gave him a golden bowl, inscribed ‘Given in
praise by the king of Upper and Lower Kemet, Menkheperre, to the hereditary
chief, the divine father, the beloved by god, filling the heart of the king in
all foreign lands and in the isles in the midst of the great sea, filling
stores with lapis lazuli, electrum, and gold, keeper of all foreign lands,
keeper of the troops, praised by the good gold lord of both lands and his ka –
Djehuty.’ The king gave General Djehuty a silver bowl and four canopic
jars, a heart scarab, a gold bracelet, a dagger, and a magnificent ring
inscribed on one side ‘He of the Two Ladies, great of terror in all lands’
and ‘Menkheperre, beloved of Ptah, radiant of face’ on the other.”


“How is it you know the inscriptions so well?” Sennefer
asked.


“I helped the king compose them, sitting beside his campfire
one night on our way home,” I replied.


“My father bestowed flies of valor on Lady Mery for what she
did at Yapu,” Amenhotep informed everyone.


“That’s right,” I said. “And if you are all very brave in
some battle when you are grown, perhaps Amenhotep will bestow them on all of
you.”


“I swear I’ll earn some!” Mutnofret said.


“And me!” several echoed.


I smiled. “And now – one final campaign. The one we just
returned from. Majesty?”


Its story had been drawn on the wall in black ink; we had
not been back at Waset long enough for it to be carved into the stone. No doubt
the task had been hastened by Thut’s desire that everyone who visited Ipet–Isut
during the Heb–Sed see all he had accomplished in his wars. Some of the
hieroglyphs had been corrected with red ink; I suspected Tjanuni himself had
done that, since I recognized his papyri as the source of what had been
written.


“Last year Durusha, the cowardly King of Kadesh, organized a
rebellion by the major cities in the north of Setjet against my father, backed
by the deceitful Mitanni,” Amenhotep said after glancing at the wall. “Father moved
his troops by water and landed, then quickly moved on Tunip. After taking Tunip
in a long siege he attacked Kadesh. He killed or captured all those who had
risen against him, and executed the King of Kadesh. He returned to Kemet in
triumph.”


“A triumph we witnessed yesterday,” I added. “And as the
king conquered the Mitanni and the King of Kadesh, so have you six conquered
your lesson this day.”


Our next stop was Akh–menou. We followed Baki from the
shrine and entered a corridor Thut had erected along the south side of the
Per’aa of Maat and Amun’s sanctuary. As we exited it I pointed to the east,
where Hatshepsut’s great obelisks towered over Ipet–Isut, reflecting Re so
brightly I couldn’t look at them directly. “I myself helped bring those two
electrum–clad obelisks from the first cataract thirty–five years ago. Your
father watched the workmen load them onto a great boat just before he headed
south to the Second Cataract. Ask him to tell you about it sometime. Your
father’s stepmother ordered an even larger obelisk to be constructed in that
quarry, but the stone cracked before it could be finished and it was abandoned.
It lays there to this day.”


The sun’s rays reflected off the obelisks onto a magnificent
building directly before us.


“Akh–menou, Brilliant of Monuments, the festival hall your
father erected after his return from Megiddo, his very first improvement at
Ipet–Isut,” Baki intoned. “There’s no building like it in all the world.”


“And perhaps none so important,” I added, addressing
Amenhotep. “Your father designated it as a temple of millions of years for all
his forefathers, where they could be honored with offerings and statues in
unprecedented quantities. The rites depicted on the walls confirm the
legitimacy of the kingship and its perpetuation for all time.”


We followed Baki wordlessly into the temple’s foyer, passing
between two sixteen–sided columns and two tall statues of Osiris wrapped as a
mummy. Straight ahead was a corridor with nine small rooms on its right.


“These storage rooms hold ritual equipment and priestly
costumes,” Baki said. “The three nearest hold bread and vases and wine that we
use each day to honor the god. Along the corridor’s north wall are scenes of
the king’s Heb–Sed festival.”


Baki turned left and led the way into the festival hall
itself. I caught my breath at its splendor, as I did every time I visited. The
hall was almost 150 feet wide and more than 50 deep. Two rows of ten columns
supported a high roof over the center aisle, the columns uniquely tapering
towards their base and painted red to imitate the wooden poles that supported
tents during Heb–Sed celebrations. To either side of the central aisle were 32
shorter pillars supporting lower sections of the roof, permitting clerestory
lighting of the hall in the gap between the sections. The figures etched on the
columns depicted Thut with various gods. The columns, ceiling, walls and
lintels were all carved and brightly painted. Much of the ceiling was blue,
like the sky.


Dozens of workers were busily erecting leather and linen
shrines for the gods along the outer edges of the hall for use in tomorrow’s
ceremony. The commands of overseers and pounding of mallets echoed in the large
space. I suspected the men would be at work until late this night to ensure
everything would be ready by dawn.


“This wall on the left, past the foyer, contains a king
list, with your father making offerings to each of them, his ancestors,” Ahmose–Hutnay
said, leaning close to inspect it.


“It shows 61 in all, beginning with Sneferu,” Baki said.


“He erected the two pyramids at Dahshur,” Mutnofret
announced.


“And one at Meidum,” Amenemopet added.


Ahmose–Hutnay nodded.


“The list is not complete, Majesty,” Baki told Amenhotep,
who was silently reading the cartouches. “It shows the kings who are most
important to Waset and ancestral to your father and yourself. Its purpose is to
justify his kingship, and yours, and someday your son’s.”


I noted that Hatshepsut’s name was not contained on the
list. Thut was shown as the direct successor to his and Hatshepsut’s father.
Iset’s promise that Thut would erase Hatshepsut from history had been carried
out in this hall.


We walked down the right side of the hall, dodging workers.
Recognizing Amenhotep and myself as royals, all fell to their knees and dropped
their eyes to the floor. There were many statues in the hall – a series made of
graywacke, a stone with a velvety polish and greenish tint, the green
symbolizing renewal; another that had originally been carved to represent
Hatshepsut that Thut had usurped; another in red granite, nearly six feet tall,
also made for Hatshepsut in the middle of her reign, which Thut’s craftsmen had
altered by changing the name in the cartouche on the belt from her name to his.
There was even a stelophore, a statue of the royal butler Nefer–peret holding a
stela and praising Thut and Meryetre–Hatshepsut and extolling the king’s
victories. We passed a series of chambers dedicated to Sokar, a deity from
Mennefer associated with kingly regeneration.


About three–quarters of the way through the hall, Baki
turned right into a smaller room, 50 feet long and 20 wide, with four
papyriform columns down its midline.


“This is called the Botanical Garden. It contains the record
of plants and animals collected by Menkheperre when he campaigned in Setjet in
the twenty–fifth year of his reign,” Baki said. “Because the walls were carved
in very low raised relief, they’re best seen in the raking light of early
morning. Otherwise, the figures and inscriptions are hard to make out.”


“They look funny,” Kenamun said, turning to me. “Do these
things really exist?”


“They do indeed,” I replied. “The images depict parts of
plants and animals, rare birds, flowers, trees, the internal organs of animals,
small parts of exotic flowers, strange seeds, misshapen gourds, even deformed
cattle with three horns or two tails. These things are not known in Kemet. The
king was afraid people – like you – would think his scientists made them up. Usersatet,
read the inscription on the wall out loud for us.”


“I swear, as Re loves me, as my father, Amun, favors me,
all these things happened in the truth – I have not written fiction about that
which really happened to my majesty.”


“So you see, the images are quite real,” I said. “I myself
saw them on the campaign to Naharina. This room is extremely important because
of these images. As the king expanded Kemet’s borders during his reign, so too
did Amun’s domain expand, for he created the world, and so these new plants and
animals discovered by the king must also have been created by him. The
specimens carved on these walls prove that Amun is not a god of Kemet alone,
but a universal god, whose powers extend far beyond the Two Lands.”


“Most cultures believe the power of a god is limited to the
people who make offerings to him and the land where his temples are built,”
Baki added. “This room proves that Amun is the most powerful god the world has
ever known, just as your father is the most powerful king.”


We exited the Botanical Garden and moved outside the
festival hall into the sun.


“On the roof of Akh–menou is a solar chapel that your father
built to honor Aten, open to the sky,” Baki said. “He’s commissioned an obelisk
to stand nearby. He calls it tekhen waty, the ‘unique obelisk,’ which will
stand alone, not as part of a pair. It will be the tallest obelisk ever cut. Over
there, on the outside wall of Ipet–Isut, directly east of us, is the Chapel of
the Hearing Ear that he erected, facing the golden obelisks. The common people
of Waset, who can’t enter Ipet–Isut, can go inside it to make petitions before
a statue of your father and Amun–Re.”


We exited the sacred precinct to the south and sat down
beside the sacred lake that Thut had dug beside its wall to rest. A few priests
were washing on its far side, and some sacred geese were paddling about on its
surface. More priests were trundling loaves of bread and fruits and vegetables
and jars of beer and wine in the direction of Amun’s shrine, no doubt to be
offered to the god when he was put to bed at sunset. Amenhotep sat down to my
left.


“Someday you’ll be a great king, Majesty, just like your
father,” I told him. “You’ll conquer foreign lands and return with treasure and
captives, and you too will honor the gods by adding on to Ipet–Isut.” I gazed
far to the south, toward Ipet–resyt, the shrine for the Opet festival that had
been erected by Hatshepsut. “But don’t neglect the rest of Kemet, Majesty. Gods
besides Amun need temples too.”


“Like Re’s at Iunu, where my father erected two obelisks?”


“Exactly.”


Re was beginning to descend. I estimated we had less than
two hours of daylight left. I nodded to Baki and stood up.


“We should head over to the pylon nearest to us on the
southern axis of Ipet–Isut. It was erected specifically for this Heb–Sed,” he
said.


“The king’s stepmother created this axis when she erected
the older pylon to the south of the king’s,” I said. “She also built the
processional way to connect Amun’s temple here to Ipet–resyt in Waset. See how
it goes past Khonsu’s temple complex, with its own sacred lake curving around
its southern end?” 


We stopped in the shadow of Thut’s pylon. It towered over
us, its surface covered with gigantic scenes of defeated enemies.


“Images like this, of the king holding his enemy by the hair
and smiting him with a mace, go all the way back to Horus–Narmer, the king who
first unified the Two Lands, and perhaps even earlier,” Ahmose–Humay explained.
“Such scenes ritually represent the king maintaining maat in the world.”


“And the king still smites his enemies to this day,”
Amenhotep said, glancing at me. “Such was the fate of Dushura.” He pointed to a
squad of Nubian slaves, overseen by priests, digging a wide hole near the base
of the pylon. Several men were down in the hole, so deep only their shoulders
and necks and heads were visible above the dirt piled around its edges. Nearby,
stone statues had been arranged in more than twenty long rows, hundreds of
them, ranging from very small to over six feet tall. A couple of priests were
scooping incense into censors beside them. “What are they doing, Baki?”


“Burying statues of gods and kings,” he replied. “As your
father the king fills the temples and shrines here at Ipet–Isut with statues of
his own, like that one over there of him in the guise of a sphinx, or the one
in the Wadjet Hall of King’s Wife Mery, also depicted as a sphinx, something
must be done with the older ones, since space is limited. They can’t be thrown
away, since they are sacred. So we bury them from time to time, with the proper
rituals. That way the kings’ kas can return to them if necessary.”


