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			For Alison

			My inspiration and life.

			‘One asked oneself in bewilderment whether the ashes here, seemingly not cold, had truly ceased to glow at a time when Rome and Greece were undreamt of, when Assyria did not exist, and when the Exodus of the Children of Israel was yet unaccomplished.’

			(Arthur Weigall, Egyptian Antiquities Service Inspector (1906) on discovery of a lamp, containing burnt out ashes, in the tomb of Kha and Merit)
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			HISTORICAL NOTES

			LIST OF CHARACTERS AND PLACES

			Being a novel based on real historical characters, there are a large number of people who make up this story. Below is a list of the main characters and I have made a note as to whether these were people who really existed or who have been created in whole [fictional] or in part [composite] by my imagination. In order to maintain historical accuracy, there are several characters with the same name. This tended to be a generational naming and the story will differentiate between those characters and hopefully not cause confusion. With some characters whose background is unknown I have fictionalised their backstory for the sake of the novel. Please see the historical notes at the end of the book.

			The term ‘Pharaoh’ was unknown in ancient Egypt and throughout the novel the rulers are referred to as ‘Kings.’ 3500 years ago as this story unfolds, place names were all totally different. The country was known by the name of ‘Kemet,’ or, ‘The Two Lands.’ I have included below a list of other ancient names used in the novel and their modern day, or more familiar names.
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			PART ONE

			PERNEB’S DREAM

			“If a man sees himself in a dream…”

			Opening line of Egyptian Hieratic Papyri, 

			Dream Interpretation Scroll,

			c. 1400BCE – British Museum.

			 

			 

			 

			Wind and waves pummelled my body. Hands and feet blistered and raw, eyes stinging, lips cracked and split, throat burning. All of this as nothing compared to the excruciating pain caused by the captain’s incessant whipping. Each flogging creating fresh welts across my back. Crimson rivulets trickled down, mixing with crystalizing salt. Open wounds crying out in agony, for mercy, for release. The favoured instrument of punishment, for this sadistic seaman, was no ordinary whip, but the supple branches of a willow tree. Pliable, strong, taken in bud, certain to inflict multiple overlapping lesions, guaranteed to draw blood.

			Khonsu, the moon god, had deserted us. Neither he nor the star gods showed themselves. A deep, torchless-tomb blackness surrounded us.

			‘Get the sail down,’ yelled the captain to anyone who could hear him.

			‘Too late,’ shouted the imey-hat, his second in command. ‘You’ve killed us with this foolhardy venture. Taking a river trading boat out onto the open sea is beyond stupidity.’

			I watched as shadows moved in front of me. My hands and arms locked rigidly around the helm, muscle and sinew straining, weakened by the pounding sea, the lashing wind and scourging whip. The boat rolled violently.

			Looking once more in my direction, his whip struck again. ‘Perneb, you imbecile, hold the course. I bought you for your youth and strength. I wasted my gold. You’re nothing more than a milksop, with the muscles of an un-weaned runt. Keep us straight.’

			His attention turned once more to the imey-hat. ‘It’s my craft. I decide what to do, where to go.’

			‘Do you also decide on the life and death of your men? For that’s what you’ve done.’

			‘I’ve told you, get the sail down and hold her steady,’ replied the captain.

			‘How many more men are you going to kill with this idiocy? This boat isn’t carrying enough ballast to survive in these seas. I warned you, she’s a trading vessel. Her keel’s too shallow, her bottom too flat. We’re too light to cut through the waves.’

			‘We have to save her. This is my livelihood.’

			‘And our lives, you spawn of Set.’

			All my efforts to keep the boat on course were in vain. The wind had risen without warning, taking us by surprise. Waves the height of pyramids swamped us. The angered primal waters spewed over the prow, filling the boat, threatening capsize. Another plaintive call came from in front of me; one more sailor lost over the side. Hatred, for the man who had brought us to this, welled up inside me.

			He continued venting his rage on me with his whip.

			‘This is all your fault. If you’d done as I ordered and held the boat straight, heading directly into the storm, we could have ridden this out.’

			He lashed me again. New wounds opened on my back. New stripes for the salt water to attack. New sites of suffering. His arm arced backwards, ready to strike another blow. Before he could complete the swing there was a crashing sound. The boat rose at an impossible angle. Splintering wood attacked my face, arms and chest.

			‘We’ve struck a rock,’ I cried, as I plummeted into the blackness.

			*

			I awoke, face embedded in a sandy beach. I raised my head and spat out the golden grit which coated my tongue and gums. The captain was lying a short distance from me, his grotesquely misshapen leg contorted under him. In his hand he still had a firm grip on his willow branch whip. His glare enough to send some men to the afterlife.

			‘This is your doing. I‘ve lost everything. My crew are all dead – if I could reach you I’d beat the life from your body.’

			‘May The Devourer eat your heart,’ I said. ‘I didn’t ask to be your slave; I didn’t ask to be whipped. Let the gods decide a fate for you, one which befits your life.’

			I rose. Scanning the horizon, the endless sea took up most of my view.

			‘There are no rocks. Where’s the boat?’ I asked myself, confused.

			My gaze moved inland, beyond the strand a row of trees greeted my eyes. An ostrich turned and peered at me in that disdainful, haughty manner only ostriches have mastered. Deciding I was of no interest, it paced away along the tree line. The sun burned my back. The open lesions had disappeared. More confusion.

			I walked towards the trees, for shade, perhaps a stream of fresh water. My throat was dry, begging for a drink.

			On reaching the woods, trees of all descriptions hemmed me in, acacia, ash, willow, sycomore, maple, countless others. The noise and cries of injured birds created a cacophonous wall of sound. No avian arias to soothe my mind, only the screeching terror of heart-wrenching intensity. Confusion was turning to fear.

			There were snares everywhere. Birds, trapped by their legs, calling out in distress. Their companions blasting out shrill warning cries from high above. Beside me a bustard thrashed around wildly. I looked at the trap which had caught it. It was familiar, a slender perch balanced with a rock, food placed invitingly. The unsuspecting prey, enticed to the right position, its weight on the stick enough to release the stone counterweight and pull the noose tight around its legs. I had set these kinds of traps myself many times. Despite the bird’s valiant efforts to fight me, I took hold of its head and body. My right hand stretched and twisted its neck; when resistance ceased I let the flaccid form drop. A quick and, I hoped, painless death.

			Beside the dead bird, on the bough of a tree, lay a sycomore leaf, a fig tantalisingly resting on it. I sat on a tree branch and devoured the succulent delicacy. Sweet and nourishing, it seemed to calm me. Feeling more relaxed, I examined the noose around the freshly executed bird’s legs. It had a knot I knew only too well, with three wraps around the bight instead of two. This was my knot. Invented so I could recognise my snares.

			This cannot be right. These cannot be mine. It’s impossible.

			Fear and panic pervaded my very being.

			I screamed.

			chapter one

			The boat, captain, trees and birds were a dream, but the scream was real. Real, and loud enough to wake everyone in the cell. Perneb sat up, shivering, sweating, hands resting on his knees, rocking gently backwards and forwards. Enveloped by fear, his adrenaline filled heart, beating hard and fast.

			Kha was closest. The piercing cry penetrated his sleep and woke him with a start. He sighed, resenting being roused, but said nothing.

			Through slits high on the walls, the newly risen sun’s rays brought warm air and light to the rancid room. Fresh air was a gift, diminishing the putrid stench of ten men sharing this confined space.

			No other prisoner spoke, although they too, had been roughly woken. Perneb wasn’t the first of them to call out in his sleep.

			Kha felt the touch of a hand on his shoulder and, as he half turned, he saw Yusuf approaching the distressed captive.

			‘Who else would it be? Who else would know what to say to the frightened man?’ he thought.

			Yusuf walked the few steps beyond Kha, his stance upright, his footsteps measured, his demeanour calm. Incarcerated for three years, Yusuf was too tall to be a Kemetian, his nose too angular, his speech heavily accented. Younger than the others, a subliminal aura of authority surrounded him. He was revered by all in the cell; even the guards appeared to recognise that he was special, treating him with uncommon respect.

			Yusuf knelt down beside the shaking man.

			As Yusuf stretched out his arms to take Perneb’s hands in his, Kha looked, for the uncountable time, at the ugly welts on the foreigner’s wrists. He knew Yusuf had made a slave’s journey to Kemet, tethered with strong leather straps. The tight bindings, cutting deep into his flesh, meant he would bear these scars for the rest of his life.

			‘A reminder of where I came from, and maybe of where I will return to one day,’ Yusuf had said, when Kha once remarked on the long healed wounds.

			‘What is it?’ Yusuf asked Perneb.

			‘A nightmare,’ he said, his eyes focusing somewhere in the distance.

			‘Tell me, perhaps I can help. Can you remember it?’

			‘Even the smallest detail – it still seems so real.’

			‘Then let me hear it.’

			As he spoke, Perneb’s eyes never moved from a spot on the wall, somewhere above Yusuf’s head.

			Kha kept his attention on the conversation unfolding beside him. The skill of interpreting dreams was a gift, granted by the gods to only a few. Yusuf didn’t look directly at Perneb, but knelt with head bowed and eyes closed, all the time keeping the man’s hands in his own. The concentration on his face brought lines across his brow.

			Occasionally, Yusuf asked questions.

			‘The captain used willow branches?’ ‘Are you sure it was an ostrich?’ ‘The bird snares were yours?’ ‘You sat on the tree? Are you certain?’

			Each time his questions were answered, the frowns on Yusuf’s forehead deepened.

			Kha was mystified, thinking there could be no sensible meaning to this dream.

			Yusuf raised his head and looked at Perneb through moist eyes.

			‘It’s bad isn’t it, Yusuf?’

			‘It would betray my God if I lied. I can’t interpret everything you’ve told me, as there are some contradictions, but I see one clear meaning. I’m afraid it won’t make pleasant listening.’

			He paused. 

			‘Please, tell me.’

			‘Eating the sycomore fig reveals to me that your judgment is imminent, within days, perhaps tomorrow. You were the helmsman on the ship, this is a sign that your destiny was of your own making and you’ll be found guilty of the crimes which brought you here.’ Yusuf paused again, giving time for his words to be absorbed. ‘The actions of the ostrich signify a great harm will befall you.’ More hesitation. Yusuf tightened his hold on the man’s hands. ‘All these visions together indicate you will be sentenced to death.’

			Kha gasped. Perneb’s head slumped.

			‘This is the gravest of the meanings but it’s not everything. The snaring of the birds, in your own traps, indicates all your possessions will be forfeited. The captain, using willow branches to strike you, foretells that there will be no-one to mourn for you when you die.’

			‘A god given gift or a burden?’ thought Kha.

			‘I’m sorry, Perneb, this is what I see,’ continued Yusuf. ‘The last omen I can tell you isn’t true, for I’ll mourn for you, if what I’ve seen comes to pass.’

			Eyes open wide, Perneb jumped up, body trembling, legs unsteady. Kha rushed to get up from the straw to help him, support him. Perneb spoke to Yusuf, his voice struggling to form the words he wanted to say.

			‘I feared for the outcome. I can’t argue I didn’t do the things I’m accused of. The captain was probably symbolic of all those people I stole from, leaving many with nothing. Even though I’m sorry for what I did, I don’t think the weighing of my heart will go in my favour, but at least if I do have to face my judgment tomorrow, I’ll be prepared.’

			‘It’s not certain, Perneb, that what you now fear will happen. There’s always hope. In your dream there was a great inconsistency. I didn’t see your death. I only saw your sentencing. You sat on the tree to eat the fig. This normally portends a long life.’

			Perneb breathed deeply to gain composure.

			‘I can’t have false hopes, Yusuf. I need to be ready to face the gods. Is it possible for you to petition the guards and ask if I can visit the prison shrine of Amun? I want to honour him and I need to make my peace. I’ll also pray that my death will be as quick as the bustard’s in my dream.’

			*

			Yusuf did what was asked of him. The guards allowed Perneb to spend an hour at the small shrine, giving him incense to burn. There was another favour, this time at Kha’s bidding, also granted.

			As Perneb was praying to his god, a troubled Kha spoke to Yusuf.

			‘We live our lives concerned about the weight of our hearts when we journey to the underworld,’ he said.

			Yusuf smiled at his companion. This was not the first time the two had talked of this and it was apparent, they could never agree on a view of the afterlife.

			‘I don’t believe that after death there will be a ceremony whereby my heart is weighed to attest if I’ve led a virtuous life.’

			‘But Yusuf, you must believe, for the sake of your eternal life, you must believe.’

			Kha, a tomb painter, was an ardent, passionate follower of the ancient religion.

			‘Feather versus heart on the scales, I can’t bear to think of my heart weighing more than the feather, with the goddess, Ammut ‘The Devourer’, waiting to consume it, ending my journey.’

			‘My beliefs are not so different to your own Kha, just simpler. They don’t involve foul creatures hungering for my heart. For me there’s only one God, who judges, not my heart, but my soul.’

			‘Soul?’

			‘What you call your united ba and ka. Bad deeds darken the soul and it’s only a good and clean ba which can prosper in the afterlife. You worry too much about tomorrow. Live your life today, in a way which will take care of tomorrow on its own. Obey your forty-two “Divine Laws.” I also live my life by similar values. For me it’s easier, your forty-two can be divided into eight or maybe ten rules which can act as a guide to a righteous life. Ten divine laws, showing us how to live an honourable life, are much easier to remember than forty-two.’

			Kha had never thought of reducing the sacred texts, it would be sacrilege. The words were as he had been taught, as they must be, handed down through the centuries, father to son. He considered for a few moments and began reciting the passage which tradition ordained was obligatory in all renditions of the sacred “Books of the Dead.”

			‘Hail, to you oh judge with great strides; I have not done iniquity. Hail, to you who burns like flame, I have not robbed with violence. Hail, Lord of Bentara, I have not stolen. Hail, Lord of Brightness, I have done no murder; I have done no harm. Hail, two lions; I have not stolen offerings. Hail, Crusher of bones, I have not snatched away food.’

			‘Please, Kha, pause there a moment,’ Yusuf interrupted. ‘Apart from telling your Lord of Brightness that you haven’t committed murder, you’re just telling the other gods that you’ve not taken anything which does not belong to you. If I’m not mistaken, there are many more incantations along similar lines. Why not just reduce it all down to ‘I have not stolen?’

			‘The journey into the afterlife requires that the ka addresses each deity in turn, knowing his name and knowing the negative confession needed to satisfy him. This is the only way to pass through to the joys of an eternal paradise. It can’t be enough that you address the host of forty-two deities and say “I have not killed nor stolen nor blasphemed the gods and so on,” that in itself would be blasphemy,’ Kha replied.

			*

			That night, Kha didn’t sleep. After long hours, toiling by torchlight, the newly rising sun warmed his back; a narrow beam of the Aten’s light lit up the work in front of him. He was hurrying to finish the task he had set himself and was thankful for this additional help. The others began to rouse slowly. The condemned prisoner stood in silence, head bent, shuffling from side to side. Several inmates tried making conversation with him. Perneb didn’t want to talk.

			Two soldiers arrived, demanding that Perneb be brought to them. Each was dressed in a simple linen skirt. Short swords hung from belts around their waists and each held a bronze tipped spear. A band, the blue colour of mourning, tied around their foreheads and short wigs, indicated they were officers of the “Overseer of the Justice of the King.” The morose inmates stood in silence.

			‘Sitting on the tree didn’t help after all,’ Perneb said, as Yusuf walked with him towards the gate where the guards, soldiers, and his fate, awaited him.

			‘Have faith, Perneb, we none of us can know, with certainty, what awaits us.’

			Kha ran up to them.

			‘Please, wait! He needs to take these with him.’

			The soldiers beckoned Kha towards them. He was carrying two items. One was a small piece of stone. He handed it to Perneb who saw his name inscribed on it.

			‘I know,’ Kha said, ‘like me, you believe that if your name is not written in stone your ka and ba won’t be able to unite and the gods won’t be able to find you. The name stone is my parting gift to you, along with this.’

			He handed over a papyrus scroll. The soldiers and guards looked over the prisoner’s shoulder as he unrolled it.

			‘This could have been created for royalty,’ one said.

			The others came and huddled together, necks straining to see Kha’s funereal artwork.

			The papyrus was divided horizontally by a painted line. The top half depicted Perneb, in remarkably accurate detail, dressed in a long white linen robe. He was wearing a wig; a torch burned in his raised hand as he stepped onto a barque waiting to take him on his final journey. Around the picture were the names of all the gods, so he would know them.

			Below the line there was a similar likeness, showing the prisoner’s encounter in the Field of Reeds, with some of the twenty-one mysterious portals of the House of Osiris. The artwork was magnificent. Each portal contained its protector, a human body with a beast’s head. Sitting, knees tucked up towards its chin, holding a large knife; one had the face of a leopard, another a lion, a goat, crocodile, dog and ibis. Each guarded portal required the incantation of a spell to pass through. Kha had written the appropriate words around the portals and lintels. Perneb turned and embraced Kha – he was not afraid of showing his tears.

			‘May the gods bless you, Kha, you’ve given my ba a chance of an eternal life, which I had not dared hope for.’

			‘I wanted the gods to know you, for you to be able to call their names,’ Kha said, his voice cracking. He turned to the soldiers. ‘I beg you, please make sure the papyrus is wrapped in his shroud. The stone must be left outside his place of burial.’

			The two soldiers nodded their agreement, turned, and marched the prisoner away.

			‘May Osiris help you on your journey,’ Kha shouted after them. He prayed the guards, soldiers and the gods, would do as he asked.

			chapter two

			Ra ascended. The Aten spanned the sky. Ra-Atum disappeared below the akhet. There were godly battles to win before the new dawn. Still no sign of Yusuf. No news of Perneb. It had all happened so quickly. Kha was anxious.

			The soldiers had come unannounced; they were accompanied by Ipuki, a stocky man with a bulbous nose and red stained tunic. It was at dawn, the day after Perneb had been taken away, that Yusuf too was escorted from the prison.

			‘What will we do if Yusuf doesn’t return?’ Kha asked. ‘It’s only his presence amongst us that makes life bearable in here. Already there’s a change in the attitude of the guards.’

			‘When people leave here we rarely hear of them again, unless we smell their rotting flesh on the poles on the far side of that wall. Concentrate on yourself,’ said Khety. ‘Are you any nearer finishing the senet board?’

			Kha held a whittling knife in his hand. He was shaping a small conical piece of wood.

			‘I’m nearly done. I’m afraid, that with Yusuf gone, the guards will take away my tools.’

			Kha was making a senet box, serving as a board for two games. On the bottom, the thirty squares of the senet game; on the top, the simpler game of ‘twenty squares,’ its playing surface matching the game’s name. Kha also crafted a drawer for holding the playing pieces, two different shapes, one of which he tossed towards Khety.

			‘Who was that man who came with the guards?’ asked Kha.

			‘The king’s wine servant; he used to be a prisoner here,’ replied Khety.

			Kha thought of the last words Yusuf had said to him as he left, flanked by the elegantly attired soldiers. They wore sandals, their weapons ornate, the sun’s rays sparkling off the tips of their spears. With wigs bounded by red bands, these were no ordinary Palace guards, these were a part of the King’s elite escort, his Braves.

			‘Don’t worry, Kha. This may be good news and, if it isn’t, my God has no need for spells or ceremony. He knows how to find my soul even if my name is not engraved in stone. You and I will meet again. Don’t be afraid’.

			The words brought no comfort. Kha was both worried and afraid. Worried for himself, his wife Merit and their young son Djoser, as well as those left here. Afraid of what might become of Yusuf.

			Khety picked up the senet box, admiring what Kha had been able to do with a few remnants of wood and meagre tools the guards had given him at Yusuf’s request.

			‘It’s finished. You two can now play.’

			‘No, Kha. It’s only fair that you play the first game, you’ve made it after all.’

			‘I couldn’t concentrate, I’m worried about Yusuf. You go ahead.’

			‘Stay positive. The guards said King Amenhotep wanted to see him personally. I can’t believe the King would want to settle Yusuf’s punishment himself. To the King, he’s a mere slave. Also, Ipuki came with the soldiers. What would the winemaker have to do with Yusuf’s fate?’ said Khety.

			Khety and Addaya sat down with the game board between them. Carefully placing the pieces, they started to play.

			The prisoners took turns competing against each other. Kha didn’t join in. Sitting alone in a corner, he fretted about Yusuf, he brooded about his family. He worried about himself and the other prisoners. The guards had given this group lenient treatment. With Yusuf gone things could not remain the same.

			Kha’s mind wandered to the events which had brought him to this place. When he appeared before the official responsible for hearing his case, he’d pleaded his innocence.

			‘My Lord, I was obeying the instructions of my master,’ he’d said. ‘It was he who asked me to carry the sack from his home to his tomb and told me it contained items he wished to be placed there. I never looked in the sack, I had no idea what it contained.’

			The official was not unsympathetic, but the theft of royal property was the highest of offences and punishable by death. Impaled alive was the favoured method. No other artefacts had been found at Kha’s home, but the noble’s mansion had obviously been a clearing house for stolen treasures. The noble involved had disappeared and, until he could be found, Kha would have to wait in prison for his fate to be decided.

			*

			Yusuf woke on a small, comfortable bed in the servants’ quarters at the Royal Palace. It was all so strange to him. He’d been taken out of the prison, brought to the outer Palace, and ushered to the bathing house. He was cleansed, oiled, kohled and dressed in a new linen tunic, all the time watched over by a young serving girl.

			Then an audience with the High Priest of Amun, who handed him a papyrus.

			‘I presume you can’t read so it’s pointless giving you this, but the King insists.’

			‘I read, your exulted holiness,’ replied Yusuf. ‘My master was kind and generous. His tutors taught me well.’

			‘A waste on a slave; then how did you repay him? Rape his wife?’

			Yusuf wanted to insist on his innocence, but he knew it would do no good. He lowered his eyes.

			‘This is taking up too much of my time,’ the Priest continued. ‘My own experts cannot give meaning to this vision. How can a heqa slave know better than they?’

			‘Interpretation is a gift given to us by someone much more powerful than we. When and how He distributes such power is in His hands,’ replied Yusuf. ‘I can’t say if I will be able to give meaning to this mystery, but if I am, it doesn’t mean I’m greater than your priests, or those from other temples who spend their lives in study of dreams. It would mean simply, that on this occasion, I have been given the eyes to see when others have not. Tomorrow that might be reversed. Give me time to analyse this papyrus. I’ll see if I can interpret it.’

			‘The King is anxious for an answer – tell my scribe when you’re ready.’

			Yusuf spent the day in the temple library analysing the information he was given; the smell of old papyrus from the shelves surrounded him. Priests passed by, curiously eying the foreigner. The servant girl, who was ordered to look after him, brought him food and wine. They talked while he ate.

			‘I’m the daughter of a priest from Iunu,’ she told him. ‘I’m here as a handmaid to one of the King’s wives. I was ordered to care for you, as Iunu, with its sun temple, is regarded as most closely connected to your people.’

			‘Your name is unusual – where does ‘Asenath’ come from?’

			The girl giggled. ‘My real name is Ahmose-Nefertari, like the great Queen from history, but now my friends and family, and everyone in the Palace, use my childhood pet name. When I first learned to speak, I said my name like this and it has stayed with me.’

			‘It suits you, Asenath. I like it.’

			Yusuf continued with his scrutiny and, by late the following afternoon, decided he had deciphered the meaning. He sent a message to the Priest’s scribe, and eventually received a response.

			‘The King is absent, but returning later. He will meet with you after his morning adoration. Be ready by dawn; he does not like to be kept waiting.’

			That evening Yusuf relaxed with Asenath and the King’s wine servant, Ipuki. Her father, who was visiting the Palace from Iunu, joined them for a short while, then took his daughter away so they could spend time alone, or maybe it was to prevent her being too long in the company of the handsome foreigner.

			Yusuf woke before the lightening sky flowed over the akhet. He bathed and dressed. Asenath came and carefully kohled his eyes.

			‘Will you come with me?’ Yusuf asked.

			‘Are you afraid to go alone? she replied.

			‘Every man should be afraid when summoned before the King, but no Asenath, I don’t feel fear, perhaps apprehension or nervousness. I know I’d feel much happier with you there beside me.’

			They walked together until they stood in an open courtyard. Here they had been instructed to wait for the royal audience. A covered walkway, with papyrus-shaped pillars surrounded them. The floors, walls and ceilings were tiled, red, blue, gold, green. Servants, soldiers, children, women, milling and running around everywhere. Yusuf rocked nervously from side to side. Asenath laughed at him.

			The King’s pompous steward came through a large ornate door.

			‘If you are Yusuf you’d better come in.’

			Yusuf and Asenath entered the Great Hall. At the end of the room was a dais and on the dais was the Horus Throne; catching the sun’s rays it shone like the Aten. The throne was empty but the room was full with priests and courtiers. Soldiers stood every ten paces around the room, all with gleaming spears in their hands, shiny ornate swords by their sides. The orderliness of the soldiers was in stark contrast to the seeming chaos which appeared in front of them. Kenamun, the steward, pushed his way through the throng. He disappeared behind the throne, leaving Yusuf and Asenath standing before a statue of Horus.

			A door opened. Two heralds walked in, one banging a ceremonial spear on the floor and announcing the arrival of the King. As King Amenhotep entered, everyone in the room dropped to their knees, placing their hands in front of them on the floor; foreheads dropped to the tiles. Yusuf copied them. Excitement and fear coursed through him. The room was silent. Then the slight sound of movement, several pairs of sandaled feet crossing the room a short distance in front of him. Stillness returned. Time seemingly suspended, interminable seconds or minutes elapsed before the herald spoke, suddenly shattering the silence. Yusuf couldn’t make out what he said. Asenath touched him on the shoulder; he realised he was meant to rise. Face reddening, he did so.

			The King looked at Yusuf, his unsmiling expression impossible to read, but which conveyed neither threat nor anger. Beside him sat an old lady, his mother, the Great Royal wife, Merytre-Hatshepsut.

			Seeing the elderly queen, Yusuf thought back to conversations with Ipuki when they shared the prison cell. ‘She is the true Ruler of Kemet,’ Ipuki explained. ‘King Amenhotep does her bidding. I could tell you stories about her. Anything that’s needed to get what she wants, she’ll do; deceit and even murder. It’s neither coincidence nor lucky chance that Thutmose III’s true heir, Amenemhat, and his royal mother Satiah, died suddenly and inexplicably.’ Ipuki had told many stories. Most would get him hanged if overheard by the wrong ears.

			‘Can you interpret my dream?’ the King asked Yusuf directly, bringing the young man back to the present.

			‘I believe I can, Majesty,’ Yusuf said.

			‘Well, let us hear it.’

			Yusuf explained what he thought the dream meant. How Kemet and its people were in danger, not from war but from famine. He set out what he considered necessary to prevent such disaster. The King listened attentively. Occasionally his mother spoke softly in his ear and he nodded. When Yusuf had finished, the dowager queen whispered to her son at length, after which the King spoke.

			‘Very well. I need to speak with my counsellors. Leave us, I will send for you if I need you again.’

			Yusuf bowed, and left the room, followed by Asenath.

			*

			‘His counsellors?’ Ipuki roared with laughter. ‘The only person allowed to give him counsel is his mother. She created the monster, Kenamun, to make sure no one else gets near her son. Even his own wives have to make an appointment.’

			‘What do you mean?’ asked Yusuf.

			‘Kenamun has hundreds of titles and they’re increasing in number every day, all designed to ensure that anyone needing to see the King has to go through him first. He chooses what he wants to be taken further. He speaks with Queen Merytre and, between them, they decide on the matters to be brought to the King’s attention. The King is ignorant of much that is happening in the Two Lands. He is treated like a fool.’

			‘You’re talking wine-inspired treason, Ipuki.’

			‘Probably, but I care not. The mighty Kenamun, the eyes and ears of the King and the keeper of his secrets, can kiss…’

			They were interrupted by a young herald.

			‘Yusuf, you are required in the private audience chamber, immediately. Follow me.’

			Yusuf went as instructed.

			The King sat on a small, gilt throne, his mother beside him. His scribe was there, together with the High Priest of Amun and other advisers. A young man, about Yusuf’s age, stood on the dais.

			Dropping to his knees, forehead touching the floor, he waited for permission to rise. It was given, then the King introduced those present. The young man was Crown Prince Thutmose, heir to the throne.

			‘I have discussed your interpretation with my advisers and priests; they have agreed that you have proposed a realistic, sensible interpretation.’

			Yusuf flushed.

			‘With the coming harvest, plans along the lines of your interpretation will start to be organised.’ The King paused.

			‘I need someone who understands the true nature of the problem, to take control. Despite your youth, you have authority. People listen to you, they take heed. My son, Prince Thutmose, will work with you. You both will report directly to me. Yusuf, you have no need to go through my steward, Kenamun, but speak to my scribe and I will see you immediately.

			‘Majesty, what can I say? I am overwhelmed.’

			‘You should say nothing. There is one additional matter which needs to be addressed. You will be acting on behalf of the King of Kemet, Lord of the Two Lands. I cannot allow a man with a heqa-khasut name to travel my realm, bearing my seal. From this moment you shall be known as Yuya, Overseer of the King’s Granaries, is that understood?’

			Yusuf, now Yuya, knew the history of this land in which he had been enslaved. He knew how his own countrymen had been thrown out of Kemet by King Ahmose and he accepted they were referred to, by the people of Kemet, as ‘sheep herders’ or much worse. Heqa-khasut – Rulers of Foreign Lands – had over the past one hundred and fifty years been reduced to just ‘heqa’ by many. It completely lost its original meaning and was used as a grave insult. His name change was understandable.

			‘Yes, Majesty. I shall be proud to represent you with that name.’

			‘Is there anything you require to do this work properly?’ the King said.

			‘Yes, Majesty. It’s important I can trust those working closest to me. There are such men who have shared my time in captivity; I know them as if they were my kin.’

			‘You are asking me to free thieves, robbers and murderers?’

			‘There are no violent criminals amongst them, my Lord. Some, I believe to be totally innocent of the crimes for which they are awaiting judgment, others stole food to feed their families. They are good men. I trust them and believe they will make a strong team to carry out the duties needed to prepare Kemet for the times to come.’

			‘Do you trust them enough to stake your life and the lives of their families on their complying with my instructions?’

			‘I would happily risk my life to vouch for them. I know they’d never do anything which might harm their families.’

			‘It is a strange request, Yuya. Somehow, we trust you. If you vouch for them, then I won’t deny this. But they will have to prove themselves before I grant unconditional release. Until I am satisfied they are loyal and trustworthy I command their immediate families to come under my direct and close control. You can inform the prisoners that if any one of them transgresses my law, all of you will be returned to prison and may be executed and their families enslaved. Is that understood?’

			‘Yes, Majesty.’

			‘In that case, accept this ring and necklace as badges of your station and authority.’

			Crown Prince Thutmose approached Yusuf, who kneeled. A golden necklace with a red disk and sun rays emanating from it, was placed over his head; a gold ring bearing the King’s seal on his finger.

			‘Good. Now we are finished here,’ said the King. ‘Speak to Prince Thutmose about the arrangements. You’re dismissed.’

			‘Thank you, Majesty.’

			*

			The sound of raised voices, wooden keys inserted in locks, cell door opening. The rotund shape of the chief guard blocked the doorway, the view behind him impenetrable for the eight pairs of eyes staring at him.

			‘Is it Yusuf?’ asked Kha.

			‘No,’ came the growling response. ‘Of him, there’s no sign. What we do have is a contingent of the King’s guard to escort each and every one of you from here to the place of judgment. In that place your fates will be decided. Pick up your possessions and go. I hope I never see any of you again. Come on, move.’

			Addaya handed the senet box to Kha.

			‘Keep this safe. You, or we, might be in need of it if we go to another prison or to the slave traders.’

			Kha took the box, his eyes wide with terror.

			‘Slave traders? Is that possible?’

			‘Everything is possible Kha.’

			The men filed out of the prison, surrounded by guards, spears at the ready in case anyone tried to escape. They walked down to the river where a military barge was waiting for them.

			‘Does anyone know where we’re going?’ Kha asked.

			A guard glared at him; Kha didn’t expect an answer. He would ask no more questions.

			‘You stink, the lot of you. Get into the river to bathe; you can’t face the justices smelling worse than pigs.’

			They obeyed without question. Each given a clean loin cloth, they boarded the barge in silence and sat where they were told. They hadn’t been tied, which had come as a surprise to Kha, but he thought that swords and spears were a sufficient deterrent against fleeing. He was grateful for the free movement of his arms and legs and the ability to fill his lungs with fresh air. Having bathed for the first time in a month he felt better, but was still worried.

			They sailed down river and docked beside a large building. Soldiers stood guard at the entrance. The prisoners were herded off the boat and through the gates. As they marched into a courtyard, a group of people turned to watch the arriving soldiers. Exclamations of surprise rose up, confusion confronted Kha, who was near the end of the line. As he entered he scanned the throng. Then he saw them; Merit with Djoser in her arms.

			As Merit caught sight of him, she turned and smiled. The joy that beaming face brought to Kha was indescribable. Ignoring the shouts from the guards to stay together with the others, he ran towards her; they kissed.

			‘What’s going on? What are you doing here?’ he asked.

			‘We don’t know. I received a summons. It was brought by a soldier to make sure I obeyed. We’ve been told to wait here and all will be explained. Now you arrive. Have you been released? Are we going home?’

			‘I don’t know, my love. We were told we were coming to the place of justice to hear our fate. I don’t understand. You’ve done nothing wrong. You should not be here.’

			Beside Merit stood a young woman, maybe fourteen years old, beautiful but frail. Kha thought an embrace would snap her in two.

			‘Kha, meet Ahmose-Nefertari,’ said Merit. She’s been sent to assist us and all the families.’

			‘Please, call me Asenath, everyone else does,’ the young woman said.

			‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Asenath. Do you know why we are here?’

			Kha looked beyond her. His cellmates were in huddled conversation with others. Khety and Addaya with their parents, Kha guessed, given the age and appearance of their companions. Others were with children, wives, brothers, sisters. Asenath was about to answer Kha’s question, when a sheneb sounded and all cast their eyes in the direction of the sound. A herald appeared.

			‘Follow me, all of you, to the Great Hall, where the one who will decide your fate awaits.’

			They trailed the herald, entering a large chamber. At the front, on a dais, was a writing table and, behind that, three ornate chairs. On the desk lay a number of rolled papyrus scrolls. A tall figure walked in. Asenath left Merit’s side and walked over to the new arrival. He stood at the front of the group, Asenath at his side.

			‘I hope that Asenath has been caring for all your families’ needs.’

			Kha knew the voice instantly. He hadn’t been prepared for the physical transformation that met his eyes.

			‘Yusuf?’ he exclaimed.

			‘The King has decreed you must all now call me Yuya. Yusuf no longer exists. I told you not to worry and that we would meet again Kha, and here we are.’

			Yuya was dressed in a new, long-sleeved, linen robe, covering him from his neck to the floor. His face and head had been shaved, his eyes kohled. Around his neck lay a golden sun disk necklet. He had the appearance of nobility.

			‘Who is that?’ asked Merit.

			‘Yusuf, I mean Yuya. He was, until the other day, a prisoner in our cell. I’m confused. What’s happening?’

			Yuya spoke again.

			‘It’s good to see you here with your families. Don’t be afraid; you’re here for a purpose.’

			A sheneb sounded three loud and shrill blasts. The Herald stood in front of Yuya.

			‘Pay homage to the Prince of Kemet, son of the living god Amenhotep-Akheperure. His exultant successor to the throne of the Two Lands, Crown Prince Thutmose.’

			All dropped to the floor, foreheads touching the ground, arms bent, palms down. When they were told to rise, Yuya was sitting on one of the chairs behind the table. In the middle there was a man of similar age to Yuya but dressed, it appeared, totally in gold. He still had the side lock of youth, but an air of aloof authority. The third chair was occupied by a court official. The Prince spoke.

			‘My father has decreed that this person, shall henceforth be known as Yuya, Overseer of the King’s Granaries. You will work for him and he will report to me. I have here a scroll, bearing the seal of the King, for each of you who have come today to face justice. It is a conditional pardon.’

			There was an audible gasp from the gathering.

			‘If any of you steal, or commit any offence against the King’s laws, all of you will be punished, as will your families. We will organise longer term accommodation but until then you will stay within the confines of these quarters. Each of you must ensure the others do not transgress the terms of this pardon or it may mean death for you and slavery for your families. I hope this is understood.’

			He rose. All fell to their knees. When they raised their heads, he was gone.

			Yuya, as he must now be called, stood. He raised his arms to quell the rumbling of conversation which the Prince’s words had ignited. He looked at each one of the men in turn, all of them suspected thieves. He knew their stories as well as he knew his own. He felt they had become friends. He believed in their innocence or else understood the reasons behind their actions.

			‘Please my friends, don’t be afraid. Your freedom is assured. Let’s eat, I will give you all more information. Follow me.’

			They left the hall and walked into a courtyard in which an enormous canopy was erected. Women were laying tables with cheese, fruit, cucumber, meats and dates dripping with honey. Ipuki was there shouting out orders to men carrying wine and beer.

			‘Today we’ll dine like royalty,’ Yuya said. ‘Prince Thutmose has generously provided us with food enough for at least two weeks, after that we are expected to provide for ourselves. One more thing, we have another guest to join us.’

			As he said this, Perneb came from the direction of the Great Hall. Beaming, he stood beside Yuya. Gasps of surprise turned to cheers.

			‘Thank you once again, Kha for your gifts. Thanks to the gods and Yuya, I won’t need them just yet. I’ll treasure and keep them always; on the day my journey to the afterlife begins, I’ll take them with me.’

			Kha had never experienced such a feeling of joy. He tucked the senet box under his arm and went to sit next to his wife and child with a renewed spirit.

			chapter three

			‘That wood’s precious. Don’t waste it.’

			Khety was enjoying himself, supervising the construction of a new boat Prince Thutmose had commissioned. A gift for Yuya to assist in his work, it was built from the finest cedar wood available in the King’s ship yard at Ineb-Hedj. Almost 65 cubits long it had taken only 17 days for the King’s carpenters to get to this “almost ready to sail” stage.