Colossal statues of Thut stood on both sides of the pylon,
and two more obelisks rose before its south face. I craned my neck, squinted, made
out the inscription on top of the nearest obelisk: “Thutmose, who crossed
the great Bend of the Euphrates with might and with
victory at the head of his army.” 


Amenhotep was studying an inscription on the pylon. He read
it out loud: “My father Amun–Re–Harakhty granted to me that I might appear
upon the Horus Throne of the Living. I having been appointed before him within
the temple, there having been ordained for me the rulership of the Two Lands,
the thrones of Geb and the offices of Khepri at the side of my father, the Good
God, the King of Upper and Lower Kemet, Aakheperenre, given life forever.”


I was amazed and appalled. Thut had usurped the very
inscription used by Hatshepsut in Djeser Djeseru to justify her selection by
Amun as king. It was the same one Hatshepsut had inscribed on the southernmost
pylon. I wondered if Thut had altered that one too, changed her name to his. I
decided I didn’t really want to know.


“Your father created this alabaster shrine on the south side
of his pylon,” Baki told Amenhotep. “It’s a copy of the one created by the
first Amenhotep that stood near the sacred precinct. It’s a way station now,
for those carrying the gods’ barque to rest in during processions.”


“And now, the hour grows late, and we must return to the
per’aa for dinner,” I announced. “Ahmose–Hutnay, will you see the boys home?
There are some details about tomorrow’s ceremony I need to discuss with Baki.
I’ll be along shortly.”


The tutor bowed. “As you wish, Majesty.”


The boys were already headed back towards the per’aa at a
run, chasing each other, calling loudly, dodging and weaving between priests
and temple workers, drawing angry looks. Ahmose–Hutnay hurried after them.


Once he was out of sight Baki led me to the alabaster
shrine. We seated ourselves on its steps. I quickly scanned every direction,
made sure we weren’t being observed.


“You carried out my instructions?” I asked in a low voice.


“Except for some of the granite, yes,” Baki said. “The
overseer of construction thought it an excellent idea to use the rest of the
blocks of Hatshepsut’s red shrine as fill for the king’s new pylon. They are
now buried deep within its walls.”


“The inscriptions they bore? Hatshepsut and Nefer’s names?”
I asked a bit fearfully.


“The overseer saw no sense in erasing them from the blocks,
since they’re hidden from view,” Baki said. “The overseer of construction is a
lazy man. Lucky for us.”


I breathed a sigh of relief.


“Maybe someday the blocks will be recovered and Hatshepsut’s
shrine will be restored,” Baki said.


“We’ll not live to see it,” I predicted. “But that’s not
important anyway. Baki, tell Bastet to tell Aachel what’s been done, and make
sure Aachel tells Nefer. Nefer needs to know that she and her mother no longer
face the eternal death as Iset commanded. It’ll ease her mind.”


“I’ll ensure the king’s wife knows it was you who preserved
her name, and her mother’s,” Baki assured me.


“Absolutely not. Say it was yours.”


“But why?” Baki asked, puzzled.


“I’m afraid Nefer would suspect my motives,” I said sadly.
“It’s best that she think it was your idea. Then it’ll bring her only joy,
knowing.”


“You’re sure?”


“Yes.”


Baki patted my hand. “As you wish, Majesty.”


“Not as I wish, Baki, but as it must be,” I said, rising to
return to the per’aa.
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I inhaled deeply. “I smell salt in the air, Beloved.”


Thut put his hand on mine. “Avaris is just around the bend
in the river, and the Great Green not far beyond. We’ll be there soon.”


We were seated on thrones beneath the canopy in front of the
cabin on Thut’s royal boat. The sides of the canopy were rolled up, giving us an
unobstructed view of both banks of the river. The afternoon sun was slanting
across Ta–mehi, its light golden. Thickets of papyrus cast shadows on the water
from the fringe of the river. A few birds sang from precarious perches atop
swaying stalks. Others flitted between groves of palms and emerald fields. I
indicated Amenhotep and his friends Sennefer and Mutnofret and Amenemopet,
huddled near the bow of the royal boat, heads close together, occasionally
glancing in our direction and laughing. Who knew what mischief they were
planning?


“Did you ever think, when I saw you off to train with the
army at Mennefer, that we’d be seeing your son off together forty–four years
later?”


Thut laughed. “At that age I never even gave much thought to
what was going to happen next week.” He traced the white scar on my arm with
his finger. “I do remember that you were very afraid for my life. Yet you’re
the one who was bloodied first in battle.”


“That was pretty foolish of me, wasn’t it – sneaking onto
your boat at Buhen.”


“If you hadn’t, you wouldn’t have been you,” Thut said. “And
I wouldn’t have loved you so very much, Mery.”


Many decades ago Thut had moved his army’s base from
Mennefer to Avaris, the one–time capital of the Chiefs of the Foreign Lands.
He’d built a massive supply depot beside its twin harbors, and an anchorage for
his warships and transport boats, enabling him to move his forces quickly north
by sea whenever rebellion threatened in Retenu or Setjet. Because of that
speed, he’d defeated the wretches over and over, for his army always appeared
at the gates of their cities long before they were organized and properly
prepared to resist him. They’d never failed to underestimate Thut’s ability to
rapidly mobilize his forces, and so had fallen before him every time.


Our journey here from Mennefer along the easternmost branch
of the river had been leisurely. We’d sailed directly from the quay at Peru–nefer
a week ago. The harbor had been crowded – boats from every land in the world
were tied up there, with more in the canal waiting their turn to land, the quay
teeming with porters moving containers into and out of a multitude of
warehouses, decks and rigging alive with sailors. The cries of overseers
competed with those of vendors and workmen in a babble of tongues. Columns of smoke
rose from workshops and fanned out over the city. I remembered my first visit
to Peru–nefer, how fascinated I’d been, how overwhelmed. It could hardly hold a
candle to now. There could have been no more visible sign of the prosperity
Thut had brought to the Two Lands than the expansion of that district.


We’d spent several days at Giza, wandering aimlessly, Thut
telling the boys about the great kings who’d built the pyramids more than a
thousand years earlier, poking around the tombs of their families and
courtiers, investigating the smaller pyramids built for the kings’ wives,
trying unsuccessfully to keep the boys from scaling them. The kings’ pyramids
were so large – virtually mountains – each block of stone so large and heavy
that it was impossible, for me at least, to comprehend the effort it had taken
to build them.


“The Annals tell us every person in the Two Lands was
devoted to the construction of pyramids, starting with King Sneferu’s
structures at Dahshur and Meidum, and his successors’ here at Giza,” Thut told
his son. “Such a single–minded marshalling of a population had never before
been seen in the history of the world. All of the land’s quarries were
dedicated to providing stone. Craftsmen who had spent their lives creating
stone cups and vessels abandoned that work to shape the blocks. Fleets were
built to move the stone here. Harbors were dug – the one at the foot of the Giza
plateau was the busiest in the entire world – and canals. A small town was
built to house a permanent core group of workers, somewhere on this plain. That
core group was supplemented during the inundation by thousands of farmers from
the length of Kemet. They were the ones who hauled these blocks into place.
Farmers and fishermen fed the workers, others clothed them and cooked for them
and provided wood and water and medical care and all the necessities of life.
An administration was created to oversee this plateau and everything being
produced throughout the Two Lands.”


“And just as those mighty kings marshaled Kemet to build
pyramids, the largest structures in the world, your father has marshaled the
Two Lands to create an empire, the first ever,” I added. “Future generations
will marvel at what he’s done, just as we marvel at these great tombs today.”


We spent half a day beside the great sphinx some distance
east of the pyramids, its head rising from the sand, towering over our heads.
“We presume it has the body of a lion,” Thut said, “based on the smaller
statues that have come down to us from that time. But no one knows for sure.
The sands covered it long ago.”


As always, as our boat drifted north into Ta–mehi, my eyes
and spirit had been refreshed by the greenery that stretched from horizon to
horizon. The desert disappeared, its stark and drab and rocky awfulness replaced
by swamps and plains and river channels and waving emmer and groves of trees.
The delta was flat except for an occasional hillock, each topped with a small
ancient village of mud–brick. The fields were orderly and lush and colorful
with flowers and silver with irrigation channels and alive with farmers going
about their timeless tasks.


As we approached Avaris many small islands began to dot the
winding river. We encountered a few scattered mud huts strung out along the
shore, then more closer together, then a vast town sprawling some distance back
from the riverbank.


“This is Avaris,” Thut announced. “Virtually everyone who
lives here supports my army in some way. My ancestors leveled it after they
drove out the Chiefs of the Foreign Lands, then erected a new town atop the
ruins. I’ve made it into a major military and naval stronghold. My soldiers’
camps are on the plain north of town, large enough to house twenty thousand men
at a time.”


We reached the southern end of a great curve in the river.
On the east bank, in the inner part of the curve, three large buildings, all
whitewashed, clustered close to each other. Many smaller buildings stood in
their shadow. The whole district was surrounded by a substantial wall. 


“Those are the per’aas,” Thut said. “Two face each other
across a courtyard, with a pylon in its center. The smaller buildings are
storehouses. They hold faience and pottery.”


There were harbors to the northeast and southeast of the
per’aas, each linked to the river by an access channel, making the district a
virtual island. Each harbor was large enough to accommodate hundreds of boats.
Many of those currently tied up there were military vessels, transport boats
for Thut’s armies, but an equal number appeared to be those of merchants from
northern port cities and islands in the Great Green.


“Many sea–going vessels use my shipyards to make repairs
before setting out for home,” Thut said. “See those huge warehouses, and all
the granaries lining the quay? They’re crammed with emmer and foodstuffs and
equipment for my army.”


The granaries numbered in the hundreds. The harbor district
was swarming with porters and overseers and traders and sailors and workmen,
not as many as at Peru–nefer, but far more than at Waset. If Avaris bustled so
during peacetime, I could only imagine the activity when Thut was preparing to
leave on campaign. Many soldiers were wandering among the buildings and boats –
most of them common foot soldiers, though I saw a few charioteer helmets with
flowing plumes. There were even a few dark–skinned Nubian archers – I knew Thut
had recruited many former prisoners of war into his army. Military life was far
preferable to one spent tilling fields.


“Most of the foreign boats seem to be Keftiun,” I noted.


Thut nodded. “This port links our two lands together in
trade. Their boats are built for the sea, not the river, so they offload goods
here and my boats carry them south to Peru–nefer. The Keftiuns have taught us
much about traversing the sea, and they provide security for us in the eastern
sections of the Great Green. In turn, they benefit from our products and
friendship. It’s a relationship that works well for us both.”


We banqueted that night in the largest per’aa. Its walls had
been decorated by Keftiun craftsmen and featured images of men grappling with
bulls and leaping over them.


“Tell us about the fall of Avaris, Father,” Amenhotep
prompted as we ate.


His friends echoed him. Just as Ahmose had gone to the army
with Thut, to “look after” him, so would Amenhotep’s companions join him.
Tonight was their last night before embarking on that life.


Thut loved nothing more than to talk about the great kings
who had come before him.


“The Chiefs of the Foreign Lands first entered Ta–Mehi after
the collapse of Senwosret and Amenemhat’s house about three hundred years ago,
sensing that we were weak and unable to oppose them, desiring to take for
themselves the riches of Kemet,” Thut began. “Fifty years later they came in
force and established a capital here, at Avaris. They took complete control of Lower
 Kemet, then extended their sphere of influence deep into Upper Kemet through
direct military occupation and treaties with local rulers. Only the rulers at
Waset were strong enough to resist their expansion.”


“Did they go to war against the wretches?” Amenhotep asked.


“Not for a century or so,” Thut answered. “Thus were the Two
Lands divided, as they had been in the ancient times before Horus–Narmer. North
and South coexisted. The kings in the South leased grazing lands in the North.
Some even claim that Herit, a daughter of Apophis, the last of the wretches’
kings, married into the royal family at Waset. Whether that is true, I do not
know.”


“The king at Waset in Apophis’ time, the second Seqenenre
Tao, was in a difficult position,” I interjected. “The Chiefs of the Foreign
Lands were allied with Nubia. So the king’s trade routes to both north and
south were blocked by wretches. There came a point when that became
intolerable.”


“Apophis provoked a quarrel with Seqenenre Tao,” Thut
continued. “Apophis sent him a message, saying that the roaring of hippopotami
in the sacred pool at Waset was keeping him awake at night in Avaris, ordering
that they be done away with.”


“Could he really hear hippos from so far away?” Mutnofret
asked.


“No,” I answered. “Apophis wasn’t really complaining about
hippos. He’d learned that King Seqenenre Tao was secretly drawing together
allies to try to expel him from Kemet, and he was in round–about fashion
telling the king to abandon the attempt.”


“Did he? Abandon it?” Amenhotep asked.


“No,” Thut replied. “Seqenenre Tao summoned his chief
officials and army commanders and told them of Apophis’ message. Then the king
led his army north to fight. But his army was defeated.”


“By wretches?” Sennefer exclaimed.


“We had no professional army then,” Thut said. “Our soldiers
were mostly farmers. The soldiers of the Chiefs of the Foreign Lands were
better equipped than us. They were the ones who introduced the compound bow and
body armor and tapered shield to Kemet. Their daggers and swords were more
efficient than ours. They brought the harnessed horse and the chariot to the
Two Lands. All of these weapons we take for granted, that have made my army
unstoppable, came from them.”


“Along with new ideas, new foods, new ways of building, new
styles of decoration,” I said. “Their war goddess, Astarte, became the deity we
know as the Lady of Heaven, consort of our god Set. We learned much from them,
just as we have from the peoples your father has conquered. But they learned
much from us too. In fact, they adopted our way of life, immersed themselves in
our culture, which was superior to theirs. Native–born Kemetian bureaucrats
worked alongside them to ensure Ta–mehi was ruled efficiently.”


“None of which was a comfort to Seqenenre Tao,” Thut said.
He sipped at his wine. “He was captured in battle and executed by the wretches,
receiving five mortal blows to his head. His body was not recovered until after
it had begun to putrefy. They say his arms and hands and legs were horribly
twisted, and his face frozen in an agonized scream.”


“His son Kamose succeeded him,” I said. “He called a war
council in his third regnal year. ‘I should like to know what serves this
strength of mine,’ he said, ‘when a chieftain is in Avaris and another in Kush,
and I sit between an Aamu and a Nubian, each man in possession of his slice of
Kemet, and I cannot pass north beyond Mennefer and south beyond Swenet.’”


“The king’s courtiers were timid,” Thut said disgustedly.
“They argued that the land was tranquil, that their farmers tilled the land
undisturbed, that they pastured their cattle freely in Ta–mehi. But Kamose
refused to let the Two Lands remain divided. He first moved against Teti, son
of Pepi, a Kemetian allied to Apophis who ruled at Nefrusi, just north of Khmun.”


I regarded the boys. “Kamose later said ‘When the earth
became light I was upon him as if I were a hawk and I overthrew him. I razed
his wall. I slew his people and I caused his wife to go down to the riverbank.
My soldiers were like lions with their prey, with serfs, cattle, milk, fat and
honey, dividing up their possessions.’”


“Then Kamose raided into Kush, as far as Buhen, to secure
his southern border, taking control of the river and taking vengeance on those
who had collaborated with the wretches,” Thut told them. “Then he attacked
Avaris, where Apophis was holed up. He devastated the surrounding fields and
villages, then got so close to the king’s per’aa that he could see the women of
the harem looking down at him from the roof. He sent messages to Apophis via
these ladies, trying to shame Apophis into sending his army out from behind the
city’s walls to fight, but Apophis would not. Soon after, Kamose captured a
messenger headed from Apophis to Kush, seeking aid, promising that Apophis
would keep Kamose at bay until the Kushites arrived, at which time they would
crush Kamose and divide Kemet between them. Since the message was not received,
no help came from the South. But in the end Kamose was not strong enough to
take Avaris, so he went home to Waset to cheering crowds, having won the battle
but not the war. He recorded his deeds on a limestone stela at Ipet–Isut.”


“Which of you remembers the inscription,” I asked.


Amenemopet volunteered. “O wicked of heart vile Aamunian,
I shall drink the wine of your vineyard which the Aamu whom I captured press
for me. I lay waste your dwelling place and cut down your trees… I did not
leave a scrap of Avaris without being empty… I laid waste their towns and
burned their places, they being made into red ruins for eternity on account of
the damage which they did within this Kemet, for they had made themselves serve
the Aamu and had forsaken Kemet their mistress.”


“Very good,” I said.


“Kamose died not long after. He was succeeded by his very
young brother, Ahmose. Ahmose’s mother served as regent for ten years, until he
was old enough to resume the struggle for unity,” Thut said.


“I remember Ahmose Pen–Nekhbet, an old soldier who was the
King’s Wife Neferure’s first tutor, recounting King Ahmose’s battles before
Avaris when I was your age,” I told the boys. “The king fought on land and
water, his archers launching volleys from boats, the same strategy your father
employed when we captured Buhen in his first battle.”


“Where you got your scar?” Amenhotep asked.


I rubbed my arm. “Yes. It took five campaigns, but finally
King Ahmose prevailed. He burned Avaris to the ground, then chased the Chiefs
of the Foreign Lands to their fortress at Sharuhen in southern Retenu. King
Ahmose defeated the wretches in another great battle there after a three–year
long siege. That finally ended the peril from the North.”


“And Ahmose rebuilt Avaris, and I’ve expanded it during my
reign,” Thut said. “The wars against those wretches made us into a military
power. The army was still not professional, but it was experienced and had
gained new weapons. The occupation by the wretches also dispelled the myth that
the deserts to either side of the river valley insulated us from our enemies.
We knew from then on we’d have to fight to protect what is ours.”


“King Ahmose founded your house,” I told Amenhotep. “Your
father and you are his heirs. You have much to live up to.”


A few hours after sunset a day or so later, after Amenhotep
and his friends had been turned over to the army commander who would train
them, Thut and I sat on the sand at the edge of the sea, the rising moon’s
light silver upon it, the surf pounding loud and rhythmically, lines of white–topped
waves marching to shore and rushing nearly to our feet before receding. His arm
was around my shoulders and I nestled against him, an arm around his waist, my
head against his chest. I could hear the beating of his heart. The warm gentle
breeze blew my hair about my face.


“Can you believe you’d already been king for a year when you
were Amenhotep’s age?” I asked.


“Nearly half a century ago,” Thut replied. “The years have
passed so quickly.”


I lifted my face to Thut and he bent and kissed me. “I
wonder if his dreams for Kemet will be as bold as yours, My Love,” I said. “A
man like you, with a vision and the perseverance to make it real, doesn’t come
along every day. Hardly ever at all.”


“Amenhotep’s road will be easier than mine. He doesn’t have
to build an empire from nothing – just hold it.”


“Then that will be my prayer for him, to the gods, that he hold
it easily and well.”


Thut squeezed my shoulder. “Perseverance is an important
trait, don’t you think, Mery?”


I knew exactly what he meant. “Thirteen years since you’ve
taken me to wife. You never gave up on me.”


“We should have been married longer.” He sighed.


“Would our love have been so sweet, if it had come easier?”


“Maybe not. But I’m thankful for the time we’ve had.” Thut
kissed me again.


I gazed at the stars splashed across the sky, brilliant
points of light in the inky blackness. I pictured the gods looking down on us.
“We’ve seen so much in our lifetimes, Thut. War, birth, death, strange lands,
wonders… I thank the gods every day that I was raised in your father’s per’aa,
that it was my fate to grow up with you, that you fell in love with me.”


“And I thank the gods I have you, Mery. What are dreams
without someone to tell them to?”


I knew only too well. “Secrets, Thut. Horrible, horrible
secrets that eat away at you and raise barriers between you and those you care
for.” I dug a heel into the sand. “So many times I wanted to tell Nefer about
us over the years. I wanted her to know I was in love. I wanted to talk to her
about you, tell her how you made me feel. I wanted to share my happiness,
wanted her to be happy for us. But so many things had happened between you and
her that I couldn’t. I’ll always regret that, that I had to keep something so
important from her.”


“I know you feel bad about Neferure, how things have turned
out. She could have accepted our marriage, you know. She still could. Hasn’t
she punished you long enough? And me? You know she isn’t really angry with you.
She’s angry with me. She just can’t take it out on me. Like my mother couldn’t
take her anger out on Nefer’s mother. Nefer makes you suffer like my mother
makes Nefer suffer.”


“Its been hard, being apart from Nefer. She was a sister to
me for so long.”


“She’s my sister too, Mery. Sometimes I wish I’d done things
differently. But I did what I had to at the time, what I thought best. When her
mother died times were different. My throne was not secure as it is now. It’s
not easy being a king. I made the best decisions I could at the time. I’m sorry
you’ve had to live with their consequences.”


“Do you know what Nefer told me after you gave your speech
to your commanders at Yehem? She said she’d never seen you like that before –
driven, passionate, commanding. She said if she’d tried to hold her mother’s
throne she never would have prevailed against you.”


“I’m glad she didn’t try. I dreaded the thought of facing
her in battle, of executing her as a traitor.”


“Nefer never had the stomach to be king, Thut. Her mother
forced her to step onto that path. Your marriages pushed her a few steps down
the path. But your mother greatly exaggerated the threat she posed to you – and
continues to. When Nefer sent me to negotiate with you, she told me not to
agree to your terms unless you agreed she would be your Great Wife and her son
would be your heir. You know I returned to her with much less, and the promise
she’d face public humiliation. But it didn’t take much convincing on my part
for her to yield to you. And it wasn’t because I was such a compelling
diplomat.”


Thut brushed the hair from my face. “Don’t sell yourself
short, Mery. You can be very persuasive when you want to be.” He stroked my
cheek. “Knowing what you do know, how our marriage separated you from Neferure,
would you have changed your answer on the banks of the Euphrates?”