			‘Bring the statue. Careful. That’s a gift from the King, don’t damage it; the Overseer of Granaries will have you flogged if the god is harmed in any way.’

			Khety knew Yuya would do no such thing but he revelled in saying it.

			The ship was to be named ‘Osiris of the Fields,’ after the god of farmers and agriculture. Khety was organising the placing of the statue of the god, the size of a man, on the prow of the ship, facing forward. The deity wore the White Crown of Lower Kemet; hands crossed over his chest, he held a golden crook and flail.

			It was unimportant that Yuya didn’t associate different gods with different facets of life. The people in the country did. He’d need all the power he could wield to achieve his aim; to feed the people of Kemet, when the inundation failed.

			*

			‘She’s ready for you to inspect now Yuya.’

			‘Careful Khety, if your chest puffs out any further we won’t be able to walk past you,’ said Perneb, also present for the boat’s launch.

			It had taken several months for Yuya and Prince Thutmose to plan, and put into operation, their scheme to increase grain capacity and to be ready to store excess amounts for future use. Kemet’s population required vast amounts of the two staples in their diet; beer and bread. Both of these required wheat. Wheat was the standard currency in Kemet and a man’s worth was based on the number of khars of wheat he received each month. This boat was going to be vital in their task, enabling Yuya to travel up and down the river with ease.

			In the months that followed, work was underway everywhere.

			‘Are you happy with the new plans for the grain stores, Kha?’ Yuya asked as they sailed the ‘Osiris’ towards Waset.

			Kha had been tasked with designing the new grain stores to be constructed along the length of the country.

			‘Not entirely, Yuya. Ventilation is still a problem. I have spent weeks with farmers in the delta. One thing is clear, keeping grain as cool as possible is essential to stop mould and insects destroying it. I think we need to raise the roof on higher stilts and insert more aeration holes.’

			‘Finalise the plans with the King’s architects when we are in Waset. The inundation is ending for this year and the new crops will soon be sown. We need the stores ready for the next harvest.’

			The annual flooding of the great river, known as the inundation, was the life blood of the Two Lands. The river brought fertile silt which was deposited on the land. A plentiful inundation meant fertile soil and water for the crops. A poor inundation could mean starvation. It was Yuya’s purpose to ensure this didn’t happen.

			Yuya and Thutmose had quickly assessed the strengths and weaknesses of the released prisoners. Each of the twenty-two sepats of the upper region and the twenty of Lower Kemet were visited. Perneb was responsible for assembling teams of surveyors, supervisors and inspectors who would gauge the likely crop yield. Having completed his shipbuilding duties, Khety was charged with ensuring that new sickles were in plentiful supply in each region.

			‘I’ve redesigned the traditional sickle,’ Khety said, offering an example of his workmanship up for inspection.

			Yuya examined the short handled implement. Made of wood, it was shaped like the jaw bone of a donkey. The curve of the blade was grooved, with honed flint fixed into the rebates to ensure sharpness.

			‘It looks good. Have you tried it?’ asked Yuya.

			‘I spent time with some farmers, cutting reeds. They wanted to keep the sickles, saying they were ten times better than the old ones. It will work equally well with wheat during the harvest.’

			‘Then get production started, we are going to need thousands.’

			Other former prisoners were given different tasks, based on their abilities. Several were given the job of ensuring the canals and dykes, which channelled the precious river water during the floods to the fields, were in a proper state of repair. In one sepat the canals and dykes had been found to have been so overgrown and neglected that they were useless. Crown Prince Thutmose summarily removed the lackadaisical laggard, who was governor, from his mansion in Iunet and ordered him and his family to Ineb-Hedj to await his father’s decision on his future.

			As time passed and confidence grew in the work of Yuya and the others, their total freedom was granted. The operational centre for their work was in Khent-Min in the ninth sepat of Upper Egypt, where Thutmose gifted a large house and estate to Yuya.

			It was here Yuya brought his new wife, Asenath, to live and where, less than a year afterwards, she bore him a son who they named Tjebnutjer. Kha had moved Merit and Djoser into a part of Yuya’s house. Khety and Perneb had also been assigned quarters on the estate and the four formed a lifelong bond of friendship.

			Their wives too became close, particularly Merit and Asenath.

			‘We are like sisters, you and I,’ Asenath frequently proclaimed.

			‘And our children are like cousins,’ replied Merit.

			Kha watched his son Djoser as he began his lessons for the day. Yuya was a great believer in educating the young, for the ability to write and read, not just the local language, but also that of international trading and diplomacy, was an essential part of the modern Kemet. He felt the future belonged to those who were equipped, not just with physical strength, but also information, knowledge and languages.

			Kha wanted to give thanks to the gods. At a small shrine he had erected to the favoured god of his own father, he knelt to burn incense. This shrine was dedicated to Shai, a god of fate and destiny.

			‘May the power of Shai and his sacred wife, Renenet, ease your way forward in life,’ were the last words Kha heard his father say to him. They were embedded, like an engraving, within him.

			Religion was important to Kha. It was fate that had brought him to the lowest point in his life, his imprisonment; however, it was his destiny to have met Yuya and now to be in a position of relative wealth and comfort. He had no worries about the future of his family and this was truly a blessing. They, and he, had settled well into their new life. Kha missed the hands-on work of tomb building and decoration but this seemed a small price to pay for their safety and security.

			*

			Receding waters, ploughing, sowing, germination, growth – all marked the passing seasons and a new year was beginning.

			‘Are the scything teams ready?’ Yuya asked Perneb.

			‘They are being assembled in the delta.’

			‘And the new scythes are already there to distribute,’ added Khety. ‘The threshing and winnowing teams are also in place. I’ve designed a special sledge, laden with stones, to be pulled by donkey teams to do the threshing. It’s cleaner and more efficient than driving cattle back and forth.’

			‘The plan is to have the teams collect the harvest, starting in the north where the crop ripens quickest, then move ever south,’ Perneb continued. ‘To save time we have instructed them to remove only the ears of the wheat and leave them on the ground. This means they’ll be much quicker in their task. A second team of gatherers, the womenfolk and children of the scythe wielders, will follow to collect the reaped ears in sacks, which will be carried from the fields. The use of squads is more efficient than donkeys.’

			‘Hopefully there’ll still be some grain left to feed the widows and other unfortunates who will follow behind,’ interjected Yuya.

			Khety and Perneb exchanged smiling glances.

			‘We won’t tolerate lack of efficiency, Yuya,’ Khety said. ‘However, we have instructed that one half khar of grain shall be scattered, thinly and randomly across the harvested field so the poor will have something to collect, even if they’ll have to work for it. By the end of the harvest season even the gleaners will have enough to eat.’

			‘Are the granaries finished Kha?’ asked Yuya.

			‘You asked me that last week and the week before.’

			‘And your answer both times was “they will be” so, are they now?’

			Despite the good humour there was steeliness in Yuya’s voice; he was a close friend but Kha knew he had to comply with his wishes or they would become commands.

			‘With the harvest so near, I’ll be taking a trip to inspect all the sites. I’m informed, and believe, that all is in order but I will check personally.’

			‘Then we’ll come with you and stay to see the harvest begin,’ said Yuya. ‘We’ll send a message to Prince Thutmose, asking if he wishes to join us. We can collect him as we pass Ineb-Hedj.’

			Their conversation was interrupted by a royal messenger. Yuya took the papyrus, opened and read it.

			‘It seems that Prince Thutmose won’t be joining us and neither will you, Kha,’ he said. ‘The King has decided some of our neighbours are becoming too belligerent and need to be taught a lesson. The King wishes an artist to accompany him, so that the victories, which he clearly believes will be his, can be properly recorded in Temples and monuments on his return. Prince Thutmose was ordered to find the right person and has chosen you, Kha.’

			He handed the papyrus to Kha, who took it with trembling hands. He had never been a soldier and never wanted to be. He had never seen battle, nor a man die. He had not even watched an animal being slaughtered, always closing his eyes whenever he attended sacrificial ceremonies. He read the words several times. He was not being ordered, but invited by the Prince.

			‘Is there a difference?’ he thought. He knew there was not.

			‘Please excuse me. I need to tell Merit that her husband has been commanded by the King to go to war.’

			*

			‘But you can’t!’ Merit said.

			Kha offered her the papyrus. She waved it away.

			‘I don’t care what it says, I don’t want you to go.’ Tears ran down her cheeks.

			‘I’m not going to fight. I’ll be there to witness and make notes, to sketch events so that whoever designs the victory stelae or scarabs, whoever plans the Temple and monument carvings, can have a first-hand account.’

			‘But the old King was away for almost a year before his final victory at Megiddo,’ she said.’

			‘The battle at Megiddo lasted only a day – it was the siege that lasted seven months,’ replied Kha. ‘I don’t think I’ll have to make a record of a siege.’

			‘I don’t want you to go,’ she repeated.

			‘You’ve seen the papyrus. A boat will be arriving today to collect me. I’ll be safe. I promise.’

			‘You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep,’ she said and stormed off.

			Kha loved Merit. It hurt him to see her so upset, but he knew not to go after her immediately. She needed time to herself. She would probably walk in the grounds, sit by the river. It was her favourite place. He knew she wasn’t angry with him, but worried. He would make sure that they parted well, seeking her out before he left.

			*

			The boat that came to collect Kha was not alone. Part of the army, going to Naharina with the King, was coming from bases in Nubia and Waset to the south. A flotilla arrived, some boats full of Nubian archers, others carrying rough looking infantrymen with hard faces and scowls. Yet more boats were loaded with dismantled chariots and horses.

			‘It seems the Naharina princes and others are testing the mettle of the Great Warrior’s son,’ Yuya said to Kha as they waited for the ships to dock.

			Merit and Djoser were by Kha’s side, the quarrel forgiven. The inquisitive child was fascinated by the sight of the soldiers, excited by the chariots and horses. He loved to hear stories about ancient battles, and Kha was a good story teller. Fast and robust chariots easily outflanking enemy infantry. Reins held by a driver, a fighter using spear and bow at will devastating the enemies of Kemet. The uniquely Kemetian way of quickly dismantling and reconstructing this effective weapon of war, allowing King Thutmose III, to surprise his enemy at Megiddo by moving his army and their chariots through a narrow unguarded mountain pass. Legends which were fascinating to the young boy.

			‘Can I come too?’ he asked.

			‘Not this time, little captain,’ Kha said, ‘but when I come back, I’ll tell you all about it.’

			‘These foreign Princes seem as if they are like children,’ Merit said to Asenath, who had come to bid farewell to Kha. ‘They push the boundaries of behaviour until they are stopped.’

			‘It’s how they learn,’ Asenath replied. ‘Princes, with status but no power, can indeed act like children, but children don’t normally cause the deaths of many men in learning proper manners. Princes are not the same in that respect.’ She touched Merit’s arm, trying to ease the fear she saw in her friend’s eyes.

			Khety, Perneb and their families also came to say goodbye. They had no concern for Kha’s safety, as they knew he wouldn’t be called to fight.

			‘Just don’t fall out of a speeding chariot,’ Khety said, ‘they are not safe things. I have some ideas how to make them safer, perhaps I should write to the King.’

			‘It’s enough that you do the jobs the King let you out of prison to do, before trying to rearrange his army,’ said Yuya.

			‘Then I shall make a new chariot for you first, Yuya. You can tell the King, he seems to listen to what you say.’

			At the signal from the captain, Kha stepped aboard the first boat which contained the officers of all three divisions of the army, charioteers, bowmen and infantry. They knew that the person they were collecting was the personal invitee of the Crown Prince and, although they didn’t know his station, they could not risk offending him or the Prince by putting him in one of the cargo boats, or with the soldiers. Had they known his past they might not have been so generous.

			For those men who remained on the dock, the thoughts of harvests, threshing, winnowing and granaries, seemed to be of lesser importance. Some of Kha’s friends were envious of his going on an adventure they could only dream of.

			‘Don’t be jealous of Kha,’ Yuya said to them as he and his Kha-less team set off on the journey north to inspect the harvest preparations. ‘We too are heading for a war. One against starvation. Our work, now and in the years to come, must ensure that the King has a people to protect and provide for, and not one ravaged by famine and disease. I don’t know what Kha will do, but I do know that we must ensure our jobs are done properly, without error. The King placed his trust in Prince Thutmose and me, we in turn have placed our trust in you. Time will be our true judge, for we must make ready for the lean years to come.’

			*

			As they arrived in the northern city of Khasu, where the harvest would begin, they found everything in order. The granaries designed by Kha were finished. In times of plenty it was enough that these were guarded by sentries, however, if meagre harvests were indeed to follow, Kha believed the work for the next year would be to build protective walls, which could be more easily secured against the hungry or greedy. The hungry would be fed and cared for and the greedy punished. Nonetheless, it would be necessary for there to be order. To maintain that order, soldiers and fortifications would be essential.

			Yuya visited the tool store rooms organised by Khety.

			‘The scythes, sieves and winnowing forks are all in here. I ordered the linen sacks to be made from quality flax. They’ll last the whole season.’

			Yuya inspected the sacks and the wooden poles, each three times as tall as a man, which would be used to carry the ears of corn from the fields to the threshing floor. With some pride Khety showed Yuya his threshing sledge idea.

			‘They’re light, easily moved from place to place as the harvesters head south, but when weighted by stones they’ll prove effective.’

			‘I imagine that more than a few children might enjoy being used as weights and have a ride at the same time,’ Yuya commented.

			‘As long as they weigh as much or more than the stones that will work,’ replied Khety.

			From the store rooms, Yuya moved with Perneb to the camp for the harvesters and their families. Sitting in small groups outside makeshift tents, they were in good humour and eager to start work. They would be fed the staple diet of beer and bread, with some fruits and vegetables, for the period of the harvest and at the end they would receive their payment in wheat.

			‘As much as a man can reap in a day is the standard,’ Perneb informed Yuya.

			‘That seems fair for this year, however, we need to think for following years whether the grain will be too precious to use for payment. Also, if the crop yield is low, the amount he can reap in a day will be much reduced; let’s think of another method of payment which will be fairer in hard times. I’ll discuss it with Prince Thutmose on his return from his father’s war. As expected, you’ve done a good job, Perneb. Thank you.’

			‘It is I who must thank you Yuya, without you none of this would be possible. I owe my life to you. I thank you personally, on behalf of my family and indeed on behalf of my country.’

			‘Please stop, Perneb,’ Yuya pleaded. ‘You’re beginning to sound like a diplomat. Enough. Let’s go to the fields and see how kind God has been to us this year.’

			They were not disappointed. The fields of green they had last seen, were now golden with the ripened plants.

			‘We can start the harvest tomorrow,’ one of the farm inspectors informed them.

			‘Good,’ replied Yuya. ‘We’ll stay tonight and see the harvest begin before continuing our tour to check that everywhere else is as well prepared.’

			As Ra returned from his perilous journey of the night and brought his dawn light, the harvesters moved, scythes in hand, towards the resplendent fields. A slight breeze wafted the ears of the wheat.

			‘Another cycle is about to end,’ Perneb said, as a statue of the god Min was paraded in front of them. ‘Only nine months ago, the waters of the inundation receded, leaving our people with rich new silt, the river’s gift to the land.

			‘I was fascinated watching the sowers, with sacks tied around their necks, freely casting seed upon the fertile land, singing hymns of praise and thanks as they worked,’ said Khety. ‘I have worked all my life in a town and have never before witnessed the farming process. The scattering, then covering, of the seeds using a plough attached to the horns of cattle, or by teams of people using short, back-breaking hoes. I even saw, in some areas, livestock being used to trample the seed into the ground. For next year, I hope to develop a uniform method for this.’

			Yuya smiled. Khety was always trying to improve the way things were done.

			‘All the methods work well, Khety and have for centuries,’ Perneb said. ‘It’s the way of things. Moisture, and warmth from the sun, germinate the seeds and sprouts soon appear. These grow strong and green, turning to gold, as the gods dictate, so that man knows when it’s time to reap. The cycle repeated each year.’

			‘We must always honour the gods who make this happen,’ said Khety. ‘Hapi, making sure the river’s waters overflow its banks. Ra, fighting his eternal nightly battles to rise and bring his light, Min, the god of fertility, always on hand to ensure the best conditions and the great god Osiris overseeing the work of the other gods. The people of Kemet do their work, bringing home the glorious bounty granted to them by these and all the other, ever watchful, deities worshipped in the Two Lands. Enough religious talk, I don’t know about you two, but I’m going to help these harvesters.’

			He ran, sickle in hand, to the front of the harvesting team, joined the reapers and sliced his sickle through the stalks in time with the other men and the hymn they were singing.

			*

			That night Yuya dreamed.

			He saw Kha, sitting at a table, eating the meat of a cow and being presented with a harp. He awoke, disturbed, knowing the dream’s significance.

			‘May God be your shield and armour my friend,’ he prayed.

			chapter four

			The Army ships didn’t stop at Ineb-Hedj as Kha expected. They drew close to the now familiar white walls of the city, but no attempt was made to move across the river to the docks.

			‘Are we not to collect the King and Prince Thutmose?’ he asked the man seated beside him.

			His companion was the only other non-military person on board. An old man, he was still powerfully built. His hands, the strong, calloused hands of a stone mason, his name was Minmose. He carried the title of ‘Overseer of Works’ and had travelled with the previous King, Thutmose III, on several of his campaigns, against the Naharina, including the battle at Megiddo against the King of Kadesh. His job; to record the exploits of the Kings and ensure their victories were represented to the satisfaction of the King. Minmose oversaw the creation and erection of the northern and southern boundary stele, marking the extent of the Two Lands.

			‘They won’t travel with the likes of us,’ he said, his voice as rough and gruff as his hands. ‘We’ll march overland once we reach the end of the river. The King and his party will sail along the coast and meet us somewhere near the battleground. That way, spies will just think we are a normal replacement force allowing the troops, currently stationed in the area, to come home. If the King was travelling with us there would be no doubts about his intentions.’

			As the boat sailed past the white walled city, they could hear the sound of the music and drums of celebration.

			‘That will be the King making a great show of being present at the opening of the harvest celebrations and ceremonial offerings to Min. Our friends in the east must be kept in the dark about his plans. They should not know about the King’s new seafaring military ships. Strong enough to withstand the sea and carry troops and equipment, they’ll sail along the coast out of sight of land and will meet with us at a preassigned place.’

			Kha looked closely at Minmose as he listened to the man’s words.

			‘Did the King tell you all this?’ he asked the old man when he had finished.

			‘By the gods, no.’ he replied. ‘The King has never spoken directly to me. I just know the way he works. He learned a lot from his father who was the greatest warrior in the history of the world. I should know, I saw him in action.’

			‘Tell me, Minmose, why have I been brought along? It seems to me that you’re more than capable of doing what I’m being asked to do. Why did the Prince bring me?’

			‘I told you Kha, I know the way the King works, not what he thinks. Maybe he believes my useful days are coming to an end and he wants to replace me. Maybe this trip is more dangerous than we are being told and he wants a spare in case something happens to one of us. Just be patient, all that the gods have ordained to pass, will indeed pass. Do you pray to any particular god?’

			Kha put his hand into the pouch he had tied around his waist and produced the carving of Shai he carried with him always.

			‘Ah the god of destiny and fate,’ said Minmose. ‘Let’s hope he and Renenet are on our side.’

			*

			The boat and those following moved on, until they could go no further on the water.

			‘Time to march, soldiers,’ the boat’s captain called out.

			The soldiers disembarked and orders were passed from Commander to troop commanders, from there to captains and then down the line finally to the rank of ‘Greatest of Fifty’ who made certain that his cohort obeyed everything to the letter.

			As his boat approached the end of their journey, Kha stood at the prow. He watched the commotion along the river bank. Large numbers of soldiers were already there, together with an even larger number of horses, handlers struggling to keep some of them under control. Kha heard horses whinnying and snorting, men shouting and cursing, the sound of metal being sharpened against stone. Kha had never been this close to a military encampment; he had not imagined so much noise.

			‘Are you ready, Kha?’ Kha knew the voice belonged to Minmose even without turning.

			‘I don’t know what I should be ready for,’ he said. ‘This is all so strange to me.’

			‘There is a first time for everyone Kha, it may not be as bad as you think, then again it may be even worse. Come, let’s get off this boat, I need my feet on firm ground.’

			As Kha was about to disembark, the Commander of the troops approached the gang plank. Kha had seen him on the boat, his dress and jewellery marked him out as a high-ranking noble, if not a member of the Royal family itself. Kha stepped back and bowed low as the man passed.

			‘I hope you’re going to keep out of the way like that for the rest of this journey,’ he said.

			Kha assumed he was talking to him, but couldn’t be sure as his eyes were facing down. It was of no consequence, the man didn’t wait for an answer. Kha walked off the boat, not knowing what to do. Looking around it seemed he was the only one who didn’t. Lines of soldiers were unloading the chariots and other supplies from the boats.

			Men were saddling horses with the new saddle yolks. Another of Khety’s ideas, these were more secure for the chariots and more comfortable for the horses. Having perfected his design, Khety showed it to Yuya who, in turn told the Crown Prince, who informed his father, who had one crafted.

			Kha smiled to himself.

			‘Ideas pass up a chain and orders come in the other direction,’ he thought.

			It seemed symmetrical to Kha and he liked symmetry. He was constantly trying to teach his son Djoser about such things, but at his age Djoser was more interested in trying to balance the small rocks one on top of the other instead of laying them out in symmetrical patterns.

			The trials with the new saddle were so successful that the King ordered them made for all the army, as well as some very ornate ones for his personal racing and hunting chariots. Although the saddles gave greater control and manoeuvrability to the chariots, they were, as yet, untried in battle. The enemy didn’t have them. The King was anxious to prove their worth.

			Kha wandered aimlessly for what seemed like hours. He tried to enter into conversations with various soldiers but they just ignored him. He eventually walked away from the noise and moved to where he had seen Minmose sitting in the shade of a tree.

			‘I’ve tried talking to some of the soldiers but they just don’t want to know.’

			‘You’re nothing to them, Kha. You’re not an officer they have to obey. You’re not a quartermaster who feeds them nor the paymaster who pays them. They are professional soldiers who don’t make friends easily, particularly outside of their own squad. They work and fight in bands of ten, these ten are normally close friends. Five of these bands are then grouped together to form a fifty. There will be some friendship between the bands but not much. Five of these fifties are then formed together to form the two hundred and fifty. These men may never speak to all of their comrades in this group, why would they talk to you?’

			An officer was sitting beside Minmose and joined the conversation.

			‘The strength of the army is the bond between the soldiers. Each ten knows what it must do within the fifty, and the fifty in the two hundred and fifty and so on up to the division which is generally five thousand in strength.’

			‘How is it possible to control five thousand?’ asked Kha.

			‘Discipline, and constant training,’ came the reply. ‘It is not possible for a single voice to be heard by so many, so there needs to be a chain of command. The King is the Commander and, before a battle, he will consult, or instruct his Generals as to what is to be done. The Generals may not always agree, as happened in Megiddo, but they must obey the King’s orders.’

			‘They wouldn’t remain Generals for long if they didn’t agree,’ interrupted Minmose.

			The officer continued without pause. ‘Whatever the outcome, the King’s decision is always right. At least that is what we learn from history and the mural decorations it is your jobs to compose. You must always ensure the stories reflect those events from the King’s eyes. Once the orders are settled, the generals pass them down to the senior officers, who in turn pass them down until finally the leaders of the Fifties let their troops in on the plan, or at least that part they need to know.’

			Several short shrill blasts on a sheneb, denoted that the army was ready to march. The officer, who was sitting under the tree, stood and walked toward the chariots.

			‘You two had better follow me. I’m told you will be travelling with the charioteers.’

			This officer ushered Kha into the chariot beside him.

			‘I have room in my chariot for this part of the journey,’ he said. ‘You should ride with me.’

			Kha did so with some trepidation.

			‘I’ve never ridden in a chariot before. Is it dangerous?’

			‘No. Hang on tight and don’t move about too much, it upsets the horse.’

			Kha climbed on board. This chariot was different to the others around him. It was smaller, was not heavily armoured and didn’t have the arrow and spear pouches of the war chariots. Kha assumed therefore that this officer was a messenger, not one of the fighting men. He felt safer believing this.

			Kha watched as the men formed up into large groups which he guessed to be the two hundred and fifty. His charioteer, along with ten others, held back as the others moved on, led by the noble Commander who had issued the warning to Kha. They moved at a slow pace, clearly the army would move as a unit, so the chariots would have to keep to the pace of marching men. There must have been about two hundred chariots and it took some time before they were all in formation and the men could start to march.

			‘Why are they set out in that order?’ Kha asked as the men started to march along the road. His charioteer made no movement to join the others.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Well, there is a group of soldiers with spears, followed by archers, then those with the khopesh, followed by spears, archers, khopesh and so on.’

			‘I’m pleased you are being so observant, Kha. It’s an indication that the Crown Prince didn’t make a mistake in choosing you for this particular job. It’s for the protection of the archers. Next to the chariots, they are our most important asset in battle. With their composite bows they can cause panic in an enemy from great distances, but they have one weakness.’

			‘What is that?’ asked Kha, who could not see any lack of strength in the rows of Nubians passing by his position.

			Each was strongly built, particularly across the shoulders and arms. Kha had learned, from Khety, about the war bows made from wood and bone which needed to be unstrung when not in use to prevent them going out of shape and it taking two normal men to restring them. Kha believed the men in this army could each string their own without help.

			‘Their weakness is that they need two hands for everything they do. They don’t have a spare hand to carry a shield. So if the column comes under attack the two hundred and fifty in front and that behind, will form a shield wall around them to protect them and allow them to string, arm and fire their bows.’

			‘This is why I could never be a soldier, who thinks of these things?’

			‘Generals, but only after soldiers have been massacred because no-one had thought of it before. Lessons are learned the hard way in the army, and it’s normally the soldier on foot who pays.’

			When the last of the soldiers had passed by, the remaining war chariots formed up behind. Kha’s charioteer waited until that was done.

			‘Hold on,’ the charioteer warned and flicked the reins of the horse that immediately went from a walk to a gallop. The chariot lurched backwards as it did so and Kha’s grip, which had already been tight, became tighter. He was not enjoying the experience. The chariot didn’t stop nor slow down until he was almost at the front of the whole column. The driver eased back on the reins and brought his chariot alongside the Commander.

			‘All is in order with the column,’ the charioteer said without waiting to be asked to speak.

			‘Thank you, Sir. Let us hope we arrive without incident, it will be a nine day march I feel.’

			With that, Kha’s chariot wheeled away but, instead of joining the column, it sped up and raced along the road, dust trailing behind it. It didn’t take long before the column disappeared from view. It was impossible to have a conversation while travelling at high speed so they journeyed in silence, Kha’s head filled with unanswered questions. A small village came into sight, and as they entered, the horse slowed to a trot. The charioteer spoke for the first time.

			‘Is your throat as dry as mine? Let’s break for some beer and bread to soak it up.’

			He didn’t wait for a reply; he stopped the chariot and jumped off. The horse simply stood and made no attempt to move. Kha gingerly stepped down. His legs were shaking, he felt unsteady on his feet. This feeling was worse than when he got off the boat. Kha followed the charioteer toward a house across the road. Something was handed through the doorway and, shortly afterwards, a middle aged man brought out two jugs of beer. Behind him, a woman of about the same age carried two loaves of flat bread. The charioteer smiled as the man handed him his jug.

			‘We have plenty more if you want it. You only have to ask. The payment you made is very generous.’

			The charioteer didn’t answer. He just raised the jug in salutation to the man and drank thirstily from it. He then took a piece of bread.

			‘Both beer and bread are of good quality, and I thank you,’ he said, still chewing.

			Kha could wait no longer. ‘Did I hear the Commander call you ‘sir’?’

			The charioteer laughed. ‘Perhaps you did, but don’t be concerned, he is just a very polite man. His use of the word ‘Sir’ could have had very many different meanings. He might one day even refer to you in that way.’

			‘I doubt that,’ said Kha.

			‘That might depend on who you’re with,’ replied the charioteer. ‘Anyway, how are you enjoying the ride?’

			‘Not greatly, I’m not sure I care for the speed.’ Again the charioteer laughed.

			‘Speed? That was a canter; I have a horse that can make this one seem as if it’s only walking.’

			‘Why did we leave the column?’ Kha was determined to have at least some of his questions answered. ‘Would it not be safer to have remained? All my belongings are there.’

			‘Your belongings, and we, are very safe Kha, don’t worry. We’ll join the column in a few days, when it’s nearer the meeting point. Until then just relax, look at the world around you. Take in the country and the people; this is what you may have to reproduce on a wall one day.’

			‘But who are you?’ Kha couldn’t resist the main question that had been running through his mind.

			‘Too many questions. I’m just a soldier, who has some free time before he goes with his King into battle. Now shall we have another jug of this man’s excellent beer?’

			*

			The climate in the Two Lands was unforgiving. The column of heavily armed soldiers sweltered in the heat of the sun. For nine long days they walked, taking brief water stops every four hours. Each man had been issued with his rations for this first part of the march as a supply train might have raised suspicions. The rations would be renewed once the King and his contingent joined them later for the final push against the Naharina. Sleep was uncomfortable; it felt as if they were being eaten alive by sand flies. Added to this, long days walking in the heat carrying weapons and rations, it was not comfortable being a soldier.

			Kha and his companion had it much easier. They re-joined the column on the last day of the march. As they reached the long line of soldiers from the rear, Kha’s charioteer rode straight to the front of the column. Some of the other charioteers waved as he passed. He went straight to the commander leading the army.

			‘It seems, from the state of the column, that you haven’t had any trouble on your journey,’ he said.

			‘We’ve had no particular problems.’

			‘Good, I’m sure the King will greet you, and that news, warmly,’ replied the charioteer. He didn’t wait for any response and wheeled his chariot away returning to the end of the column.

			The days Kha had spent on the chariot had been enough for him to have got used to the speed and motion, and he enjoyed the company of the young officer. So much so that when, at the next stop for water, he was filled with disappointment when his charioteer came over to him.

			‘So, Kha my friend, it’s time for me to take leave of you. You will ride on with this charioteer for the rest of the way. He is stationed at the rear of the column so he will be going nice and slowly. Thank you for your company, and I trust you’ve enjoyed the last week as much as I have.’

			‘Yes,’ said Kha. ‘It’s been informative and I’ve learned much from the stelae and Temples we’ve visited. It will help me in whatever work the King wishes me to do after this war is over.’

			‘Good, that was our intention, but I hope you also enjoyed the beer. Now my leave is over and I must return to my work. I’ll see you soon Kha. Safe journey.’

			With that he was gone, leaving a trail of dust in his wake. Kha turned to his new companion.

			‘I’ve spent days with that man and other than discovering his name to be Tjay, I know nothing else about him. Who is he?’

			‘If he wanted you to know anything else he would have told you. He is a soldier in the service of the King, and a good friend to have.’

			The rest of the journey was in silence between the two men, however, a marching column is never silent, and Kha was happy just to watch the countryside passing by, taking in the sounds of marching feet, swords and spears knocking against shields and the occasional, strange sounding song from the Nubian archers.

			The Aten was still high in the sky when Kha saw the shoreline over to his left. Soon he tasted the salt in the air and noticed the particular smell associated with briny waters. Kha had never before seen the sea. He felt as excited as a child on a new adventure, he kept standing on the tips of his toes in the belief he could take in more.

			‘Be still,’ commanded the charioteer, ‘you’re rocking the chariot and making it difficult both for me and the horse.’

			Even without standing on his toes, the great ships following the coastline, running parallel to the column, were unmissable. At first there were only two in sight then, as they moved on, more and more appeared. He lost count of their number when, in their midst, appeared the largest of all. Twice the size of those surrounding it, there was no mistaking the Royal Warship. A line of twenty oarsmen on the side nearest to him, Kha knew this number was matched on the other.

			A large sail was being hauled down as the ships were reaching the shore. The King’s ship anchored a short distance from the shore and smaller boats went to bring the King and the others to dry land. Kha had reached the landing area as the first small boats returned. He found Minmose and the two of them stood, watching the passengers being ferried ashore. Tents had been erected for the King and senior officers and into one of these tents went the King and Prince Thutmose followed by the Generals.

			‘Final preparations and tactics,’ Minmose said. ‘The Naharina must know by now what is happening, if not they are more stupid than I thought. The King will be getting reports of any movement or action by their troops.’

			Whatever was happening inside the tent, outside was full of activity. Just as Kha had seen when his boat docked, the soldiers were unloading the newly arrived ships and everything was being assembled or moved to its preordained position. There was more noise than Kha had ever heard. Five thousand soldiers working in unison, each knowing his job, each doing it proficiently. It could not have taken more than three hours to discharge the boats and the army started to assemble everything into its unit parts.

			At the head of these were the chariots. Kha counted five groups of twenty-five chariots in each. At the front was a chariot which seemed to be made of gold.

			‘The King’s chariot,’ Minmose said as he saw Kha admiring it. ‘The bronze one just behind is for Prince Thutmose.’

			Kha and Minmose walked to the front of the column.

			‘How will we travel from here?’ Kha asked.

			‘With the stores and retinue at the rear, I expect,’ replied the older man.

			The sound of a sheneb blasting out five times drew Kha’s attention. It was from just outside the tent where he had seen the King enter earlier. The flaps were opened from the inside and a number of smartly dressed charioteers exited, jumping up onto their chariots which were being controlled by their drivers.

			‘Generals.’ Minmose almost spat as he said the word. It was only the King’s and Prince Thutmose’s chariots which were driverless, with their horses being held steady by soldiers standing in front holding the bridles. A few moments later the King came out. He was dressed in gold coloured armour and a blue Khepresh Crown. He looked every inch a King and a soldier. At his side marched a tall young soldier in bronze armour and a red headdress from which trailed two bands of striped cloth. It took Kha a few seconds to recognise the soldier. It was Tjay, his chariot companion. Tjay jumped up on the chariot and the King followed. No wonder the second charioteer had told Kha that Tjay was a good friend to have. He was for all intents and purposes the most important soldier in the King’s Army, “First Charioteer of the King” to give him his official title, a man without rank but under the orders of no-one but the King himself.

			‘No wonder the General called him Sir,’ Kha said out loud.

			Minmose looked at him.

			As the chariots started to move off, the King’s chariot stopped beside the two stonemasons.

			‘Minmose,’ the King said ‘you will travel with me on this first part of the journey which will be free of trouble. You can tell me stories of my father at Megiddo to help pass the time.’ Minmose, shocked that he had been recognised and spoken to directly by the King, rose from his prostrated position and climbed up beside the King. Kha felt that the King hadn’t even seen him. Then Prince Thutmose called over.

			‘Kha, you ride with me, I need a report on the work Yuya has been doing.’

			Kha, artist and ex-prisoner, stepped aboard the Royal chariot of bronze. He stood beside the Crown Prince of Kemet and went to war with his King.

			chapter five

			As well as the five thousand troops and three hundred and twenty five chariots, the King had brought with him two hundred and fifty of his ‘Braves,’ his elite fighting troops. These would be the first into the battle once the enemy had been weakened by the chariots and Nubian Archers. Following closely behind the column, protected from attack by a group of two hundred and fifty, were the retainers and the pack animals carrying quantities of food. The King would be able to commandeer food from the towns and garrisons he passed but a great commander is always prepared for self-sufficiency. The camps at night were filled with the smell of bread baking as stores of wheat were constantly being turned into the staple food of the nation and the army.

			Kha’s mind was full of questions, ‘How much food and drink is given to each soldier each day? Who calculates the requirements for a campaign such as this? Are messages sent ahead to ensure supplies will be available?’

			These were not questions he could ask a Prince so, for now, they must remain unanswered, and instead they talked about Yuya and his progress.

			*

			The encampment on the fourth night took on a different shape. A stronger perimeter of guards was placed around the camp, tents were set slightly further apart. Enough room for two chariots to easily pass in all directions around each tent with the exception of the King’s quarters. His tent was protected by a rapidly built balustrade of wooden poles buried deep into the ground at an angle of forty-five degrees. No chariot nor horseman could reach the tent and any foot soldier would have to fight their way through two hundred and fifty of the finest soldiers in Kemet, to get anywhere near the King.

			‘I think we’ll soon be at war,’ Minmose said, as he and Kha walked towards the cooking fires to get their quota of bread and beer. They found a spot to sit under a palm tree and ate in silence. A soldier approached them. It was Tjay, the King’s Charioteer.

			‘How is the beer Kha?’

			These were the first words he had spoken to Kha since the artist had seen him mount the golden chariot some days before.

			‘I have tasted much worse.’

			‘Not in my company, I hope,’ replied the soldier. ‘I’m here to invite you both to come and listen to the plans for the battle tomorrow. The King is determined that the full story of what transpires is fully understood and recorded by you. Come with me to the King’s tent, sit close to the entrance beside the guards, adopt the position of a scribe and neither speak nor move.’

			The men rose and walked behind Tjay. Minmose whispered to Kha.

			‘What the King really means is he wants us to record what he hopes will transpire so that if it all goes wrong we report what should have happened and not the actual events.’

			The briefing was detailed and Kha was fascinated. He wrote quickly on the papyrus spread across his knees, trying to write every detail. He noted that Minmose wrote less, just note taking. His full report he would make later.

			‘The truth does not always make a good report,’ he had told Kha, ‘when you write history, never let the truth obstruct what your master wants the story to be. You and I might think the events were different, but those back in Kemet and the future history taught to generations of children, will only be what they are told.’

			The reports, clear and concise with no extraneous details, stated that seven princes had raised an army about four thousand strong and were determined to face Kemet in battle. The army consisted mostly of foreign mercenaries, as the actions of these hothead princes were, at least publicly, much against the wishes of the vassal Kings, their fathers. The princes were certain they would survive the battle and, if captured, were equally certain, their fathers would pay any ransom to have them released and returned to their cities.

			They believed their actions would make them heroes. A focal point for others to join them, assembling a mightier force able to take back control of their lands. For them it was not as important to win as it was to show their people they had the strength to stand up to the army that had humiliated them at Megiddo. A bitterness still festered in the memories of the older Naharina. The desire for vengeance was ingrained in the blood and psyche of the young.