I kissed him. “No, My Love. I don’t regret that
decision – I embrace it. I got to spend part of my life with the Beauty of Re.
Now I spend it with the Strong Bull Rising in Waset. I wanted to have you both
at the same time, but that wasn’t possible. But think how poor my life would
have been without having each of you. I think I had you both at the right times
in my life.” I lifted his fingers to my lips and kissed them. “I can’t conceive
of what my life would have been like without you.”
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“Rekhmire has invited me to see his new tomb. And I’ve a
mind to visit my temple of millions of years. Would you like to join me, Mery?”
Thut asked.


I accepted gladly. We embarked from the quay of Iput–Isut’s
per’aa in a small boat, richly decorated with gold, rowed by two dozen oarsmen,
and soon reached the western shore. The day was hot; the sky cloudless and
bright blue. A few hawks traced lazy circles above us, and the sounds of Waset
drifted to us on the hint of breeze. A chariot was waiting on the west bank;
Thut laughingly yielded and allowed me to drive. The matched pair of white
horses were spirited and soon, after passing through the wide green cultivated
strip and then galloping for all too brief a time across the desert, we reached
the hill of Qurna, centered in a flat plain in a bay of sheer cliffs.


Leaving our chariot in the care of several Medjay bodyguards
who had accompanied us in a chariot of their own, Thut and I climbed the short
steep hill, our feet raising puffs of dust. Vizier Rekhmire was waiting at the
mouth of his tomb, along with his family. He’d taken the place of his late
predecessor in office, Useramen, nearly a decade earlier. “You remember my
wife, Meryt, Majesties, and my sons Menkeperreseneb and Amenhotep and Senusert
and Mery and Baki. And of course, Neferweben, though I don’t believe you’ve met
his new wife, Bet.”


All of them bowed to Thut and I respectfully.


From discussions I’d had with Thut, I knew Rekhmire was a
good vizier, very proud of his accomplishments, though a little boastful. “Do
you know what a vizier does, Majesty?” he asked conversationally.


“I should hope so,” I replied. “I’ve been instructing the
king’s sons and daughters, and the hostages the king has brought back from
foreign lands, for decades, about every aspect of and position in my husband’s
bureaucracy. Tell me if I’ve been instructing them correctly about you.” I recited
the charge the king gave every time he appointed a new vizier. “You must judge
impartially between the pauper and the wealthy. You must rescue the weakling
from the bully. You must ward off the rage of the bad–tempered. You must repress
the acts of the covetous. You must cool down the temper of the infuriated. You must
wipe away tears by satisfying need. You must appoint the son and heir to the
position of the father. You must give bread to the hungry, water to the
thirsty, meat, beer and clothing to him who has none. You must succor the old
man by giving him your staff, and cause old women to say ‘what a gracious
act.’”


“That is quite accurate,” Rekhmire said.


“I’m glad your position does not belong to me, Vizier,” I
said. “It sounds exhausting.”


Rekhmire laughed. “And now, my tomb.”


Thut and I followed him inside, trailed by his family. The
shaded tomb was considerably cooler than the sun–drenched area beside its
entrance, though, from the times I’d spent inspecting Thut’s tomb during its
construction, I knew it would become much hotter the farther we penetrated the
mountain.


“As you can see, Majesties,” Rekhmire told us as we pressed after
him, “my tomb consists of a court, a transverse hall, and a very long passage,
more than eighty feet in length, with a niche at the end. The ceiling is ten
feet high at the entrance and slopes upward and is twenty–six feet high at the
far end, giving me a vast amount of wall space – more than three thousand
square feet. The scenes rendered by my craftsmen are numerous and of the
highest quality. The transverse hall illustrates personal and business matters,
and contains lengthy texts describing my vizierial duties. The passage contains
scenes of crafts, daily life, funeral banquets, and burial rituals.”


Several of Rekhmire’s sons held up bowls of oil with burning
wicks to illuminate the walls of the transverse hall for us. The scenes were,
as Rekhmire had boasted, both spectacular and all–encompassing. The right half
illustrated his duties. Scenes of business in the audience hall. Tax collectors
receiving gold rings, cattle, monkeys, grain, honey, pigeons, cloth, and beads.
Tax dodgers led by armed guards carrying heavy sticks. Tax deliveries being
made from the middle region of Kemet. Rekhmire inspecting rations and furniture
being delivered to the temple of Amun, including statues of Thut carved from wood
and stone  – one showed ducks hanging from his arm, one held an offering slab,
and on one he rested his feet on a kneeling Nubian. Thirty different kinds of
temple furnishings were pictured, including shields, spears, quivers,
necklaces, axes and pots. Another section of the wall showed Rekhmire receiving
tribute from Punt and Keftiuh and Nubia, with the inscription “every land is subject
to His Majesty.” Another wall showed men pressing grapes, gathering birds and
fish, cleaning them and preserving them in jars. There were hunting scenes:
panic–stricken ostriches, gazelle, and antelope trying to flee Rekhmire’s
spears and arrows; a hyena attempting to pull an arrow from its chest with its
teeth; blood spurting from a wounded gazelle; small mammals trying to hide
beneath desert shrubs; a hunting ground encircled by a fence of braided rope; a
great pile of dead game being tallied by a scribe.


We moved to the passageway. The right hand wall showed
Rekhmire’s activities as vizier and mayor, and various stages of a funerary
ritual. The left wall illustrated the workshops and activities he supervised at
Amun’s temple: provisioning storerooms; men blowing smoke into a cylindrical
beehive and removing honeycombs and packing them in jars; inventorying piles of
ostrich feathers, skin shields, elephant tusks, baskets of grapes, and sacks of
nuts. In one scene a man struggled to carry a large jug of wine. Piles of metal
were shown before the Double Treasury of Gold and Silver, waiting to be stored
inside. There were scenes showing the activities of daily life: bead makers,
leather workers, carpenters, metal workers, jewelry makers, stone masons, sculptors
working on both small and colossal statues for the temple. There were even men
making mud bricks and erecting a temple, some of the men captives from Nubia
and Setjet. Another wall detailed funeral ceremonies: the procession to the
tomb and food offerings and purification rituals, watched over variously by the
Mistress of the West, Osiris, and Anubis. The left wall showed ships mooring at
Waset, Rekhmire being welcomed home by his family, several funerary banquets –
one for the family’s women, the other for its men, the women in tight–fitting
robes, elaborately coifed and bejeweled. At a banquet musicians played;
butchers prepared meat for a meal. There was a statue of Rekhmire in a shrine
on a boat being towed across water. There was a picture of a pond lined with
date and dom palms and sycamore figs, surrounded by a terraced garden, a water
carrier in its midst irrigating trees.


“The gods will surely not forget what I have done in life,”
Rekhmire said at the conclusion of our visit.


I expected that was true.


We reboarded Thut’s chariot after our visit concluded, and I
drove us to Djeser Akhet – “Amun is Holy of the Horizon” – Thut’s temple of
millions of years. It was nestled between those of Mentuhotep and Hatshepsut in
the desert, against the base of the western cliffs. We’d been there together
many times – Djeser Akhet had replaced Djeser Djeseru as the focus of the
Beautiful Feast of the Valley years earlier. Leaving our chariot behind once
again, we approached the temple on foot on the processional way. It passed through
a half–mile long lush well–watered garden, interspersed with many shade trees.
The temple itself rose in two terraces from the west end of the garden, like
Hatshepsut’s. Thut’s temple was farther west than hers against the cliffs, and
higher, having been built on a platform of fill. Hatshepsut’s complex to the
right was shielded from our view by the high wall that surrounded its garden,
but Mentuhotep’s to our left was not.


“That’s where we fell in love, when we were fifteen years old,”
Thut said, pointing to it.


“Confessed it out loud for the first time, you mean,” I
answered. “We always knew how we felt about each other.”


Thut squeezed my hand tight. “You’re right, Mery. I don’t
remember a time I didn’t love you.”


The processional way was crowded with priests bearing
offerings to be made in the sanctuary later in the day, and the garden with
gardeners working amidst the plants. I saw priests on the terraces and ramps
too, and pilgrims, no doubt bound for Hathor’s shrine, a cave that had been
carved into the cliff at the rear of the temple. Inside the cave was a wooden
statue of Hathor in the guise of a cow, with a statue of Thut standing under
it. He and Meryetre–Hatshepsut were depicted on the cave’s walls, with
Amenhotep painted below an image of Hathor, suckling at her udder.


We climbed the first ramp, crossed the terrace with its many
colossal statues of Thut – everyone fell to their knees at our passing, of
course – then ascended the second ramp to the upper terrace. Unlike Djeser
Djeseru’s uncovered upper court, Thut’s terrace held a great basilica, the
second in the land after Brilliant of Monuments in Ipet–Isut, built on a
similar pattern. We went inside. It was darkened, hushed, much cooler than the
terrace. The roof over the central section was supported by a double row of
twelve 32–sided columns, and the roofs to either side by 76 sixteen–sided
columns standing nearly 19 feet tall. Those columns represented plants growing
in the primordial marsh at the creation of the world. The central part of the
roof was higher than the two sides, creating clerestory windows in the gaps.
They provided a dim light.


We inspected the brightly painted walls, decorated with
three themes – offering rituals, the royal cult – Thut’s coronation, his
purification, Thut embracing various gods – and the Beautiful Feast of the
Valley. In the spaces between the columns and in niches in the walls were
countless statues of Thut. We spent some time looking around the barque hall
and offering room and sanctuary, then went outside.


“I wish that woman’s temple didn’t exist,” Thut complained,
pointing towards Djeser Djeseru. “It’s in the prime location in the bay of the
cliffs. It will always overshadow mine and Mentuhotep’s.”


Perversely, Thut’s comment pleased me. Djeser Djeseru had
always been, to me, the most beautiful building in the world. Then I stepped to
the edge of the terrace overlooking it and gasped. I hadn’t visited Djeser
Djeseru since Iset had, in Thut’s name, ordered the erasure of Hatshepsut and Nefer
from everything in the Two Lands. I could see its garden now that we were
higher than the surrounding wall. I hadn’t anticipated its total annihilation.


There was no sign of life. The ground within the walls was
covered with windblown sand, what had once been a colorful sanctuary alive with
birdsong was now brown and desolate. The channels that had carried water from
the river were bone dry, the pools depressions full of sand. What had been the
processional way lay hidden under sand, the sphinxes with Hatshepsut’s head
lying smashed alongside, no longer recognizable. Near the base of the first
ramp I saw a grove of barren tree trunks lifting spindly leafless branches,
almost like the bones of skeletons, to the sky.


“The incense trees we brought from Punt,” I whispered. I was
glad Nefer wasn’t with us; tears trickled down my cheeks. I brushed them away
so Thut wouldn’t see. I’d gone through so much to keep those trees alive on the
ocean voyage and see them safely to Waset; I cursed Iset for killing them. I
wished I really did have the power to cast magic spells, as she had credited me
with so often. Had I that power, I would have made her pay for what she’d done
here.


My eyes traveled up the first ramp. The colossal red granite
sphinxes with Hatshepsut’s face had been thrown from the terrace and lay
smashed at its base. “I assume the walls behind the colonnades have been
altered,” I said in a clipped voice.


“That woman’s images have been recarved as my father’s and
grandfather’s.”


“And Nefer’s?”


“They now represent Sitiah.” Thut sensed my disapproval. “I
had to do it, Mery. I know you don’t like it. If that woman hadn’t usurped my throne
none of this would have been necessary.”


“If she hadn’t, this temple wouldn’t even have existed!” I
said, sweeping my arms over the devastation. “But it does, and it was once so beautiful,
and now its gone. A victim of your mother’s hatred for Hatshepsut. And because
Iset couldn’t overcome Hatshepsut in life, she took it out on Nefer. And you
were her tool.”


“So, after all these years Mery, you take Neferure’s side
against me?” Thut’s displeasure was evident.


“Of course not, Thut. I chose you, didn’t I? And because I
did, Nefer’s barely spoken to me in the last sixteen years! Its just that when
I see this unnecessary destruction it makes me angry. It makes me wonder what
would have happened if I hadn’t talked Nefer out of challenging you for your
throne when she had the chance. What if she’d rallied the priests and
bureaucrats behind her, maybe bought an army and fought for the throne? She
might have ruled Kemet and prevented this destruction. Or she might have split
the land in two, with two kings. Or you might have defeated her, and executed
her, and then what would my life have been?”


“Its no use speculating,” Thut said. “What has been, has
been, and no one can ever change it.”


“I know. It’s just that the actuality of what’s been done is
so much worse than simply knowing it has been.”


I could see that the shrines to Anubis and Hathor had been
destroyed, their columns thrown down, their walls defaced. Fires had been set
on some of the large statues to disintegrate the stone. The pairs of kneeling
colossal statues, and the twenty–four twice life–sized painted limestone
statues of Hatshepsut in the guise of Osiris on the upper terrace, were all
gone. Large chunks of rock from the cliffs above had fallen and smashed much of
the terrace; walls showed evidence of chisel marks wielded at Thut’s command. I
wondered if the boulders had fallen naturally, or whether they had been forced.


Saddened, I turned and looked over the river valley. I
recalled the night Senenmut had showed Nefer and me the model for Djeser
Djeseru, the foundation ceremony, Hori aligning the temple to the stars. I
looked in the direction of Qurna, towards Hori’s tomb. He’d been such a good
friend to Nefer and me. I remembered standing on the upper terrace at Djeser
Djeseru during the first Beautiful Feast of the Valley, how green the gardens
had been, how bright the statues, how white the walls and columns and ramps. I
remembered its magnificence. But now it was half–buried in sand and someday
would disappear beneath it, and no one would remember that Hatshepsut and Nefer
had lived.
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Beketamun tugged on my sleeve. “Where do you suppose those
tribute–bearers are from, Lady Mery?”


I was seated with Thut and his wives and concubines and the
rest of his children beneath a linen canopy where the processional way to
Amun’s temple at Ipet–Isut intersected the processional way to Ipet–resyt. To
our right was the western section of the processional way and the stone quay
where the king’s boat was docked, and the per’aa and the river. To our left
were the pylons and temples and obelisks of Ipet–Isut. Behind and before us
were gardens, bisected by the dusty road. Every important official from the
length and breadth of Kemet was gathered to the east and west of Thut’s
pavilion. The garden– and sphinx–lined processional way from Ipet–resyt, up
which the tribute was being carried, was packed as far as I could see on both
sides with temple staff and priests and farmers and craftsmen and fishermen and
all the rest who lived in Waset and the nearby valley. Today was a holiday and
one of the most important state events of the year – Thut’s vassals had come to
Waset from throughout his empire to present him with the annual tribute that
was his due.


Beketamun was one of Amenhotep’s half–brothers, just three
years younger. Next to him squirmed Beketamun’s older brother, Siamun; had he
been born a year earlier he would have been Thut’s heir instead of Amenhotep. A
comely young serving girl in an opaque pale blue skirt leaned forward and
filled Siamun’s cup with wine; I did not miss his hand lightly stroking her
leg. She giggled. All of Thut’s sons were, it seemed, lusty boys, enamored of
girls whether they be daughters of courtiers or servants; get the three
together, leave them to their own devices, and with their boundless energy and
active imaginations they could be holy terrors. Thut had purposefully asked me
to sit with them today and keep them under control. I was one of the few in his
harem who could – probably because I’d been just as unruly at their age.


I studied the approaching emissaries and the double line of
heavily–burdened porters that were just behind them. “The first group is from
Punt, Beketamun.”


“Where you went?”


“A very long time ago. When I was only six years older than
you.”


Beketamun nudged Siamun and said something in a low voice,
then pointed to a group of dark–eyed girls in the crowd who were staring at
them and whispering to each other. Siamun laughed. I stole a glance at Thut. He
was smiling broadly, chatting with Amenhotep, who was seated on the throne next
to his. Both wore the Double Crown; only a week ago Thut had elevated his
sixteen year–old son to the co–regency. I thought it ironic that Thut, who had
begun his reign sharing his throne, would end it the same way.


Amenhotep was already a head taller than his father or
anyone else in Thut’s court, strong, athletically gifted. Two years ago, using
the bow he’d named “Smiter of the Wretches,” he’d outshot Thut for the first
time, driving his arrow a finger length farther through a copper target. Thut
had laughed it off, expressing pride in his son, but I thought it was the first
time he’d glimpsed his own mortality. It had, I believed, set off a chain of
events that had eventually prompted him to name his son to the throne. I’d
taught Amenhotep to drive a chariot on his tenth birthday, and his brothers on
theirs; he now drove far faster and more recklessly than I ever had. A born
horseman, he trained his mounts and Thut’s and mine. He could outrow and outrun
anyone, and claimed to be able to outdrink all comers too, though he never made
such a boast in Thut’s hearing. Like his father, Amenhotep’s passion was
hunting, and his bravery knew no limits; he’d gone so far as to track lions to
their desert lairs on foot. He’d spent a great deal of time the past five years
training with the army and had, like Thut, earned the respect of its soldiers.
I had no doubt he would be a successful warrior and leader when the time came.
Unlike his father, however, Amenhotep had developed a streak of brutality, one
he often exhibited while hunting or fighting. And also unlike his father, he
was no intellectual. He was naturally smart, but refused to apply himself to
his studies. So Thut and I spent much time overseeing the education of the boys
Amenhotep would call on to be his advisors when he took the throne, for we
recognized that upon them would depend to some extent the continuation and
future success of Thut’s empire.


Thut particularly enjoyed this annual event, not so much
because it swelled his coffers, but because it was a visible sign of all he’d
accomplished in his fifty–one years on the throne. At age sixty I’d begun to
slow down slightly – as had Sitiah and Meryetre–Hatshepsut and Nebtu and Nefer,
all almost as old as me – but Thut had not. He was still a man of action,
restless, constantly driving his chariot or riding his horse on the plains
around Waset, hunting in the desert and marshes, questioning farmers as they
worked in their fields, reading texts on botany and history and religion until
late into the night. Most recently he’d designed new gold vessels for use in
Amun’s temple; so magnificent were the designs that the craftsman who executed
them had portrayed the creation of the vessels on the wall of his own tomb in
the hills overlooking the west bank. Thut had even depicted them in a relief on
a wall in Ipet–Isut.


The other wives and I all wore the vulture crown today.
Thut’s daughters – Nefertiry, Nebitiunet, Iset, and Meryetamun, ranging in age
from forty to mid–twenties – wore golden uraeus diadems. They were accompanied
by their husbands and numerous children. Even Thut’s concubines and their
children shared the shade of the pavilion. There must have been close to fifty
of us.


For the past nine years, since the fall of Kadesh, Thut had
been able to devote himself mostly to domestic activities. The North had been
at peace and he had not had to campaign there. He had, however, just returned
from a foray into Nubia, one he swore would be his last. He’d taken Amenhotep
and me with him; it was his son’s performance during those months that had
convinced Thut he was ready to assume a share of the throne, and he’d elevated
him immediately upon our return. I’d never been so far up the river as on that
trip; I reflected that my life had been punctuated in youth by a journey to
Punt, in middle age by one to Naharina, and in old age by another to the Fourth
Cataract. I thanked the gods I’d been allowed to see so much of the world.


There hadn’t been a pressing reason for Thut to invade the
South. After all, one pylon at Ipet–Isut contained a list of four hundred towns
from south of the First Cataract that had sworn him fealty, and none of them
had risen against him in a generation. His viceroy, Nehi, had been
administering Kush for nearly two decades, and delivered nearly eight hundred
pounds of gold to Waset every year. Thut had put a governor over the desert
gold–mining country, and he too was delivering much wealth. But, driven by his
lifelong desire to extend his borders farther south than any other king had
done, Thut had loaded part of his army onto boats and set forth a final time.


The third King Senwosret, who had expanded Kemet to the
Second Cataract and left a string of seventeen fortresses to hold it, had dug a
canal around the First Cataract hundreds of years earlier so he could sail past
the obstruction. Thut’s grandfather had found it blocked and had cleared it
when he campaigned in Kush. Thut too found it choked with sand, and ordered it
cleared once again so he could use it upon our return home. He’d named the
canal “Opener of the Way in the Beauty of Menkhepererre Living Forever,” and
had strictly charged the residents of Abu and Swenet to clear it every year
from now on.


As we sailed south, we found that every one of Senwosret’s
fortresses had fallen into ruin. Even in their ghostly state they were
reminders of the long–ago might of Kemet. Thut hadn’t fought any battles during
his campaign. We’d stayed long enough in the region of the Fourth Cataract to establish
a provincial capital – Napata – from which to administer the new territory, and
installed a governor of the South Lands to rule it. While the town was being laid
out and built, Thut and Amenhotep and I hunted and explored the surrounding
region. We kept scribes and craftsmen busy each night around our campfire,
recording images and descriptions of the botanical and animal specimens we’d
found during the day. Chieftains from throughout the area called on us
constantly to pledge fealty and bring Thut gifts.


Thut’s empire was now at its greatest extent. Life along the
river had never been better for its people. Thut had established fifty–four
annual festivals that were celebrated throughout the valley, and he provided
much food and drink for the common people at each of them. His craftsmen were
at the peak of their professions, their style somewhat influenced by designs
and techniques prevalent in the lands Thut had conquered. In addition to
vessels of gold and copper and silver, they’d begun making them of a new
material, glass, in a rainbow of colors. The tables in my rooms in the per’aas
at Waset and Mennefer and the harem in the Faiyum were crammed with glass
containers in a variety of shapes, all full of unguents and perfumes. I’d
established a glass workshop at the harem and imported craftsmen from the East
to labor there, supplementing our linen–making industry. I never tired of
visiting that workshop to commission pieces and watch the craftsmen create
them.


Thut’s trade networks now reached every corner of the world.
Gold came by caravan and boat from the eastern desert and Nubia, silver from
Setjet and Naharina and the land of the Hittites. Punt and Retenu and the
islands of the Great Green and the oases of the western desert sent their various
products to Peru–nefer. Envoys from both north and south regularly appeared at
court, bringing gifts, tribute, and offers of friendship from neighboring lands
and peoples. Thut had accumulated an entire menagerie of exotic animals sent to
him as gifts – a bear, an elephant, a giraffe, and even domestic hens. They
laid eggs every day. They were very rare.