			One of the Princes had recently returned from Nubia with a promise of soldiers from there to attack Kemet simultaneously from the south in a later war. Another had been to the Hittite Kingdom, where he was warmly welcomed and had returned with a pledge of two companies of Hittite charioteers equipped with the latest chariots. These arrived two days ago. Kha and the King were particularly interested in this news. Kha had many conversations about chariots with Khety. The King was a superb charioteer who had not been slow in making sure his prowess on the chariot and with the bow was amply publicised in scarabs, stelae and Temple walls.

			One of the reports included a scroll on which a drawing had been made of the new chariot. How Kha wished he could have seen it, copy it and show it to Khety.

			There was a great deal of detail and Kha wondered how all this had been discovered; he had never been involved in the world of espionage and counter espionage.

			The King listened to the reports carefully, he scrutinised the drawing of the chariot. When they were finished he thanked and dismissed the informants, instructing them to eat, rest and start their journey to Ineb-Hedj at first light.

			‘It would not be wise for you to be seen near us tomorrow or afterwards in this area. If your information is correct, you have served me well. I shall reward you on my victorious return.’

			The spies walked past the seated Kha and Minmose, disappearing into the dark beyond the fires. Minmose told Kha later that they would be escorted to Ineb-Hedj by a platoon of soldiers who, as well as offering them protection from bandits or other attackers, would ensure they all stayed together so that if any of their information proved false the rewards the King would bestow may not be in jewels, land or slaves, but would be of a much more painful nature.

			‘That Hittite bastard, Tudhaliya, is wanting to try out his new machines on us without risking a direct war,’ Amenhotep said. ‘Tjay, what is your opinion of these monstrosities?’

			Tjay walked over and stood looking over his King’s shoulder.

			‘Interesting. Two horses will give some speed and with a driver and two bowmen, instead of our one, on each chariot. They are imposing, but I’m not impressed.’

			‘You’re not easily impressed Tjay, but I want more from you than that. Purportedly we will be faced with two hundred of these on the battlefield; how do we counter?’

			‘Lord, my opinion is that these chariots are designed for fighting on firm terrain. Their main advantage is to ride through infantry lines. They need two horses because they have to be extra wide to hold three men abreast. Their shields appear fixed and set high for protection from frontal attack, this will limit their shooting angles going forwards. We have two horses to aim at and bringing down just one will be sufficient to stop the chariot. The horses’ armour seems to be concentrated on their fronts and not protecting their flanks or necks. To counter them we avoid giving them an easy target to attack. We make sure we strike at their horses from the side and their soldiers from the rear.’

			Discussions went on deep into the night, Tjay and the other generals had varying ideas about the tactics to adopt. The King listened intently, occasionally asked a probing question but mostly just taking everything in. Finally, Amenhotep called a halt to the meeting.

			‘It’s time for us all to rest. Tomorrow we’ll meet with the treacherous upstarts, as they have requested, and see if we can make them see sense without bloodshed. I hope they don’t take up the offer.’

			Kha and Minmose prostrated themselves as first the generals and then the King left the tent. Kha heard Tjay and the King in conversation as they went past but could not pick up the meaning. When everyone had gone, Kha and his companion carefully rolled up their scrolls and walked out. Servants, rushing in the opposite direction, pushed past them. They needed to prepare the tent for the King to sleep. It wouldn’t take them long to transform the war room into a bedroom fit for royalty. As the two scribes exited, Tjay was waiting for them.

			‘The King has decided that Prince Thutmose will lead the delegation to speak with the belligerent princes, I will drive his chariot. Kha you will accompany us. Minmose you will stay here and attend the meeting with the generals who will need to further consider the tactics. Kha, be ready at Ra’s rising.’

			Saying this, he pushed the papyrus scroll he was holding into Kha’s hands.

			‘One of your jobs tomorrow is to check the accuracy of these drawings.’

			*

			The quiet dawn was broken by sounding shenebs, awakening those in the camp who were sleeping. Kha was not among them. He hadn’t been able to keep his eyes closed for more than a few moments and was sitting beside a fire when the wakeup call was sounded. He stood and made his way through the camp in the direction of the King’s tent. Around him soldiers were rolling up the covers they had used during the night, it had been cold but this was not the only protection the covers gave. Sandflies were the curse of the marching army.

			Fifteen chariots set off to meet the enemy. Tjay drove the bronze chariot of Prince Thutmose. Kha remained towards the rear of the group; his driver was not happy that he had a civilian on board. A soldier, trained in the art of bowmanship and with sword and lance, could help protect him if things went wrong.

			‘What good will you be in a fight, scribe? What will you do? Throw ink and papyrus at them?’ Kha thought that with such an attitude this was going to be a long, silent, surly journey and he was not wrong.

			The terrain changed. Kha recognised the road. He had travelled along it with Tjay.

			‘A soldier enjoying a few days leave?’ Kha smiled.

			They came to a stretch of sand dunes. These would be hard on the horses, almost impossible to cross with chariots, the wheels sinking deep into the sand. Tjay led the troop around the dunes.

			Back on firm ground, Tjay called the chariots into formation. The chariots spread out into a single line. On the lances of the charioteers a standard was raised to show these were messengers from the King of Kemet and their safety was to be assured.

			‘Keep bows and swords prepared,’ Thutmose ordered, taking his cue from Tjay. ‘Just in case.’

			The group moved forward slowly. Kha felt a knot in the pit of his stomach. He wished he was inspecting granary stores with Yuya, or at home with Merit or back in prison.

			Just a short time later, a shape began to form some distance away, shimmering in the heat haze. Each passing step brought the shape clearer into focus. A canopy had been erected. A group of chariots were lined up on the far side. Kha counted fifteen chariots on the opposite side of the canopy. These were, however, very different to those in which he and his companions were riding. The drawings he had studied were accurate. There were double the number of horses and at least double the width of carriage base. Three men stood aboard each chariot, the driver partially obscured behind the horses. The only parts of the two soldiers that could be seen above the shields were their heads, or rather, helmets and some of these were very decorative with long coloured plumes protruding from their tops.

			‘Those will be the princes,’ Kha said half to himself. His driver neither responded nor reacted.

			With a hand signal, Tjay ordered the Kemetian chariots to halt about twenty paces from the canopy, matching the distance of those facing. A man, dressed as a messenger ran from the Naharina contingent, approaching the bronze chariot. When he was at about ten paces away Thutmose shouted to him.

			‘Come no further, if you have a message to give, tell us from there.’

			The messenger obeyed.

			‘My Lords command that no more than eight of your number shall attend the meeting under the canopy and there will be eight from my Lords to speak with you.’

			‘That seems a large number, why do I not just meet one to one with your leader?’ asked Thutmose.

			‘My Lords command that no more than eight of your number shall attend the meeting under the canopy and there will be eight from my Lords to speak with you,’ repeated the messenger. ‘I have no further message. Do you have reply?’

			‘Tell your Lords we agree, but we think it a very large number.’

			‘Already a good sign. They have no single leader, war has never been won by committee,’ Tjay said to Thutmose.

			Tjay called over a soldier and ordered him to take hold of the reins of the Prince’s chariot as the two men jumped down onto the ground.

			‘Kha, you come with us and the first two soldiers from my left and three from my right also join us. Leave your bows in the chariots but keep your swords ready.’

			The eight men walked towards the canopy, the military men marching in step. Each pace appeared harder for Kha to take. He was not a soldier; he was not a diplomat and was not enjoying the experience.

			‘What in the name of Shai and Renenet am I doing here?’ he thought.

			His confusion was heightened by the fact that the meeting was carried out in a strange language that he didn’t understand. Not being able to concentrate, his mind wandered. He began looking at the chariots of the Naharina which had arrived from the Hittite King. He walked to the edge of the canopy, taking in the details of what was around him. He now realised why he was here. Suddenly one pair of the horses was startled by something and reared up. The commotion caused all, under the canopy, to turn and look. Soldiers’ hands, on both sides, reached for their scabbarded swords. A shout came from the driver which, although Kha could not understand, relieved the tension and the soldiers relaxed. Some even managed a smile. The charioteer turned his chariot, making two wide circles, coming very close to Kha, as he did so, before bringing them back into line, quieter now, settled.

			The meeting continued for a short time. There were many raised voices, particularly on the Naharina side, but these seemed to be directed towards each other rather than at the Kemetian contingent. One man, taller and broader than all the rest with a thick black beard and metal armour spat on the ground and walked briskly back to the chariot line. The other seven followed. Kha assumed from their demeanour that they hadn’t got what they wanted. He joined the Kemetians on the walk back to the chariots. Tjay and Thutmose seemed to be happy with the outcome and once they had all returned to the chariots, Tjay turned to Kha.

			‘Did you get a good look? Will you be able to give us good drawings when we get back?’

			‘Yes’ replied Kha, suddenly suspicious that the spooking of the horses was perhaps not simply a fortunate accident.

			As soon as the chariots returned Kha was immediately ordered to accompany Tjay to his tent, who gave him fresh parchment and ink.

			‘I want you to think carefully. Draw the chariots from every angle. Make sure you include every detail you remember and make notes of everything you think important. We are preparing for war and your information could be the difference between a short swift victory and a longer, painful one. Join us at the King’s tent when you’re done.’

			With that he walked out; as he did so a servant came in and placed a cup of beer and some bread beside Kha. He had forgotten he was hungry and ate and drank greedily, perhaps too much so, belching loudly as he picked up his writing stick to get to work. He drew rapidly. He made three drawings. One showed the contraption from the front, one from the rear and one from the side. He included the horses, which he drew exactly as he remembered. When he looked at his drawing of the side view he noticed something of which he hadn’t been conscious when he watched the events earlier. He looked several times; closing his eyes trying to remember the details to be sure he had drawn them correctly. Satisfied, he smiled to himself, picked up the drawings and headed for his meeting with Tjay and, perhaps, the King.

			chapter six

			Shenebs sounded before dawn. Kha felt he hadn’t slept; his meeting with Tjay had been short. The charioteer smiled as Kha gave him the drawings and made his observations. Kha didn’t know if he had been pleased or amused.

			‘You are observant, Kha. Thank you. Now get some rest. You will need all your strength and wits about you tomorrow.’

			Rising from the ground, Kha rolled his blanket and carried his water flask to the water bearers. The army was traveling across a desert, water rationing was essential. Supplies were still good; each man was allowed three flasks per day.

			The retainers were to remain with a two hundred and fifty to guard them. The rest of the army set out as Ra was rising in the east. To start with, the route had been the same as Kha had taken on the previous day, but this time, instead of taking the long way around, they stopped at the dunes. Dismounting, the soldiers and charioteers disassembled the chariots and began carrying the parts and leading the horses over the sandy slopes. Kha was both mystified and amazed. Mystified as to the reason, amazed at how, without any orders being given, each man knew what was expected of him and did it.

			Once at the top of the last dune, before the ground levelled out, the officers ordered the troops to stop and rest. Extra water rations were dispensed; the men drank thirstily. Generals gathered around the King. Kha was some distance away but could see they were listening intently, occasionally nodding. The group broke up and went to their different units. Before long the chariots were carried down the last dune and reassembled. The King’s Braves formed up behind the chariots along with two of the two hundred and fifties. Kha kept watching intently but there was no sign of the enemy force and a part of him was hoping that, after yesterday, they had decided to go home.

			Tjay came and found Kha who was sitting with Minmose.

			‘The King has a job for you two,’ he said, smiling. ‘He has picked out two good vantage points from which you can watch the action and admire his military genius.’

			He pointed out the ridges which ran along the sides of the valley.

			‘Kha, you’re to go over there,’ – pointing to the right – ‘and Minmose you to the opposite ridge. Each of you will be accompanied by two fifties for your protection and to make sure you get back afterwards. You shall be standard bearers and mark your position with the King’s flag.’

			‘But there is no cover on the ridges,’ Minmose complained.

			‘That is a part of the idea,’ Tjay replied, ‘we want them to see you and we also want our soldiers to see you and the standards flying. Now go quickly, it’s a good march and we need you in position before the games begin.’

			Kha was suspicious of Tjay’s idea of a game but joined the mixed group of swordsmen and archers who were waiting to go with him.

			Two hours later Kha stood breathlessly at the top of the ridge, his elongated spear with the blue flag of Kemet wafting in the gentle breeze, wedged into a rock crevice in plain sight. It was a while later before Minmose appeared, standing almost directly opposite him, his pennant equally visible. Kha surveyed the ground below him. To his left, the King and his troops, only about a hundred paces away. Above the soldiers, at the crest of a dune, Kha noticed another pennant wedged in rocks. Looking to his right he caught the first glimpse of dust rising and knew this must be from the chariots of the enemy advancing. His heart sank a little, his hope that they had decided not to fight clearly a forlorn one.

			The dust started to take shape. He could not count the number of chariots advancing slowly, allowing the soldiers on foot to keep pace behind them. Kha was not a student of warfare, however, shapes and geometry were his speciality, these were some of the essentials of his trade. On the battleground the Kemetian foot troops, under the supervision of the King, started to spread out across the whole width of the narrow valley. They split into small groups and formed squares. About thirty paces behind them the sand dunes commenced. In front of them the chariots formed into diamond shaped sections. These too, were spread across the whole width of the valley, with more of them toward the edges.

			To his right the advancing rebels were not so orderly. The chariots in ragged lines four or five deep. There was no sign of the Princes’ plumed helms; there were, however, dozens of copies of the large bearded man. From this distance all the Hittites looked indistinguishable one from the other. Each had broad shoulders and the same grim, unsmiling, bearded face. As the first line of chariots came level with Kha’s position, from behind him, a sheneb let out three short blasts. This was followed by three short blasts from the opposite side of the valley, then the same from the direction of the Kemetian soldiers, like an echo rebounding around a mountain range. The Hitite charioteers stopped momentarily and looked up at the pennants and small groups of soldiers. They readied their horses for a charge at the Kemetian lines.

			As the echoing shenebs began to fade, there was another sound. The sound of wind whistling through trees, but there were no trees. A glance up at the sky in front of him, the reason for the noise was flying through the air. The sky was dark with a thousand arrows descending from above, falling gracefully, heading into the midst of the Hittite and Naharina forces.

			Within moments, another wave of arrows came, then another. Additionally, the archers beside him and on the cliffs opposite with Minmose were shooting down towards the chariots, not aiming at the soldiers but at the unprotected flanks of the horses. Even from this distance the screams of the injured animals made Kha squirm.

			‘Please Shai and Renenet, may I never again have to hear this.’

			The agony of the animals mingled with shouts and screams of men. He wanted to turn away and cover his ears, but this was not an option.

			Still the arrows kept showering down. Salvo after salvo of barbed rain, cutting through flesh, hammering against shields, causing mayhem. The Hittite chariots which still had both horses unscathed began to charge towards their Kemetian counterparts. Despite the oncoming onslaught, the Kemetian chariots held steady. Two blasts of a sheneb blared out and the chariots started to move. Everything was orderly, structured, but at very high speed.

			At first they charged directly at the Hittites, then turned quickly dividing into two groups, moving diagonally towards the sides of the valley. Some of the Hittites tried to match their move but the sudden attempt to turn caused problems; precisely as Kha had predicted.

			It was clear the horses hadn’t been properly trained in acting as a pair. The reins were set up so that only one horse received the instructions from the rein to turn. Without training the second horse didn’t immediately react to the changing direction of the horse beside him, continuing to move in a straight line. This was only momentarily but in that brief moment there was enough opposing force on the chariot that it began to rock violently on its axis.

			Kha had been right.

			These oversized chariots may put the fear of the gods into those who see them marching on display, but here, in the heat of battle, they were unstable death-traps. Drivers strained to keep control, some of the soldiers on either side were clinging on, wanting to live. Others were thrown from the backs of the chariots. Trampled underfoot by the horses coming behind, crushed by the heavy wheels, bones shattered, necks broken. Those charioteers who had not attempted to turn, continued straight toward the squares of King’ Braves. Before they arrived the squares seemed to split and spears were thrown, not straight forward toward the chariots bearing down directly on them but diagonally across, always aiming at the unprotected flanks of the horses. This was proving generally successful. Generally but not totally. Some of the horses and chariots managed to charge straight into the soldiers on foot, the chariot archers were accurate in their aim and found targets to hit.

			To Kha’s right the forward movement of the foot soldiers had stopped. The constant wave of arrows had created a barrier of dead and dying men. Those who remained outside the range of the deadly, metal tipped rain seemed happy to stay there. All eyes concentrating on the chariot battle going on ahead of them. This was no battle, it was a rout. The King’s charioteers, having flanked their enemy, turned and were now advancing from the rear. The unprotected soldiers were easy targets, especially for an archer as skilled as the King. Another blast from a sheneb, and a human deluge swarmed over the top of the dunes, down towards the Hittite chariots and the fighting squares of the King’ Braves.

			Horses and charioteers fell under the onslaught of spear and sword. The King’s chariots again turned, heading towards the now running and retreating Naharina militia and mercenaries. Many dropped their weapons as they fled. A man could run faster without a spear or axe in his hand. As hard as they may have tried, they could not outrun the lightweight chariots. The Kemetians, with the glittering golden chariot of the King in the vanguard, sped along the flanks of the retreating horde firing arrows into the panicked, mostly unarmed, men.

			‘Why doesn’t he stop? Victory is won. Why hasn’t the killing stopped?’ shouted Kha, but no one answered.

			The Kemetian chariots turned to cut through the helpless soldiers. Arrows spent, sword and spear were used to cut down the remnants of the army. At a signal from the King the chariots halted, forming a line right across the valley. A solid wall of horse, steel and swordsmen through which no soldier could force his way. What was left of the living, stopped and fell to their knees. The wailing of fear and prayer from the beaten, combined with whoops of joy from the victors, was brought on the wind to Kha.

			‘I wish the wind was blowing in the other direction,’ he thought.

			The joy below was shared by the soldiers surrounding Kha.

			‘Time to go scribe,’ one of them shouted. ‘We’re missing the fun.’

			Kha didn’t share the enthusiasm of his companions nor their desire to join the King in the valley. He lagged behind as they rushed to get near to their commander. By the time he reached the army base camp, it was deserted. Silence surrounded the whole area, no campfire banter, no clattering of metal on metal, no raucous laughter. It felt unearthly. He climbed to the top of the dune and saw the horror which was the aftermath of slaughter. It was closer here, even more real than when he had viewed it from the height of the cliff.

			Despite himself, he felt drawn to the horror and started down toward the valley floor.

			The sound hit him first, a rumbling buzz increasing in intensity with each step. Then the fetid, foul smell of excrement and urine, animal and human, struck him with tremendous force, overpowering his senses. Bile and vomit rose to his throat. He fought against it, trying to swallow, forcing it back from where it came. It was wasted effort. A battle which the forces of nature would always win. He doubled over, dropped to his knees and disgorged his stomach into the sand.

			Now empty, and acid burnt, his intestines felt on fire. He stood, walked on, semi dazed.

			Horses lay in unnatural positions, arrows and spears protruding from their necks and flanks, several with large gashes to their throats. Kha picked his way, through the carnage. With each step he disturbed angry mobs of flies; the source of the buzzing. They were everywhere, millions waging their own war, one against the other. Fighting for the best place to feast, then to lay their maggoty eggs.

			‘Death in battle is not glorious,’ he thought. ‘It’s nasty, it’s brutal, it’s irrevocable.’

			Corpses were strewn all around, partially concealed under overturned chariots, pinned beneath the equine dead, one on top of another. Monstrously mutilated and mangled forms, grotesque expressions on sightless faces.

			Although filled with horror at each step, Kha could not turn his head away. The slaughtered bodies mesmerised him. He noticed blood caked on beards, gory hands clutching at charms hanging around necks, perhaps in prayer, perhaps thinking of a loved one. A boy probably no more than twelve years old, an arrow through his open mouth.

			‘What are you doing here, amidst these beards?’

			Kha’s question remained unanswered.

			There was a brief respite from the butchery as the line of charioting dead ended.

			Kha sweltered in the intense heat. He moved on, leaving the mostly Hittite slain behind him, towards the stench of devastation caused by the arrows of the Nubian bowmen. The iron filled smell of blood and death pervaded his nostrils, he wanted to retch; but couldn’t. He wanted to run; his legs resisted. He wanted to cry; his eyes were dry.

			Two officers were walking amongst the bodies. They were checking for signs of life.

			‘Carriers,’ called one. Two soldiers, carrying blood-soaked sheets bound to two poles, ran towards the officer, bundled a groaning body onto the linen, and took him away.

			‘May your gods greet you in honour,’ said the other, as he took the knife in his hand and slit the throat of a supine warrior from ear to ear.

			Kha realised they must have done the same to the horses. If they can be saved, save them, if not, foreshorten their suffering and hasten their journey to the afterlife.

			As Kha reached the line of victorious Kemetian chariots and the rows of dour, defeated and dejected Naharina soldiers, exhaustion racked his body and blurred his horror filled mind.

			He saw Minmose and made his way over to him. The pair greeted each other amicably but not profusely.

			‘You survived then,’ Minmose said.

			‘I don’t think we were ever in any danger up there, were we?’

			‘Not this time, but I’m sick of war, death and butchery. Why didn’t he stop? It was like slaughtering corralled cattle. His father would never have done that. It was inhuman.’

			‘This is my first experience and I hope it’s my last,’ Kha said and they fell into silence.

			There was a commotion ahead of them. Wanting something to distract him from the horrors of the battlefield, Kha moved towards the activity. Minmose remained seated looking down, with staring eyes, at the sand just in front of his knees.

			Manoeuvring his way through a group of soldiers, the King and Crown Prince Thutmose were in conversation with Tjay and a number of senior generals. Tjay spotted Kha and called over to him.

			‘Are the foul prisoners ready yet?’ Amenhotep asked.

			‘They will be here momentarily Majesty,’ came a voice from a short distance away.

			The King was calm, almost jovial. He had used the Naharina foot soldiers as a hunting game, an easy quarry, cut down without thought and now he was in high spirits.

			The plumes were the first sighting of the seven Princes, now produced and forced to kneel. The vanquished submissive before their vanquisher. Tjay moved towards Kha.

			‘Remember everything. You will have to recreate it in stone.’

			The seven had clearly not been involved in the battle, their dress and demeanour were of those who drink and eat while others die at their bidding. Haughtiness and nonchalance filled the air.

			Kha kept his thoughts to himself, but he hated these arrogant sons of kings. ‘Children and men, butchered because of you, and you kneel there unscathed and smiling? Those men and boys died because of you and yet you seem so uncaring.’

			One of the Princes raised his head and started to speak but an angry retort from the King, again in the language Kha could not understand, made him and his conspirators immediately drop their foreheads to the sand.

			Amenhotep began speaking. Slowly the Princes lifted their heads but remained on their knees. Although Kha could not understand the words, he knew from the timbre and cadence of what was being said that the King was not trying to be reconciliatory. The faces of the Princes were like admonished children, eyes cast down and some of them reddening in the face. When the King stopped speaking, a soldier stepped up to the King and knelt before him. In his outstretched arms, a golden mace.

			Since the earliest of days, King after King was depicted on Temple and tomb walls, defeating the enemies of Kemet by smiting them with this, most simple, but effective weapon. A club, normally with a stone or metal head, this one was entirely of gold.

			The King took the weapon in his hand and walked towards the kneeling Princes. As he did so soldiers removed the helmets from their heads. Each had long hair, knotted at the top, a tail hanging down the back of their heads. For the first time, Kha noticed traces of fear in their eyes. They looked at one another, then at the man now towering in front of them. Kha had always believed that the illustrations on the tomb walls were symbolic, not literal, but here, on this battleground, on this day, his King was walking towards his defeated enemies with the symbol of conquest in his hands.

			As he moved to the first, Amenhotep began to speak. No longer did he use the strange tongue Kha had heard up to now. He spoke in clear, almost exaggerated, tones, his words in the formal Kemetian used on tomb and Temple walls.

			‘I am Akheperure, mighty in the strength of Horus Strong Bull, favourite of the Two Ladies bestowed with unlimited power. Golden Horus is with me as I conquer every land. I am the son of the body of Ra and loved infinitely by him. I am Lord of all lands. None can match my strength…’

			He grabbed hold of the tailed hair of the first Prince and struck him hard on the temple. Without stopping for breath he continued to the second Prince. The stricken Prince was shaking uncontrollably, like a man possessed by a demon.

			‘My arm is mighty of strength…’ Amenhotep took hold of the second Prince’s hair and brought the mace crashing with great force against the side of his forehead.

			‘No man can draw a bow to match me, no Hittite nor Naharina soldier can touch me…’ the third Prince was struck with great force. Amenhotep continued along the line.

			‘No King in any land is greater than I; no one can match me in battle. I am the wall that protects Kemet from the savages. No army of men, nor horses nor chariots can survive against me. I am the air that the whole world breathes. I am the image of Amun- Ra and all nations bow to my will and pay me homage. I am the King of all Kings; the borders of Kemet are without limit, thanks to me. I am the ruler of all lands upon which the Aten shines by day and over which Khonsu waxes and wanes by night. I am all powerful and none may contest my power and survive.’

			By the time he finished, all seven Princes lay semi-conscious on the ground at his feet.

			‘Remove these vermin from my presence. Take them to my ship, hang them by their feet from the prow, keep their heads out of the water for now – they can drown slowly when we set sail. I will visit with King Artatama, to demand retribution from all who have given shelter to these enemies of our beloved Kemet, and ensure such disrespect for my being, my land and my gods, shall never again come forth from this, or any other, country.’

			He walked away, handing the now bloodied golden mace to a soldier. Amenhotep clapped Tjay on the back and they jumped onto the golden chariot and sped away to the base camp. Kha remained open-mouthed.

			‘Never have I seen such power emanating from a man. Never have I seen such strength in wielding a mace. Never have I seen rebellion brought to its knees, humiliated and destroyed. Never again do I want to see such slaughter. How can a man destroy life with such zeal and ride away laughing? Thank Renenet that my destiny was to be born in Kemet and harbour no resentment for the Kings who rule her.’

			Kha was not sure what he should do now. Should he return with the soldiers to where the King’s ship had been docked and from there join the forces overland back to his home in Min? Was he needed still to witness the movements and actions of his King? He resolved to return and find Minmose, maybe he, with his greater experience could tell him what to do.

			‘Wait for orders, like an obedient servant,’ was the reply he received from the increasingly dour and unresponsive stone mason.

			Kha didn’t have to wait long. A charioteer came just as Kha was preparing to eat.

			‘You have no time for bread, scribe,’ he said.

			‘You are required to come with me to accompany the King to the Palace of the Naharina Ruler. Make haste we leave immediately.’

			Kha stuffed the uneaten bread under his tunic.

			The soldier walked away. Kha gathered his things and ran to catch up with him.

			He entered the Palace of Artatama through a side entrance, was ushered to the servant’s bathing quarters, bathed and dressed in a new tunic. Following instructions, he was brought into the audience chamber where soldiers and local nobility gathered. No sign of Amenhotep or the Naharina King. Tjay was standing with the other generals of the charioteers and King’s Braves. He noticed Kha enter and walked over to him.

			‘You need to sit and listen to everything attentively. On you the burden of history. What you portray will be seen forever as the truth of these events.’

			Kha nodded. He had learned from Minmose that he needed to write in the most favourable terms for the King. This wouldn’t be difficult. What Kha had witnessed only increased his resolve that Amenhotep was indeed the manifestation of the omnipotent gods whose power, glory and savagery knew no bounds.

			When Amenhotep entered he was flanked by Crown Prince Thutmose and an extravagantly dressed, overweight official. Walking slightly behind him was a tall bearded man dressed regally, unquestionably this was Artatama. Beside him, a young girl, an entourage of women closely following. Amenhotep didn’t hesitate; he took his seat on the Naharina throne, with Artatama standing beside him like a servant. There was no doubting the power in this room and in this country.

			Once seated, the King ordered the ensemble to rise from the supplicant position all had adopted when he had entered. Kha didn’t rise but altered his position so he sat cross legged with papyrus and ink at the ready.

			‘By failing to control your sons you have betrayed me. You have broken faith with the gods and their living embodiment from whom comes all your wealth and life. You are each and every one of you to blame. The gods have been insulted and retribution is needed to appease them. I have ordered that Princess Parukhepa, the most beloved daughter of your King Artatama, shall return with me to Kemet and there be brought up with my children at Court. Her wellbeing is assured by me, so long as Naharina remains loyal. Equally I shall take from each of you, two children and their mothers. Seven sons, I have already taken, however, their health is not assured and you can each regret that you didn’t bid them farewell as your eyes will never fall on them again.’

			There were gasps and the faint sounds of muffled crying.

			‘Now I want your youngest and eldest child. It would be cruel to separate child from mother, so they too must come to Kemet. All shall reside there, under my protection, until they join your sons in the afterlife. Remain loyal to Kemet and they shall live well for their natural lives. Permit dissention or rebellion in your cities then their heads will be returned to you and their eyeless forms will be the last image you will see before your own slow, painful deaths. Guards do not let these people leave the room until you have secured those who are to come with us. I am Amenhotep-Akheperure and I will be obeyed.’

			He left the room. The young girl who had entered with Artatama was crying and being consoled by Crown Prince Thutmose.

			As the Army prepared to depart, Kha spoke briefly with Tjay.

			‘Kha you are to return to Ineb-Hedj on the King’s escort ship, with some of his Braves. The King wants you to start immediately preparing two stelae. One to be placed at the sun temple by Naharina, the other in Kush. The King’s deeds are to be explained so no-one can be in any doubt that rebellion will be quashed, rebels destroyed and retribution paid. Also you should prepare drawings for the smiting of the seven Princes. He will decide if you or another shall supervise the work at the holy Temple in Waset, where he intends to have this deed engraved, but whether or not it’s you, prepare your ideas.’

			Passing the King’s ship, the seven erstwhile haughty Princes, were hanging by their feet from the prow. Their heads moving up and down with the motion of the craft, dipping into and out of the water. If they were alive or dead, Kha could not say. He hoped for their sakes they were dead.

			He boarded his ship. Here, were the fourteen children of the seven lords whose sons had led the rebellion, together with their mothers and the Princess Parukhepa, who kept herself separated from the others. Her face showing beauty, pride and intelligence.

			‘History has not seen the last of this Princess, hostage or not,’ he thought. ‘She is not just a pawn in this game of power.’

			‘Sitting there on the boat, she looks like the goddess Mut.’ Prince Thutmose startled Kha. ‘From now on I shall name her ‘Mut on a boat’ – Mutemwiya – it has a good ring to it, don’t you think, Kha?’

			‘Yes, Majesty,’ Kha replied, turning his head away so the besotted Prince wouldn’t see his amused expression.

			‘And she needs to have a Kemetian name,’ clarified Thutmose.

			‘Indeed she does, Majesty, and what better than one likening her to a goddess,’ replied Kha.

			‘Quite,’ said the Prince without taking his gaze away from the young Princess.

			*

			Minmose and Kha said their goodbyes when the Temple carving, of the smitten Princes, at Ipet-Ryst in Waset was finished. Minmose wiped sweat from his brow.

			‘So ends my days working for the King. Kha, it will now fall on your shoulders to show the world the mightiness of our sovereign. I wish you luck.’

			They never met again, and Kha never heard what became of the old stone mason.

			Kha completed the carving of the stelae. Erected as ordered, he told the story of humiliation, the ferocious against the feeble, how seven Princes ended their days spiked and rotting outside city walls. Kha’s words were sent on clay tablets to all kingdoms paying homage to Kemet. Amenhotep was determined to inform all of the consequences of revolution or insurrection.

			Kha didn’t mention the needlessness of the slaughter nor the enjoyment his sovereign had displayed in its execution.

			chapter seven

			Idle hands and under-occupied mind frustrated Kha. He was becoming restless. Back at his home in Yuya’s complex at Khent-min there seemed nothing to do. The harvest had been gathered and stockpiled in the granaries he designed and supervised.

			‘You’re now officially an artist for the King,’ Yuya told him as they sat with their wives in a shady spot in Yuya’s garden.

			‘As may be,’ Kha replied ‘but I enjoyed being back in Waset. Merit was able to visit her parents and other family, I was getting my hands blistered and dirty again. I miss the physical work, maybe I can go back to my old job. Perneb is now Governor at Iunet and Khety is in the royal workshops in Waset, inventing something new every day it seems. You are in no need of new granaries, what am I to do with my life?’

			‘Look after Merit and the children.’ It was Asenath who spoke. ‘And don’t go thinking you can leave here and take Merit with you. She is my best friend and I can’t contemplate life without her. Whether you go or stay is up to you and Yuya to decide, I would never dream of interfering in your decisions, but if you go, you go alone.’

			‘I’m pleased, Asenath, that you’re not going to interfere in such a decision,’ Yuya said. ‘Kha, what do you think? Maybe stay around here at least for a while longer?’

			‘Mmm’ was the only reply he could summon.

			‘Don’t worry, Kha. I’m due to travel to Ineb-Hedj in a few days to discuss some issues with Prince Thutmose and, if permitted, also with the King. Why don’t you come and keep me company? Merit and Asenath can take care of each other here.’

			‘Thank you Yuya. That I would like. Are you sure the Prince won’t object?’

			‘Of course. I’m always allocated several rooms so your sleeping in one won’t be a problem and Thutmose actually quite likes your company – at least in small doses.’

			‘And I his,’ Kha said, ‘unless it’s to go to another war.’

			‘Hopefully there will be peace for many years to come. At least while Artatama holds power in Naharina. The Hittites took a severe beating to their pride with the new chariots failing so badly in battle. It will be many years before they will risk attacking Kemet’s neighbours and jeopardise their independence.’

			*

			Kha and Yuya arrived in Ineb-Hedj and went to their quarters. They were dining on wine, bread and freshly roasted duck, when Prince Thutmose came rushing into the room.

			‘Yuya, it’s great to see you my friend. You’re here just in time, tomorrow I’m going hunting in Giza, I hear that there is some fresh game in the area. You must come, you will enjoy it.’

			He hadn’t seemed to notice Kha but then he turned to him.

			‘Kha, I hope that you will come too, it will give you the chance to see where my father has erected the stela you did for him– he is very proud of it. He still doesn’t know your name but he does like your work, particularly that done in Waset. I think that he may have some plans for ‘that artist’ as he calls you. Is there a goblet of wine for me?’

			*

			The evening didn’t stop at a single goblet of wine.

			It was with throbbing head and unsteady gait that Kha rose, bathed and walked into the courtyard. Yuya was already there. Tjay, the King’s charioteer and two other young men were with him.

			‘Greetings Kha,’ Tjay said, as he wrapped his arms around the artist.

			Three chariots were lined up, their horses soothed by the tones of the grooms talking to them. The animals’ coats gleamed, their flanks and bearing showing them to be of the highest breeding.

			Without seeing him, Kha knew Thutmose was approaching. The grooms all sank to their knees in unison, as did Tjay and the other soldiers, Kha followed automatically and immediately. Only Yuya didn’t kneel, he did, however, bow as his friend approached.

			‘If we are all here let us be going,’ the Prince said. ‘Tjay, have the targets been set?’

			‘As you ordered, my Prince. Lions have been penned and bronze targets set along the training course. All is as you would wish.’

			‘Good, let’s get going. I have a feeling today is going to be a good one.’

			Kha was now an accomplished chariot passenger. Thutmose and Yuya raced each other, light hearted banter and insults flying between them and the two charioteers. Inevitably the Prince was declared the winner of the race, and with Tjay driving the Prince’s chariot, it was a fair result.

			Tjay, ever mindful of the well-being of the horses, called for refreshments to be brought, so the hard worked animals could take a rest. Fresh horses were waiting to be harnessed for the hunting foray. Grooms took the sweating horses into a shaded area where they were given water to drink and oats to eat. Young, naked girls, who had been sent ahead from the palace distributed beer which had been specially brewed adding poppy seeds. Thutmose had taken a liking to the effects this beer had.

			‘It helps me see things clearer,’ he said. No one argued.

			Thirst slaked, Thutmose rose quickly.

			‘Tjay, you promised me lions, where are they?’

			The grooms brought the chariots with their fresh horses and Thutmose and Yuya headed off with sand and dust flowing in their wake. Kha had come to see his stela in the Sun Temple, not go chasing lions or flocks of birds. Not for him shooting arrows at bronze targets. His interests lay in more sedentary pursuits. He couldn’t understand how the Prince and Yuya could go racing off chasing lions and other game when one of the world’s greatest sights was here just in front of them.

			They were on the estates of Hwt-Ka-Ptah, the Temple of Ptah at Ineb-Hedj, at the funeral monuments of Khufu, Khafre, and Menkaure. Kha knew the history of this place as well as anyone. The three Pyramids shone brightly, the sun reflecting off the polished limestone surfaces. Kha appreciated how much work had gone into the making of the outer shell of the tombs. The precise angles of the stones, the polished surface using sandstone blocks and sand, a monumental feat of engineering and gruelling work.

			Kha had never seen the Great Pyramids before, but he had learned the engineering. He wanted to walk the short distance to take a better look, but he could not take his eyes off the enormous carved regal head, rising out of the sand and towering over him.

			A short distance away was Amenhotep’s Sun Temple, built in thanksgiving, shortly after his coronation. It was in this Temple that the stela carved by Kha was standing. He came here to see his own work, but that went completely out of his head. His arms and neck tingled, a shiver went through him. There was something about this great statue which fascinated him but at the same time filled him with awe.

			‘It doesn’t seem right. The disembodied head, shaped to the likeness of Khafre son of Khufu, built such a short distance from the burial places of the Kings, but being a separate and lonely figure,’ he mused.

			The view of the head went against all the teachings of the architects who had taught Kha his trade. A bodiless head just didn’t make any sense.

			He stood in front of the statue. By jumping up he could just reach the false beard made of stone and part of the ceremonial dress of the Kings of Kemet since time immemorial. The nemes headdress had clearly been painted in antiquity; even from below Kha noticed remnants of paint.

			‘Why have you been so neglected?’

			He spoke directly to the statue.

			‘Your magnificence should not be left to decay. If I had my way your glory would be resurrected. I wonder what secrets lie beneath the sands? Are you just a head or is there more to you?’

			Kha was convinced that this royal head was so much more than could be seen.