Thut and I traveled often by boat between Waset and
Mennefer, along with Iset and Meryetre–Hatshepsut, to hold court in the
northern capital. On those journeys Thut took the opportunity to inspect the
temples he – or rather, Nefer – had either erected or restored or adorned at
more than thirty sites along the river. He’d used his plunder and tribute to
build widely and magnificently. He’d devoted much attention to Ta–mehi,
neglected by previous kings ever since its occupation by the Chiefs of the
Foreign Lands. From the delta all the way to the Fourth Cataract, Thut’s
buildings rose along the river like gems strung on a chain, constructed of fine
stone quarried throughout the valley – limestone from Tura, showy red and grey–black
granite from Abu and Swenet, greywacke from the eastern desert, alabaster from
a bit farther north, reddish quartzite from Mennefer, and diorite from between
the first and second cataracts. The stone was not only used to build shrines
and temples, but carved into magnificent statues of Thut that were placed inside.


One of Thut’s most important temples now graced Abdju,
within sight of the ancient temple of Osiris that was located in the midst of
the tombs of the Two Land’s first kings, Kemet’s most sacred ground. Nearly
thirty feet wide and fifty long, it was fronted by a forecourt and pylon and
surrounded by a wall. There were sixteen–sided columns, and two colossal
statues of Thut in the guise of Osiris, his arms crossed over his chest, a blue
painted ankh sign in each hand. The temple was paved with large, well–fitted
limestone blocks, and had a roof of the same material. Its ceiling was painted
blue and dotted with yellow stars. The walls were decorated with green–painted
images of Osiris, and of Thut making offerings to Osiris, and, in return,
receiving life, stability and dominion from him. Thut’s temple had already
become an important cult center, attracting many of the pilgrims who visited Abdju
from all over Kemet. 


Thut had transformed Ipet–Isut into a place of wonder, filled
it with new constructions. He hadn’t ignored Re’s temple at Iunu; splendid
granite obelisks, raised to mark his fourth Heb–Sed, now adorned that temple.
Thut had built temples in Nubia too, at Semna and Amada. The last, dedicated to
Amun and Re–Harakhty, was replete with reliefs carved into walls and pylon and
portico and pillars, all of them brightly painted, all portraying Thut embraced
by the gods and making offerings to them. On our journey to the Fourth Cataract
we’d encountered a sanctuary that Hatshepsut had erected at Fara, where Hathor
was worshiped as Mistress of the Foreign Lands. I still recalled the day in the
audience hall decades earlier when Nefer’s mother had ordered its construction.
We visited it; all signs of Hatshepsut had, of course, been removed years ago,
at Thut’s order.


The procession drew nearer. Boats crammed with tribute had
been arriving at Waset’s quay for a week, observed by crowds of onlookers who’d
been kept at a distance by Medjay guards. The unusual boats from the northern
lands and islands had attracted much attention, so different were they from our
river–bound craft. So many boats had crowded the river at once that week that
many had to anchor in mid–stream and wait days for a turn to tie up alongside
the docks. May, the harbor master, was nearly frantic at times, urging sailors
and porters to ever greater speed as they unloaded cargoes and carried boxes
and baskets to waiting warehouses just beyond the riverbank. Those containers
held sumptuous products from Retenu and Setjet, gold and silver vessels, wine,
items from the workshops of Naharina and the islands in the Great Green. Also
carried from the boats, under heavy guard, was the annual tribute of gold and
silver due from Thut’s vassals, shaped in large rings, some weighing up to
twelve pounds.


A small army of officials flooded the docks from sunup to
sundown that week, overseeing the unloading of the tribute – scribes tabulating
the contents of each boat, overseers supervising porters, priests of the major
gods who would, after the tribute was presented to Thut, transport their share
of the treasure to the temples of their gods up and down the river. The North
was well represented – Min, Overseer of the Seal – Thut’s treasurer – was here,
along with Neferweben, the northern vizier from Mennefer, Benermerut, Overseer
of the Houses of Silver and Gold and Overseer of All Works in Mennefer,
Minmose, Overseer of Works in Ta–Mehi, Ameneminet, steward of Thut’s temple in
Mennefer. Thutmose–seneb, one of the high–ranking Amun priests at Waset,
watched out for that god’s interests.


I’d spent the entire week on the quay too, translating for
May and the officials and the foreign boat captains. Rekhmire, the southern
vizier, had been in overall charge, sharply reminding anyone who disputed his
commands one of two things – either “the king is mercy, but the vizier is
control” or “I am the copper that shields the gold of his master’s house.” Some
of the newly–arrived emissaries conveying the tribute had once been hostages in
my charge, sent home years before to rule the towns of their birth. We’d
greeted each other as old friends. Just yesterday, Naunakht had appeared with
Amunet, and she’d been reunited with her mother and sisters and nieces and
nephews at the quay. It had been a joyful homecoming for all of us.


I heard music now, rising from the procession. Rekhmire
moved forward from the shade of the pavilion to a spot a few feet in front of
the dais where he would receive the tribute and direct its distribution. Intef
and his son Teti, royal heralds, stepped to Rekhmire’s side to announce the
emissaries and their lands and gifts. A row of fan bearers stood behind us,
keeping us cool. Scribes seemed to be everywhere, pens and papyri at the ready.
Serving girls circulated beneath the pavilion, keeping us supplied with wine
and beer. I saw Aachel’s ten year–old daughter, Djefatsen, attending Nefer on
the far side of the family group. Aachel wasn’t feeling well today, I’d heard,
or she would have been at Nefer’s side. Even now Nefer took pains to keep
separate from me.


Iset sat two chairs to Thut’s left, a shriveled,
curmudgeonly old woman, 74 now, still suspicious of Nefer despite the number of
sons Thut’s wives had given him. Prominent officials were seated behind the
royal family: Nehi, the viceroy of Kush and Governor of the South Lands; Kenna,
the Chief Steward; Senneferi, Overseer of the Seal; Iamnedjeh, Controller of
the Works and Overseer of the Granaries; Min, Mayor of Tjeny and Overseer of
the Prophets of Onuris and Overseer of the priests of Osiris; Dedu, Governor of
the Deserts on the West of Waset, the late Djehuty’s replacement as chief
general of the army. The most important priests were under the canopy too.
There was a contingent of Osirian priests from Abdju: Nebwawi, the high priest;
Amenhotep, overseer of works in the temple and overseer of prophets of Onuris.
Iunu was represented by Sennefer, Greatest of Seers, the high priest of Re.


The head of the procession reached Rekhmire. I leaned
forward a bit in my seat, concentrated, prepared to translate on Thut’s behalf
from behind his right shoulder. Iset caught my eye and gave me a scathing look
that I answered with my sweetest smile. As always, I was wearing my Hathor
necklace and both sets of my flies of valor, just to irritate her.


“The tribute of Punt,” Intef announced in a loud voice. “Presented
by Parahu.”


Thut had sent expeditions to Punt in regnal years 33 and 38,
and ever since that land had regularly supplied tribute. Parahu moved to the
area before Thut’s dais and fell to his knees. I’d spoken with him on the quay
the day of his arrival and learned he was a grandson and namesake of the king
Nefer and I had met with forty–one years ago.


“I humbly present to Your Majesty tribute from the land of Punt.
May the friendship between our people extend for millions of years.”


I translated his words, and Thut’s reply.


“I welcome the friendship of Punt, and extend to you my
benevolent protection.”


The Puntians wore kilts that barely reached their knees,
with red and blue seams. They were barefoot. Some carried ostrich eggs in
baskets, other ostrich plumes in their hands. Two men carried a myrrh tree in a
basket that was suspended from a pole resting on their shoulders. Several
carried ivory tusks on their shoulders, others ingots of gold, a few small
ebony logs. I saw panther skins. Then came herdsmen leading leopards, cheetahs,
monkeys, and baboons on long leashes. Behind them more herdsmen drove cattle.
Finally came a group of male and female slaves.


“His Majesty is well pleased with your gifts, Parahu,” I
announced when the last had passed.


Parahu rose to his feet, bowed, backed from the dais, then
turned to follow his slaves and animals towards the courtyard of Amun’s temple.


“The tribute of Keftiuh.”


Some of the tribute bearers from that large island in the
Great Green wore only phallus sheaths and high–topped laced sandals, others
kilts that reached just above their knees, patterned with red and yellow
stripes and designs. One kilt had been formed from a panther skin, its claws
still attached. They presented Thut with ingots of silver, gold, and bronze,
and ivory tusks. Several carried large long–spouted metal and stone jars with
long handles, one a large gold bowl inlaid with faience around its rim. One man
held necklaces of gold and carnelian and turquoise pendants.


From Nubia came gold, leopard skins, ebony, ostrich feathers
and eggs, semi–precious stones, hunting dogs, a leopard on a leash, a baboon, a
giraffe with a small green monkey climbing its neck that drew a roar of
laughter from the crowd – each of the giraffe’s dark–skinned short curly–haired
keepers held the end of a rope tied to the beast’s front ankles – and a small
herd of cattle with deformed horns.


Retenu presented wine and the trunks of massive cedar trees,
carried on the shoulders of men who staggered under their weight. Some porters
rested ivory elephant tusks on their shoulders, a few carried animal skins, one
led a leopard on a leash. They wore loincloths made of animal skins.


Among Setjet’s tribute bearers were women in elaborate bell–shaped
layers of cloth, some carrying young children in baskets on their backs held in
place by head straps. Most of the men had pointed beards with a fringe of beard
along their jaw lines, wore robes with long sleeves that reached nearly to
their ankles with a length of cloth wrapped diagonally from hips to knees, and
long hair bound by headbands. One wore a hat in the shape of an upside down
bowl. Their most noteworthy gifts were a brown bear and a baby elephant on a
leash, both of which drew aahs from the spectators. 


From the Aamu came exquisite furniture carved from ivory,
delicately wrought ebony, chariots mounted with gold and electrum – men dragged
them instead of horses – gold ingots, wine jars, and bows and bronze weapons.
There was in addition a herd of fine horses with leather bridles to draw those
new chariots, and a panther on a leash.


The ruler of nearly every land I’d ever heard of had sent an
emissary to offer the best that his workshops, fields, gardens, vineyards,
orchards and pastures produced. It took hours to receive everything. When the
last of the tribute had been delivered the sun was low down in the west, nearly
touching the tops of the sacred hills that guarded the Great Place. Rekhmire
consulted with several scribes and treasurers for a moment, then turned to
Thut.


“Majesty, by my reckoning, your treasuries throughout Kemet
now hold 8,943 pounds of silver and gold, in addition to all these other
products that have been given you.”


Thut smiled. “And so the wealth of Kemet continues to grow.
See to it, Rekhmire, that the tribute presented this day is divided between my
treasury and those of the gods – Amun, Re, Ptah and the rest – in the
proportions I have established.”


“It shall be done, Majesty.”


Thut rose. “And now, its time we celebrate the bounty of my
empire with a great feast.”


The royal family and Thut’s officials and the emissaries
headed to the audience hall of the per’aa, where a banquet had already been
laid out. The people of Waset swarmed back to the city, where a similar feast had
been prepared for them on the plain before Ipet–resyt.