			With great difficulty he climbed the sand around the head and managed to stand directly behind it. He felt a remembered youthful excitement and wanted to climb to the top, but this would have been disrespectful. As a child he might have ignored decorum, but as a man he could not bring himself to do it. Instead he turned and rested his back against the god’s headdress. What he saw surprised him. He changed his position. Excited, he slid own the sand dunes and ran to where his chariot rider was resting by the horses.

			‘Come quickly. Take me over there,’ he shouted, pointing out into the desert.

			‘There’s nothing out there,’ came the reply.

			‘Just do as I ask.’

			Kha surprised himself at his commanding tone. The charioteer was used to obeying orders and this man was a guest of the Prince and therefore one to be obeyed. After they headed east for just a few minutes, Kha tapped the charioteer on the shoulder.

			‘Stop here.’

			The horses came to a halt, as if they were obeying his voice and not the reins in the hands of the charioteer.

			Following Kha’s instructions, the chariot moved right, stopped, turned round and headed to the left. Every time the chariot stopped, Kha jumped down and stared towards the god’s head. He spent an hour or more doing this, then spoke to the charioteer.

			‘Thank you, please let us go back. Take me to the base of the middle pyramid, that of the God-King Khafre.’

			The charioteer obeyed without question but was thinking that his passenger was suffering from effects of the strong sun. Once at the pyramid, Kha again stared at the statue. He walked half way to the largest pyramid, that of Khonsu, who had been regarded as the manifestation of Ra whilst he lived and worshipped after his death. He reversed his steps and walked towards the smaller of the pyramids, where Khafre’s own son Menkaure lay. Again he stopped midway and looked at the statue.

			The charioteer was told to go back and rest the horses. Kha walked to the great head, his mind racing. He was still deep in thought when he heard the approaching sounds of the Prince and Yuya. There was laughter and shouting and Kha felt as if he had been awoken from a dream. He was in a place of ancient magic, he was blessed.

			Kha and Yuya’s chariots came to an abrupt halt under the statue and they jumped down.

			‘Kha,’ said the excited Prince, ‘you should have joined us. The lions were ferocious but I managed to kill three, Yuya’s tally was only two.’

			‘What have you been doing?’ Yuya asked Kha.

			‘Admiring the workmanship of the pyramids and of this magnificent, ancient head of Horus. All the writings and teachings do not come close to explaining the greatness of these monuments or their significance. That the eyes in this great head greet Ra, rising victorious from his nightly battle, is known by all. However, he does not stand alone. He is a part of everything around us. Look at the shining white pyramids behind you, he’s joined to them. They’ve been positioned so that their peaks form signs of the akhet, the horizon, and from distance the head of the god can be seen sitting in the middle of the two horizons, just as Ra, the sun, does. This has been the most inspiring day of my life; I have seen Horus himself in the horizon, Hor-em-Akhet. But, it’s both fascinating and sad.’

			‘Why sad?’ asked Yuya.

			‘It all seems not right,’ replied Kha. ‘There’s something missing. The true glories here are hidden from us.’

			‘Don’t worry about such things, artist,’ it was Prince Thutmose who spoke. ‘I won’t have sadness today. Tjay, bring me some girls and more poppy beer, I’m minded to relax and rest in the shade provided by my ancestor’s head.’

			Tjay did as he was asked. Yuya and the others left Thutmose to his relaxation and found other shade in which they drank some wine and ate bread sweetened with honey. The poppy infused beer was not to their liking, not because of the taste, but it seemed to have a strange effect which not everyone took to. This didn’t apply to the Prince, who seemed to have an insatiable thirst for it. The small group tried, somewhat unsuccessfully, to ignore the sounds of Prince Thutmose enjoying the company of the girls and the beer, and were grateful, when they heard him say.

			‘Now leave me, I need to sleep a while, here where Ra has rested his shadow to protect me.’

			It was only a short time later that Prince Thutmose awoke, shouting excitedly and a little incoherently.

			‘He has spoken to me. He has spoken and revealed everything to me.’

			Yuya and the others ran to where Thutmose was standing looking up at the head.

			‘He has spoken to me,’ he repeated.

			‘It must be that beer,’ Yuya whispered to Kha.

			‘What is it Prince?’ asked Tjay.

			The Prince turned and looked at the worried faces approaching him and laughed.

			‘It’s good news,’ he exclaimed. ‘No, it’s more than that, it’s great news.’

			‘What is?’ asked Yuya.

			‘I was lying here when sleep seized me,’ began Thutmose. ‘Whilst I was sleeping, the statue spoke to me.

			‘Look at me, and see me, my son Thutmose. I am your father, Hor-em-akhet-Khepri-Atum, and I shall give you the Kingship on earth, in front of all the living ones. You shall wear the White and the Red Crowns upon the throne of your forefathers. The earth in all its size, everywhere illuminated by the Eye of Horus shall be yours. The bounty of the Two Lands together with the great tributes of all foreign lands shall be yours. Your lifetime will be great in years. My face and my heart are yours as you are my protector. I am like one who is in need, all my limbs feel as if I have been dismembered as the sands of the desert upon which I lie are covering me. So hasten to me, have done all I desire, knowing you are my son and my protector. Come forth, and I shall be with you, I shall be your guide and leader.’

			‘Don’t you see? The god has spoken to me. He is suffering under the weight of the sands that time and wind have heaped upon him. He needs to be free. Kha was right, although he only saw a small part of things. The god has spoken to me directly.’

			Thutmose didn’t pause for breath.

			‘Quickly, all of you, we have no time to rest now. We must return to Ineb-Hedj. Sacrifices must be given to honour the god who has spoken these words to me. I give my pledge that I will soon return and do as the god has asked of me. I’ll clear away the sands from around the whole of this majestic statue. He has revealed to me that his limbs and body have lain buried for centuries. We must open our hearts to the god’s beauty and glory and reveal his manifestation in its entirety. We must make his splendour visible to the world. Kha, you must be my hands in this task. We’ll discuss plans tomorrow, now we must prepare to honour the god who spoke to me.’

			They left. In all the excitement Kha had forgotten to inspect his stela, which had been the purpose of his visit.

			‘Next time,’ he thought.

			The Prince’s great plans were to be thwarted. On the party’s return to Ineb-Hedj there were instructions that Kha was to go immediately to Waset. There had been an accident at the proposed tomb of the Prince’s father and Kha was ordered to assess the damage and see if the works could be salvaged or if a new tomb would need to be started.

			‘My father puts great faith in your work Kha. So you see, it seems that the gods living on earth and in the afterlife know you and have plans for you. I’m sure my task for you can wait a little longer. Hor-em-Akhet, has waited a thousand years to be free, he won’t mind if the wait is a while longer. He didn’t place a time on my promise and he knows that I’ll keep it.’

			Yuya and Kha had no time to take part in the sacrifices and celebrations marking the great revelation. Their boat had been made ready on the King’s orders and they set sail immediately. Kha stopped briefly in Khent-min explaining, to Merit, his instructions to go to Waset. As Asenath had predicted, Merit remained. She promised she would join her husband as soon as was practical.

			‘Asenath is not strong, Kha. It’s more than my friendship she needs right now.’

			Kha didn’t ask any questions. Asenath was like a sister to him and Merit. His wife’s bond with Asenath was as deep and important to them, as his attachment with Yuya was to him.

			‘Whatever life and the gods have in store for us Merit, we’ll always have each other. Distance won’t separate us and time will not destroy what you mean to me, now and always.’

			Merit watched as her husband’s boat disappeared into the distance. He was now an important man in Kemet, even if he himself didn’t realise it. For all his importance, he was still the same man she married. She, like him, wished for a more normal life. They hadn’t been born into royalty or high class and, although she enjoyed the luxury, it all felt unreal. She would not, however, leave Asenath, love and duty bound her to her friend, for as long as she was needed.

			chapter eight

			Kha worked on the tomb of the King for several years. He also built a house for himself at the edge of the worker’s village. It was not grand, like the house of Yuya in Khent-min. It didn’t have limitless grounds with ornamental lakes and gardens, but it was large enough for his needs and Merit was very happy when she came to see it.

			‘This is a good house to raise children in,’ she said. ‘Here we are amongst our own kind, and our children will be able to lead normal lives.’

			‘If ever we are allowed to be together.’

			Kha immediately regretted the angriness of his reply.

			‘It won’t be long now, I think,’ said Merit, making Kha feel even worse.

			In the time Kha had been working on the King’s tomb much had happened to Yuya. He had been reunited with his father and brothers. Kha had only heard the details second hand and he wished he had been present for the events. The brothers who had connived to be rid of Yuya, when he was a boy, selling him into slavery and the father, who had believed for so many years that his favourite son was dead, were now together again. The brothers had come to Yuya, in his capacity as Overseer of Granaries, to ask for help in finding food. As Yuya had predicted from the King’s dream there had already been two years of poor harvests. The waters of the flooding river were almost none existent. The eleven brothers were ignorant of his true identity. Yuya had tricked them, accusing the youngest of theft, only revealing his true identity at the last moment. Kha could only imagine the joy Yuya must have felt when he met his father again. He was happy for his friend.

			Yuya housed his family on his vast estates in the rich delta region. They had all they required, and much more. Yuya remained in Khent-min. He liked its position not too far from Ineb-Hedj to the north and Waset to the south. He was spending an increasing amount of time in both these centres of power. Asenath had borne Yuya another son, whom they named Hemiunu but the birth had been difficult and her already delicate health had deteriorated further. She was more reliant than ever on Merit and she would let no one else tend to her personal care.

			Merit had been right. Not long after her visit to see him and the house, Kha received a message from Yuya, saying that with the permission of the King, Kha was to leave his work and travel with all speed to Khent-min to attend the funerary rites of Asenath.

			There was to be no great tomb for Asenath, who had been very clear about her wishes. She was to be buried with her father and mother in Iunu, where she had been born. Her funeral was to be in the tradition of her ancestors and according to the rights of the solar Temple in which her father had served his life.

			Kha travelled with the embalmed body of Asenath together with Yuya, his two sons Tjebnutjer and Hemiunu, and Merit, on Yuya’s barge. The large sail in kek black, symbolizing death and emptiness, was hoisted throughout the voyage. Everything else on the barge was covered in white. Asenath had always preferred this non colour to the newer brighter colours which were becoming more popular in Kemet.

			‘It is the colour of purity and cleanliness,’ she had said.

			‘White is Asenath’s colour,’ Yuya insisted and the whole group were dressed in this, to honour her.

			‘You look like a priest,’ Yuya said to Kha in a rare, light hearted moment. ‘You should have your head shaved more often.’

			Asenath had loved animals and now her coffin was surrounded by statues and representations of birds and lions. A large head of Hathor took pride of place. Everything was made of white alabaster, matching all but the black sail.

			The sombre ceremony was attended by Prince Thutmose and also Princess Mutemwiya, formerly known as Parukhepa, the Naharina royal hostage. There was a close intimacy between the two Royals. Thutmose was already married to his sister, Nefetari, but Kings and future Kings were not restricted to just one wife.

			‘If I remain in favour, one day I shall be carving the name Mutemwiya in stone,’ thought Kha.

			Yuya kept his small sons close beside him holding onto their hands, or putting his arms around their shoulders, offering them what comfort he could. Tears in their eyes, husband and children had loved Asenath deeply and now their grief was clear for all to see.

			After the ceremony, Yuya spent a few hours with Thutmose and Mutemwiya, whilst Kha and Merit sat with the children. Food had been prepared and laid out together with wine, but no one had an appetite or thirst. Yuya’s brothers were there, but these were strangers to Kha and Merit.

			*

			Kha returned to Waset to finalise the King’s tomb and, with him, came Merit. Much was happening to Yuya and others in the group of former prisoners, but Kha was outside of all of that. He had rejected station and wealth to be where he wanted to be, doing what he wanted to do. He was no longer in the midst of major events.

			When Kha was satisfied that the tomb was exactly as ordered, he sent a message to the King’s steward in Waset that it was ready for inspection at the monarch’s convenience.

			With no commissions requiring immediate attention, Kha took Merit and Djoser to Iunet in the sixth sepat, that of the Crocodile, where Perneb, sentenced to death but saved by Yuya, had been granted the vacant seat of Governor. His standing invitation to Kha had finally been accepted. The visit was all too brief, just a few days, but Kha was anxious not to be away too long in case the King sent a message that he was coming to see the tomb.

			‘You should relax, Kha,’ Perneb said. ‘I am now Governor of a city on the river. Protocol dictates that I’m informed if the King’s barge is to pass. We have to organise either a bed or a crowd to stand on the shore waving and cheering.’

			Perneb and his young wife, Nofret, were happy to have a visit from friends. There was no need to organise banquets and processions with dancers and jugglers. No need for formality, just relaxing times with food and drink, in informal surroundings, mostly in the garden shaded by vines and trees on cushions strewn on tiled flooring. Laughter rang out and children played. Stories were told, Kha was eager for news of Yuya.

			‘He’s found it hard, since Asenath died,’ Perneb told him, even his children can’t be a comfort to him now they are no longer with him.’

			‘What’s happened?’ asked Merit.

			Perneb relayed the story of how Yuya’s father had taken Yuya’s two sons to be cared for by him. Perneb had been with him when Yuya had been summoned by his father, who claimed he was dying.

			‘Yuya’s father placed his hand on the head of Hemiunu, saying that even though he was the younger of Yuya’s two sons he would be greater than Tjebnutjer. This upset Yuya greatly, but worse was to come.’

			‘Any children born to you from today will be yours, but these two, born in Kemet before I arrived, shall be mine. I shall raise them as I have raised your brothers. I shall give them names belonging to our people. They will be fruitful and leaders of men and founders of generations.’

			‘Yuya was still suffering and mourning the loss of Asenath. Now his father was demanding that he take away his two sons. Yuya couldn’t refuse his father’s wish, but his words had cut deeply into his heart. For the first time in the years I have known him, both inside and out of prison, I have never before seen Yuya descend into such a dark, introverted place. His smile has deserted him. He loves his father and could not refuse him, but he misses Asenath too and the children are his link to her; with them at a distance he feels Asenath too will become distant to him.’

			‘Where is he now?’ asked Merit. ‘I think I should go to him.’

			‘He is at Khent-min; he only leaves if summoned by the Prince or the King. The King’s health is not all it should be and the Prince is enjoying his poppy beer and the company of his dancing girls a little too much to think of things which need attending to, by Yuya. Soon it will be time to reap the harvest and Yuya and I will travel north to check the crops and your granaries Kha.’

			‘Granaries? They have become much more like fortresses with their high walls and guards,’ Kha retorted.

			‘The grain is more precious than ever after the lean years. Yuya needs to protect the wealth of Kemet which is as much in the grain to feed its people as in the gold and jewels in the King’s coffers.’

			‘Kha, when you return to Waset I’ll head north to Khent-min and see Yuya,’ said Merit.

			‘If you do,’ replied Nofret, ‘better you send no warning, as he is refusing visitors, even those he loves dearly.’

			‘He won’t refuse Merit,’ Kha said.

			*

			Perneb sailed north with Merit to bring her to Yuya, as Kha sailed south back to Waset.

			‘I can’t bring Djoser with me to Yuya; it will be too painful a reminder of his boys.’

			Kha couldn’t argue; he wished nothing that might upset his friend further. Nofret insisted that Djoser remain at Perneb’s house; he was enjoying playing with the servants’ children of his own age. Nofret was little more than a child herself.

			‘Please explain to Yuya how I wanted to come with you, but I must await the King’s summons.’

			‘Don’t fret Kha, he will understand, he knows that your love for him is as mine is for Asenath, he won’t think badly of you. Now go. I’ll come when I can and maybe bring Yuya with me.’

			They kissed and parted.

			Merit stayed away a month and when she returned, having collected Djoser at Iunet, she did indeed bring Yuya with her. He was to be part of the advance party preparing for the King’s visit to inspect the tomb. Kha greeted their boat as it docked. Djoser ran to his father, who picked him up and hugged him. Kha and Yuya locked forearms, which was the best Kha could manage as he held Djoser in his other arm.

			‘You look well my friend,’ Kha said.

			‘I’m better for having had the company and counsel of Merit these past few weeks. She and Asenath were so close and I have been able to say things to her that I could only ever say to Asenath before. We were both lucky in our choice of wives Kha, and you are truly blessed.’

			‘Thank you Yuya. Are you going to stay with us?’

			‘I’m sorry Kha, that won’t be possible, the Prince is arriving tomorrow and the King three days later, I have to ensure everything at the Palace is ready.’

			‘Are you now the Chief Steward of the King?’ asked Kha

			‘No my friend, but you know who is. It takes so long to announce the arrival of Kenamun, ‘The one praised by his god, the one who the lord of the Two Lands loves because of his good character, confidant of Horus in his house, His eyes when the King is in his palace, the one to whom men say what is in their hearts, the ears of his god, the one who promotes rightness at the Royal Palace’ along with the rest of his near one thousand titles, that the visit would be over before he had even inspected the kitchens. Better that I and Prince Thutmose make sure everything is truly ready, then Kenamun can enter at his leisure.’

			Both men laughed heartily and it warmed Merit to see that the old Yuya was finally returning. He had been so different when she first arrived at Khent-min and it took many long days and nights of listening, advising and some cajoling before he slowly began to respond.

			‘He’s going to be alright,’ she thought.

			*

			Kha didn’t see Yuya again until the Royal party arrived in the Valley for the King to inspect his eternal resting place. Soldiers and musicians lined the route as the King and his closest advisers arrived on chariots, followed by the leading members of the Royal household including the King’s mother arriving in carriages, aboard litters, or on foot.

			Amenhotep was not a King who shared the throne with his Queen. He had been greatly influenced as a child by the extreme hatred his mother, Merytre, had felt against Hatshepsut. His mother felt aggrieved that her husband, the great warrior Thutmose III, was forced to wait to take his rightful place on the throne until Hatshepsut, who was both his aunt and step mother, died. She despised the fact that before her marriage she was obliged to change her name to Merytre-Hatshepsut. The apparent adoration her husband had for Hatshepsut, festered inside her. Could he not see how he had been manipulated and blocked from taking his rightful place on the throne or, more importantly in her eyes, her rightful place on the throne beside him? Kha had heard stories told amongst the workmen that Merytre had orchestrated the death of her husband’s first wife, Satiah, together with her son, Thutmose’s eldest and heir to the throne, so that Merytre would become Queen and her son the next King.

			Whatever the reason, to Amenhotep, the idea of a woman claiming to be King, was not the right order of things and would not be tolerated whilst he was ruler of the Two Lands. Kha knew that whilst he was working on great carvings, tombs and stelae exalting his King, others, working under cover of darkness and on direct instructions from Merytre, were defacing and removing parts of the funerary Temple of Hatshepsut, the great female King who had reigned in her own right for twenty one years after the death of her brother to whom she was married. Kha also knew that this work was being done with the acquiescence of King Amenhotep. This destructive work had begun towards the end of his father’s reign when ill health meant the warrior King was not aware of all things and Merytre was able to pursue her vendetta. Amenhotep could never understand why his father, not only tolerated what Hatshepsut had done, but clearly revered her.

			‘She was anointed by her father who was my grandfather,’ Thutmose once told Amenhotep. ‘She was my father’s sister and his most beloved wife. My father loved her. I was the heir to the throne but my birth right could not be fulfilled until after my grandfather and his children’s reigns were complete. That only happened after my cherished aunt had gone to her eternal resting place.’

			The destruction at the Temple was limited to those parts which the public might see; the holy inner sanctum dedicated to Amun was untouchable. The priests and their Temple guards would not allow for any desecration of the god.

			So it was that Queen Tiaa, wife of Amenhotep II, was not bestowed with titles such as ‘Great Royal Wife’ or ‘Beloved of the King’, those titles during his lifetime would be reserved for his own mother. In all the works Kha had done he had never once been asked to even mention the Queen. The tomb he created for his King contained provision for his mother; but not his wife. She would guide her son in the afterlife as she had dominated him in this life. No woman would usurp the throne of Amenhotep-Akheperure, the one who smited the seven Asiatic Princes.

			Stories amongst the workmen were rife. Through generations of the same family they had worked on all the great tombs. They heard the arguments and gossiping of their superiors and what they didn’t hear for themselves they made up by filling in the gaps. One man was proud that his grandfather had carved an image of Hatshepsut in a detailed compromising position with her chief steward, Senemut. Another claimed carvings around the funerary Temple of Hatshepsut and a statue commissioned for Senemut’s funeral showing him holding the King’s daughter, Neferure, were there because he was her true father.

			Fact or fiction was not important; the stories were detailed and sincere. They helped pass the time during the long days chiselling in the tombs of the great and mighty.

			Today would be the only time the King would enter the tomb outside of his coffin. As he approached the entrance he called to Kha, who ran towards him and prostrated himself.

			‘Please rise Kha,’ he said. ‘I’m about to enter into your realm, it should be me bowing before you. This place will only be mine, if I like what you have done and when my ka makes its journey to the Hall of Maat. Until then, this place is your work and your domain.’

			Kha was taken aback by both the content and tone of the King’s words. His mind was awash with pride and surprise, but also some trepidation.

			‘He does know my name after all. What happens if he doesn’t like what I’ve done, I’ve seen first-hand what he can do to people who displease him.’ These thoughts ran through his mind as he walked beside the King to the entrance. The King turned and spoke to a group of people who had begun to follow them.

			‘I wish to make this journey alone with my tomb builder,’ he said.

			As they entered the tomb, the faint, familiar smell of the burning oil from the lamps deeper inside reached them. The area closest to the entrance was lit by reflected sunlight from shining silver discs carefully positioned to pass on light one to another, making this part almost as bright as the day outside.

			‘Lead the way Kha, I’ll follow.’

			Kha moved confidently and surefootedly down the first set of steps and along a corridor. The pair walked in silence down the second set of steps through another corridor to the well chamber. Here Kha stopped, allowing the King to catch up. He was not as used to manoeuvring along underground corridors and steps as was Kha.

			From there they made a left turn, through a two pillared hall then, side by side down the wide stairs to the six pillared burial chamber.

			‘The artwork is admirable Kha. I particularly like these images of my being offered the Ankh from Osiris, Anubis and Hathor, is this artwork yours?’

			‘No my Lord King, it’s difficult enough overseeing the work of the artists without trying to do things myself. In fact what you see is the work of at least five artists each one specialising in different aspects.’

			The King took his time inspecting the depiction of the Amduat.

			‘This will greatly assist my passage through the underworld and give me something to read.’

			The King continued to carefully examine the rooms.

			‘Have you done as I requested and left a part of the decoration unfinished,’ he had asked.

			‘Of course my Lord Majesty,’ Kha responded. ‘Above in the first pillared hall and in the well chamber.’

			‘Good. I can’t believe that when my time has come to leave this earth and begin my eternal life in the after world, I’ll have done everything I would have liked to. Therefore I want a reminder, when I’m living here in perpetuity, there is always something left to achieve, always something needing to be done.’

			After a time the King walked down the final steps at the very end of the tomb. Here, in a small pit, was a great sarcophagus, its lid resting against a wall. Entrances to store rooms led off the chamber.

			‘So here is my final, eternal bed,’ he said almost to himself.

			‘Because of its size and weight, the priests ordered that it should be placed here in situ, as it’s easier to transport it during the construction of the tomb rather than later, when…’ replied Kha.

			‘When I’m to be placed in it, you were about to say, I think. The sarcophagus is as I ordered it Kha; don’t be afraid of talking about my death. Death is not an end, but a new beginning. You’ve been charged with preparing the halls of my future life and you should be proud of what you’ve done. In here we can talk freely of my passing, no-one can think you are trying to assassinate me, as they might if you were to mention it outside of these walls. I will be content in this room for my eternal afterlife, looking up at the golden stars on the blue sky you’ve depicted on the ceiling.’

			Having spent this time alone in Kha’s company the King said, ‘Thank you Kha, everything I have asked of you has been done in a way even better than I had expected. Not just here but in the carvings in the Temple across the river, and on my stelae. You’ve exceeded even the highest of my expectations and for that I’m grateful, even eternally grateful as that is how long I will spend here surrounded by your work. Now let us allow the others in to see your fine workmanship.’

			They retraced their steps without speaking, arriving at the place of rituals where the rest of the group were waiting, sheltering from the blistering sun. Servants had brought chairs for the King, and the King’s mother.

			‘I am content,’ was all he said and the others went to look for themselves.

			All, that is, except the King’s mother.

			‘I’m too old to be going deep underground, time enough when I’m carried down there. Is my place readied?’

			‘Yes, mother,’ replied the King and he told her all about the works he had seen inside.

			Kha stood patiently waiting for the inspection to be finished so he could supervise the closing of the tomb, which wouldn’t be opened again until it was prepared to receive the body of its intended incumbent.

			Once all had finished their tour, the King called over to one of his stewards who handed him a long, thin wooden box.

			‘Come, Kha, I want you to have this as a token of my thanks and appreciation for what you have achieved here, and elsewhere on my behalf.’

			Surprised, Kha approached the King and went to his knees in front of him. The King rose and handed the gift to Kha.

			‘From this day Kha, I, and all the people of Kemet will know you as “Overseer of the Royal Works and workers, Architect and beloved of Horus.” Yuya will decide upon your privileges and payments. Now, are you going to open it?’

			As he opened the box, Kha could not hold back the tears, the contents made him cry unashamedly.

			‘My Lord Majesty, the honour of doing your bidding is more than enough reward; this gift is very special and will be treasured by me for eternity. I’ll keep it safe in both this world and the next. I’ll use it on all and any Royal works you may wish me to undertake.’ Kha turned the golden object in his hands admiring its patterns.

			The gold shone in the sunlight. He held in his hands a golden cubit, one of the most important tools for an architect. A measured length, by which all tombs, Temples and other buildings were measured. This was more ceremonial than useful; it was engraved to show it was a gift to him personally from the living god. It would remain forever his most treasured possession and would be taken by him to his eternal resting place.

			chapter nine

			As Overseer of the King’s Works, Kha was the effective ‘Governor’ of the area in which the workers lived. Although small in size, it was of significant importance to the rulers of Kemet. He was kept busy working on many projects of the King. Frequently absent, Merit was used to being left alone. She was now the person to whom all turned for advice.

			Merit took on the role of distributing the wages of the workers, settling small disputes between husbands and wives or neighbours, which didn’t need to be resolved by formal proceedings before the workers’ court, over which Kha normally presided. The nature of the work undertaken by the men meant that for the majority of the time this was a community of women, children and elderly dependents.

			Life in the village changed greatly under the direction of Kha and Merit working together. They lived in the largest house which was at the entrance and opposite the well, which provided the daily water for the residents. This well was not a source of water but a storage which was filled each day. Water carriers made a one hour round trip to the river and back in the coolest part of the day, before Ra was fully risen, to fill the well from which the women drew the daily needs for their families. The proximity of Kha and Merit’s house to the water source meant that every day all the women came close and Merit encouraged them to discuss their problems and needs with her.

			‘You spend too much time looking after the needs of the other villagers,’ Kha had told her.

			‘And you spend too much time concerning yourself with what I do,’ was her only response.

			The village had first been established at the end of the wars against the heqa-khasut, when King Ahmose finally defeated the hated foreigners and united Kemet. Even now, more than one hundred and fifty years later, the god-King Ahmose and his wife Ahmose-Nefertari were idolised and shrines to them were commonplace in the homes.

			At first it had just been a random collection of makeshift shelters but this had gradually grown and the basic layout was established under the reign of Thutmose I. A roadway was laid down, running north to south. Mud brick houses were constructed each of similar design, their entrances and doors opening out onto the roadway. One side of the houses faced the rising Ra at the end of his nightly struggles through the underworld, the other faced his descent at the end of the day, to begin his labours once again.

			By the time Kha and Merit arrived, there were nearly seventy such houses. Kha had constructed his own house at the northern end. Here he had space to build a bigger house than those of the other workers and one tall enough that when he stood on the flat roof he could see the whole of the village and beyond. By turning and facing north he could see the way to the Great Valley where they were working on the tomb of the Kings. Merit was able to sit and look out for the returning men at the end of the working day and pass a message so the households were ready to welcome the men with beer, bread and whatever else there was to eat on that day.

			‘We must get more vegetables for the workers, Kha, they need to vary their diet,’ Merit said one day as Kha was sitting on his roof enjoying a meal of coriander flavoured fish and boiled leeks.

			‘We, and they, are much better off than most of the people in Waset, Merit, or indeed throughout Kemet, particularly now Yuya has opened more of the King’s stores to us. He knows that to carry out the work we need strong and healthy men.’

			‘And don’t forget contented wives and well fed children,’ replied Merit.

			‘I’ll speak to the Keeper of the King’s Stores tomorrow and see what he has.’

			‘Would it not be better if you asked Yuya if the King could spare some land in the fertile plain so that we could grow our own? I’m sure he could spare one or two kha especially for you.’

			‘Are you really asking me to request two hundred thousand setats of land from Yuya?’

			‘It’s not for us Kha, but the whole village, and it’s not Yuya’s land, that is too far away, it’s the King’s and he has so much more anyway. Also, we would pay the taxes due, like any other land owner.’

			‘I’ll think about it.’

			‘I’ll make sure you do,’ replied Merit.

			Kha knew when he was beaten and the next time he spoke to Yuya he mentioned Merit’s idea.

			‘It would seem to make some sense,’ said Yuya. ‘I’ll speak with the King, when a suitable opportunity arises.’

			Some days later, Merit was sitting on the roof playing hounds and jackals with Djoser, waiting to catch sight of Kha and the workmen coming across the mountain. Yuya arrived on a chariot. Merit rushed down. Several women standing, talking by the well saw the tall handsome man’s arrival. They didn’t know him but knew, from his chariot and the way he was dressed, he was someone of very high importance. They watched as Merit ran towards him. She began to open her arms to embrace him but, catching sight of the women, she wondered if this might be presumptuous and stopped herself.

			She needn’t have worried. Yuya sensing her uncertainty moved towards her, outstretched his arms and clasped her tightly to him.

			‘It’s good to see you Merit,’ he said. ‘I need to talk something over with you.’

			Merit’s curiosity was matched by that of the women by the well. As Yuya and Merit got nearer, Merit called over to them.

			‘This is the Lord Yuya, Master of the King’s Chariotry and Favourite of the god.’

			They immediately sank to their knees, open mouthed. Never had they been in such close proximity to someone of this station. They wondered if Merit was making fun of them, but they could not risk that being the case.

			‘Please rise ladies,’ Yuya said as he passed. ‘I’m not royalty, and today I’m just visiting Kha and Merit, two of my greatest friends. Can you see that my horse and the charioteer get some water? It’s been a dusty ride.’

			‘Kha’s not home yet,’ Merit said as they walked up the stairs to the roof. ‘Please take a seat, can I offer you some beer and bread. I have nothing else prepared for now.’

			‘A cup of beer would be good, thank you Merit.’

			Yuya sipped at his beer.

			‘I came deliberately at this hour, Merit, as there was something I wanted to discuss with you alone. The other matter can wait until Kha arrives, but you and Asenath were so close and I need to know if you think she would approve of what I’m thinking.’

			‘If you’re going to ask me if you think she’d object if you marry again, then don’t worry. We actually discussed this and she hoped that you would, at least…’ Merit was about to say something else but stopped herself.

			‘You’re so like her in many ways Merit. She used to know what I was thinking even before I thought it. Are you sure that she wouldn’t mind? I haven’t told you who it is yet.’

			‘Whoever it is, I’m sure that you will only marry her if you’re certain it’s right for you.’

			‘It’s Tjuya,’ he said, his eyes cast downwards.

			‘What? Tjuya the wife of Yey? The Tjuya whose lies sent you to prison?’

			‘Yes,’ replied Yuya, ‘but she is now the widow of Yey and free to marry. You know she admitted she lied about me. The King asked her directly before appointing me Overseer of the Granaries.’

			The two talked at length, and were in a good humour when Kha finally arrived home and joined them.

			‘You usually meet me at the door with a cup of beer in your hand,’ he said, talking to Merit but walking over to his friend. ‘But I see you’re otherwise occupied today. Good to see you Yuya, it’s such a rare pleasure these days.’

			‘I came to bring you the answer of the King to your request for land for the workers,’ he said.

			‘And?’ asked Kha and Merit in unison.

			‘He says that he can’t grant land to the workers. He believes he pays them fairly for their work and that they are treated better than many of his subjects.’

			‘That may be true…,’ interrupted Merit.

			Yuya raised his hand and she stopped.

			‘However, he says that as Overseer of the Royal Workers, he sees no objections of granting land to your family. It has been agreed that you and Merit shall each be given two khas of land, how you work it and what you do with the produce is entirely up to you, so long as you pay your taxes.’

			‘But that’s twice what we asked for,’ said Merit.

			‘Let’s just say I’m a good negotiator,’ replied Yuya. ‘It’s turning dark, I must return to the Palace. I’ll send someone tomorrow to show you your new land. I think you will like it.’

			*

			The following morning the Land Overseer went with Kha and Merit. Merit more than liked what she saw. The land was directly on the road to the river, the one which the water carriers used every day to fetch the village’s water supply. It was bounded on three sides by roads and the fourth side was the river itself. This would save them the annual ritual of replacing boundary stones to demarcate the land, which was frequently a source of dispute between farmers. Equally the land would not be short of water even in years of poor inundation. ‘I can’t believe we’ve been given this. It’s one of the best parcels of land in Waset,’ she exclaimed.

			‘What has happened to the owner of this land?’ she asked the Overseer.

			‘It is the King’s land. The farmer who tended these fields for him died, leaving neither widow nor children.’

			‘The gods were looking down favourably Merit,’ said Kha, ‘but there is too much land here, I have counted twenty fields each of hundreds of square cubits. The villagers can’t work this land and build tombs.’

			‘Who said it would be the men who tended the crops?’ asked Merit, ‘at least the ones from the village. The women are ready and able, the children can help and, if necessary, we’ll hire some of the men who used to work for the farmer.’

			‘Do you have everything worked out?’ he asked.

			‘More or less, but I’ll need your help on one thing.’

			‘And what’s that?’ asked Kha.

			‘I think I’ll turn the corner of this field into a school area where the children can study while their mothers work in the fields. You said yourself that the young should be taught the basics of their trades and to read and write so they can take over from their fathers.’

			‘And who exactly will teach them?’

			‘Those men who are too old or lame to work. They can earn their keep again which should restore some pride in themselves and they’ll spend less time drinking, arguing and brawling. This land will supplement their diet. We can grow sufficient wheat to fill the needs of the people and pay the taxes due. The other land we can grow leeks and garlic, beans and lentils. We can have cucumber and celery.’

			‘Have you finished?’ Kha asked.

			‘No. We can also have radish, onions and lettuce. Maybe we can keep a few cows for milk – and goats. Maybe even bees for honey.’

			‘Merit, wait. The land is not infinite. We do not have the estate of Yuya.’

			‘No, I believe we can do all of that, with careful management and good husbandry. I spent a lot of time in Khent-min walking the fields and watching. I saw how Yuya’s farmers sow, tend and harvest the crops.’

			For all Merit had watched the land being worked, neither she nor Kha were farmers, but with the help of Yuya, they appointed a young son of a farmer, from Khent-min. The boy had learned his trade well from his father and came highly recommended by Yuya. He had five older brothers so there was no shortage of labour on their own farm and both he and his father were grateful of this opportunity.

			A small house was built for him in the corner of the field next to the open schooling area. In this way he could watch the crops without having to make a daily trip backwards and forwards.

			The design of this house was exactly the same as those in the village. There was no shortage of help and the house was completed in just a few days. Built of mud bricks, there were four rooms. At the rear was an open air kitchen, with an oven. In the entrance hall a raised platform was built in one corner. This would have a dual purpose, principally a shrine, but later when needed and with the gods’ blessings, as a birthing bed for welcoming the next generation into the world. The young farmer wished the shrine to be dedicated to the fertility god Min, but Bes was also to be honoured here and the bed had a carving of the diminutive deity on its side. A staircase leading from the kitchen led to the open roof. The inside was lit during the day with clerestory windows high on the walls and oil lamps during the night. The young farmer called it his palace in Waset.

			‘A place where I can have a family and a good life.’

			‘We’ll need to repair it every year after the inundation,’ Kha reminded him. ‘Houses built this close to the river are not generally a good idea.’

			‘I have few possessions and these can be moved out during the flood. This would be a good time for me to visit my family, as until the waters recede there is little a farmer can do.’

			Yuya promised seed and any help that might be needed. He also gifted his friends with a pair of strong bullocks and a plough.

			‘The land won’t need much ploughing, so close to the river, the silt will only require to be turned over. This land is as good as the best in Khent-min, it will be a pleasure to work it and reap the gods’ reward at harvest season,’ the young farmer told them.

			The status of Kha and Merit had already been enhanced by the visit of Yuya. Word of the high ranking visitor had quickly spread amongst the tight knit community. Now, when the whole village was invited to see the fertile fields which Kha and Merit had received and told that for their lifetimes the crops would be for the benefit of all, they grew even greater in the minds and hearts of those who had come under their care.

			Over the next few years things changed radically for the better in the village. The health of the workers was improved by the more regular inclusion in their diet of fresh fruit and vegetables. An area of land around the young farmer’s house was established as an orchard. Yuya sent ten date palms and ten fig trees. At the request of the young farmer he also sent five sacred dom palm trees. This tree, a symbol of male strength and associated with Min, the god of his home town, was special to the young man. Each morning he would kneel to pray beneath these trees, seeking the blessings of Min and asking the god to make his work fruitful. For Kha, Merit, the workers and their families it seemed as if the prayers were always answered. Absenteeism from work, due to ill health, was virtually non-existent. Injured or elderly workers were cared for and fed.

			In addition to these trees, Yuya sent an apple and an apricot tree with instructions to the farmer that the fruits from these trees were to be exclusively for Kha and Merit. These were fruits of royalty, or at least the very wealthy. Asenath and Merit had both loved and enjoyed them when Kha and Merit had lived with him. Yuya said he hoped the fruits would be a reminder of his wife.

			‘I thank you, for these are truly my favourite fruits,’ Merit wrote to Yuya, ‘but Asenath is, and will always be, in my heart and will never be forgotten.’

			At Merit’s suggestion a wall was built around the village. This was not just for extra security and privacy, but to try and develop even further the sense of belonging, companionship and entity. The work these men undertook was both important and secret. Everyone was expected to keep only to the company of other villagers and outsiders were unwelcome and treated with suspicion.

			Within these walls Kha was the focal point of law and administration. He established a court for the formal hearing of disputes. Merit took responsibility for distributing not just the fruits of their labours in the fields but also the monthly payment to the workers.

			As was tradition in Kemet, those who worked in the tombs were divided into two gangs. Right side and left side. Now Kha and Merit introduced this into the village. Those who were in the left side gang now lived on the left side of the road and the same applied to the right side workers. Carpenters, potters, coppersmiths and basket makers were divided equally on both sides of the street. Friendly competition was encouraged and on days off or holidays, sports would be organised.

			Fishing competitions, rowing contests, spear throwing, racing and high jump were enthusiastically enjoyed. Each team was well known to the other and competition was always fierce but friendly.

			The village had always been known simply as just that, Pa-demi, ‘the village’, however, after the wall was built a ceremony was held to which Yuya came and it was renamed ‘Set Ma’at’ – the place of truth.

			Under the guidance of Kha and Merit this became a community of pride. Jobs were passed from father to son. All, including the women and children, were taught to read and write at the school beside the fields. Not all the children would or could work in the tombs when they grew, but they were assured of work as scribes or other important functionaries. They were amongst the most highly educated outside of the royal circle. All willingly helped Merit in her tasks and all received their fair shares of everything.

			The day arrived when Kha had, once again, to open up the tomb of the King, for it was time to lay to rest the body of Amenhotep. It was not the first time the tomb had been used. The King’s mother, Merytre had died and was buried inside. The requisite seventy day mourning period required to prepare the King’s body for its internment, gave the opportunity to check for any unforeseen rock falls or other damage of which, fortunately, there was none. Once opened and inspected, Kha was not allowed to enter the tomb again as it was to be left to the priests and the new King Thutmose to fill the chambers with all the worldly goods which the dead King would need to sustain him in perpetuity.

			Kingly deaths and coronations had little effect on the lives of ordinary Kemetians. Being incarnations of god’s, they were indistinguishable one from the other in the eyes of the working man. Work still had to be done; perhaps the names carved would be different but the work was the same. After the accession to the throne of Thutmose-Mekhepure, life in the village carried on uninterrupted.

			*

			‘It is as though I’m being forgotten,’ Kha complained one day to Merit.

			‘That’s not the case, I’m sure Kha. The King has many problems and I doubt either you or his tomb are high on his priorities.’

			‘We are continuing the work on the obelisk his grandfather started in the great Temple and he’s ordered a new peristyle hall be built for commoners to have a way of talking to Amun, but all of this I’m hearing second hand from Hapu, whose young son Amenhotep has become Scribe of Recruits.’

			‘You just need to do the work you’re assigned. Let others be concerned about other works.’

			‘He seems to have forgotten the work to be done at Hor-em-akhet in the north. My workmen are spending more time usurping monuments of Merytre to make them appear that they are for Tiaa, the King’s wife, than they are on important works. It doesn’t seem that long ago, Merytre herself was demanding that Hatshepsut monuments were to be changed to her name. Did Thutmose not promise the god himself certain work would be done?’

			‘So the story goes Kha, but perhaps it’s just not as important to him as it is to you. The way Yuya told me it seems that you planted the seeds of the King’s dream into his head. Now he has his mother demanding works of him. He has his own mark to leave on history; he must pay homage to the gods by building monuments. The carefree days of his youth are gone and he has not taken well to the obligations of his station. I think without Yuya at his side, he would falter. Be content Kha. We have all we need.’

			*

			Thutmose had not forgotten his promise to the god. One day a message was sent by Yuya to Kha, asking him to attend the Palace the following day. He knew that this was not a request and, dressed in his finest full length gown, he made his way to the great double gates on the west side of the Palace complex, its main entrance.

			‘I’m here under command of the King,’ Kha informed the guards as he handed over the summons.

			‘Then enter but wait in the courtyard until you receive further instructions.’

			One of the guards, with the summons in his hand, passed through another set of double gates into the main building.

			Not long after, he returned and just a few paces behind him was Yuya, who embraced his old friend and led him, with an arm over his shoulder, into the Palace.

			‘Thutmose is now King, Kha,’ he said, ‘so before you can enter into his presence you will need to be bathed and shaved. I have everything ready in my quarters, including a new gown which you should keep here for future royal attendances, should there be any.’

			‘Am I in trouble?’ Kha asked. ‘The summons was so formal and now I have to change and bathe before meeting him. Is there a problem, have I, or my work, displeased him in some way?’

			‘Of course not, my friend. I think that he has a job he needs you to do. One I think he feels is overdue and one I’m sure you will enjoy even though it will take you away from Waset.’

			Once bathed, shaved, kohled and dressed in his new royal attendance gown, Yuya accompanied Kha along a series of corridors and into a room which had a raised dais at one end.

			‘This is the small throne room,’ Yuya told him as Kha looked around at the decorated pillars and painted walls and ceilings. He cast his critical eye over the workmanship.

			‘The effect is wonderful,’ he said ‘but some of the detail could be improved upon.’

			‘Please don’t say that in front of the King or his mother. It was her design. Now Thutmose has finally bestowed on her the title of ‘Great Royal Wife,’ which his father refused to do, she is certainly not a person to criticise, even indirectly.’

			‘I wouldn’t dream of such a thing, Yuya, I was actually talking to myself.’

			It was not uncommon for Kha to do this, not realise that he was voicing his thoughts.

			‘It might get him in trouble one day.’ Unlike Kha, Yuya kept this thought to himself.

			The new King entered, accompanied by three women. His mother Tiaa, his sister and chief wife Nefertari, and his favoured wife Mutemwiya, the Naharina Princess.

			Thutmose looked taller to Kha than he remembered. He was dressed, as were the women surrounding him, in the deep blue of mourning. On his head he wore the nemes headdress, the alternating blue stripes exactly matching the colour of his gown; the gold stripes standing out against the blue.

			A golden necklace, with an amulet of Horus, hung round his neck. He looked so different from the Thutmose Kha had seen in the battles in Naharina and on the hunting trip beside Hor-em-akhet.

			Kha prostrated himself, and so too did Yuya, his close friendship didn’t exempt him from this ritual now Thutmose was King, at least when they were in the presence of others.

			Thutmose took his seat as did the women. He spoke directly to Kha.

			‘Welcome, Kha, Overseer of the Royal works and workers in Waset,’ this greeting meant, at least for the time being, he was not to lose his position under the new King. ‘You may recall that some years ago when you accompanied me and Yuya to the land of the great white pyramids, I received a vision from the god Hor-em-akhet-Khepri-Atum.’

			‘Yes, Majesty.’

			‘Good. Then you will recall that I made a promise to the god, one which I now wish to be fulfilled. I want you to leave tomorrow, I have arranged for a swift boat to take you. Bring with you this letter, which grants you quarters in the compound of the Vizier during your stay. He will ensure that you have all the men and tools you require readily at your disposal. As soon as practicable I want you to report to me with the timescale you think necessary for the works and the number of men. Messages can be sent through Yuya, it will be quicker than going through the channels which Kenamun, my father’s Chief Steward has organised. I am sure these were designed to delay or prevent news or information ever reaching my father, unless the Chief Steward approved of it. Now go. Prepare yourself. I have things to discuss with Yuya.’

			And so it was over. A matter of moments. He was met and despatched with the minimum of fuss and no ceremony. Such was the lot of those who do the King’s bidding. At least Kha had received his instructions from the King himself which is more than most in the land of Kemet could say. The many layers of bureaucracy that had been created particularly by Kenamun, during the twenty six years of Amenhotep’s reign, meant that only a few Court officials ever got to speak directly to the King.

			Perhaps that is the way Amenhotep had wanted it. No one could know for sure. Kenamun wielded great power and authority, he was the son of Amenhotep’s wet nurse and the two had been raised together. Kenamun’s mother had managed to keep her son at the future King’s side, maintaining separation from the other royal princes and princesses. Engineering a close bond between the two boys which would endure a lifetime and ensure that her son was well positioned in the Court.

			Amenhotep’s elder brother, Amenemhat, became Overseer of Cattle and died mysteriously. Kenamun prospered. He became the possessor of nearly one thousand titles, each bringing him closer to the presence of the King, ensuring another layer of bureaucratic obstacles to overcome before anyone could talk directly with the King himself.

			*

			Kha arrived in Ineb-Hedj, was shown to his small, but adequate, quarters within the Vizier’s compound and allocated a chariot and charioteer to ferry him to and from the great statue in the desert. He wasted no time. Early next morning he made his way through the desert. Time had not diminished the awe he had felt when he first saw the giant head rising from the sands years before. He feared, however, that both he and the King had underestimated the work involved. There was no way of knowing what would be found when the sand was removed. It might simply be just a giant carving of a head, but Kha doubted that would be the case.

			He spent his first days taking measurements. He had been taught that this great head was the image of the god-King Khafre. If that was indeed the case then this head probably marked the start of the processional way to his pyramidic tomb, which towered above the other pyramids. He measured the distance from the head to the pyramid. He measured the head to try and estimate the height of the statue. He made hundreds of calculations, each and every one of which would prove to be totally wrong, once the work on the statue started. However, he sent his report to the new King, and went home awaiting the King’s reply.

			chapter ten

			It was nearly two years before the order came. When it did it was delivered by Hapu ‘His Majesty, Kanakht Tutkhau Djednisytmiitum Userkhepesh-derpedjetpesdjet Menkheperure Thutmose, infinite of wisdom and mighty bull of Horus, hereby grants the use of five hundred workers from the estates of the King in Ineb-Hedj to carry out the works requested of him by Hor-em-akhet-Khepri-Atum. Such works to be commenced in the first month of Akhet in year three of his Majesty’s accession to the Horus throne, and last until finished to the satisfaction of the gods. Kha, Overseer of the workers at Set Ma’at shall oversee the works in the name of the King and shall be authorised to request further assistance in his work.’

			So, Kha was to be afforded five hundred men and unlimited time to carry out the works, which could take years, even with such a large group of workmen.

			‘I see that I have been demoted,’ said Kha, ‘I’m no longer overseer of the King’s works, just of the workers in the village.’

			‘Why do you worry so much about titles?’ asked Merit. ‘Do we not have everything we want or need? Are we not rich in comparison to those around us? Would you rather be at court and bend your knees to the likes of Kenamun or his successors? We want for nothing and that makes us lucky. How many times must I say this? Be content. Do the work you love doing and stop bothering about titles.’

			Kha looked as though he was going to say something, he heard these things almost every day but he still didn’t accept what he was told. Frustrated, Merit didn’t give him a chance to speak.

			‘Do you think that the King thinks of you all the time? No, of course he doesn’t. That’s my job; you use your hands to create things for the gods and kings. Your work will last forever on this world, you, I, and even the kings won’t. Has the King not been fighting in Kush? Have you not received orders to oversee the depiction of his battles, do you believe he should think of you in a way different to anyone else? Yuya remains your friend, be satisfied Kha, for your own peace of mind, please be satisfied.’

			*

			Work around the giant head commenced, as ordered, in the first month of the inundation, a time when farm workers had time on their hands. Every day, many turned up asking for work and Kha accepted all the help he could get. The stores of the King in Ineb-Hedj were open to Kha and he was able to pay all the workers the standard four khars of wheat per month or sometimes, on request of the workmen, some of this was replaced by tools, or oil or other items needed by them or their families. He often wished Merit was there to help calculate the appropriate amounts, but the Overseer of Stores at Ineb-Hedj was able to keep the workers satisfied, even though Kha was convinced he was keeping a portion for himself.

			The work, removing sand from around the head of the statue, was long and hard. Each man was able to move about thirty khars per day, and it was several weeks before the first surprise was revealed to Kha.

			‘Overseer, you are needed below the head,’ an out of breath worker had informed him, as Kha was discussing something with the foremen in the little shade afforded by the nearby Temple which, being a sun Temple, had no roof. Kha rose and walked to the area below the head.

			‘It is not a statue of a man standing, Overseer, but it seems to be the body of an animal.’

			Kha inspected the area below the head, there was an area he had surmised to be the god’s chest. Two great legs came out at right angles to the chest and ended in large, lion like paws.

			‘What creature is this?’ he asked to no one in particular. ‘At least the depth will be less than I had predicted.’ Kha’s curiosity was raised. ‘I’ll seek the counsel of the teachers, but in the meantime just keep clearing the sand.’

			Days, weeks and months passed. Each day huge quantities of sand were removed and spread in the desert. The more that was taken away, that which was buried beneath appeared increasingly detailed and complex. It took almost two years for the statue and the surrounding area to be fully cleared, revealing secrets that had been buried for a thousand years. Not only did Kha’s work bring to light the magnificent statue with the head of a god and the body of a lion, but also two Temples which had been constructed in front. The height of the Temples were below that of the god so neither blocked his view and he was able to greet Ra in the morning.

			The statue itself measured one hundred and forty cubits long, thirty seven cubits wide, and thirty nine cubits high. Kha was astounded to discover it hadn’t been constructed but actually carved out of one massive rock formation.

			Every day Kha discovered something new. Every day he sent messages to the King asking him to come and see the complex. Every day he waited in vain for a response.

			One day Yuya arrived, without warning.

			‘At last, someone seems to want to take an interest,’ Kha lamented.

			‘All are interested, Kha,’ replied his friend, ‘but the King’s mind is currently occupied with other things.’

			‘I care not for matters of state, Yuya. We have discovered treasures beyond imagination. Temples created by Khafre honouring his father Khufu. A Temple for Khafre, a walkway leading to Khafre’s funerary Temple and pyramid. Look around you Yuya. See the red granite walls of the Temple over there. Come with me inside, read the inscriptions, see the statues. I have never witnessed the like of this. Thutmose set all of this in motion, but seems to completely ignore what is here.’

			‘He will come, Kha. In fact he will be travelling to Ineb-Hedj very soon and I shall bring him so you can show him what you’ve discovered under the sands.’

			‘He’s been to Ineb-Hedj many, many times in the last two years, but he has never taken the few hours to come here and see this.’

			‘Kha, please have a more respectful tone when talking about your King. Certainly when he does come, don’t speak with him as you’re speaking to me. He’s a changed man now he is King. He can’t afford the frivolity of his younger years. He is constantly meeting representatives and Kings from other countries, allies and potential allies. He’s trying to bring about a peaceful period, with no more wars. Mutemwiya is helping, I’m doing everything I can, but our influence is to the north and east. Now there are problems in the south. This building project is the most important of his reign. He has not even started on his tomb; he’s waiting for your work to finish here. Hapu and his son Amenhotep have been surveying the holy valleys for suitable places, but Thutmose wants you involved. Also Kha, his health is not good. He has a sickness which comes and goes but is weakening him, by the day. I’m worried about him. Like you, he is my dear friend. Don’t be harsh, or judge him severely, Kha. He respects you and your work.’

			‘It seems that Hapu and son are becoming more and more influential,’ said Kha.

			‘They are architects Kha, you’re a builder. They plan, you do. Now prepare everything for a visit of the King, it will probably be in about ten days. If you’re returning to Ineb-Hedj tonight, join me in my quarters to eat. There are many things we need to discuss.’

			‘I’ll be there,’ replied Kha.

			*

			True to his word, the day arrived when Thutmose and an entourage of maybe fifty arrived with Yuya to the cleared site in front of the pyramids. Kha and the workers prostrated themselves before their King. It seemed to Kha that Thutmose had aged by much more than the four years that had passed since he last saw him. Lines could be seen across his forehead and around his eyes which even the kohl could not hide.

			The King walked over to Kha.

			‘Please rise Kha, come and show me your work.’

			Kha rose and saw Thutmose standing beside Yuya. On the other side of him stood a young boy.

			‘Kha, this is Amenhotep, the son of Hapu. I think he can learn much from you and I want him to work with you here. Teach him well.’

			‘As my Lord wishes,’ replied Kha. ‘Now Majesty I suggest we start to look first at the Temples discovered here to the side of that built by your father. First we have what I have presumptuously called the Temple of Horus of the Horizon, for reasons I’ll explain as we go along.’

			‘It sounds a good name Kha, perhaps we should keep it,’ Thutmose said.

			‘We are entering by the west side. Majesty, I have never before known a Temple which contains not just one sanctuary but this one has two.’

			‘I don’t understand Kha, why would a Temple have two sanctuaries?’

			‘A priest would be able to answer that better, my Lord, but I have slept out here many nights and watched the movement of the sun god Ra, from his rising in glory to his setting on his way to his nightly trials. My opinion is that these sanctuaries are to celebrate the rising and setting of Ra and the open terrace beyond is to glorify the Aten, at its height, in the middle of the day. Their alignment is perfect for this.’

			‘Huy,’ the King called out to Amenhotep the son of Hapu, using the name which had been given to him to avoid using the name of the deceased King, ‘arrange to go to Iunu and bring me a priest knowledgeable in the ways of the sun god so we can test Kha’s theory.’

			‘King Thutmose,’ it was Yuya who interjected, ‘don’t forget that officially these lands are part of those governed by the priests in Ineb-Hedj.’

			‘And those priests are devoted to Ptah, what can they teach me about the wonders of Ra and the Aten? The centre of worship for this god is in Iunu; the knowledge is there and should come from there. But, Yuya, you’re right. Forever the diplomat. Huy, please as soon as we return to Ineb-Hedj inform the First Prophet that I seek an urgent audience with him and he is to bring with him the First Prophet of the Aten from Iunu as soon as possible. Tell him it must be within three days, before I return to Waset. Now Kha, please carry on with the tour.’

			Moving into the courtyard open to the sky, Kha said ‘Here, Majesty, we see twenty four pillars, I think that each represents an hour of the day and night. Please look at the statues, many of which bear the same face as you will see on the great statue, under which you slept. My view is that this Temple was constructed by King Khafre to honour his father the god-King, Khunsu, whom he believed to have been incarnated as Ra and whose daily journey is marked and honoured in three phases here.’

			‘It seems you have interpreted the Temple in an interesting way, Kha, but we shall let the priests have their say, before we commit ourselves to any belief. Now can we please look at this statue? It is he who talked to me. I want to see the god free of the weight of sand.’

			They left the Temple through the same entrance they had entered. Kha had so much more to say and to show. There was the second Temple, the causeway leading to a third Mortuary Temple at the base of the middle pyramid, that of Khafre himself. He realised however, that Thutmose was losing patience and so they moved to stand between the paws of the great statue.

			‘Majesty, time has not been kind to this symbol of greatness. It appears to have been carved from a single block of rock which was already here. It’s not made from stones brought here from afar, although there is some block work, much of which has been removed by the weight of sands. Also there is a crack in the rock across the back. We’ll need to carry out repair work if we are to try and restore the god to its former greatness.’

			‘We’ll do whatever is necessary,’ said Thutmose almost absentmindedly. His stare and attention were fixed on the face towering above him.

			‘I knew he had reason to speak to me, now just look at this marvel. It can’t be allowed, ever again, to fall under the sands. Huy, draw up plans for a wall to surround this whole complex. I want to erect shelter and terraces over there so that I can come and spend time in this place. I believe that this is the true source of power of the Kings of the Two Lands. My father was right to build his Temple here to give thanks for his Kingship. I’ll do the same and ensure that all future Kings will know and come here to worship Ra and seek strength from the Aten.’

			Only Yuya noticed how Kha looked crestfallen, as the King was directing his comments solely to the son of Hapu. He would speak to his friend later. No-one noticed the expressions on the faces of the priests of Amun and Ptah, who didn’t share in the joy of the rebirth of the old god.

			‘Kha, I’m pleased with what I have seen,’ continued Thutmose. ‘It has taken much longer than I had thought but I can see now the extent of the work. I need you to concentrate on my tomb in Waset, so it’s nearly time for you to return home. First, however, I require that you teach Huy everything about this place. There is still much work to do; you’ve made a good start, now it’s time for you to move to the next project.’

			It was as if a knife had been plunged slowly through Kha’s ribs and into his heart.

			He had dedicated the last two years of his life to this work and sacrificed much. He had only seen Merit and Djoser a handful of times. He missed the birth of his daughter. Now he was being dismissed from this, the greatest work in the history of the Two Lands since these Temples and this gigantic human headed lion was carved. Yuya walked over and put his arm around Kha.

			‘Let us dine together, just the two of us tonight Kha,’ he said.

			Kha nodded. He couldn’t speak.

			*

			‘The King is putting much faith in you, Huy,’ Kha said the following morning as the two walked to the second Temple in front of the carved god, the one which Thutmose hadn’t even taken the time to see yesterday. His mood was better than it had been the day before. Talking long into the night with Yuya, today he was more accepting of the King’s decision. He was looking forward to seeing his home and family. He would travel back with Yuya, who said he would wait until Kha felt able to leave Huy in charge. Yuya planned to take a few days to visit his family in the Delta, he too was missing his sons.

			‘From the statues and engravings, I believe this to be a funerary Temple of King Khafre, where his body was prepared for burial,’ Kha said.

			Huy looked carefully at all the statues, pillars and engravings. He asked many questions which Kha was happy to answer. How did they get these enormous blocks in place? Where did they come from?’

			From the Temple they moved along the causeway, the right hand side of which was dominated by the lion bodied King. They entered the much smaller Mortuary Temple where the final ceremonies on the King’s body had been performed before his interment within the great pyramid, a thousand years ago.

			They then spent several days inspecting the focal point of the whole complex. Kha pointed out where some original blocks had fallen, the crack which seemed to almost split the statue. They discussed at length how repairs could be done, discussed where the new wall should be built.

			One day, their discussions were interrupted when King Thutmose arrived with a dozen or more white clothed priests. They were dressed in full length gowns and white sandals, with shaven heads, religious amulets around their necks.

			Kha and Huy were not invited to participate in any discussions and watched curiously as the priests entered the Temples, performed rituals and debated. Kha was curious about how they didn’t seem as in awe of this place as he was. They ignored the majesty of the great statue, some sitting on the legs of the god as they spoke to each other in a monotonous tone, lacking respect. He wanted to run up to them and shout, ‘have you no veneration for this place? Do your eyes not see the wondrous things around you, buried for a thousand years?’ but, he didn’t. He just bemoaned the fact to Huy, who listened but made no comment.

			In the days that followed Hapu arrived with orders for Kha to return to Waset to commence work on the tomb of the King and for Huy to work with his father to draw up plans for the wall and also restoration of the Temples and construction of a sheltered viewing platform, where the King and privileged guests could come to admire what Kha believed to be the greatest sight in the world, a monument which would last until the world ended.

			Kha returned to Waset, knowing in his heart he would never see his work at this site finished. He was both sad and angry, but both of these feelings disappeared once he returned home and Merit greeted him, and Djoser hugged him. He threw himself into his work at the tomb, he and Merit concentrated on their family, which now included their new daughter Tawosret, and seventy families in the village. It was their duty to ensure the work was done, everyone fed, children educated and the elderly and sick helped and nurtured.

			Years passed with the great things in the world happening around Kha; he was no longer in the centre of events. His work meant that he heard of matters important enough to require carvings, or statues, to be made but he was removed from them. Sometimes, Yuya would add interesting details on his increasingly infrequent visits. Kha heard of the births of the King’s official children, his son Amenemhat, buried in his father’s tomb, his daughters, Tintamun, Amenemopet, Pyhia, and Tiaa, his other sons Siatum and lastly Crown Prince Amenhotep, son of Mutemwiya with whom Kha had travelled back from Naharina, so long ago. He knew there were many more children born to the King and raised in the Palace kap but these would never be recognised as their mothers were not of royal standing.

			He had seen the scarab the King had prepared, on which he had praised the Aten.

			‘The King rises, with Aten before him, ready to fight and subjugate all to the rule of the-Aten forever.’ This had angered the priest of Amun, for that expression had traditionally borne the name of Amun, not Aten.

			‘The King’s visit to my Hor-em-Akhet had more of an effect on him than I thought,’ he said to Merit.

			*

			‘Thutmose is dying,’ Yuya told, Kha and Merit on one of his visits. ‘The physicians don’t know what ails him. He is just wasting away.’

			‘He is so young,’ Merit said. ‘He hasn’t been King for more than ten inundations.’

			‘They say it’s a sickness he’s had for years, maybe from his trip to Kush to quell the rebellion. Who knows, but nothing seems to give him respite. Even large quantities of poppy seed extract only lasts a short time.’

			‘His heir is still an infant, Yuya. Who will keep him safe?’

			‘Thutmose has asked me to be his Regent, when the time comes. The priests are not happy. They think I will force the child away from the old religions.’

			‘Anyone who knows you Yuya, would never believe that.’

			‘I will work with Mutemwiya to ensure the country and its new King prosper, until Amenhotep is old enough to deal with matters alone. His religion will be a matter for him when he is old enough to make a decision.’

			‘We’ve come a long way you and I, Yuya, since those days in the prison.’

			‘We have indeed Kha. I have been fortunate to have found good friends in both a King and a tomb builder. You and Merit mean more to me than anything in this world, and I’m a better person for having known you.’

			*

			A new child King came to rule Kemet. Amenhotep–Nebmaatre–Haqwaset, guided by his doting mother Mutemwiya and Yuya, former slave, prisoner and now the most powerful man in the world.

			During the following years, Yuya came to visit his old friends when he could. It was not often. Kha began working on another tomb for a new King. For the most part, these were happy years for Kha and his growing family. He had finally accepted Merit’s wise words to be content with what he had, and he prospered.

			 

			PART TWO

			MANY YEARS LATER

			Grant that Horus may live, Strong Bull, who rises in truth, of the Two Ladies, the one who establishes laws and who makes the Two Lands peaceful. Golden Horus, great with strong arm, who smites the heqa-khasut, King of Upper and Lower Kemet, Nebmaatre, son of Ra, Amenhotep-Haqwaset, Ruler of Thebes, given life. 

			Great King’s wife, Tiye, may she live.

			(From a ‘Lion’ Scarab of Amenhotep III)

			chapter eleven

			Tiye looked at her husband from her seat under the boat’s central canopy. The man she was watching had the throne name Amenhotep, ‘Amun is satisfied’. His name seemed perfect for days such as these. Today, Amenhotep, Lord of the Two Lands, gave every indication that he was indeed satisfied. He was standing at the prow of his magnificent royal barque, a man just twenty-eight years old, in his prime; the boat and world at his feet. Tiye, daughter of Yuya, Amenhotep’s ‘Great Wife’ was nursing the newest addition to the family, Hennutane. The gold and blue striped nemes, the symbol of his Kingship, covering Amenhotep’s freshly shaven head, protecting him from the ravages of the sun, had loosened slightly. Tiye was amused to see how it now sat on his head a little askew.

			His bronzed torso, bare and unadorned, shining with the sun-shielding oils his servants had applied this morning. He wore only a short white linen kilt, the muscles on his arms and legs clearly defined. He stood, one leg raised and resting on the side of the barque, his right arm resting on his knee. His left arm was around the shoulders of his eldest son Thutmose, now twelve years old, who was clutching his favourite companion Tamyt, a one eyed kitten whom he referred to affectionately as ‘Miauette.’

			Tiye smiled to herself, she too, ‘satisfied’.

			‘Tiye-hotep,’ she thought, ‘perhaps I should ask Haqwaset to add this to my names.’

			‘Modest,’ could never be used to describe her husband. Other words she had heard said about him by courtiers and diplomats, like ‘proud,’ ‘arrogant,’ ‘self-opinionated,’ ‘aloof,’ may have been impressions he gave others. Tiye knew him better.

			At times like this, with his family and close friends, he could be himself, the man she had grown to love and admire. The man she and the family called Haqwaset, had inherited all the wealth of Kemet as a small child. He had been taught well by Yuya and Mutemwiya, his own mother. He understood his place in the order of the world and was able to survive, and deal effectively with, the endless conniving and jockeying for power and position which encircled him constantly.

			No such problems today. Here, in the middle of the river, he could let the problems of power and state drift to the back of his mind. He could absorb the laughter of the children, the banter of their companions and the gentle, almost cradle-like, undulation of the boat as it moved downstream under sail. Here on the river he could escape the intrigue and undercurrents of treachery that surrounded their daily lives in the Palace. On the river they could relax. On the river they felt free. On the river they were, simply, a family.

			Haqwaset turned, Tiye caught his eye. The glances exchanged said more than words could convey.

			‘We don’t get enough time together like this. I can’t remember the last time we took some days to relax with the children,’ they each thought.

			On board were all seven of their children. Sitamun, the eldest at thirteen, was already looking more like a woman than a child. Her comportment regal, always impeccably dressed. Today she was wearing a black shoulder-length wig, eyes kohled, her dress an exact copy of the one Tiye was wearing. Tiye had ordered the two dresses together. Sitamun, as the eldest daughter of the King would one day also become his wife. Tiye would ensure that, when that day came, her eldest daughter would be ready.

			‘Teppy, don’t slam your jackals down on the board so violently.’

			Tiye’s attention was drawn to the low table, where their youngest son, also named Amenhotep but referred to by everyone as ‘Teppy,’ was seated playing a game of ‘Hounds and Jackals’ with his cousin Nefertiti. Young Nefertiti was beautiful. Only six years old, it was clear she had inherited her mother’s looks and would grow to be even more beautiful.

			Nefertiti was the daughter of Tiye’s brother Ay. Haqwaset and Tiye had already decided that Nefertiti would make the best possible choice as wife for Thutmose and would be an asset to his son and the throne of the Two Lands when he became King. Three years younger than Teppy, she was, even now, an intellectual match for the younger son. Tiye smiled openly as she listened to the conversation that went back and forth between the two young players. She was not sure they fully knew the rules of the game they were playing, as they both seemed to make things up as they went along, either to their own advantage or to the disadvantage of the other.

			‘No Nefertiti, you can’t move your lead hound past my lead jackal if there are more than three spaces between your last two hounds.’

			It sounded convincing even if Tiye had never heard of this particular rule in a game she, too, had played since she was three years old.

			‘No Teppy that only applies if there are less than two places between your second and third jackal,’ was Nefertiti’s quick retort.

			‘And doesn’t apply at all if the game is played on the third day of the second month of Shemu,’ shouted Meri-bes.

			At the sound of his voice, Tiye turned to look across at Meri-bes. He was the ship’s Captain and the only member of the crew who was not deaf. Like his godly namesake Bes, Meri-Bes was a fierce fighter; the god was a god of war but also had a gentler aspect and was a protector of mothers and infants. Bes, the dwarf god, protected Horus; Meri-Bes his servant on earth protected the god’s incarnation and his growing young family. He had the respect and friendship of all on this boat. He was feared by those who would wish the royal family harm and with good cause.

			Haqwaset walked towards Tiye and his daughters. He sat down, placing a loving hand on the head of his new born child, smiling at Tiye as he did so. The King and his family were travelling to the ancient Temples of Abdju, on their annual pilgrimage to the burial place of the Ancient Kings, whose legacy the present Royal family were obliged to uphold. History was vitally important to the rulers of the Two Lands. The writings and teachings told how Kemet was unified by the first great King, Narmer. His burial place at Abdju was looked upon also as the resting place of the god Osiris, the ruler of the underworld and the afterlife.

			As Haqwaset headed towards the middle of the boat to sit with his wife, Meri-Bes moved and stood next to Thutmose in the spot vacated by Haqwaset. He too placed a protective arm around the Crown Prince. It was a seamless transition. The future ruler was being protected.

			Tiye and Haqwaset sat for a few moments in comfortable silence. To their right, on the east bank, the obelisks inside the Temple of Ipet-Ryst came into view. Waset was the centre of the worship of Amun and, under the reign of Haqwaset, its two great Temples, the one they were now approaching and the even bigger one just a very short distance downriver, Ipet-Sut, were being extended and changed.

			Haqwaset was following tradition. Since Ahmose oversaw the removal of the hated heqa-khasut from the Two Lands, almost two hundred years ago, each King in turn had made extensions or changes to the great Temples to Amun here in Waset. Each had donated land and wealth to the Temples and their guardians.

			‘I know, Tiye, that my forefathers owed a debt of gratitude to the priests of Amun who gave up their entire wealth to fund the campaigns to remove the heqas, but surely they are rich and powerful enough.’

			‘You always return to this topic, when we travel past the Temples,’ Tiye replied.

			‘That’s because it’s important. The more gold and riches my forefathers obtained, the more they gave to the Temples. Now these priests have so much wealth they believe they are no longer bound to honour their King and think themselves to be more powerful than I.’

			‘Next you will tell me how they killed your father,’ said Tiye.

			‘By all the gods, Tiye, they did. Slowly poisoning him. You know, as well as I, they tried to murder our son when he was born.’

			‘That much is true, but that was more to do with their hatred for, and fear of, my father, than of you or I.’

			‘I cannot tolerate this growing dissent from the High Priest.’

			‘I know, but you must be careful. If you don’t control him and his priests diplomatically, a power struggle will be inevitable, and there is no certainty you would win.’

			‘I am the earthly manifestation of Amun, and as such, head of their church, yet I feel barely tolerated by those in authority within the Temple walls. I need to carry on the work started by my father and encourage the growth of other gods, particularly the sun god, Aten.’

			Teppy looked up from his game. ‘Father, I overheard grandfather, Yuya, talking and saying that he doesn’t think that the sun-disk is a god but is a gift from God. What did he mean?’

			‘Not even nine years old and you’re worrying about religion Teppy. Have you asked your teachers? What did they say?’

			‘They told me it was nonsense and I shouldn’t let my head be filled with blasphemy – whatever that is,’ the young Prince replied. ‘But I don’t think grandfather talks nonsense.’

			Haqwaset smiled.

			‘No Teppy, your grandfather does not talk nonsense but not everyone has the same beliefs as he does. You shouldn’t worry about what is correct or not, at the moment. You should listen to the teachers and learn. Later, you can talk with your grandfather, listen to what he believes and then you can make up your own mind. That’s what I did.’

			‘We must honour all the gods, Teppy,’ Tiye said. ‘We are responsible for the wellbeing of the people of Kemet, our time here is limited, but the land and its people will remain forever. Your father, as his father before him, and your brother, Thutmose, after him are guardians of the Two Lands. Its borders are now strong and we have had many years of peace. We can’t risk internal conflict destroying what we have.’

			With a shrug of his shoulders, Teppy returned to his game of hounds and jackals. Tiye continued the conversation interrupted by her son.

			‘The priests are not a problem you can tackle head on,’ she said. ‘They have too much wealth and influence to pitch against you. The people, particularly here in Waset, adore their god Amun and, if you, his son on earth is seen to be abandoning or betraying your heavenly father, you can’t guarantee you would have their continuing support. It has taken almost two hundred years for the priests to build up their power, it might take as long again to remove it.’

			Haqwaset glanced to his right.

			‘We have an audience Tiye,’ he said, nodding his head towards the small group standing on the eastern bank. Behind them he could see the towering papyrus columns of his new colonnade in the ‘southern sanctuary.’ Set in pairs there were fourteen of them, each more than thirty five cubits tall. Brightly decorated with scenes of the beautiful Festival of the Valley, all would be finished before the start of that very festival in just seventeen days. Work on the Great Hall was also nearing completion and had to be finished before the festival.

			The new obelisk had been placed and could be seen rising into the sky, not far from the one which had been placed by his father. Tiye could make out the white priestly robes on the Temple landing stage, the canopies to create shade, the fan bearers waving their oversized fans creating a, not always cooling, breeze for their masters. What she could not see from this distance was the hatred in the eyes of two of the onlookers.

			‘They are probably wondering if you’re going to stop and oversee the spending of their money,’ she said.

			The priests, and in particular the High Priest of Amun, hated relinquishing gold and food and loathed Tiye. The High Priest wrongly believed she had engineered this ingenious way of making him deplete the Temple’s wealth. The suggestion to build the new addition to the Temple of Amun had officially come from the King, but the High Priest convinced himself he could see the cunning, conniving ways of the despised foreigner’s daughter in, and between, every line on the papyrus scroll and in every word which came from Haqwaset’s lips when he talked about this subject.

			‘The King of Upper and Lower Kemet, Lord of the Two Lands, neb-maat-re, the Lord of Truth is Re, his son, Kanakht Khae-maat, Horus, strong bull appearing in Truth, SemenhepusegenehTawy, Favourite of the two ladies establishing laws and pacifying the Two Lands, aakhepeh-husetiu, Golden Horus of great strength defeater of foreign tribes, Amenhotep Haqwaset Ruler of Waset and giver of life, desires to portray his love for his true father Amun-Ra by the building on the ancient holy site at Ipet-Ryst a magnificent Temple in honour of Him that is his father and to celebrate the godly conception and birth of his true son. By his command, Amenhotep son of Hapu has prepared in love and truth a grand design which meets the approval of the son of Amun your sovereign. The works shall be commenced under the auspices of Amenhotep, son of Hapu and shall be completed in time to celebrate the Beautiful Festival of the Valley in the twenty third year of his glorious reign. The God together with Mut mother of all and their divine son Khonsu appeared to his son on Earth and revealed to him that the cost of such a celebration should be borne by His servants the holy priests of Amun from the gold and treasures He has granted to them so they too can celebrate His life and desire to have a son on Earth…’

			It went on, but the truth was these works, together with the building of the Temple of Montu and the new lake in the Great Temple, Ipet-Sut, were excruciatingly expensive. At least they were not having to pay for the new Mortuary Temple of Haqwaset on the west bank now also nearing its completion, which the High Priest considered a folly thought up from the stories of the despised foreigner Yuya.

			Haqwaset had inherited a land at the height of its power and wealth. His father had made a lasting peace with Naharina. Yuya had navigated the country safely through famine making the crown richer in the process. Untroubled by the need to wage war to ensure peace or profit, Haqwaset had taken to great building. This was to be a significant year for him. The new Palace on the west bank of the river was soon to be completed as was his Funerary Temple nearby.

			Aside from his own building projects, the great Temples to Amun on the east bank were being extended to glorify his reign and in seeming public homage to the great god. There were, however, subtle changes being made, the significance of which Haqwaset hoped were going unnoticed by the priests. He and his faithful scribe, Huy, Amenhotep son of Hapu, had almost limitless plans for the further development of the Temples, most of which included the Temples own funds being used to pay for them. If he could not bring the High Priest to book by confrontation, Haqwaset would reduce his wealth and power by guile if necessary.