 


 


***


 


 


Halfway through the banquet, just as dancers were moving
into the open space before Thut to perform, I caught sight of Djefatsen leaning
close to Nefer, whispering. She looked agitated. Nefer immediately stood,
knocking her cup of wine to the floor. She quickly looked in my direction,
hesitated, motioned almost reluctantly, then darted from the room without a
backwards glance. I crossed the hall to Djefatsen.


“It’s grandmother. It’s bad,” the girl said, tears in her
eyes.


Please! Not Aachel! I whispered to the gods. I
hurried after Djefatsen, through the corridors of the per’aa, through its outer
door, through the garden and gate in the wall and onto the garden–lined
processional way that led to Ipet–Isut. The night was warm, the moon full,
insects hummed amidst the greenery. Moonlight glittered cold on Hatshepsut’s
obelisks, the pylons and temples looming shadows beneath them. I heard the
drunken laughter of revelers, ever–fainter music from the banquet hall, saw
dark shapes entwined in the shadows beneath the garden’s trees. Lovers, no
doubt. I broke into a run along with Djefatsen, towards the priests’ houses
clustered together beside Ipet–Isut’s outer wall. How many times, I thought,
had I wandered these grounds at night, terrorizing priests and workers along
with Nefer and Thut, learning the stars while lying on a roof beside Hori and
Aachel, accompanying Nefer to or from the sanctuary when she was God’s Wife.
But I’d never traversed these grounds with such foreboding.


Djeftasen entered Baki’s house with me on her heels. The
reception room was empty. We slipped into a bedroom at the rear of the house.
It was crowded, dark, lit only by two flickering bowls of oil with linen wicks
that threw shadows on the walls. Baki, Beset, several more of Aachel’s
daughters, her grandchildren took up every bit of available space. Even Amunet
and Naunakht were present. At least the gods were kind enough to bring
Amunet home to be with Aachel at the end, I thought. Nefer was already
seated on one side of the bed, holding Aachel’s hand with both of hers. Aachel
lay on her back, covered to her neck with a linen sheet except for her arms,
gazing up at Nefer, eyes bright, gasping for breath. Even in the dim light I
could see the flush on her cheeks. A granddaughter was putting a wet linen
cloth on Aachel’s brow, another rinsing one that had already been used. I’d
been in enough sickrooms. I knew Aachel didn’t have long.


I moved to the side of the bed opposite Nefer, bent, kissed
Aachel – her cheek was so hot – sat next to her, took her free hand in mine.
Tears streamed down my cheeks. Aachel had been the friend of my youth, the one
I had confided things I couldn’t share with Nefer or anyone else. She’d helped
me through some dark times. I’d barely seen her since the beginning of my estrangement
with Nefer, something she’d understood but hated. She’d worked as hard trying
to reconcile Nefer and I as I had trying to get Nefer and Thut to see they were
meant for each other. I’d failed, and so had Aachel. Nefer had never been able
to forgive me my betrayal. And so I’d missed so much of Aachel’s life, and her children’s
and grandchildren’s. Sometimes I’d resented Nefer for that, that she had
claimed Aachel’s friendship for her own, leaving a gaping void in my life. And
now Aachel and I were to be separated forever, by death.


I’d seen too much of death these past years. Just six months
ago Thut and I had made the long sad journey north to bury General Djehuty in
the necropolis at Saqqara overlooking Mennefer. He’d died at age 75, worn out
by a lifetime of service to Thut and Thut’s father. I’d mourned him deeply, for
since the day we’d captured Yapu he’d been my friend. All of the golden objects
and fine weapons that Thut had presented him after his victories were in his
tomb with him now. Thut had spared no expense to honor the general who had led
his armies; he’d encased Djehuty’s mummy in solid gold, with hieroglyphs on
each finger, and a scarab on a gold chain, and gold rings, and gold bracelets
in his sarcophagus. He’d also placed four canopic jars and two scribal palettes
in the old warrior’s tomb.


Djehuty had been buried not far from Neshi, leader of the
long ago expedition that Nefer and I had accompanied to Punt. I took time after
Djehuty’s funeral to make offerings at his tomb too. And Ahmose’s. A chariot
accident had claimed him much too young. And theirs were not the only deaths
that had touched me. Menwi, Merti and Menhet had passed away within days of
each other three years ago, struck down by an epidemic that left the Kemetian
wives in the king’s harem untouched but took the foreigners and many of their
children. Menwi had been not quite forty, the other two still in their
twenties. Their deaths had come as a shock that I hadn’t yet recovered from; of
all the wives, we’d been the closest. Thut had buried them together in wooden
coffins in a single tomb in a beautiful isolated valley west of the Great Place,
its sheer cliffs cracked and fissured, their bases littered with scree, the
valley’s floor flat and winding.


I myself had helped assemble their grave goods – a set of
limestone canopic jars for each, gold and stone heart scarab necklaces, falcon
collars and vulture pectorals of sheet gold, gold sandals and finger and toe
stalls, ointment jars inscribed with Thut’s cartouche, bowls, jars, see–faces
with Hathor’s head on the handles, diadems with gazelle heads, girdles with
talapia fish, gold armlets decorated with cats and lions of carnelian, scarab
rings in a variety of materials, silver libation vessels, strands of beads. I’d
even secretly slipped in some of the possessions taken from them when we
brought them to Kemet, to give them comfort in the Afterlife.


Aachel smiled at me weakly, tried to say something. The interval
between her gasps was growing longer. Her chest barely rose beneath the sheet.


“Don’t speak,” Nefer said gently, tenderly brushing Aachel’s
wet hair back from her fevered brow. “Save your strength.”


Aachel tilted her head the slightest bit. “Time… short.” She
gulped a breath, tensed, recovered. Her eyes moved to me. “You… saved my life…
on quay.” Her eyes shifted to Nefer. “You… gave life… wonderful… ever
imagined.” She struggled, closed her eyes, collected herself. Her eyes flashed
open. “Every good thing… Hori… family… life… because of you... both.”


Nefer and I were both crying now. Beset and Amunet were in
each others’ arms. Baki was chanting a prayer, his eyes tightly closed.


“You’re our friend. You taught us so much,” I blubbered.
“We’ll always love you, Aachel. We’ll never forget you.”


“Breaks my heart… you… apart,” Aachel said weakly. She was
fading. She fought hard for life. With a last surge of strength she joined
Nefer’s and my hands together, slipped the tips of her fingers on top. Her
voice fell to a whisper. “Love… again. For me...” A half–smile. The light died
in her eyes.


Aachel was still.


Her daughters and granddaughters began to keen, filling the
room with eerie sound. I screamed with the agony of unbearable loss. Tears
poured down my face. I glanced at Nefer through tear–wet lashes. She was crying
too. And all at once we were in each others’ arms, laying across Aachel’s body,
sobbing together.


After eighteen years apart, that night, in the presence of
death, we took the first step on a very long road to reconciliation.











1423 BC


Regnal Year 2 – Amenhotep II


 


 


 


 


 


I sat in a richly–decorated chair under the canopy on the
royal boat, Khamsutenuaa, Nefer to my right and three of Aachel’s
granddaughters, our attendants, all lovely and young, on cushions at our feet.
To my left, on his throne, squirmed Amenhotep, twenty–two now, sole king for
the past two years, ever since Thut’s death. Amenemhab, the aging warrior who
had served Thut so faithfully, sat to Amenhotep’s left. Nearby on the deck, given
a wide berth by everyone, sprawled one of Amenhotep’s pet lions, a servant
warily holding the end of its leash. Re was just above the western hills, his
dying rays slanting across the river valley and filling it with rich golden
light. Shadows were creeping across the strip of desert and cultivation, all
the way to the orange and yellow river. The emerald fields lining the east bank
of the river were darkening, the desert and hills beyond them being transformed
from brown to gold. Farmers were trudging to their huts along narrow paths at
the edges of emmer fields or irrigation ditches. Women knelt on riverbanks
filling jars with water; others were in the river, bathing. A herd of sheep
waded in the shallows between papyrus thickets, drinking and bleating. I began
to recognize landmarks – we’d be home at Waset, back from campaigning in the
North, in half an hour.


Amenhotep had led his army well, though not as well as his
father. I felt sorry for Amenhotep; following a legend was not easy. I doubted
there would ever be another man like my husband on the throne of Kemet. Thut
had been tireless and inquisitive and versatile – a designer of exquisite vases
during moments of leisure, a keen–eyed administrator who had made the river
valley prosper, an unparalleled warrior who had launched armies upon the world
and led them to victory every time. I remembered Rekhmire’s tribute at his
funeral: “His Majesty was one who knew what happened; there was nothing of
which he was ignorant; he was Thoth, the god of knowledge, in everything; there
was no matter which he did not carry out.” Thut had been proud of his
achievements, but always truthful about them. I remembered his words on his
deathbed as he recalled his long life: “I haven’t exaggerated in order to boast
of that which I did. I never said I did anything I didn’t do. No one can
contradict what I’ve claimed to have accomplished. I’ve spoken only the truth
for the sake of my father, Amun, because he knows heaven and he knows earth, he
sees the whole earth hourly.” Never before had a single man wielded the
resources of so great a nation and bent them to so great and single–minded a
purpose, year after year, until he had achieved his goals. As a skilled
craftsman manipulated a hammer, so had Thut manipulated his army to create an
empire, using a hammer he himself had forged. No one before Thut had ever built
an empire, much less dreamed of one; he had been the dominant figure in the
world in his lifetime and had created a new order, one dominated by Kemet. He
had been a commanding figure, towering over the trivial plots and schemes of
the petty Setjetian and Retenuian and Mitanni leaders who sometimes pledged
fealty to him and sometimes rebelled against him, blowing them away as a strong
wind blows away fog. I suspected it would be generations before the men of far–off
Naharina and the lands between forgot Thut. Even now his name was being placed
on amulets by craftsmen as a word of power.


I missed Thut every single day. I knew I’d never see his
like again. He’d waged eighteen campaigns in his lifetime, captured over 350
cities in the North and countless more in the South. His empire extended from
Setjet in the north to Naharina in the east to the Fourth Cataract in the
south. He traded with every nation in the known world. His monuments littered
Kemet – he had built or rebuilt nearly fifty temples. Architecture had evolved
under his guidance, methods of decoration expanded. Thut left behind a Kemet
far richer and more powerful than the country he’d inherited from his father
and Hatshepsut. His reign had lasted a month short of fifty–four years. He was
surely the greatest king Kemet would ever have.


But I wished that Thut had not been so blind or stubborn or
influenced by his mother. As great as he was, he could have been even greater
with Nefer as his Great Wife all the days of his reign. If not for the feud
between Iset and Hatshepsut, I thought, Kemet could have been even mightier.
And our three lives could have been far different.


Iset had finally died a year before Thut. She I had never
mourned. The rest of his wives were long dead too. At the end it had just been
the three of us, as it had been at the beginning – Thut, Nefer and me. And now
we were two.


Nefer and I had gradually grown closer in the six
years since Aachel’s death, even friendly, honoring her dying wish, though we’d
never again become the sisters we’d been for so long. My betrayal had cut Nefer
too deep. It had been good to have her to talk to again, good to be together
with her and Thut at the same time, to sit beside them in the evening and
reminisce about the old days when we were growing up in their parents’ per’aa. Unfortunately,
there had always remained a distance between Thut and Nefer, because of how he
had treated her mother and her at Iset’s urging.


I stared at the western cliffs and pictured the Great Place
on its far side and thought about Thut’s funeral. Nefer and I had followed his
mummified body in its open coffin across the river and along the winding path
between the narrow walls of rock that guarded the valley, crying, throwing dust
on our heads the entire way. The Opening of the Mouth ceremony at its entrance,
the recitations of the priests, the funeral banquet before the tomb, all
blurred in my mind. I clearly recalled placing a bouquet of flowers on Thut’s
breast, the gold helmet being placed over his head, his body being nested
within three coffins of gold decorated with jewels and faience, each drenched
with incense and resins while priests chanted the spells to see Thut to the
Afterlife. I remembered the sound as the heavy lid of the sarcophagus dropped
into place. Such finality. Nefer and I had supported each other as we stood
along one wall, watching as an endless stream of grave goods were carried into
the tomb’s storerooms – statues and jars and containers and furniture and
clothing and wooden boxes, the golden objects glittering in the torchlight,
most of the larger items swaddled in linen. We’d watched as priests assembled
three gold shrines around the sarcophagus, each enclosing the one before it,
listened to the final spells chanted by the priests. Then everyone had departed
the tomb but Nefer and Baki and me – we two wives to pay our final respects in
the great burial chamber, its walls decorated with the Amduat, its blue
ceiling littered with yellow stars, Baki to walk backwards behind us when we
left to sweep away our footprints.


“Thut’s tomb is magnificent,” I told Nefer after the door to
the tomb was shut for the final time and Amenhotep pressed his signet ring into
the clay seal to secure it. “You built well.”


“At least he’ll have an eternal life,” Nefer replied
bitterly. “And you.”


“As will you and your mother,” Baki reminded Nefer in a soft
voice. “Don’t forget about the blocks of your mother’s red chapel, still
inscribed with both your names, hidden within the king’s pylon.”


“For which I’m grateful, Baki, even more than you can know,”
Nefer said. “Aachel told me of it, years ago. It has given me much comfort.
Thank you.”


“Do not thank me,” Baki insisted. “It was Mery’s idea, and
done at her explicit command.”


“Baki!” I hissed. He’d promised to keep my role secret.


Nefer stepped toward me, her eyes searching my face. “Does
Baki speak the truth?”


“Yes,” I reluctantly admitted.


“Why?”


“Because what Iset and Thut did to you was wrong. Because I
loved you, Nefer, even though we were no longer friends.”


“What if Thut had found out?”


“I didn’t care.”


“You were willing to risk that he and Iset might do the same
thing to you – give you the eternal death?”


“Yes. I couldn’t bear the thought of my having an Afterlife
without you in it.” I lifted Nefer’s hand to my lips and kissed her fingers.


Arms around each other, we’d walked back to the boat that
would return us to the per’aa, feeling more connected than we had in years.


Only a week after Thut’s burial, Amenhotep had learned that
the Mitanni and chieftains of the cities along the coast of the Great Green had
rebelled, refusing to pay tribute and attacking scattered garrisons throughout
the North. The Nine Bows were so predictable, always seeking to test a new
king. But Amenhotep had been trained by his father in the art of war, and had
his father’s army at his disposal, an army hardened by battle, and a month
later he was on his way to war, Nefer and I with him. Iset’s constant warnings about
the threat Nefer posed had been drilled into Amenhotep since birth and so,
despite the fact she was in her mid–sixties and in declining health, he had
forced her to accompany him. He and his advisors feared she might find a way to
overthrow him while he was in the North. I’d done my best to make the journey
easy for her, but it had taken a toll. I reached over and put my hand on hers
as she stared at the western hills and she smiled weakly. Nefer had never
looked so worn out to me before.


Since the seaports had been closed against Amenhotep, he’d
led his army by land across Retenu, first clashing with and defeating the enemy
at Shemesh–Edom. He’d proven to be a brutal warrior who led by example; he
personally took eighteen prisoners and captured sixteen horses during that
battle. Then he’d crossed the Orates River at Senzar and defeated a Mitanni
force and then taken Takhis, a center of the rebellion, capturing seven of its
leaders. After a two–week march he’d reached Niy, where Thut had once hunted
elephants. Niy had simply opened its gates and offered tribute instead of
fighting, having learned of Amenhotep’s victories. Ten days later he’d rescued
a captured Kemetian garrison at nearby Kathy, then punished its inhabitants,
either killing or enslaving them all. He crossed the Euphrates in force – this
time there was no need for me to spy in the guise of a serving woman, for we
were met by tribute–carrying Mitanni who sued for peace. Amenhotep took the
tribute, erected a stela extolling his accomplishments, then headed home. I
scanned the boats behind us. On board were 500 captive soldiers, 240 women
destined for slavery, 210 horses, 300 chariots, 1,600 pounds of gold in vases
and vessels, and 100,000 pounds of copper.


The seven chieftains who had led the rebellion were hanging
upside down from the bow of this very boat, suspended by their feet from ropes,
swaying back and forth, as they had been our entire journey up the river.
Tomorrow, Amenhotep was going to execute them all before Amun’s temple at Ipet–Isut,
much as his father had slain Durusha after the fall of Kadesh. Amenhotep
planned to hang the bodies of six of them on the temple walls until they
rotted. He was going to sail south into Nubia a week from now, all the way to Napata
at the Fourth Cataract, and hang the seventh corpse there on the city wall as a
warning to head off any rebellion from that direction.


“There’s Waset!” Nefer suddenly cried.


I smiled. After six decades, we still played our childhood
game whenever we traveled. I studied her in the dying light. Nefer was still a
beautiful woman, slim, face slightly lined, hair gray, eyes still dark and
penetrating and missing nothing. Her shoulders were bowed just the slightest
bit. I regarded Aachel’s granddaughters at our feet, their skin smooth, cheeks
rosy, lips full and soft, long hair blown about in the breeze, legs long and
bodies supple, constantly whispering to each other and laughing about whatever
caught their fancy. I remembered a time when Nefer and I had been just like
them.


The first scattered mud–brick houses of the city appeared on
the east bank, then the shrine of Ipet–resyt and the bulk of the city to its south
and east. I picked out the sphinxes that lined the processional way to Ipet–Isut,
their heads poking above the strips of garden. Sailors scrambled about our
deck, some lowering our sail, others taking seats on the benches along each
side of the boat and lowering oars into the water for the final short distance
to our destination. The oarsmen began to ply them rhythmically and we moved
steadily past town. We and the large fleet behind us had attracted attention,
and suddenly townspeople were racing to the bank and cheering for the king.
Waset’s quay was crowded with boats. I recognized some from Wawat, others from
Setjet and Retenu, one from Keftiuh.


Amenhotep rose from his throne and moved to the side of the
boat and acknowledged the crowd. They cheered even louder. He was unmistakable,
towering over everyone on board; he stood over six feet tall, was powerfully
built, and looked every inch the warrior–king that he was. When, a few minutes
later, we reached the quay at the per’aa, it was lit with a phalanx of torches.
Men lined its edges, waiting for the crew to toss ropes ashore with which to
secure the boat. The rest of the quay was crowded with Amenhotep’s family and
advisors. I saw his young wife Tiaa wearing her vulture crown, several of his
concubines, his older sister Meryetamun. He’d named her God’s Wife. Beside them
were Amenhotep’s childhood friends, holding the key positions in his court as
I’d always expected they would – Vizier Amenemopet, High Steward Kenamun, Chancellor
Sennefer, and Mutnofret, overseer of Ipet–Isut.


Neither Nefer nor I attended the welcoming banquet that
evening, completely exhausted as we were from the long journey. We ate a simple
meal together, talked a bit, then sought our beds in the same rooms we’d slept
in as children.


 


 


***


 


 


One of Aachel’s granddaughters gently shook me awake the
next morning. Barely a hint of light spilled through the long window beside my
bed. By it I saw her cheeks were stained with tears. I knew.


Together we slipped into Nefer’s darkened room, my heart
lead. A single oil lamp flickered on a stand near the bed. More of Aachel’s
granddaughters sat in chairs nearby. One had her hands over her face, her body
wracked with sobs. Nefer lay under a thin linen sheet, completely still.


I moved to the side of the bed. Even now, in death, she was
a most beautiful woman. I sat on the bed, took hold of her left hand. It was
cold to my touch.


Nefer was the granddaughter of a king and the daughter of
two kings and the wife of a king and she should have been the mother of one.
She’d been an exceptional woman – smart, capable, gifted, magnificent. But once
I was dead, and Aachel’s granddaughters, and the rest who had known her in
life, she’d be forgotten, remembered only by the gods – that thanks only to
carved blocks of stone buried deep with Thut’s pylon. Her brother–husband, my
husband, had eradicated every other trace of her. For that I sorrowed. Nefer
had done much for the Two Lands. She’d deserved better.


I climbed into Nefer’s bed, lay beside her, draped my arm
over her body. I linked her fingers in mine and kissed her one last time.


I knew I would live on – for a year, for five, maybe more.
But for me life would never be the same. Nefer was dead, and the beauty had
gone out of it.











Afterword


 


 


 


 


The third Thutmose was, in fact, the greatest of Kemet’s
kings, and one of the greatest leaders and generals in world history. Never
again would Kemet’s borders stretch so far, or the land have such wealth, as
during his long reign. His body was moved from his tomb in the Great Place, now
designated KV34, around 1000 BC, by priests who sought to protect it from tomb
robbers. In the 1880s it was found in a cache, TT320, near Mentuhotep’s temple,
along with the mummies of his father and grandfather and Ahmose I and Amenhotep
I and Seqenenre Tao II and many of the Ramesside kings – more than 50 bodies in
all – kings and kings’ wives and priests and priestesses. Today Thutmose rests
with them in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo.


Some of  Thutmose’s obelisks, taken from Egypt, now stand in
  London, New York City’s Central Park, Rome, and Istanbul.


The ruins of Djeser Djeseru disappeared beneath the sand and
lay hidden for almost 3,500 years, and with it disappeared all trace of
Hatshepsut and Neferure. Only in the past few decades has the temple been
uncovered and restored. It is now recognized as one of the most beautiful
buildings ever constructed. Some of its shattered statues have been repaired
and stand on the terraces where they were originally placed; others are in
museums around the world.


Djeser Akhet is unrecognizable, the platform it stood on
shaken apart by earthquakes, the temple buried under rock fallen from the
cliffs above.


During a restoration project on the Eighth Pylon at Ipet–Isut,
now known as Karnak Temple, the quartzite blocks of Hatshepsut’s Red Chapel
were discovered. Reconstructed, the chapel now stands in the Open Air Museum in
that temple complex, its carvings of Hatshepsut and Neferure revealed once
more.


Much of the jewelry and other burial goods that accompanied
Thutmose’s three foreign wives are now on display in the Metropolitan Museum of
Art in New York City, as well as those of Senenmut’s parents. His shattered
sarcophagus, reconstructed, is now exhibited there as well, along with colossal
statues of Hatshepsut.


Hatshepsut’s long–lost body, moved from her original tomb in
the Great Place, was recently identified using a molar saved in a box inscribed
with her cartouche.


Neferure’s body has never been found.
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