			Tiye glanced down at Teppy still battling to counter the gaming moves of his young cousin. Her eyes moved to Thutmose, standing tall, looking out along the front of the boat. She was filled with pride every time she looked at her eldest son – the future King. He would make a great ruler – strong, brave, intelligent, funny and caring. Her two sons were very different in character. Teppy, very like his father; impulsive and strong minded, almost to the point of stubbornness. Thutmose was much more thoughtful and careful in his approach to problems. He liked to analyse every angle before coming to a decision.

			Tiye was Yuya’s daughter from his second marriage. She had married Haqwaset when they were both children and Yuya was the child King’s Regent. Yuya had always been a profound influence on Haqwaset’s life and now the King’s sons were benefitting from the old man’s wisdom. He had been Haqwaset’s father’s closest friend. Thutmose IV had treated Yuya as his equal. Only titles, the double crown and the throne, differentiated them. In the Two Lands, Yuya was almost as powerful as the King and, with the exception of the priests of Amun, was respected not only in all corners of Kemet but beyond its borders into the other lands under the sphere of influence of the King. Now the wealth of the Two Lands had never been greater and this had been due to Yuya.

			Much against the wishes of the priests in the Temple, it was Yuya who had been appointed Regent when Haqwaset’s father Thutmose IV died. Haqwaset had been even younger than Teppy was now when he inherited the throne. The priests knew Yuya was not a believer in the traditional religion and didn’t pay homage to Amun. They feared his influence but had been powerless to prevent his appointment as Regent; too many officials had been present when the dying King had placed his own seal on the Declaration. Yuya was not from Kemet and his family were from the region of the hated usurpers who had been forced from the Two Lands by Ahmose long ago.

			Although the priests’ fears were unfounded, they grew with each passing year. They could not accept the fact that Yuya, alone in the inner circle at the Palace, had no personal ambition. He was wealthy beyond measure through gifts bestowed on him from the Kings he so faithfully served. He was loyal and honest. Nothing that was rightfully belonging to another ever found its way diverted for his own use. He had taught Haqwaset well, even if the young King didn’t agree with everything he said about religion and his belief in only one God. The King’s mother, Mutemwiya, had taught him respect for all the gods worshipped throughout the Two Lands particularly Amun, the god revered here in Waset, above all others.

			Yuya’s beliefs, instilled in him as a child by his own mother, were very different from those prevailing in the Two Lands, but he never tried to enforce his own religion on his charge or anyone else. He knew it was the young King who must decide on the right direction for his country, holding the scales that needed to be balanced between state and church. Yuya knew Kemet was in good hands.

			When Haqwaset celebrated his fifteenth birthday, Yuya insisted that it was the right time for his young charge to take over sole control of the country.

			‘Haqwaset, you’re now a man who has learned all that I can teach. You’re ready to take on the full mantle of being Amenhotep III, you don’t need counselling from me any longer.’

			It was a short, simple statement and once made, Yuya walked away, leaving the young King open mouthed staring after his mentor.

			Even after Yuya removed himself from his exalted office, Haqwaset frequently turned to him for advice. Sometimes that advice would come without asking. Not always accepted but never resented.

			‘Why didn’t you want to keep the power and possessions Kingship would have given you, Yuya? No-one would have denied you the throne had I died, accidently or otherwise,’ the newly empowered King had asked.

			‘Haqwaset, for all my wealth and lands, I have just three possessions which mean everything to me,’ Yuya replied, sitting in his usual place in the private quarters he shared with Tjuya, his only wife. Such monogamy almost unique for someone so powerful.

			‘This ring your grandfather gave me when he appointed me Overseer, this old chair I sit in more and more as I get older, given to me by my young brother whom I had thought lost to me, and thirdly, the chariot made for me when I became Master of the Horse and Commander of Chariotry. Not because of value – yes, the ring of gold is valuable but, its greatest value is that it signifies faith, a precious and rare gift. The chair is of no great value beyond the fact it’s of blessed cedar wood from the home of my forefathers, but I treasure it because it signifies family love and to me it symbolizes, even in our darkest hours, that we should never give up hope. The Chariot was made by Khety, a Master Craftsman and dear friend, and is special to me because I never once fell out of it. My mastery of the chariot was an illusion brought about by the design.’

			Yuya often spoke in severe tones, never openly smiled when he was giving a lecture, or telling a story, which he did constantly – but nothing he did could hide the laughter in his eyes.

			‘These things I will take with me to my grave, the rest of my possessions mean little to me; however, I believe Tjuya would take a very different view about some of that. Power is not a gift, Haqwaset, but a burden. I was not giving you something when I handed over sole control to you – I was making life easier for myself. My bones are getting tired and I feel my mind faltering. Anyway you had been making decisions since you were twelve, maybe sometimes you just didn’t realize they were your decisions.’

			Aboard the boat, heading for Abdju, Tiye and Haqwaset were able to take advantage of being able to talk openly. The crew had been selected by him and Meri-bes, not only for their physical strength – needed to steer the heavy craft and man the oars, but also because they were incapable of hearing what was said. They were kept in positions meaning they could not read the lips of anyone. At the Palace there were too many people and too many places in which to stay concealed. Nothing said in the Palace could be regarded as private. Outside of his immediate family, Meri-bes, was one of only a very few people whom he could trust. It was the dwarf’s father, Khety, who had made Yuya’s chariot. Meri-bes was not just a servant; in fact in Haqwaset’s eyes he was never that, he was a friend.

			‘You will kill that cat if you keep holding on to her so tightly Thutmose,’ Tiye called over.

			‘I’m just making sure she’s safe mother; I think I see rocks ahead.’

			‘Young master,’ said Meri-Bes in a voice loud enough for all to hear, ‘that isn’t a rock, it’s a hippopotamus.’

			‘Oh where?’

			Teppy jumped up and ran to the side of the boat knocking the board flying and all the pieces out of their holes. Nefertiti looked down ruefully at the ruined game, shrugged her shoulders and joined her cousin and the others who wanted to see the great river beast.

			The boat was travelling with the current and the wind, so they were moving under the power of sail, easy for the oarsmen who had no work to do at the moment, but hard on the two slaves holding the steering oars at the back of the boat. Meri-Bes gave orders, by way of pre-assigned signals, to alter the direction of the boat slightly so as not to collide with the hippopotamus. The steersmen, who had to concentrate on their captain’s movements, immediately reacted to the signals. Their lack of hearing didn’t mean a lack of professionalism.

			This royal barque was made of the finest imported cedar. With sail for travelling with the wind and twelve oarsmen for times when the wind was of no assistance or for going against the current. The steering oars were long and heavy and attached to the boat with strong leather straps just above the shoulders of the blade.

			They always started this trip in the early hours of the morning before the sun became unbearably hot. However, as Meri-bes had pointed out to Nefertiti earlier, it was the second month of Shemu, the Harvest season, and moving towards the period when the sun was at its hottest. The two slaves were sweating and grimacing with the effort of keeping the boat on the course ordered by Meri-Bes. It wouldn’t be long before duties would change and others from the relaxing oarsmen could take their turns at the working end of the boat. Later, when they reached their place to stop and eat, all would be able to rest.

			‘Always treat slaves well, they are humans too,’ Yuya had instilled this in Haqwaset from his very early years and he adhered to that principal. The slaves on this boat would today eat the same food as his family and in some cases in bigger portions. Strength came from being well nourished and at least Haqwaset could ensure this for his crew.

			It was not the slaves who caused Haqwaset great concern. It was the courtiers and their retinues. It was the priests of the great Temples of Amun, rich and powerful and ever greedy for more.

			‘Not today,’ said Haqwaset, looking at the group on the landing stage, ‘your High Priest is safe from my visit.’

			‘There it is,’ exclaimed Thutmose. ‘Can you see Teppy, its mouth is open.’

			‘Careful, my young Prince,’ warned Meri-bes as he saw young Amenhotep leaning well over the side, ‘fall into that mouth and Nefertiti will have to find someone else to play “hounds and jackals” with. You too, Thutmose, this particular hippopotamus might be Set himself and he likes the taste of cat.’

			‘Miauette is no ordinary cat – she is special, Yuya told me so.’

			Thutmose loved his cat. She had been given to him as a gift from his grandfather two months previously. It had been a special day. His three grandparents, Yuya, his wife Tjuya and the great Queen Mutemwiya, his father‘s mother, were in the Palace to examine their new quarters.

			His grandparents were close and, when together, there were always stories and laughter. Stories of his grandfather Thutmose IV, husband of Mutemwiya, and friend of Yuya. There were anecdotes of Yuya, his time in prison where he met Meri-Bes’s father, and his rise to the most powerful man in Kemet. Tales of his great-grandfather Amenhotep II and the defeat of the Naharina, but best of all were the legendary recitals of the glorious battles of his great-great-grandfather, Thutmose III, after whom he was named. The warrior King, Thutmose the Conqueror of foreign Lands, the victor of the battle at Megiddo, which one battle, was said to have conquered a thousand cities. Thutmose V would be as great as this namesake – he would be a great warrior.

			The best tales came from Mahu, chief of security and friend of Meri-bes. They quarrelled constantly over their games of Senet, and their laughter rang around the Palace. Mahu was another of the privileged few who had the complete trust of his sovereign and he was able to bring to life the glorious battles of the past.

			Thutmose was not entirely convinced the hero of those stories was in truth always a member of Mahu’s family. Equally he doubted the many tales where victory was nearly lost due to the inept actions of a dwarf. Meri-Bes frequently said, ‘Mahu never let the truth get in the way of a good story.’

			‘Oh I know Tamyt is special, my Prince, but that just might make her taste better – be careful – you know Horus himself almost lost an eye in his fight with Set – maybe he will think Miauette is Horus in disguise and will want to finish off the job.’

			The boat safely navigated around the hippopotamus and continued on its way. Today the barque would pass through three sepats and their riverside governor’s mansions. Formalities would be restricted to the waving of flags and cheers from the riverbanks and landing stages. No royal stop-overs for the governors to be concerned about.

			chapter twelve

			There were neither cheers nor friendly waves from the Temple landing stage. The fourteen year old Amenemopet stood with his step-father on the east bank of the great river and watched as the two boats of the King sailed by. The first, a massive warship, was under the command and control of Mahu, chief of security to the King. Soldiers, slaves and maidservants were on board. The first group to protect the King should anything occur and the latter there to prepare the tents and meals for the King and his entourage when they stopped for the night far to the north. They watched the second ship, the disrespectful, foul-mouthed dwarf stood in the front, one arm around the Crown Prince and pointing a stubby finger in their direction.

			‘I wonder what he is saying about us now,’ said Nahkt, chief cleric of the High Priest.

			‘I’m not sure he is pointing at us father – maybe he sees something which is in this direction.’

			‘Do not contradict me boy. What evil is the Queen whispering in the King’s ear? What poisonous words are being said about Amun and his usurpation by the Aten? Is Amenhotep, son of Hapu the great architect on board? The works they have ordered are severely reducing the Temple’s wealth; I’m struggling to keep the coffers filled.’

			He spat out his anger as he spoke.

			‘Go and tell the High Priest, our master, that the Sovereign and his blackened witch will not be gracing us with their company today. I have somewhere to be – go quickly.’

			Nahkt walked off. Amenemopet headed to the High Priest in his palatial rooms in Ipet-Sut a short distance to the north. Nahkt headed east, past the construction of the papyrus columns toward the area beyond, beggars lined the streets. Men and women too old or lazy to work in the fields to bring in the harvest, children too young or sick to work. No-one should starve in the months of Shemu, there was enough work for everyone, and those who didn’t work in the fields could work for the priests in the building of these enormous new Temple buildings. However, there always seemed to be beggars. Thieves, robbers and beggars, or at least those who gave the appearance of being so. Nahkt ignored them. He had an appointment. He had a plan.

			He would show his master that the payment for these works could be ‘recovered’ from the very people who had ordered their construction; or, if not from them directly, from one of their predecessors. There was a lot of gold and many thousands of precious jewels buried across the river. He could never officially tell his master where the gold was coming from. His master hated the Queen more than Nahkt did, but would never, publically, condone the desecration of the Tombs of the Kings, especially those who had done so much to exalt Amun. The immediate predecessors of the present King knew and acknowledged that their victories and strengths had come from the direct support of Amun and his servants, the priests. However, to Nahkt’s mind, what the first prophet of Amun didn’t know wouldn’t cause him concerns and, as the treasures were going to be removed anyway, they may as well be used to protect the wealth of the priests. If some should remain in the hands of Nahkt then all to the better.

			Nahkt had dismissed most of his entourage and was accompanied by his two Nubian bodyguards. Big, strong and well-armed these two had more reason than most to hate the King and his family. They didn’t speak much, at least when they were in the company of others, but he had heard them tell the story of how they had seen their father’s hand being cut off by the soldiers of Merymose, the self-proclaimed son of a King, and Viceroy in Kush. This kind of experience tends to instil a certain amount of hatred, which properly nurtured, as Nahkt was more than capable of doing, could be of great service to his cause. He was pleased with himself. He persuaded the High Priest to allow him to keep these two as his personal guards.

			There were many buildings and houses, made from mud bricks, in this part of Waset and more appeared daily. Nahkt had often followed the path he was now taking, but this he hoped would be the last time. He hated the stench. He held a perfumed cloth to his face to camouflage the smell. The cloth also helped to disguise him.

			Nahkt’s work, relieving the dead of their wealth, started during the reign of the old King Thutmose IV. The cost of constructing and decorating his own tomb on the west bank of the river, in the site reserved for noblemen, was proving expensive. He wanted the best for himself and Tawy, his much younger wife, a renowned chantress in the cult of Amun. They may not have been of exalted rank in this life but he would ensure that in the afterlife they would be well prepared and provisioned.

			Turning right, then left and left again, in what might appear as random changes, he finally arrived, sweating, outside a larger than normal house, the size of which was disguised by the surrounding buildings.

			Nahkt entered the house and climbed the staircase to the open roof area. His appointment was with the man now sitting on a long couch in a corner of the rooftop. He was being served food and wine by two young naked serving girls. He was dressed in a long, colourless gown but each of his fingers was adorned by gold and silver rings. Around his neck was a gold necklace worth more than Nahkt could possibly imagine.

			‘Khonsu, you will get us both killed, what in the name of Amun are you doing?’

			‘Drinking wine and eating goose like royalty. What is the matter with you Nahkt?’

			He smiled at Nahkt. It was not a pretty sight. Only two teeth were visible, his gums blackened by disease.

			‘You can’t display such wealth – if anyone sees you, questions will be asked. The answers won’t be welcomed by the police or soldiers.’

			‘Relax priest. No-one can see me and I like to enjoy the spoils for a while, until we melt it all down.’

			‘These two girls can see you – do they not have tongues?’

			‘Oh yes they do but they know if they ever use those tongues in a way which does not please me, they can be removed along with their eyes.’

			His left hand moved to his side and he picked up a large blade and licked the sharp side whilst staring at the younger of the two serving girls. Revulsion and fear filled her eyes. Nahkt vowed it was time to find a new business partner.

			‘Do you have the plans?’ Nahkt tried to suppress his anger.

			‘I have what was agreed, do you?’

			Nahkt nodded towards one of his bodyguards who produced a large pouch from under his robe.

			‘This is what was agreed.’

			‘Agreed maybe, but no longer enough.’

			Khonsu was grinning, or at least his mouth was open in what might have been a grin.

			‘Don’t play games with me Khonsu, what was agreed is agreed. It’s there in front of you. Don’t make me angry.’

			‘This is no game oh mighty Nahkt. What I have for you is the route to unimaginable riches. It’s worth a little more than we discussed. Let me have the pouch which is hidden under the robe of that other servant of yours. Oh my, he is such a beautiful boy – for a Nubian.’

			‘Let me see what you have first,’ said Nahkt.

			Khonsu leaned forward and retrieved, from under the couch, a rolled papyrus. Nahkt moved forward to take it. Khonsu pulled it away.

			‘Oh no, Nahkt, like with these new wives of mine – you can look and lust after but not touch until you pay.’ He opened the papyrus roll and Nahkt could make out the drawings and the map.’

			‘How do I know this is what you claim it to be?’

			‘Have I ever deceived you before? This has come from the grandson of the man responsible for the tomb’s sealing, it’s genuine.’

			Nahkt leaned forward to get a closer look, it looked authentic and it could always be verified later. He smiled at Khonsu and spoke briefly to the Nubian guard whose beauty Khonsu had so admired. The Nubian moved his left hand under his robe and produced a pouch, identical to the one his brother had still in his hand. He dropped the pouch on the couch beside Khonsu, who reacted instinctively, trying to catch it. As he did so, the Nubian took the papyrus roll in his left hand and passed it behind him to the waiting hands of Nahkt. In the same move he drew a sword with his right hand and almost totally removed the head of the supine Khonsu.

			The scream of one of the serving girls was halted quickly by his brother’s blade. The second girl fell to her knees and grabbed the hem of Nahkt’s robe. The guard who had so smoothly dispatched the toothless Khonsu bent down and gently placed his hands on the girl’s shoulders. She tensed but then relaxed at the gentleness of his touch. Almost as a caress he moved one hand around her back to her throat and swiftly broke her neck. His master would not be happy if blood spattered his robe.

			‘Search the house and bring anything of value.’

			Nahkt went down the mud stairs and stood in the doorway with the precious papyrus concealed safely inside his robe. He waited as the bodyguards removed the gold and jewellery from the recently departed Khonsu and his serving girls and searched the three downstairs rooms of the house. Certain nothing of value had been left, they stood behind Nahkt. With the gold and silver well hidden, the three walked calmly, but assuredly, away from the carnage above and made their way to the home of Nahkt.

			Arriving at his house, Nahkt would normally dismiss his Nubian guards. Tonight however, he wanted them near him and also needed them to accompany the newly found riches when they would be later transferred to a less dangerous place. At least, that is, for Nahkt.

			He was safe here in his house within the confines of the priests’ conclave. Many guards were employed to make sure he and all other priests and senior workers were secure. However, it didn’t hurt to have extra security and sitting just inside the only entrance to his house were two muscular Kemetians, paid for personally by Nahkt, to protect him at night.

			His household consisted of his wife Tawy, her son Amenemopet, who was proving to be a disappointment to Nahkt, and three servants. His house was large enough for him and Tawy to share four rooms, including separate sleeping quarters, his son had two rooms for his exclusive use while the servants shared a small windowless room at the back of the house. Nahkt had been happier when Amenemopet had been his eyes and ears in the palace as a servant, but the fool of a boy had got himself thrown out when he was overheard besmirching the King.

			Nahkt had the suspicion that one of the servant girls shared his son’s quarters most nights. He didn’t disapprove of this, he himself at times, sought pleasure in the same way. The servants knew the rules, there was no possibility of marriage to one of these girls, they must keep to their own class and if they became pregnant they would have to leave and seek food and life elsewhere. He was not a king, rich enough to accommodate the bastard children of nobles and royals and could not bear the thought of crying children disturbing his peace. It was bad enough when Amenemopet was a baby. Then he had spent most of his nights at his quarters in the Temple itself, not always alone, leaving Tawy and the servants to cope with the bawling infant. He was, after all, her son.

			Tonight Tawy was performing her duties as chantress in the great Temple. This was where he had first seen her when she was a young child; he had always loved going to the Temple when she was performing her songs to Amun. Her voice was beautiful and people would stop to listen when she began to sing. Many people travelled great distances by carriage, donkey or foot to the worship ceremonies in the hope of hearing her. It was a pity he didn’t think her face was quite as beautiful as her voice. This was something Nahkt could forgive as it was a great status symbol to be married to Tawy and he had gained many an advantage by being associated with her.

			One of these advantages would be arriving soon.

			Nahkt sat himself at his table in the smallest of the four rooms. As he entered the house one of the servant girls had run to this room and lit a myriad of candles. They didn’t light them until he arrived as candles were not cheap and Nahkt hated to waste money. The Nubians stood outside the entrance to this room. Nahkt liked privacy.

			When his guest arrived Nahkt would ensure they spoke in the language used only by diplomats and foreign emissaries. The Nubians struggled to speak or understand the everyday language of the region so they could not possibly understand Akkadian.

			He placed the valuables, confiscated from Khonsu, in a box and closed the lid. They would be safe for now and they wouldn’t be there for long. Taking out the papyrus roll, he opened it. He drew three candles closer so he could see better. Four small decorative models of canopic jars, were placed, one on each corner of the papyrus, to keep it from rolling shut.

			What he saw made him very excited.

			He heard his guest, Djoser, arriving and rose to meet him at the entrance to the room. Djoser was Tawy’s brother. He was tall but walked in a very stooped manner. Nahkt had always assumed this was because he spent most of his working days in the tombs being built across the river. If Tawy was blessed with the best singing voice in the whole of Waset, her brother was the finest artist known for as long as anyone could remember. He was busy working now on two different tombs. One, for the King, under the guidance of Kha, his father, and another, under no one’s guidance, for Nahkt and Tawy.

			In the King’s tomb he worked with many other artists, some good, some of lesser ability; in Nahkt’s tomb he worked alone. The exceptional quality of the work, completed so far, impressed all who saw it. Djoser was expensive. He may have been working for his sister and her husband, but he liked to accumulate wealth. Djoser didn’t seem to have much interest in wine or women. Nahkt could not understand. Djoser had wealth, his wife was dead so he could do whatever he wanted without guilt. Nahkt believed a man should not deprive himself of the joys of life. The more gold Nahkt had, the better the quality of the wine and women available to him.

			Nahkt greeted Djoser, speaking to him in Akkadian. Djoser understood the conversation was to be both important and private. Years spent, as a child, at the home of Yuya, had given him an early education in languages. His parents continued his studies when they returned to live in Waset. All diplomatic correspondence between the King and the rulers of the neighbouring lands was in this language with its strange cuneiform lettering. Djoser had mastered both the spoken and written forms. Nahkt’s reasons for learning the language were not so honest. Much correspondence passed, not always legitimately, through the hands of the High Priest on its way to or from the Palace.

			‘Welcome, brother. I’m sorry to tear you away from your relaxing pleasures of the evening but I think you will find it worthwhile.’

			‘Don’t worry Nahkt, there is no work for me tomorrow in the King’s tomb, as they are digging another stairway, and you won’t mind if I arrive late at your tomb. It’s nearly finished and I don’t believe you will be needing it urgently. So, why have you summoned me?’

			Nahkt pointed to the open papyrus. The name, written above the drawings, startled Djoser. He struggled to think of something to say.

			‘The position in the valley looks feasible. It fits the rumours.’

			His voice was soft, almost reverent. Nahkt assumed the hint of shakiness was down to excitement.

			‘The position of the well shaft is not dissimilar from the position in the King’s tomb now. Size and depth look authentic. Nahkt, I think these might indeed be the plans to the tomb of Thutmose III, the conqueror.’

			‘I was hoping you would be able to confirm this was the case. It’s what I was told, but I could never rely totally on the messenger.’

			‘But Nahkt, we can’t…’ Djoser started to speak but Nahkt’s excitement was getting the better of him.

			‘Djoser, do you realise what this means? It’s said the treasures buried with Thutmose exceed all the wealth now existing in the Two Lands. Even allowing for exaggeration we will be richer than Yuya, may Ammut eat his heart,’ added Nahkt, an automatic phrase coming, without thought, whenever the cursed name was mentioned by him or anyone else. ‘There are many dangers here Djoser. With one exception, up to now we have mostly raided the tombs of Nobles and Generals. This is a much more serious enterprise.’

			‘What do you mean, “with one exception”?’ asked Djoser.

			‘It is not entirely true that we have helped ourselves to treasure in only minor tombs,’ Nahkt explained, ‘although you’ve not always been told the whole story. Khonsu’s last expedition was in the tomb of Amenhotep I – but just the first chambers. There was no time to get beyond the well.’

			Djoser felt a shiver. They both knew, only too well, that the penalties for being caught stealing from any tomb were severe. However, the cruellest of punishments, and most painful of deaths, was reserved for those stealing from, or being in possession of artefacts from a royal tomb.

			Below the table lay Royal plunder. Nahkt had no qualms handing over responsibility for the artefacts to Djoser. Once out of his house they were no longer his problem. Djoser could change their appearance. No-one would be able to recognize them. Djoser didn’t share Nahkt’s confidence.

			They had both seen many executions where thieves had been impaled on a stake and left to die slowly with birds pecking at eyes and bleeding flesh. Nahkt didn’t want this to be his fate.

			‘We should be able to get enough wealth from this, Djoser, to keep the High Priest happy and have enough for ourselves never to have to worry again.’

			Djoser’s mind was racing, internal panic confusing him. He knew he had to say something, but didn’t dare say what he wanted to.

			‘I don’t know why you always give a large share to the Temple, Nahkt,’ he said weakly.

			‘My position and that of your sister are an ideal cover Djoser, and the High Priest is not an easy man to keep content. The wealth I provide, he thinks from excellent cajoling of eminent, rich followers, helps to keep me in my position.’

			‘I also need to tell you,’ Nahkt said, ‘Khonsu won’t be able to help this time, he, er, he met with an accident today.’

			‘What kind of accident? Anything to do with the blood spatters on your Nubian friends’ robes?’

			‘He was becoming a liability, he could have got us all crucified.’

			The two men studied the papyrus. It showed the positioning of the tomb right at the end of the valley, directly below the pyramid shape at the top of the mountain. It was this formation in the rocks which led the Kings of the past to believe they had found a sacred place. No longer were the Kings of Upper and Lower Kemet buried in Pyramids. These had become too obvious a site for thieves and robbers. Now, kings spend their afterlife deep in the ground, in the vain hope, they were safe from disturbance.

			The valley ended in a vertical face, maybe the height of ten men. The entrance to the tomb was at the top of this face, out of sight of the valley below. The burial place itself had been dug deep into the mountain.

			There were twenty to thirty steps going down from the entrance, levelling out slightly although still sloping for about thirty paces. Further steps, fifteen or so, led to a shorter slope, which in turn led to the well shaft. To reach any treasure, this shaft needed to be negotiated. Not a simple task.

			Across from the well shaft was a pillared hall; this should yield the first of the treasure. In the nearside left hand corner of this chamber there showed a further steep stairway leading to another slope and then the largest chamber, so big it would need many pillars to hold up its ceiling. Further steps led down to the burial chamber and the place where the sarcophagus of Thutmose would be found. There were four side chambers shown on the plan.

			‘Whoever drew this plan has been in this tomb.’ Djoser was speaking partly to himself and had slipped into his everyday tongue.

			‘Be careful what you say,’ Nahkt cautioned him, in the diplomatic language this meeting was supposed to be conducted in.

			‘I’m sorry Nahkt, I was just musing. My concern is, whoever drew this plan may already have emptied the tomb and has hoped to make more money by selling this.’

			‘You’re worrying too much. Khonsu said the plan came from the grandson of the man responsible for sealing the tomb after the burial. This man may even have been the person who designed the tomb and these drawings are from the original.’

			‘Nahkt, do you know nothing about the excavation of tombs? When the diggers start a tomb they are working with an idea of the designers, not a plan. We never know what we are going to find when we start chipping away at the rock. The designer will have discussed with the King the general number, layout and function of each chamber and corridor of the tomb. However, the exact size and positioning will depend on the rock formation and ability to dig.’

			Djoser had little patience with Nahkt’s lack of knowledge and it showed in his voice. He also had little enthusiasm for being involved in this particular enterprise.

			‘Whoever drew this plan has seen in great detail the finished tomb. It may well be it’s as you say Nahkt, but I’ve worked in the valley almost all my life and I’m more cynical than you. The tomb may be empty.’

			‘I understand Djoser, but does your cynicism mean we abandon the idea?’

			‘The risks may outweigh the possible gains,’ he said, his reticence beginning to annoy Nahkt.

			‘Let’s discuss practicalities.’ Nahkt was trying to defuse Djoser’s obvious reluctance. ‘Can we get past the guards?’

			‘On that point you are fortunate.’

			Djoser had calmed slightly.

			‘Work on the tomb of Yuya has now been completed. It has been sealed awaiting the death and burials of its intended occupants.’

			‘May Amun grant that be soon,’ interjected Nahkt.

			Ignoring him, Djoser continued.

			‘Haqwaset’s tomb is being constructed in the west valley and this tomb,’ he tapped his finger on the plan, ‘could not be more hidden from the present works and the positioning of the guards. Arriving and leaving the site should not be problematic, it can be done from the far side and there would be no need for anyone to enter the valley.’

			‘I’ll start the planning then Djoser. Come and see me in three days to discuss the details. Tawy will be returning soon and I have something here I want you to deal with. I would prefer she didn’t see anything and it would be better if you were gone before she returns. I’ll give her your love and apologies for not being able to wait.’

			Nahkt removed the box from under the table and Djoser’s eyes widened when he saw the contents. Nahkt thought it was excitement. All Djoser felt was fear.

			‘Khonsu dropped these after his accident.’

			‘The fool.’ Djoser shook his head.

			Nahkt called in his Nubian guards and handed them the valuables they had already carried earlier. ‘Make sure these, and my brother, arrive safely to the west bank and I’ll see you, as usual, in the morning.’

			The Nubian guards were happy to fulfil this obligation. They set off together with Djoser, crossing the river. Djoser paid the ferryman. They mounted donkeys provided by the landowner on the west bank, paid the usual fee and promised to return the animals before sunrise.

			The landowner knew all three of his customers. He trusted them. They were regular night-time travellers.

			They began the journey to the home of Djoser; their route took them near the new Palace at Malqata, not visible from the road. What was visible, however, were the colossal statues of the King at the entrance to his funerary Temple which would be completed before the next inundation began.

			Djoser had heard many stories about this Temple and had been told its full meaning would only be revealed when the flooding of the river was at its height.

			The moonlight cast an intriguing glow on the statues and Temple. Their beauty was not lost on his artist’s eye.

			The Nubians seemed to show no interest. Their faces remained as unreadable as ever. Djoser always felt safe in the company of these two but he never felt comfortable. He would be glad to be home. He didn’t know what he was going to do with the items the guards left him with. He was carrying into his home a death sentence for himself and his precious daughters.

			chapter thirteen

			The Chariot entered the Palace courtyard at high speed. When Haqwaset was in this mood no-one dared try to keep up with him. The others followed at a reasonable distance. Grooms ran out to take the reins and settle the horses down. They would need to be walked for some time to cool them; they had been pushed hard.

			Tiye heard the commotion outside and rose from her seat, cutting short her conversation with the head of her household. She took a cup of wine and went to meet her husband, followed by Nebetya and Tama, her favourite maids.

			‘Haqwaset you’re back early,’ her tone conciliatory, gentle and caring. ‘There are some things we need to discuss, here, take a drink of this excellent wine. Walk with me in the garden.’

			The hard ride had been dusty and Haqwaset was grateful to slake his thirst with anything. If the wine was excellent or not he couldn’t say as it vanished in an instant. His face and clothes were covered in a thick layer of dust. Normally he would bathe and change. This would give him time to let his thoughts fester. Not a good idea. Tiye knew him too well. She took the cup from the King and handed it to Tama. She spoke briefly to Nebetya who turned and ran into the Palace. Tiye linked her arm into her husband’s and guided him towards the garden.

			The garden was at its most beautiful. With the approach of the Festival of the Valley, the whole of Waset was in glorious bloom. Hundreds of thousands of flowers were needed for the festival ceremonies, but only a few would come from this garden, the Temple gardens would provide most of them and each citizen would carry his own.

			They walked in amiable silence. Tiye could sense the calming of the King’s temper. The smell and sight of the flowers were very relaxing and she hoped also the sight and smell of her would work as well. Haqwaset and Tiye were very much in love. They had been together since they were both very small children and even though, through diplomatic and other marriages, Haqwaset had accumulated more than three hundred wives and concubines, it was with Tiye he spent almost all of his time.

			Nebetya came running up. She passed in front of the royal couple and dropped to her knees, facing them. In her hands she held a clean, full length robe. A wonderful blue colour. Not the colour of Nilah, used for mourning, but a rich blue, the colour of the sea or sky. The new colouring techniques brought to the Palace by the handmaidens of the Kings second wife Kirgipa, certainly were an improvement. The colours remained after washing and didn’t colour the skin as in former times.

			Tiye nodded her thanks to Nebetya and took the robe from her. The couple continued walking. The maid waited for them to pass before slowly rising to her feet. She made her way back to the Palace, leaving her sovereigns to their privacy.

			They walked until they reached the small pool beside the Temple in the middle of the garden. Tiye was the first to speak.

			‘Get out of those filthy clothes and bathe in the pool. You will need to get that dirt off you so I can be sure it is my husband I’m talking to. Judging from your grand entrance and demeanour, I think we need to talk. Am I right?’

			‘The man is a fool.’ Tiye knew Haqwaset was referring to the High Priest of Amun, whom he had just been visiting, but thought it was the right time to try a little joke.

			‘If you say so my love, but personally I have always found Huy to be very intelligent and good company.’

			Haqwaset was in the middle of pulling his robe over his head; he yanked it off and turned to face her.

			‘Not Huy…’ his movements showed impatience but as soon as he saw the look on her face he knew she was, as always, one step ahead of him. He started to laugh and moved to put his arms around her. She jumped away.

			‘Not until you remove the two sacks of sand from your face and arms.’

			He moved quickly and menacingly towards her but she deftly moved to the side and pushed him into the pool. Her gown was severely splashed but his mood had clearly improved, so it was a price worth paying.

			‘Unfortunately, Haqwaset, he is no fool. A fool wouldn’t be a threat and that man is dangerous.’

			As they talked, Tiye looked carefully around her. Even here in the open they had to be wary. That the High Priest had spies in the Royal Household was not in doubt, who those spies were, was impossible to tell. She was reasonably sure of those who were not, but nothing was guaranteed. At least here in the Palace at Malqata, with its limited harem, there was better control, but they were still in Waset, the city of Amun, and the High Priest was a formidable person with long reaching tentacles and the means to pay handsomely for information.

			‘What has he said now?’ she continued. ‘Is he still complaining about the cost of the works on the Temples?’

			‘He always complains about the costs. He says four khars of wheat per month for each of the two hundred and fifty workers is severely depleting his stocks of grain. In addition the sculptors, painters and other artisans require payment in gold and jewels. He is not happy. His lack of happiness generally makes me happy, but that’s not the problem.’

			‘So what is?’

			‘Firstly he claims that my new open courtyard is more fitting to a temple honouring Ra, or the Aten, than Amun. He wants to build a roof on it. He is obsessed with the Aten. He thinks that the Aten is the god your father worships. He openly declared I am being influenced by Yuya, and you, to move away from Amun.’

			‘He understands nothing of my father’s beliefs; if he did he wouldn’t say such a thing. The High Priest would be perfectly happy if you declared there to be only one true god, so long as that god is Amun.’

			‘How dare he question the faith of his King? Also, he refuses to curtail the amount of wine the priests drink during the Festival. After last year’s debacle, when the statue of Mut almost ended in the river on the return from the Tombs, and the young priest defiled the shrine with a concubine. I want to make sure it doesn’t happen again. What the priests get up to in private is of no concern to me, but fornication in an open Temple, during a very public ceremony, cannot be tolerated.’

			‘Both priest and concubine were dealt with appropriately Haqwaset,’ responded Tiye.

			‘Yes but you’re missing the point. I’m convinced they drank too much wine and they neither knew nor cared what they were doing. It’s no wonder the cult of Amun is losing its favour to the Aten and other deities throughout the Two Lands. The High Priest has a right to be worried.’

			‘Don’t be duped Haqwaset, Amun is still the God of choice here. His priests, in some respects, wield as much power as you do. One day he may make a wrong move and you can find a reason to remove him – but that time is not now.’

			Haqwaset always welcomed the advice of his chief wife. He didn’t always accept it but today she was right.

			‘I already know who I’ll appoint in his stead when the time comes.’ The King’s voice was conspiratorial.

			‘Oh yes?’ responded Tiye, her eyes closing slightly with curiosity.

			‘Your brother Anen.’

			Tiye burst out into almost uncontrolled laughter. ‘Anen?’ she exclaimed, ‘I must check that Nebetya didn’t put something stronger in your cup of wine. How did you arrive at that decision?’

			‘He would be the ideal candidate, bright, gregarious and someone who commands respect, and not just because of his family connections. First, we need him to guide Thutmose. The boy must now start his training as a sem-priest and I would like Anen to be his mentor. In a few years, with Thutmose as the High Priest of Ptah in Ineb-Hedj and Anen here in Waset as the High Priest of Amun, the gods and the Temples will be in the safest of hands. Maybe then we’ll be able to sleep more easily and our only worries would be keeping the empire and our greedy, belligerent neighbours in check.’

			‘Just how long has this plan been in the making?’ For once Haqwaset had taken Tiye by surprise. The idea was faultless but he had never mentioned any of it before now.

			‘The ride back from the Temple at Ipet-Sut was good for channelling the thought process. If I had been to see Anen today instead of that priest, we could have settled any differences over a cup of wine and a game of Senet, followed by a chariot race on the way home.’ Haqwaset’s mood had clearly improved.

			‘If you were to appoint Anen to the position of High Priest, you well know he wouldn’t simply bow to your will – he is his own man and would take his duties very seriously.’

			Tiye knew her brother better than anyone. His light hearted and jovial manner hid a steely will. Like their father he was loved and respected by all who knew him. Unlike their father, her brothers didn’t follow the ideology of one god. Yuya had insisted they be brought up to understand and respect all religions. He believed this was a way to instil tolerance. He had been right.

			Anen and their older brother, Ay, were similar to their father in many ways. Tiye often wondered what her half-brothers were like. She knew her father had been married before he wed her mother and had two sons from this union. Yuya’s first wife, Asenath, died before Tiye was born. The boys went to live with their grandfather. Her parents didn’t speak of them very often, at least not with her and her siblings and when they did it was usually with tears in her father’s eyes.

			She vaguely remembered, as a small child, her paternal grandfather’s death ceremonies. They were staying at the Palace at Ineb-Hedj not far from where her father’s family had settled after they had been re-united. Yuya was King Regent, Haqwaset just a child. Her half-brothers had come then to share in the mourning period of seventy days. There had been much joy in the house even though it was a sad time.

			A very large cortège had left with hundreds of people, including her parents. Her parents were gone for a long time. They were fulfilling her grandfather’s wish to be buried in his homeland, in the tomb of his forefathers and one of his four wives, Yuya’s mother. Tiye had been too small at that time to have known what her half-brothers were like. In all the intervening years, they had never visited again. Tiye knew that her father was in regular contact with them and that they were important men in the lands to the east of Kemet. More than that she didn’t know and it was impossible to get her father to open up about them.

			‘Anen would make a formidable adversary and would always stand his corner,’ she said.

			‘The last thing we need is a High Priest who always says “yes.” I need someone I respect. The balance between state and church is a delicate one. It needs strong men at the helm of each. After the Festival I’ll award Anen with the title “Second Prophet of Amun” and will ensure that on the demise of the present incumbent it will be he who succeeds and not one of the current priest’s minions.’

			Haqwaset had clearly been thinking about this for some time and not just on the road back from his bad tempered meeting with the High Priest.

			Changing the subject, Tiye asked ‘When do you think Thutmose should begin his Sem priest training and duties?’

			‘When we return to the Ankh Tawy Palace at Ineb-Hedj after the inundation. I have commissioned the sculptor, Men, to make a statue of Thutmose in his leopard skin, and it will be my gift to him. On that matter, is the skin ready?’

			‘Yes, it arrived this morning from Kirgipa. He will love it, but he mustn’t see it until after he has received your gift of the statue.’

			Tiye was grateful Haqwaset’s bad temper seemed to have disappeared.

			‘I think I’m clean enough. Hand me my gown and let’s go to eat, I’m starving,’ Haqwaset said, as he jumped from the pool.

			‘What news from Kush and my brother Merymose?’ he continued, ‘Is he coming for the festival?’

			‘Yes,’ replied Tiye. ‘Maiherpri is very happy his father and mother are both coming. He’s missed them so much.’

			‘Maiherpri is a man now. It would be safe for him to return home with them, if that is what he wants. He needed our protection but, now things are quiet in Kush, he can go if they wish.’

			If Maiherpri was to leave, Haqwaset would be saddened by the young fan-bearer’s absence. He had got used to his being around. He was a source of interesting information as well as being a great adversary in the hunting grounds.

			They walked back to the Palace and went directly to the small throne room. Honey baked bread and goose meat were prepared and laid on a table in front of the raised platform on which the King’s seat was placed.

			After the customary supplication, a servant poured a glass of wine and handed it to Nebetya, who in turn presented it to Queen Tiye who passed it to her husband. This protocol was always observed. The King never took food or drink directly from a servant. Everything was passed first to the Queen or, in her absence, one of a few trusted aides. Meri-bes or Mahu were the normal candidates.

			Maiherpri stood behind the throne. Broad and muscular, he had no difficulty wielding his hefty bronze axe when the need arose. The son of Haqwaset’s half-brother Merymose, and his Nubian wife, he was formidable. His enormous ebony frame stood out in contrast to the white, knee length kilt he was wearing. Haqwaset knew that Maiherpri’s parents would be filled with pride to see the man their youngest son had become.

			Although, like most in the court, his head was shaved, uniquely, he constantly wore a curly black wig which, he claimed, was to remind him of his proud Nubian roots on his mother’s side. The wig was his trademark. He even wore it once, hunting with Haqwaset. Maiherpri was the only person who could match or exceed the hunting skills of the King. The two constantly tried to outdo the other from chariot, horse or on foot. The King didn’t like to be beaten by anyone, but he would have been angry if he believed those competing against him were letting him win because of his station. Such acts would be looked upon by Haqwaset as dishonesty which, was a trait, he hated above all else.

			The man now standing behind the throne would never be dishonest to his King, whom he loved like a brother. They were cousins, spending a lot of time together, enjoying matching and testing their skills. It was the young Nubian who, as “Fan Bearer On The Right Side”, acted as the King’s chief personal bodyguard on all ceremonial occasions. The ceremonial fan, made of pure gold and one thousand of the finest jewels to be found in Kush, needed someone of the strength of Maiherpri to carry it over the long periods of the festivities. He was well suited physically and mentally to fulfil his role. Just the sight of him would be enough to keep most would be assailants at bay. His reputation with axe, club, sword and bow was enough for the rest. The King was safe in his care.

			Today though, he was not on protection duty. He was performing other tasks which went with his formal title and, as such, he held a large ceremonial staff with ostrich feathers at the top, formed into the shape of a fan. His large hand was wrapped around the middle of the long, thick, richly decorated pole. He stood to attention, bringing the fan to his side as the King and Queen entered the room. Below the feathers on the staff was a golden symbol, a running hare. As Maiherpri brought the staff to his side he turned it slightly, almost imperceptibly, bringing the direction in which the hare was running towards the throne. This alerted Haqwaset to there being something important to tell him.

			Mahu, chief of security, was standing just in front of the throne and when indicated to do so he began to speak.

			‘We have some information Lord, matters of an irritable nature which may unfold. We need to speak with you in private.’

			‘How urgent is it Mahu?’ asked the King. If there were any spies in this room they would never guess that the running hare and small unobtrusive signals passing between Mahu and his King indicated this matter was, at least in the opinion of Mahu, a serious one.

			‘It can wait until your pleasure Majesty, but we should speak before the Festival preparations are complete,’ came the equally low-key reply.

			‘Very well,’ said Haqwaset. ‘We’ll speak tomorrow. Today I feel like a short hunting trip. Would you and Meri-bes care to join me? We won’t go far, time is getting short, so just the three of us and the boys. I have had enough of diplomacy and matters of state today. It’s about time the young Princes witness again how a great hunter kills his prey from a chariot.’

			There was never any false modesty from Haqwaset, especially when talking about hunting, his favourite pastime.

			‘You do us a great honour. I’ll speak with Meri-bes immediately and get the grooms to prepare the chariots.’ Mahu bowed and walked out backwards.

			‘I’ll need fresh horses,’ Haqwaset said. He didn’t need to emphasise the point as Mahu had been with him on the return from the Temple, or rather, he had tasted the dust from the King’s chariot wheels.

			As Haqwaset was leaving the room, he touched Maiherpri on the shoulder.

			‘I understand your parents are coming for the Festival. I’ll have to make sure their rooms are finished, they won’t want to live in the middle of building works.’

			‘I have already taken it upon myself to check Majesty. Everything is prepared apart from some decoration which I’m assured will be finished in the next two days. They won’t be here for ten, so there is enough time.’

			The young guard could not hide the excitement in his voice. He was now twenty-four years old and hadn’t seen his parents for five years. He had come to live within the royal household eighteen years ago when there had been an uprising in his homeland. His parents had been worried about his safety and Merymose asked his half-brother to allow him to live in the royal nursery. Haqwaset had been only a child then himself and although the decision was officially his, it was in fact Yuya himself who went to Kush to discuss the uprising and bring the boy back. It was a good decision.

			‘Come Maiherpri, join us on the hunt. Be prepared to lose.’

			Merymose and Haqwaset had shared a father but had different mothers. Thutmose IV was no stranger to the bed chambers of royal wives and concubines and it was one of the latter who had been Merymose’s mother. This didn’t affect the love shown to him either by their father or by Haqwaset now.

			Thanks to the diplomatic skills of Yuya in the early years of Haqwaset’s reign, and latterly the same skills demonstrated by Tiye, the Two Lands had been at peace for the whole of his now almost twenty three years on the throne. The only exception was in his fifth year when he was eleven years old. The rich lands to the south, known as Kush, famous for its gold and cattle was the subject of a small, bloody uprising. It was dealt with easily and quickly by Merymose, appointed Viceroy by their father. Seven hundred and forty captives and three hundred and twelve hands were removed from the enemy dead.

			A soldier was paid extra for each right hand presented. The payment to the soldier was in different ways. Jewels and gold were common, but at times land or captives were given as slaves to a soldier finding favour with his King, by distinguishing himself in battle.

			Unless granted as slaves to the soldiers, the captives were removed to become slaves in other parts of the Kingdom, some from Nubia had come here to Waset and some were in the Temple of Amun across the river, the scene of his argument with the High Priest this morning.

			chapter fourteen

			Djoser was not a bad man. At least by his own definition.

			It’s true he had, at times, done things which were not entirely legal, but he believed he had never caused anyone deliberate, physical harm. It was also true that, following the death of his wife, he had been quite happy to receive the treasures of nobles who had gone before him and convert them into more usable trinkets. Such things didn’t cause him to lose sleep. He always drew a strong line, however, at items belonging to the gods, as he regarded past Kings. He might have to meet them on his passage to the underworld and he wanted such meetings to be without fear.

			Above all Djoser was a loyal man. It didn’t matter to him if you were a King, priest, colleague or family, it was all the same to him. If you respected him and his work, you earned his loyalty. This loyalty meant, no matter how much money he was making from his secret dealings with his sister’s husband, he would never betray his other paymasters nor allow any harm to come to them if he had power to stop it. He would never reveal any secrets of the tombs he personally worked on. His motivation for helping Nahkt was to try and ensure the future security of his daughters, who were all he had left to remind him of his wife.

			The dilemma facing Djoser was that, as Nahkt became greedier and more ambitious, it increased the danger for Djoser. He was being pushed into situations which the core of his being railed against. Had he learned nothing from his father? The fate that had almost befallen him?

			Inside Nahkt’s tomb, Djoser was finishing the artwork of the most personal and favourite piece he had ever worked on. He only needed to apply the special varnish required to ensure the paint would never fade. Once done, his three daughters would be forever in the sight of the gods. He had used the image of his daughters playing their favourite musical instruments to bring to life a particular scene on the walls of the tomb and it brought tears to his eyes whenever he looked upon it.

			The Aten was at its highest and the heat of the day, almost unbearable. Djoser had already bathed twice this morning, had oils rubbed over him to protect him from the rays as much as possible. He was lying, on a folding bed, under a small canopy erected outside his house. His daughters were inside singing and laughing as they went about their chores. Today they were grinding the black powder which would be mixed with animal fat and oil to make the kohl which was needed to decorate and protect their eyes. He had also acquired an amount of malachite from passing traders, so the girls’ supply of both black and green eye decoration was secured for some time.

			Djoser was wearing a linen kilt – unfashionably long (or so the girls kept telling him) but he didn’t care for fashion, it was coolness he wanted. He could not bring himself to set about work on the artefacts Nahkt had handed over to him last night. Disturbed by dreams during the night, he had slept badly. His head was aching. Baketamon, his eldest daughter, had given him her own mixture of aloe vera combined with balsam apple and cubeb pepper and massaged his head with oil, all the time making incantations to Horus and Djehuti as she had been taught. It had eased the throbbing, but it still nagged at him.

			His dreams had made him think again about his father and stories he was fond of repeating about Yuya.

			‘Dreams,’ his father had told him, ‘are not just night time fantasies; they have a meaning and can predict our lives. We must know how to interpret them.’

			He shivered as he remembered the tale of the King’s baker who had shared a cell with Yuya and whose dream predicted his own execution.

			Djoser’s thoughts had been brought back to the present when his daughters came outside, each one beautiful in their father’s eyes, now even more so as they had finished the work of preparing their kohl. They surrounded him, freshly made up and smiling. He looked worried, clearly thinking deeply.

			‘Please father, tell us a story. Please tell us of grandfather in prison and how he got out. We’ve heard it many times but love hearing you tell it again and again,’ Baketamon said, trying to alleviate his worries.

			‘You should ask him to tell you himself. He was there, I wasn’t.’

			‘No, his stories always change depending on the amount of wine he’s drunk. We are sure he makes it up as he goes along. At least from you we get the same story and it’s such a great one, we’ll never tire of hearing it.’

			‘Just so I can get some peace I’ll tell you,’ said Djoser.

			The girls cheered at the end of the story, as they always did, when Prince Thutmose told their grandfather and the other prisoners they too were free, and Yuya produced Perneb, saved from execution. Djoser smiled at his daughters; he would do anything to protect them.

			‘Now, if you all don’t mind I would like a little time to my own thoughts,’ he said. ‘Please, go inside, prepare me something to eat. I have things I need to do.’

			They left him. His contemplative mood returned.

			‘Enough reflection on stories of dreams and about Yuya,’ he thought.

			Djoser certainly didn’t want to think further on the meaning of his own dream. He knew with equal conviction he needed to speak urgently with Nahkt. His brother-in-law was not going to be a happy man.

			*

			At the Palace, Haqwaset returned from his hunting trip, both he and Maiherpri having killed two gazelle.

			‘Thutmose, Teppy, you must help the butcher to clean and prepare the meat. When it’s been hung and is ready to eat, you will share in the first meal prepared from the kill.’

			‘Thank you father. Come on Teppy, I’ll race you. Last one there pulls the guts out.’

			The Two Lands had not experienced full scale war, either in Haqwaset’s reign or that of his father. War was unpredictable and could happen at any time. Haqwaset feared complacency and deemed it essential that Kemet and its army were always ready. He wanted his sons to be able to lead troops, without the fear of blood or the sights and smells of slaughter. The slaying and butchering of animals would never be the same as killing a man, but it was a place to start.

			‘That was great sport, Maiherpri, I so enjoy hunting with you. You make the competition interesting.’

			It was imperative Haqwaset made the kills. To return without game from a hunting trip would alert spies in the Palace that sport was not the real reason for the excursion. He also needed to have some fun – especially today.

			Haqwaset needed to speak with Tiye and also with Yuya. They would know how to deal with his new problem in a diplomatic way. His own inclination would have been to gather those involved and summarily execute them. Maybe he would carry out the sentence on at least one of the criminals himself. First he needed to get to the bath house, then have something to eat. He didn’t want to encounter his wife for the second time that day, filthy and hungry.

			At his private bath house, his body servant, ever alert to his arrival, ensured the cleansing oils and drying cloths were prepared and in their correct order. After cleaning off the dirt and animal blood the servant massaged his whole body with oil. The strong, unforgiving sun could destroy a man’s skin if it was not kept at bay with oils and unctions. Perhaps it was the exertions of the day, maybe it was the strong, oiled hands of the servant that relaxed Haqwaset. His mind wandered, first to thoughts about Yuya which led to reminiscences about his father.

			It would be some days before Yuya returned to Waset from his palace near the fortress of Zawr. He was spending more time there. It was the area where his father and brothers had settled after they came to live in the Two Lands. Although all his family had moved away and now lived far to the east, Yuya seemed more settled in the delta area, on his lands where cattle grew strong, crops always abundant. His estates included some of the best wine production in all of Kemet. Also he would occasionally receive messages from his two first born sons, who had gone to live with their grandfather all those years ago and had moved permanently to the eastern Kingdoms when their grandfather died. Messages arrived sooner in the delta.

			Haqwaset hadn’t been born when his own grandfather, who bore the same throne name, Amenhotep, had first realised how special a man Yuya was; appointing him “Overseer of the Granaries” and unwittingly creating the circumstances, which would eventually see Yuya as the most powerful of men. Yuya was about the same age as Haqwaset’s father, they grew close and became the best of friends. In the few years after Haqwaset was born, he had spent a lot of time with his father, who didn’t move far from the Palace, particularly in the year before he died. Haqwaset would sit on his father’s knee or later lie beside him on the bed listening to his stories. It seemed it was impossible for his father to talk for more than ten minutes without in some way mentioning his friend, Yuya.

			A special memory for Haqwaset was, as a very small boy, being taken by his father and Yuya from the Palace at Ineb-Hedj, the city surrounded by the white walls which gave it its name. They rode in chariots to the great pyramids. To the place where, years previously, his father had dreamed and was spoken to by the god, Horus, himself.

			Haqwaset’s father was convinced the dream had changed the course of his life. He fulfilled his promise to remove the sand from the mighty Hor-em-akhet, the massive statue with the face of a god and the body of a lion, guarding the way to the pyramid tomb of the great god King Khafre. So powerful in his command of the world, Khafre was able to create a monument so wondrous that all who saw it marvelled at its splendour. A tomb reaching up to the heavens which would last for all eternity.

			A great stela was brought with them that day, engraved with the story of his father’s dream. Haqwaset had been too young to read what had been written but he knew the story by heart. It was a story he wanted to be told before he went to sleep every night. As a child he hoped for a similar dream but none had ever come.

			There were many times when Haqwaset went alone, or with his own sons, to the site of Hor-em-akhet to show them the magnificence of the statue and its nearby pyramids and Temples. He wanted to teach them the history of their great Kingdom and of their royal grandfather. Every year, on the anniversary of his father’s death, he would travel with Yuya to bring vegetables and sacrifice a bull, remembering the man who was father to one and best friend of the other.

			King Thutmose’s reign had been short; only ten inundations had come during his time on the throne.

			The servant finished the massage. Haqwaset returned to the present. His eyes were kohled. The feast tonight was to be with a representative from the ruler of Naharina, it was always necessary to look his affluent best when this man was around. The envoy had very expensive tastes and would normally be offering, on behalf of his master, another daughter to become a royal wife. Tonight, however, promised to be different and, Haqwaset hoped, more amusing.

			Haqwaset lost count of the number of wives and concubines he had in the various women’s palaces, here in Waset, up in Ineb-Hedj and in the newly completed complex near Shedet in the twenty first sepat of upper Kemet. It must have been nearly three hundred by this time or maybe even more, but really they were status symbols, a way of maintaining peace with the foreign lands surrounding Kemet, and assuring that his power would be greater than any other ruler.

			In truth he didn’t even know many of their names or even from which foreign country they had come as a sign of alliance. He smiled as he remembered the correspondence between himself and the new King of Karduniash, Kadashman-Enlil. As was tradition when a new ruler came to power, Haqwaset asked for one of his daughters to be his wife. He had already married this King’s sister, the daughter of Kurigalzu I, the new King’s father, but diplomacy required the next generation also be bound to him.

			‘Why do you ask for my daughter’s hand, when I don’t even know if my sister is alive or dead?’

			The letter was in the usual flowery language of diplomats, but this was the gist of his correspondence.

			‘You didn’t allow my messengers to see my sister. You didn’t give them any gifts. The women you gave them, for their pleasure, were ugly. When I sent you chariots you didn’t review them separately but placed them anonymously with many others. By dishonouring my messengers, you dishonour me. You have daughters, why do you not send one so that I can marry her?’

			Haqwaset had no fear of this man. He knew, sooner or later, this King would have to comply with the request for his daughter and he had enjoyed working with Tiye and Huy on the reply. They were at the Palace in Ineb-Hedj.

			‘Do you know which is his sister?’ Tiye had asked.

			‘No,’ replied Haqwaset. ‘However, Kirgipa says she is one of the women here, so when the messengers arrived I gathered all of the women together and told the messengers the one they sought was there. If they were not able to recognise her, is that my fault?’

			The letters written in reply to the King were blunt and to the point.

			‘If you send messengers to me who are just traders or donkey herders, who didn’t know your father and had never seen your sister, how can they be expected to know if they have seen her or not? How could they tell the difference between her or a beggar off the streets?

			‘How can anything they tell you be trusted, when they lie? The messengers sent by your father, lied to him when they returned, now your own messengers have told you they didn’t receive anything from me. This is a lie. They, like all state visitors, received silver, gold, oil, garments, and other items of great quality. If they decide to keep all these things for themselves and tell you I gave them nothing, then in future I will give nothing. The report to you will be the same whatever I do.

			‘As for asking for one of my daughters to marry, this is out of the question. Never has a Princess of Kemet been granted to a foreign King in marriage and never will it be done. When you send your daughter to marry me, you will receive in return, at least seven mina and nine shekels of gold and one mina, eight and a half shekels of silver. I’m informed you have built yourself a new home, therefore as a gift to you my brother, I will send an ebony bed overlaid with ivory and gold, three beds, a head rest, ten chairs and footstools, everything overlaid with gold. All of this will be ready to send as soon as my messenger returns with your daughter.’

			The King’s daughter duly arrived and the furniture was sent. Haqwaset never met the girl, but Kirgipa’s reports were favourable.

			Wives and concubines were easy to acquire. Haqwaset married those he needed to, bedded those he wanted to and kept them all well fed and cared for in luxury. Above everyone, he loved Tiye. It was her company which he desired most.

			He relied heavily, also, on Kirgipa. The envoy, the guest of honour tonight, was on a mission from her father. Kirgipa was the head of Haqwaset’s palaces for his women and children. When she arrived from Naharina to marry Haqwaset, she brought an entourage of three hundred and seventeen ladies in waiting. Haqwaset decided that as they were hers, she should have the responsibility of controlling them, together with a few hundred more. Haqwaset and Tiye both loved Kirgipa. She was the mother of Smenkhare, another son of Haqwaset. The King and his chief wife would have gladly kept this son with their own children but Kirgipa didn’t want to be parted from him. She wished to keep him by her side.

			The forefathers of the Lord of the Two Lands had created strength and security for the nation, by force. Many great battles had been fought in the north to secure borders and bring in prized wood, spices and other luxuries. In the south, battles had raged to protect the gold and riches of Kush for the enrichment and enjoyment of the rulers of the Two Lands. Haqwaset, as had his father before him, maintained their nation’s security by means of trade and the presence of a well-armed, well trained and disciplined army stationed at, or near, its frontiers. Garrisons were established beyond its frontiers in the lands of its neighbours and trading partners. Ready to react if attacked; ready to make advances into neighbouring lands to suppress any rumblings of discontent and also to ensure the trade, on which the country relied, was protected.

			Haqwaset, dressed in the ceremonial robes of an officer of the army, knelt as his chief steward placed the stately Khepresh, the Blue crown, on his head.

			Tonight’s feast was a diplomatic event. Haqwaset hated politics. Every word, he spoke, every movement he made, open to interpretation or, more frequently, misinterpretation. All reported to the High Priest, who believed his power so great, he ordered the murder of Haqwaset’s first born son. The attempt failed. The High Priest’s involvement could not be proved. Such things should not be tolerated, but diplomacy dictated they had to be. At least on the surface.

			He wished he could bring forward his plan to have Tiye’s brother, Anen, installed in that position. Haqwaset’s grandfather thought that by moving his administration north to Ineb-Hedj and staying away from the priests, their power and influence would wane. Haqwaset’s grandfather was wrong. Absence only encouraged the power hungry priests.

			Those were battles for another day, now he needed to find Tiye and speak to her before the festivities began. He had to inform her of the latest problem and also discuss the handling of their guest this evening.

			He went to Tiye’s quarters. The guards were standing outside her door and bowed low as he approached. They didn’t challenge him as they would have any other person. They had instructions from Tiye that her husband could enter without announcement at any time. Without such instructions, even the King would be refused entry. These men were assigned to protect her; they wouldn’t hesitate to use spear or sword, club or fist to do so, even against the King himself, if her life was threatened.

			Laughter rang out as he entered. Tiye and Nebetya, her favourite and closest servant, were sharing a joke about something Haqwaset was sure he would never understand. Also in the room and laughing just as loudly, were the King’s sisters Tiaa, and Pyihia. Nebetya sank to her knees as soon as she saw Haqwaset, which wasn’t immediately as she had been facing away from him, her attention on other things. He smiled at her and told her to rise.

			‘You must try and explain the joke to me some time,’ he said.

			‘I don’t think so husband,’ replied Tiye. ‘You’re a man. You wouldn’t think it funny.’

			The three royal women in the room laughed again, Nebetya, knowing her place, turned away from the King, hiding her face. He could tell from the movement of her shoulders she was struggling to keep from laughing also.

			Haqwaset thought better of pursuing the enquiry and could feel himself reddening, but still didn’t know why.

			‘I wish my father had fathered more sons and fewer daughters. I feel outnumbered in my own Palace and it’s time you two found yourselves a husband each,’ he said, turning to his sisters, ‘or do you want me to find you one? I’m sure there must be a prince somewhere in the darkest reaches of Kush or Hatti who would take you off my hands for a few handfuls of gold – or maybe a nomadic slave trader would give me a couple of camels for you.’

			Even if it had been permissible, Tiaa would never have wanted to leave the royal household and marry. She was happy to stay in the Palace with her sisters and sister-in-law. Princesses of Kemet were never allowed to marry, unless it was to their own brothers or fathers. To permit a girl of royal blood to bear children other than those of the King himself might make for too many constitutional challenges. However, Haqwaset had the power to change this rule if he wanted and he didn’t mind teasing his sisters.

			‘Maybe I should marry you myself then,’ said Haqwaset. ‘I’m thinking of building a new, very small palace out in the White Desert. You could be head of the household – in fact there would only be you there so you could be the entire household. I could put you in charge of collecting silver ants; ‘Lesser Chief Wife and Ant Collector’, now there’s a new title for you. What do you think Pyihia?’

			‘Don’t involve me in this. Just remember where she goes, I go; where I go, my old tutor Horemeb goes, and where he goes, your children go. You said he must tutor them as he tutored you, and the rest of our family. He is too old to live in the White Desert, or even attempt to pass through it. No-one, other than a desperate, fleeing sand ranger goes there, not even the craziest of nomads.’

			‘I’m still tempted to find each of you a very ugly prince to marry, one who would be so grateful for someone to share his bed he would happily accept you without a dowry. Anyway, isn’t it time you got ready for this evening’s guest?’

			‘We hate that man,’ said Pyihia. ‘He leers at us and tries to touch the servants most inappropriately – must we be present?’

			‘As your King, I tell you it would be an affront to him and his master if he knew you were in the Palace and didn’t attend. As your brother, I say I won’t tell him you’re here if you don’t want me to; you can stay in your quarters for the evening. He will be leaving early in the morning as I’ll have an urgent message for him to take to Kirgipa. I don’t know what it is yet, but I’m sure I’ll think of something. Now please both of you go, I need to speak to my present Chief Wife. Nebetya can you go with them and make sure they keep out of trouble and don’t try listening at the door. If your mistress agrees,’ he added quickly.

			Tiye, still smiling, nodded her consent to release Nebetya. Once gone, Haqwaset kissed his seated wife tenderly on the forehead.

			It didn’t take long for Haqwaset to give full details of what he had found out this evening. The gravity of the situation was clear, but she agreed any final decision could await the arrival of her father. He would be here in a few days. Yuya had already left his home to the north, journeying by boat. The information was fresh; nothing would change by waiting until he arrived. They had a clear idea of what should be done and this thought was the same for each of them. However, the inevitable consequences of their decision would have a lasting impact on the relationship between Crown and Church; as such they needed the unbiased opinion of the greatest diplomat the Two Lands had ever known. They turned their attention to tonight’s guest and discussed the various matters which could arise during the evening. A servant arrived.

			‘The guests are all assembled and ready for the feast to start Majesty; if you are ready to join them I can instruct the kitchens to prepare to serve. If not I can ask them to delay service of the food?’

			‘We’ll come directly,’ Haqwaset said.

			‘The sooner we start the sooner it’ll be over,’ said Tiye, rising from her seat. They walked out together, their plan for the evening settled.

			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			Tiye winced at the sound of the metal shenebs. Five notes repeated three times to announce the arrival of the Lord of the Two Lands.

			‘They sound like bellowing bulls,’ Tiye said, with minimum movement of her lips and fixed radiant smile. Haqwaset turned to his Queen with a look of amusement, before telling the gathered guests they could raise their heads and rise to their feet.

			The main guest of the evening, Barratarna, the envoy from Naharina, was impossible to miss. Dressed in white, covered in gold, he stood in the centre of the room, surrounded by aides.

			‘By the gods, he has become the size of an elephant,’ Tiye whispered as she took her seat. ‘And I can smell his myrrh and cinnamon perfume from here. He must have bathed in it.’

			Disgust welled up in Tiye at the sight of their copiously sweating guest and his constant exaggerated exhalations. Nervousness or the exertion of rising from his knees? She wasn’t sure which. It took four servants to help the colossal frame to stand. His journey down to the ground had been easier. There was a large seat behind him for use while he waited for the King. This was not a man who could stay on his feet for long.

			Haqwaset, his smile unchanging, waved over to the gold clad elephantine envoy, motioning for him to sit beside him. It was always known Barratarna would take up the honoured seat, to the left of the King. The meal was officially in his honour, but no-one would dare take that exalted position until formally invited. A god can always change his mind.

			Barratarna moved towards the King’s table. His whole body swayed from side to side with each step. The gold jewellery and amulets around his neck embedded with precious stones of every colour, the gold bracelets on his arms, wrists and ankles all moved creating a discordant jangling.

			‘I think I prefer the sound of the sheneb,’ Tiye said. This caused a semi warning glance from her husband which soon changed to a smile. He knew his wife was more diplomatic than he and would never risk a guest of the importance of this one hearing any unguarded remark. His trust in her, in all areas, knew no bounds.

			The envoy drew nearer. The effort of walking ten or fifteen steps, towards his seat, was taking its toll. He kept stopping every three or four paces, blowing hard. He needed time to recover, to get more air into his lungs, before taking the next few paces. He brought his massive frame to a halt in front of Haqwaset, making a forward movement of his head which was the nearest his frame could get to a bow.

			Tiye feared he would topple over, particularly given the weight of gold around his neck. Between loud intakes of breath and even louder exhalations he managed to speak.

			‘Oh mighty Majesty, may your life be long, filled with happiness and good health, may your wealth be ever increased and your enemies vanquished. I bring greetings from my master, the exalted King Shuttarna of Naharina, bound to the Lord of the Two Lands by treaty, love and marriage.’

			Even if Haqwaset hadn’t been forewarned about the purpose of the visit, the mention of enemies and being bound together by treaties were indications that the envoy was not about to offer a new wife or make a blatant request for gold, which were all too frequent in the past.

			‘Your greetings and salutations are well received, Barratarna, most faithful servant of my dearest ally. I hope your message to me, from your master, is one sent by him in good health.’

			‘Indeed, most gracious Majesty, he is in good physical condition.’

			The undertone and careful choice of words by this highly experienced diplomat, was unmistakable. If Shuttarna’s physical health only was emphasised, then he was signifying there was something, real or imagined, troubling him. He had no doubt his guest would get to the point sooner or later. He hoped it would be sooner as he could not stand this man and wanted to be away from him as quickly as diplomatic propriety allowed.

			Two servants carried the envoy’s specially designed and reinforced chair. They placed it in the space beside Haqwaset, then eased him into his sitting position. Even the effort of this simple movement made him breathless. Once seated he turned towards Tiye.

			‘As always most gracious and powerful Queen, the gods have smiled on you tonight and your radiance and beauty exceed even the last time we met.’

			Tiye smiled, struggling for something to say to this odious, obese, overbearing man which would hide the disgust she felt being near to him.

			‘I thank you, you are indeed most kind. Seeing you brings back thoughts of all the wonderful things my beloved sister Kirgipa, tells me. She always speaks joyfully about you and her time in her father’s court.’

			In using the word ‘joyfully,’ Tiye was being ironic. Tiye and the diplomatically married Kirgipa, the kind, gentle daughter of King Shuttarna II of Naharina, had developed a close friendship. They spent many hours enjoying each other’s company and laughed uncontrollably about the failed hilarious attempts of this unbearable, ever expanding excuse for a man to woo her, her sisters and others of standing in the Court. It didn’t matter to him whom he married, as long as it raised his station in life. However, his insatiable appetite for food, servant girls and, Kirgipa suspected, servant boys, meant this would never happen. Her father continuously sent this effeminate sycophant on errands conveying messages. The Naharina King knew Barratarna was disliked everywhere. However, this frequently helped obtaining what was requested quickly. The recipients of messages wanted him out of their palaces.

			Tiye turned her attention to the person seated to her right. Until she reneged, this position was assigned to Princess Tiaa. In her place was Neferu, the sister of Maiherpri’s mother. Maiherpri was standing behind Haqwaset, ever watchful and loyal. To the right of Neferu, sat Amunitore, a young Nubian girl, who was entranced by Maiherpri. She was unable to take her eyes away from him, despite the best efforts of Meri-bes to distract her with his jovial small talk. Neferu had been sent ahead from Kush by Merymose to make sure everything in the Palace was ready for his arrival. Maiherpri’s mother insisted Amunitore accompanied her. Judging from the looks the young girl was giving Maiherpri, Tiye assumed Merkare may have been doing more than a little matchmaking, it seemed to be working.

			Only snippets of conversation between Haqwaset and Barratarna made their way into Tiye’s consciousness. She knew her husband would give her the details later, at least what he believed were all the details. Tiye knew, from experience, men only remember the parts of conversation of interest to them at that time. Small pieces of often vital detail are missed because men don’t realise the significance, or fail to ask the right question to glean more of the information. Her husband was better than most but still she needed, from time to time, to glean material facts from him.

			It was normal for Haqwaset to discuss the important parts of business before the food arrived and certainly before no more than a couple of glasses of wine had been drunk. Inebriation was a good state for releasing information the giver didn’t always intend for you to have, but not always good for getting the most significant detail in a clear, concise way.

			The Naharina envoy passed a scroll containing the message from his King to Mahu. The Chief of Security then passed this, unopened, to Maiherpri, who handed it to his sovereign. Haqwaset unwrapped it. Tiye noticed a frown and occasional raised eyebrow as he read.

			Once finished, Haqwaset rose quietly.

			‘I need to consider the contents. I will return momentarily. Chief Stewart, start serving food to our guests, they should not be kept waiting further.’

			He called over his two most senior and trusted Palace Guard Generals, and asked them to sit on either side of the visiting envoy to keep him entertained during his absence. The guards drew up small chairs.

			Haqwaset called Mahu and Meri-Bess to accompany him and nodded to Tiye. Meri-Bess complained to Amunitore.

			‘Typical. Just as the food is about to be brought in. I’m starving. Young lady, there’s a goose coming with my name on it, make sure no-one else touches it before I get back.’

			Haqwaset gave a gentle nudge with his foot to his scribe who was sitting on the floor next to his King’s feet, as was usual for him, his eyes were closed.

			Huy was the King’s architect, teacher and adviser. In royal circles he was called simply ‘Huy’ but he, and his works, were known throughout the Two Lands and beyond its borders. All countries and kings who relied on the protection and friendship of Kemet and its rulers knew his name and his importance. It was Huy who designed the fortresses which lined the river to protect the fertile land and its people from nomadic sand-rangers who roamed the western desert. Huy had organised the troops and defences of the northern delta region to protect the coast and inland settlements from marauding pirates and brigands. He had first started to work under Haqwaset’s father and did much of the work on the Pyramid Temples and shrines. With his eyes closed, no-one ever knew if he was sleeping or concentrating. Haqwaset had many times asked Huy, for whom he had the greatest respect, to have a chair made so he could be more comfortable but he said he had spent more than thirty five years sitting on the floor and his body was most accustomed to his cross-legged sitting position. He would not be happy on a chair.

			Meri-Bes followed Haqwaset and the others through the door. Amunitore leaned over to Tiye.

			‘In what way will Meri-Bes’s name be written on the goose? Will I be able to see it as it’s brought in from the kitchen?’

			Tiye and Neferu both laughed loudly.

			‘Oh the innocence of the young is heart-warming,’ said the Nubian.

			‘Don’t worry little one,’ said Tiye, ‘I’ll mention it to the Chief Stewart, so he can keep an eye on it for you.’

			As she passed the Chief Stewart, Tiye said something to him. Amunitore noticed he looked over at her and smiled broadly. She felt herself reddening, knew she must have said something wrong but couldn’t think what.

			As Tiye walked out of the room, she bristled, feeling the stare of the Naharina envoy following her every move. The thought of what he might now be thinking, made her shiver with disgust. She knew, once she was out of sight, his attention would be drawn to Neferu and Amunitore, at least until the arrival of the mountain of food and naked dancing girls.

			On leaving the Great Hall, Tiye followed several corridors and entered a small room, passing two Palace Guard Officers standing by the entrance. One of the Guards opened the thick wooden door as she approached. Once through the opening she turned and closed an equally sturdy second door. This door would normally have been too heavy even for her husband to close unaided, but some very clever hinging and engineering from Meri-Bes meant she could move it easily with just one hand.

			Inside the room, her husband, together with Mahu, his Chief of Security and Meri-Bes were sitting around a plain wooden table on unadorned chairs. The table and chairs were enough for twelve people but only the three friends and the scribe sat in the windowless room. This was what Haqwaset liked to call his Council of War Chamber. It was brightly lit by dozens of candles around the walls, positioned on two specially designed shelves, one set just above standing height and the second lower down. The use of mirrors enhanced the available light many-fold. The double door and lack of windows, combined with the great thickness of the walls, meant what was said inside this room remained inside it.

			Mahu and Meri-Bess had the scroll, delivered from Naharina, between them and were reading it.

			‘I was surprised the message is in writing,’ said Tiye. ‘We all thought it would be verbal. Does this mean we were worrying for no reason?’

			‘This message is completely different from the original.’ Haqwaset had no emotion in his voice, but his wife could tell from his eyes and his demeanour that he was extremely angry. This, on top of the argument with the High Priest and his ride in the desert, meant someone was going to pay heavily. She had a good guess as to who that would be.

			A month before, following a change of garrison in Naharina, the garrison commander had returned with a message and scroll from King Shuttarna. Only urgent messages were written by Shuttarna on a scroll, normally he would use the traditional clay tablet as they were more durable. A scroll was quicker to write, especially as two identical copies were needed, and its existence spoke of urgency. The written message detailed information Shuttarna had received, of a plot to overthrow him, replacing him with a puppet regent acting on behalf of the Hatti ruler.

			He had heard that a person, “close to the Royal Court,” was deeply involved and would be installed as the regent. Shuttarna didn’t want to believe the plot was real, however, in order to find out, he would send his Royal Messenger, Barratarna, with an identical text. If the message arrived intact, the King had faith the plot was not genuine. If the message given was verbal, or had in any way been altered, then it was a clear indication the plot had substance and furthermore, Barratarna was, as suspected, the one being set up as regent in the King’s place. The message from the garrison commander was concise and detailed about what Shuttarna wanted, if the plot was real. Now that request had to be considered and acted upon.

			Tonight’s scroll mentioned the fears King Shuttarna had about losing his mental faculties or possibly being taken over by evil spirits. It stated he was subjected to bouts of “petrifying irrational fear of attack.” All his close friends, servants and family were unfoundedly under suspicion. He worried the presence of Kemetian troops in his territory might lead him to order an attack against them, due to a false fear they were trying to destroy him. He needed help and could only turn to his daughter’s husband in Kemet, the one who had befriended him and taken Kirgipa as a Royal wife. He pleaded for a doctor of Kemet, who could cure a sick mind, priests who could ward off evil spirits, or both, before it became too late. He requested gold, lots of it, to ensure that the payments to his Palace guard were enough to stave off any danger of bribery. In addition he requested a temporary removal of all Kemetian troops from Naharina to avoid bloodshed in the event he lost his senses completely.

			‘If I may speak my Lord,’ Huy said.

			Haqwaset smiled. ‘You rarely do, but when the occasion arises it’s normally worth hearing. Please proceed.’

			‘The letter is good, but it’s written by a different person from the original.’

			‘How can you tell?’ asked Meri-Bes.

			‘The Akkadian cuneiform script looks similar in both letters. However, if you compare here and here, the emphasis of the strokes, on the same word, is very different.’

			‘Yes, I see,’ said Haqwaset.

			‘Also the letter delivered tonight has some different expressions not used in letters from Naharina, but much more common in correspondence from the Hatti rulers. The scroll you are all now examining, in my opinion, has been written on the journey here. I suspect one, or more, of the aides accompanying the Naharina envoy is from Hatti and one, at least, is a scribe. I presume the scribe is required to send messages back to Hatti.’

			‘We shall find out quickly enough,’ said Mahu, steel in his voice, ‘one way or another.’

			‘We need to return to the feast,’ said Haqwaset. ‘We know what Shuttarna wants us to do; I may just add one or two embellishments of my own. We’ll need to reinforce our garrisons in Naharina. What do you think Mahu, a hundred chariots and five hundred infantry?’

			‘I think such a number along with a hundred archers should be more than enough to frighten any attempted usurper. It would certainly show intent.’

			‘We’re agreed then. Tiye you go first, we’ll follow shortly after, we don’t want any suspicion we’ve all been plotting something.’ Haqwaset managed to keep his humour intact.

			‘Meri-Bess you better go quickly too. You look as if you’re about ready to eat that papyrus.’

			When the Lord of the Two Lands re-joined the feast everything was well under way. Meat, fowl and vegetables had been supplied in copious quantities. Beer and wine was flowing freely. Dancing girls, naked except for a jewelled band around the waist, were performing to the melodic sounds of harps, accompanied by rhythmic drums and sistrums.

			The “perfumed elephant,” as Tiye had called him as she left the war chamber, was sitting, mesmerised by one particular dancing girl who, facing away from him, had arched her back so far, the palms of her hands were flat on the floor behind her. In this position she was able to move back and forth to the music.

			Much to Haqwaset’s amusement, Meri-Bess was tucking into a whole goose which had been placed on a platter in front of him. Beside the plate was a small statue of the god who shared his name.

			‘It didn’t come with your name on it, but there was this likeness on the platter beside it, so I thought it must have been yours. My cousin Neferu tried to take some of it but I stopped her. Did I do right? Is this your goose?’ Amunitore said.

			Meri-Bess said something incoherent through a mouthful of bread and goose, which resulted in them both laughing heartily.

			Shaking his head, Haqwaset took his seat and, as he did so, spoke to his guest.

			‘Are you enjoying our Kemetian entertainment Barratarna?’

			The envoy jolted with surprise. He was so engrossed watching the dancing girl, that he didn’t notice the two men, sitting beside him, rise and move their seats, allowing their King and Chief of Security to return to their places. He had been blissfully unaware of his Royal host’s return.

			‘Oh Majesty, I do apologise, my mind was elsewhere.’

			‘So I see. If you would like to have a private dance performance later from the young girl, just let me know.’

			‘Oh Lord, most agreeable, most agreeable indeed, you are most generous, I thought you might have wanted one so beautiful and so clearly… erm… talented for yourself.’

			‘Barratarna, my Chief Wife is a great beauty. I have more than three hundred other wives, one of whom, as you know, came to me from your King with an entourage of three hundred and seventeen young women. I think I can leave some for others to enjoy, no matter how beautiful or talented they may be. Mahu, can you ask the dancing girl to come and see me once her performance is finished, I have a special favour to ask of her.’

			Turning his attention back to his guest.

			‘If you prefer to go to your room immediately to begin the private entertainment, I can have more food and wine sent to your chamber. I’ll not be offended and in fact I’m more than a little fatigued myself. It has been a long day. Tomorrow, I must ask you to take an urgent message from me to your master’s daughter in Ineb-Hedj as you pass on your way home. I’m sure, as you’re old friends, she will be delighted to see you. If you would like, maybe your dancing friend can join you on the journey to keep you company.’

			‘I can’t thank you enough. Anything you wish of me just ask, Majesty,’ the envoy was breathing hard again and sweating. ‘Perhaps I should go now. You have been most kind,’ he waved urgently at his aides who came rushing up to help him stand.

			He hastily said his goodbyes to the Queen and others close by. Assisted by his aides he made his way to the door with his strange, slow, waddling gait and jangling jewellery. Once he was out of earshot Tiye turned to her husband.

			‘There is every chance his heart will give out before he gets to the chamber.’

			‘Now that would spoil everyone’s fun, especially young Henite’s, there.’

			*

			Henite, along with three other dancers, a harpist and a drummer, skipped along the corridor leading to the guest quarters. Accompanying them were four members of the Palace guard. The girls were giggling, making lewd gestures towards the young, handsome guards, who might make good husbands for a dancing girl. As before, the girls were naked, but now each had decorative scarves around their necks and tied around their wrists, each wore a new, aromatic perfume ball on their head. They approached the room where the Naharina envoy waited expectantly. Two aides stood outside the door. One of the girls started somersaulting as she approached, the final flip bringing her up very close to one of the aides.

			‘Take a good look at what you will be missing tonight,’ she teased, touching his nose with a finger.

			Henite was looking forward to what she was going to do. Some nights her work was more enjoyable than others. Tonight would be one of those. The beautiful dancer had taken special note of all the gold this man wore. She loved gold and was sure she would be able to convince him to part with some of his tonight. A beauty with many talents, she knew just what to do to make this a very profitable occasion.

			The aides opened the doors. Henite was certain they wouldn’t close them properly and try and watch what was going on inside. As they reached the open doors the drummer started a loud rhythmic drum beat. The girls stood in line, the somersaulting girl first, Henite last. They began clapping loudly in counter rhythm to the drum beat. The drummer and harpist entered the room first and stood one on either side of the double doors. The girls entered. A table laden with food and wine was on one side; on the other was a large couch. Lying on it, watching their every move was the envoy, completely naked. The drum beat got quicker and louder. As the doors began to close, the drummer and harpist used their bodies to ensure they were properly shut. The drumming and the clapping picked up pace and volume. The girls started to dance and chant as they moved toward their one-man audience who was clearly getting excited about what was in store for him.

			The beat began to slow and the girls stopped clapping and changed their chant. They swayed rhythmically backward and forwards moving close to the envoy and then away. Two of the girls walked around to the back of the couch without breaking rhythm, their bodies tantalising close, then moving away. The naked messenger clapping, laughing, his eyes moving lustfully from one girl to another. At the feast he only had eyes for Henite, now he could see the charms of the other girls. He didn’t know which one he preferred, which of them he wanted on the journey home. The King was a generous man, maybe he could take them all.

			His thoughts on this happy prospect, each of the girls, in time to the chant, removed the scarves from around their necks, with quick and graceful movements they wrapped one each around the envoy’s ankles and wrists. The two girls at his feet pulled his legs apart forcefully and painfully and he let out a yelp. He was confused, not knowing if this was a part of the game. Simultaneously, Henite and her companion on the wrists pulled his arms sharply above his head and he let out a moan. They joined their scarves together and pulled downward; the envoy thought his arms would come out of their sockets. He was yelping, whimpering, crying all at the same time. ‘What are you doing? The King will hear of this.’

			The girls ignored him; he couldn’t understand why his aides had not come in. He began shouting, screaming for them, but they didn’t come. Instead, Henite jumped on top of him her bare legs straddling his stomach. In her hands, a needle and container of red liquid. She began, skilfully, painfully applying the fluid on to his skin, into his flesh, using the needle to penetrate deep into his chest. He couldn’t determine what she was doing; all he could feel was pain. He couldn’t move. He tried to lift his head, it was impossible, the girl held his arms tight above his head. He attempted to throw Henite off by twisting his body, to no avail.

			‘The King will hear of this,’ he repeated.

			‘Indeed he will,’ came a deep voice from the door.

			Haqwaset entered, followed closely by Mahu and Meri-Bess.

			‘Have you finished yet Henite?’ he asked.

			‘Almost, Majesty,’ she replied. ‘Tattooing onto moving blubber would be hard enough but to have to do it in Akkadian and Kemetian takes more time. There,’ she said, jabbing the needle down hard into the snivelling, mewling mass beneath her.

			Haqwaset moved closer.

			‘It will look better in a few days when the blood and the scarring have died down,’ Henite said, lifting herself off his body.

			‘It looks good to me already,’ said Haqwaset. ‘Thank you for your help girls, the Queen is waiting outside, please join her, she wants to know all the details. Ask two of the guards to take the chest from over there with you. It’s where he keeps his gold and my wife will ensure you all get your fair share. You’ve earned it.’

			The girls left, their spirits even higher than when they had made their way to the room to carry out the plan. As they had entered the room, the drum, clapping and chanting, muffled the sounds from outside. The guards quickly disarmed and arrested the two Naharina aides and took them away, where detailed techniques would be used to get the information requested by the King.

			As the girls walked with their Queen to the ladies quarters Tiye said to Henite, ‘Perhaps your talents are wasted as a dancing girl, maybe you should become a scribe.’

			‘A scribe is no job for a girl, Majesty, especially not for one as young and beautiful as me. Time enough to think of scribing or other boring pastimes when I’m old and wrinkled, married and with children. Until then I’ll let my beauty and other talents make me as rich as I can be.’

			chapter sixteen

			The next morning, two men set out from Waset, on separate, very different journeys. Neither of them knew, or cared about the other. Both had one similarity. Each believed this was a journey which would eventually lead to his death.

			Djoser was confused. He wanted to speak with Nahkt, but even before he could get within fifty paces of his sister’s house, one of the Nubian guards came running up to him.

			‘Djoser no see master today,’ he said.

			‘But I must. It’s very important.’

			‘No disturb master today. Go away now. No business you here today. Go away.’

			It was clear Djoser was not welcome. He couldn’t argue with the fierce guard. The journey to meet his fate must begin without explaining his dream or his reasons to his co-conspirator.

			Djoser loved his sister dearly. Although he neither trusted nor liked her husband, the partnership between them had been of great mutual financial benefit. Djoser didn’t much care it was now at an end. He had more than enough set by for his daughters to be regarded as reasonable acquisitions as wives. He just had to make sure, unlike him, they would remain alive to enjoy the fruits of his, mostly, ill-gotten gains. He would also do what he could for his sisters. He didn’t need to worry about his now aging mother and father. They were wealthy enough to live comfortably for the rest of their lives and beyond. Merit, his caring younger sister, named after her mother, doted on their parents and he was sure her future would be secured by them. However, he had set some aside even for her. His mother and her youngest daughter were inseparable. Merit, the elder, teaching her namesake everything she knew about running a household and the daughter doing everything she could to make her adored mother’s life easier. Theirs was a special bond.

			Iunet was Djoser’s destination. He believed the person he needed to meet would break his river journey there to visit the Governor, who was also an old friend of Djoser’s father. They had shared a prison cell together many years before. It was his best chance of seeing the old man before he arrived in Waset. If he waited, it might be too late.

			It was approximately eighty miles from Waset to Iunet and Djoser decided it would be best to travel there by camel. A camel could do the journey in two days, maybe less, a donkey would have perhaps taken four days and Djoser was afraid of horses. Bitten by one as a child he had avoided them ever since. A boat would have to rely on the wind and also would need more than him to man it. This was a journey he needed to make alone.

			He also needed the certainty of arriving before the important barge had passed through. Djoser couldn’t be sure when the boat would arrive or even if it would stop at Iunet. He prayed the gods would favour him just this one more time; after this journey they could do with him as they wished.

			He would follow the river all the way, so would know if the barge and its escort were to pass him. He could always turn around, but hoped this wouldn’t be necessary. He bought the camel in the market the day before. Experienced negotiation resulted in him paying only half what the seller originally asked. The beast could always be sold in Iunet if the trip was only going to be one way. He might even make a profit on the sale, not that he would need money if the journey ended as he feared.

			*

			As Djoser was being turned away from his brother-in-law’s house on the east bank, the other man’s journey was beginning on the west bank of the river, with much commotion. Throughout the night, workmen had been constructing a cage on a cart to be pulled by two horses. Barratarna was unceremoniously forced up the makeshift steps leading to the reinforced enclosure. He made pitiful wailing noises and was speaking incoherently. Obviously the night had not been kind to him. He was completely naked, his body filthy with a mixture of dirt and blood and he was chained at his ankles.

			His body had been pierced in five places, including his nose. Into each piercing, a ring or, where necessary, a bolt and ring had been inserted and a chain attached to each ring. He was pulled by a guard tugging roughly on the chain attached to his nose ring; the guard also held the chains attached to the other piercings. Two were through the palms of his hands, two through the flesh of his thighs.

			The only part of his body which was clean was his upper chest, where Henite had tattooed him the evening before. The symbols which she had indelibly marked on his skin were still not clearly visible due to the still seeping scars. In a few days no one would be in any doubt this man was a traitor. Once in the cage Barratarna was turned around to face the rear of the cart. The guard jumped out still holding the chains. The rear door of the cage was designed with horizontal bars so the unfortunate miscreant could be clearly visible. The door was closed; each of the chains was threaded through carefully positioned rings and fixed to a second ring.

			Everything was carefully measured and designed. When the cart and its pitiful cargo was on the move, the chains would be fixed where they were now, forcing him to remain standing. At night, each chain would be released, fixed to the first ring it had been passed through. The prisoner could lie down on his back to rest. If rest was possible through the pain he would remain in for the weeks, or months, of his homeward journey.

			The interrogation techniques of the Palace guards had been sufficient to easily identify which of the aides was the Hittani scribe. He would continue to carry out his duties, of reporting to Barratarna’s new paymasters, without ever being allowed to leave Waset. The wording of new messages would be agreed precisely between Haqwaset and Mahu with Huy’s help. The elderly scrivener would also ensure there was no alteration, or different emphasis, put into the reports which might give an indication to their recipients, that there was something amiss. They would receive reports weekly as they had ordered. The first, to say how Barratarna was being well received in Waset and had been imposed upon to stay until after the Beautiful Festival of the Valley. This would give the opportunity for Haqwaset, Mahu and Meri-Bess to start the process of moving charioteers, infantry troops and archers from one encampment to the next. Such staged movement of soldiers, along a line, meant the reinforcements would have no more than a week’s march before arriving in Naharina.

			This expedition of seven hundred troops could not be compared to the armies which had to be amassed by Kamose or Ahmose and marched at speed to fight the heqa-khasut and remove them from their seats of power in the Delta. Nor was it like the glorious triumphant march of twenty thousand men moving steadfastly under Thutmose III to Megiddo for the finest victory in history.

			No, these soldiers could take their time, march at a reasonable pace, treating the journey as fitness and training exercises. They would exchange duties with the soldiers in the garrison, resting while the fresh group headed on toward the next suitable garrison and so on. The route taken by the troops accompanying Barratarna was, at least for the first part, the same as Djoser.

			Heading north and following the river, they would first pass into the fifth Sepat, skirting the town of Gebt with its ancient Temple to the Goddess Mim. Through Nebyat and onto Iunet in the sixth Sepat; the end of the road for Djoser, not so for the former envoy. Through Iunet with its Hathor Temple, he would move on to the garrison of Hut-Sekhum. The troops would then escort him through Abdju and Tjeny moving ever north to the next garrison change at Qis.

			At each town Barratarna would be paraded through the streets with two sheneb players trumpeting his arrival. Town residents invited to throw rotting fruit, vegetables or anything else they wished at the treacherous foreigner. If he was lucky something edible might land in the cart for him to eat, many times it would not. The soldiers had been instructed Barratarna was to arrive, in Naharina, alive. It didn’t matter if he was close to death. His size would ensure he wouldn’t quickly starve to death, so the orders were to give him two cups of water a day but only something to eat if nothing edible was thrown at him for more than three days.

			Relentlessly, without compassion, vilified and spat upon, he was moved ever onward. Once out of Waset the commander of the troops decided to split his forces. The wagon containing Barratarna was slowing down the main force so he decided to ‘volunteer’ a small group of particularly unpleasant soldiers to stay with the wagon at the rear of the column. The main body would forge ahead at marching speed. The commander didn’t enjoy the sight or smell of the prisoner and wanted to put a distance between himself and ‘it’ as he referred to the once grandiose envoy.

			*

			Djoser’s journey to Iunet was uneventful. Travelling alone meant he had nothing to do but think. The more he thought about the possible outcomes of this journey, the more terrible he believed the outcome would be. As he moved along, he found himself praying to each god whose Temple or roadside shrine he passed. Having spent his life detailing the Book of the Dead on the walls of tombs, he was well versed in the names of all the gods of the region. He knew their various incarnations and signs.

			Along the road, the main deities were the ram headed Amun, his consort the vulture mother goddess Mut, and their son, Khonsu, the moon god. There were shrines and Temples to Montu the hawkish god of War, whose power had strengthened Thutmose at the battle of Megiddo and the Bull god, Buchis, the life force of Montu. The crocodile god Sobek had a strong following, many believing he was married to Hathor. Djoser knew by heart the prayers needed to draw power from each of the gods. His prayers and hymns may not do him any good but at least it was practice for his ba on his journey in the underworld where he would meet with Anubis. He would continue, meeting the demons who required a special message to be passed. He shivered at the thought. Djoser knew the appropriate incantations to make to each of them and now he practiced them, out loud.

			‘I know all you keepers of the gateways to the lands of Osiris, I know you and your watchers and your heralds, for I am as Osiris, I have all the power of the creator and call upon each of you to let me pass and not follow my steps beyond your gates.

			‘Guardian of the first gate, your name is he of the downward face who takes many forms, Eavesdropper is your watcher and he of the sad voice is your herald, permit my passing, for I have with me your offerings, the heart and head of a red bull, together with its haunch and hoof, here are the jars of blood and scent and loaves. Here are the casks of beer, the sacks of wheat, jugs of milk taken from a white cow, fresh herbs and oil, green eye paint and incense for burning. All these I leave with you if you let me pass, if you struggle I will smite you for I have the power over you which you cannot defeat, so stand aside and guard my passage through to Osiris.

			‘Second gate keeper, he who stretches out his brow, is your name, one with the vigilant face is your warden and the burning one your herald.’ Djoser then repeated the offerings and the order, to allow safe passage, for each of the seven gates with the demons being known by their names, he who eats his own excrement; Noisy and Repulsive of face; Worm eater; Bread Stealer with violent voice and slaughterer of enemies. Their wardens are named, alert of face; Awake of heart; Devourer; the one who brings fear and he of the high voice. The heralds: the one who curses; stern of face who turns back the aggressive crocodile, burning face with violent voice; violent of face belonging to the sky and the repeller of enemies.

			His voice was firm, never faltering, as it must be on the path to the real gates in the underworld. Although better prepared than most to face the deathly journey awaiting him, he was afraid. He didn’t want to die.

			From the Book of the Dead, his thoughts moved onto the Amduat, the nightly passage of the sun god Ra through the underworld, in the hours between sundown and sunrise. He knew the passage of the hours.

			‘Greetings Akhet, my first hour has begun, away from the light and into the sacred horizon. Then onward, to you, rich and fertile watery worlds, ‘Wernes’ and ‘Waters of Osiris’, I will travel through you for two hours. Then I must abandon the water and pass my hour on sand through the treacherous and winding paths of Sokar’s domain. Snaking my way towards the tomb of Osiris, arriving there in the fifth hour of my journey. Here, I will greet the two protective kites, goddesses Isis and Nephthys perched high on the pyramidic tomb, beneath which lies the hidden lake of fire.

			‘My journey is nearly half way through, now I must begin my rejuvenation. Let my ka unite with the all-powerful ba of Osiris within the circle formed by the mehen serpent. Thus armed and ready I can face my greatest danger, fail and the world will lose the sun forever, succeed and I will rise in glory once more. Apep, prepare yourself. There is no use hiding from me, I am empowered with the magic of Isis, I have the strength of Set and his companion Serqet, I will succeed and pass from the tomb and beyond the sandy realm of Sokar once more re-entering the waters in the ninth hour of my journey.

			I shall immerse myself in the regenerating liquid, and my eyes shall be restored to glory. My world will be safe for one more day as I enter the eastern horizon to be ready to rise as the new day’s sun and for my glorious passage across the skies, building my strength and preparing myself for the difficult times which will face me in twelve hours’ time. So it has been since the land first grew out of the primal waters and so it shall continue. I start each day as if reborn, I am ageless and my strength grows each day. The night shall never destroy me.’

			Courage, strength and determination were the key to Ra’s nightly quest and survival, three attributes Djoser wished, more than anything, he possessed at this moment.

			The mind travels in strange ways. Thinking of the Amduat, brought thoughts of his father. He needed to try and keep his mind from the horrors ahead, so he thought of his father and mother. For as long as he could remember they had always been happy together, loving each other and their three children in equal measure. His father had enjoyed telling the story of his golden cubit, particularly after a glass or two of wine.

			‘Sit yourself down, Djoser,’ he would say, ‘and I’ll tell you a tale.’

			This expression always brought a smile to Merit’s face, together with a raised eyebrow and a quick departure to another part of the house. She had heard all her husband’s stories many, times before.

			‘It was shortly after I had finished the work on the King’s tomb. Amenhotep II came with his mother, Merytre-Hatshepsut, and his son, the next King, together with Yuya, his trusted adviser to whom everyone owes a great debt. Even you Djoser, never forget it. Anyway I digress.’

			Kha’s wine fuelled stories always digressed but they were still fascinating for the young boy, even as he was approaching manhood. His father was and remained to this day, a master of his profession.

			‘A slave to his art,’ Merit liked to say.

			The cubit was his father’s most prized possession. Brought out on special occasions or used to mark out measurements on the tombs of other Kings. Kha had worked on the construction and decoration of the tombs for three Kings, and countless nobles. But it was to the Kings he gave extra special attention. Having completed the tomb of Amenhotep II and his son Thutmose IV, Kha was now working on the tomb of the present King, Haqwaset. It was the second tomb to be worked on, the first which lay unfinished on the opposite side of the mountain, abandoned due to unsuitable rock formation deep in the mountain side.

			The new tomb, on which Djoser also worked with Kha at times, was in the western valley. The work was nearing its conclusion, but Djoser now believed he would never see it finished. He pictured his father standing in the reflective or oil fuelled light of the tomb, in his sleeveless, knee-length, linen tunic. The gift from his King in his hand, shouting orders, cajoling artists and workers, making sure their work was perfect. Nothing short of perfection would do for a King. Kha would check and recheck every measurement using the gift which had been in the box, given to him so many years ago. His cubit was equally a symbol of rank and a source of pride

			The light of the day was fading. Djoser found himself in a small anonymous village. During the time his mind wandered to thoughts of his family and happier times, he felt some respite from the dark depression hanging over him. Now it returned. A few enquiries from people he passed, quickly found him a place to stable his camel, and lodge for the night. Camels were not a common site in the small towns of the Two Lands, people usually saw them only in the distance, being used in trading caravans, laden with goods being brought to, or traded from, the Two Lands by wandering tribesmen and traders. It was rare to see a lone rider on one of these strange creatures.

			The children of the town, ever curious, followed Djoser to the stable. Camels are easily pleased. They’ll eat almost anything and so could be fed the same as the horses and donkeys, which were the usual guests in the stables. Water could be brought from the river and a mixture of grains and plants for the beast to eat.

			Totally ignoring the laughter and chattering of the children, the camel eased himself down onto his knees. Djoser dismounted. The stable keeper helped loosen the saddle. They didn’t get the beast to stand again so it could be removed. It would be comfortable enough for tonight. The stable keeper directed Djoser to the place where he could eat, drink and sleep. It would not be water and grain for him. Tonight he would eat meat, fresh warm bread and beer, plenty of beer. He needed the effects of the beer to help him sleep. If he drank enough perhaps he wouldn’t dream. Dreams were not friends of Djoser. Even in sleep, if sleep came, there was no peace.

			chapter seventeen

			Djoser awoke at sunrise and walked down to the river to wash. He had brought fresh clothes with him, but decided not to change until he neared his destination. He wanted to arrive in a reasonable condition and not covered in a day’s worth of sand. His head ached and his stomach churned. The copious quantities of beer he had drunk last night didn’t help, but it was fear making him feel this way. He couldn’t face any breakfast. He would rely on his water jugs and dried dates to sustain him during the day.

			Taking a few deep breaths to calm his nerves, he climbed aboard the seated camel. It turned its head to look at him as he mounted. An imperious, constantly chewing gaze, showing total indifference to its passenger and the fate awaiting him. Djoser found himself saying ‘Good morning,’ then smiled to himself when he was sure the camel replied. It was probably indigestion. The stable keeper was paid his inflated dues, without haggling. Djoser was not in the mood for the game today, the stable keeper was disappointed. All traders regarded bartering as an important part of daily life, part of the enjoyment of the job. Getting the asking price was unstimulating, frustrating.

			Using a long stick, Djoser encouraged the animal to rise. He feared he would fall off as the camel stood, hind legs first. He leaned back as he was lurched forward. Soon the beast was upright and Djoser pointed him north, the direction of the current in the river. He tapped the camel’s shoulder with a stick, it moved forward. Djoser bid farewell to the stable keeper, promising the next time they met he would have to argue more for his money. An empty promise. He knew he wouldn’t be passing here again. Djoser fell into the rhythm of the animal’s gait and relaxed. At least he found the ride comfortable. It was the end of the journey he dreaded.

			Riding along the road, Djoser was surrounded by constant activity. His senses were assailed from all directions. He loved the harvest season, his favourite time of the year. From the fields, sounds of women singing as they reaped the wheat and barley. Here, the sound of young children, those too young to help in the work, crying, laughing. There, shouting as they played games. Men and boys, with throwing sticks, felling ducks and other fowl in the rushes along the river.

			The smell of beer brewing. Bread baking in the ovens of the villages in the same way since time began. Dogs of every description sitting outside of houses or running around aimlessly. One small dog began following the camel, snapping at its heels. The beast’s eyes didn’t divert from the way ahead, the chewing didn’t change its tempo, a flick of a leg, a yelp. No more dog following. Djoser was at home in this land, these were his people, these were the sounds, sights and smells of the country he loved.

			*

			Miles behind him, the horse drawn cart with its desolate cargo was travelling through the same countryside. The same sights and smells were there but Barratarna couldn’t appreciate them. He had to concentrate on staying as still as possible. The rings and bolts which pierced his wretched body, pained constantly. The agony increased if he made any sudden movement. The fixed chains pulled at his flesh and nose. He felt every bone and nerve in his hands. He tried to clasp the wooden bars of the cage, the bronze bolts through the palms made any movement of the fingers agony. He wished this torture could end. The guards accompanying him constantly joked and laughed amongst themselves. He was not used to the company of soldiers, their rough language and callous sense of humour. Their incessant banter about beer and women began to sicken him.

			‘Please kill me, please kill me,’ he said to one of the soldiers who came to urinate on him when they stopped for the guards to eat.

			‘Is that an overfed pig I hear squeaking? A hippopotamus spawned in shit trying to communicate?’

			‘Please kill me, just kill me. I beg you; I simply, quickly, want to die.’

			The guard called over to his comrades.

			‘It says it wants to die. What do you think?’

			Three of the guards who had been sitting in a circle with the others, stood up, walked towards the cart. The rest remained seated, glancing over, not interrupting their conversation. Barratarna feared and hoped for what was coming. One of the three, a big, muscular guard, sniffed constantly, caused by a badly healed broken nose. Grease coursed slowly down his chin. Barratarna despised this man more than any of the others. He had some seniority although he was not an officer. Maybe it was his physical presence and constant snarl which demanded deference. He stood at the back of the cart, surveying the prisoner slowly, up and down. He drew the fingers of his left hand across his lips and then down his chin removing the grease as he did so. All the time never taking his eyes from the chained man. He wiped his hand on his kilt, and removed a short sword from the belt at his side.

			‘So you want to die do you, Set’s child of a whore?’

			As he spoke he ran the sword up the prisoner’s leg. Barratarna could feel the metal scraping his calf, the guard made a circular motion with the sword around his kneecap, up his inner thigh. He tapped the bolt going through the prisoner’s flesh, grinned at the flinching this caused, and continued slowly upwards. The sword stopped moving and the guard let the tip rest on the Naharinan’s genitals.

			‘Mmm, want to die eh?’

			For what seemed like minutes, the guard stared into the eyes of the prisoner. He could see the pain in those eyes, the pitiful pleading and woeful wretchedness. The guard’s eyes moved downwards to where the tip of his sword rested.

			‘It seems as if a part of you has already got its wish,’ he roared, turning away.

			All three guards appearing to find this funny, laughed loudly as they walked back to the circle, slapping Broken-Nose on the back as they went. He went through the sword movement in the air in front of him again and again, repeating his last words, drawing louder laughter from his comrades. He reiterated the story for the guards who remained seated. Due to their proximity to the cart they must have heard it all already, but this didn’t stop him repeating it just to add further humiliation.

			‘Seems like the gods have granted, this little part of you, its wish,’ he embellished, making the story even funnier in his opinion. Barratarna lowered his head as far as the nose chain let him and started to cry quietly, despairing, desolate, alone. Without hope. He must find a way to die. This agony must be ended somehow, by some means. Some children found their way to the cart and began shouting insults at the big man in chains. His spirit now completely broken, Barratarna closed his eyes. He wished he could do the same to his ears, his mind, his life.

			*

			Ahead, Djoser didn’t stop to eat. From the pouches at his side he took his water jug and drank greedily from it. It was hot today and he continued riding through the time of greatest heat. The animal beneath him seemed unconcerned, oblivious. Its stride was constant, as was its chewing. The rider put a dried date in his mouth and began to chew; he almost spat it out when he discovered himself chewing in time with the camel beneath him. It had only been a day but he had already been with this animal too long. As light began to fade, as the sun god was entering the akhet and the first hour of his perilous nightly journey was about to begin, Djoser approached Iunet. There was no sign of any grand barges moored along the quayside. Just the usual commercial craft, ferrying people and goods from one side of the river to the other, or along the river from town to town. Even as darkness approached, the area around the moorings was filled with activity.

			Certain that the person he needed to meet hadn’t yet sailed through, Djoser decided against going to the house of his father’s friend at this hour. He would find lodgings and arrive fresh, bathed and changed in the morning.

			*

			As Djoser picked at a plate of waterfowl and figs, down the road, Barratarna’s cart was pulling up beside the same tavern Djoser had stayed in the night before.

			The soldiers pulled up outside, unhitched the horses, took them to the rear of the inn and ordered the stable keeper to look after them for the night.

			‘Don’t expect any payment; we’re under special orders from the Lord of the Two Lands.’

			Looking at the rough, mean, broken-nosed soldier with the rancid breath and evil sneer, the stable keeper, whose name, had the soldiers been bothered to ask, was Khayu, didn’t argue. He knew the Lord of the Two Lands would never ask for his soldiers or their beasts to be housed without payment. Khayu knew these soldiers would be carrying the means to have settled the meagre cost of an overnight stabling of the horses. He knew equally well they intended to use these means to satisfy their greed and lust. As often before, Khayu felt sorry for the girls working in the tavern tonight, he hoped none of them would be badly injured. As the brutish soldier turned away, Khayu allowed himself a slight smile.

			‘They can’t kill you for what you think, so concentrate on stopping your mouth saying the words inside your head, concentrate, concentrate…’

			He found himself gripping the horses’ reins so tightly his nails cut into the flesh of his palm.

			‘Come on then you poor fellows,’ he said. ‘It’s not your fault those men will never know who their fathers are. You’ll never guess, yesterday we had a camel stay here.’

			Khayu heard the sound of chains and the scream of a man which turned quickly to a whimper. He knew better than to go and see the cause, he would bide his time and check it later.

			The soldiers entered the tavern, raucously ordering beer and food. Khayu, who was a lifelong friend of the innkeeper, knew they would have the same thoughts about these men. However, experience and fear of their ability with the knife, sword or whip would mean the innkeeper, like Khayu, would keep his thoughts to himself, serve them his good beer to start with and later when they were too drunk to know, the slops maybe mixed with stale grease from the kitchens or other foul liquid together with a special sleeping potion. He may not receive payment for the food and drink, but he would make sure they would be too drunk and drugged to harm any of the girls working in his tavern. They would certainly pay tomorrow when they woke up. He had a lot of experience in dealing with this kind of ‘guest’. Give them what they ask for – it’s their own fault if they get exactly that.

			Khayu fed and watered the horses, instructing one of the boys working for him to rub them down with straw. He noticed the raw welts where they had been needlessly whipped too hard. He applied a soothing ointment which his wife and daughters made from plants growing beside the river. With the horses settled he took a torch and moved to the front of the inn. The cart was there opposite the inn door, what looked like a sack of grain lying in the back. As he approached, the burning oil in his torch threw some light on the shape, it was a man, or had been. A miasma of decaying vegetation and human detritus surrounded the cart.

			As the light came towards him, Barratarna began whimpering.

			‘He’ll throw rotten food at me. He’ll use me as a toilet. Not again, I can’t take any more. Why won’t the gods let me die?’

			The flame approached. No insults were hurled, no mocking laughter, only light, a shadowy form behind it. Barratarna waited. When he felt the bearer could hear him without shouting, he pleaded with the approaching shadow.

			‘In the name of all your gods please help me.’

			His voice, normally shrill, was tinged with anguish and desperation, sounding more hyena than human.

			‘Calm down my friend,’ came the unexpected reply.

			Perhaps he hadn’t heard correctly or had misunderstood. Barratarna was used to diplomatic languages; this person was speaking in a colloquial Kemetian which he struggled to understand.

			‘Calm down, my friend,’ the voice said again or at least Barratarna hoped that’s what he said. ‘The gods and those children of worms, inside the tavern, have not treated you well, but you need not be afraid of me.’

			Khayu stopped suddenly. His light illuminated the state of the blood stained wreck, crumpled in the cart, showed the bolts through his thighs and ring through his nose.

			‘For the love of Ptah,’ he said, calling on the god of blacksmiths. ‘Can I get you some water?’

			Barratarna nodded pathetically, he felt so parched his vocal chords seemed to have seized up.

			Khayu walked briskly away. The light disappeared behind the building. With the fading light, Barratarna’s hopes withered.

			‘He’s gone to bring friends, to laugh at me. He’s so disgusted he’s gone to vomit.’

			As the light returned, Barratarna’s heart sank. Not only one torch this time; three. More humiliation and mockery on its way. He braced himself for the verbal abuse. No revilement came. Instead, the man was with two young boys, one carrying a water pitcher, the other a jar.

			‘My name is Khayu, friend.’ It was the deep and gentle voice of the first torch bearer. ‘Here, please try and drink some water.’

			He held a beaker through the cage. Barratarna tried to move, but couldn’t.

			‘Can’t,’ he said.

			‘Don’t worry, lie still, I’ll try to help you.’

			The door to the tavern opened, noise, from inside, increased. Khayu turned in panic. If one of the soldiers was coming out he would have to flee and hope he was not recognised. Fortune was on his side tonight. It was one of the girls.

			‘They stink. I need air,’ she said to no one in particular.

			Khayu exhaled. He turned his attention back to the pitiful pile in the cart.

			‘Come my friend, I’ll pour the water gently. Take your time. Drink what you can.’

			Khayu patiently poured drops of water onto Barratarna’s lips. The water was like a soothing balm on his throat, slowly he felt his vocal chords moistening.

			‘Thank you,’ he managed to say. He looked at Khayu.

			‘Would you really like to help me?’

			‘I can’t release you,’ came the reply. ‘You’re a prisoner of my King; I can’t go against the judgment of the living god. I would be hanged or worse, my family thrown out on the street to beg or whore. I can’t.’

			‘No, I don’t mean release me. At least not in the sense you’re clearly thinking,’ his voice came in short gaspy breaths. ‘I want you to kill me. Release me to the fates my gods will decide. I’m not able to take this torture and humiliation any longer, please kill me.’

			‘I’m sorry. I can’t risk that either,’ Khayu said compassionately. ‘In the morning, if those guards find you dead they’ll go berserk. Judging by the work involved in creating your punishment, it seems the desire is to keep you alive. Suffering as much as possible, but alive. If you die, their superiors will seek retribution from the soldiers guarding you.’

			Barratarna knew this to be true, but he was desperate.

			‘They know you’re not going to die tonight of natural causes. At least one of their number should be standing guard over you. Their arrogance, greed and lust have got the better of them. Finding you dead in the morning, will panic them. Afraid for their own lives, they’ll do everything their evil minds can concoct to blame someone else. My friends and relatives are here in this village, all very close to this spot. I can’t risk their lives or health, as much as I want to help you. No. I’ll do all I can to ease your pain, but I can’t release you to your gods.’

			Barratarna’s head dropped. It had been too much to ask. Khayu took the jar from the boy standing next to him, exchanging it with his torch.

			‘Hold the light steady; I need to see what I’m doing.’

			He took ointment from the jar. It was the same ointment he had used on the horses earlier. Horse skin was after all, in Khayu’s experience, not so different to human. He carefully applied the salve to the wounds he could reach. Luckily, the cage was small, the man large.

			‘I’m going to cover your wounds with this ointment and river mud, so those guards won’t notice it. If I know the innkeeper well, and I do, they’ll be too busy thinking about their heads and guts to be bothered about you. Maybe tomorrow will be easier for you.’

			Barratarna tried his best to look grateful, and he was thankful. The ointment seemed to have an immediate numbing effect. However, the release from pain was not the release he craved. He must find a way to end it.

			Khayu and the boys left Barratarna as he was falling asleep. Hopefully his night would be torment free. The stable keeper wished he could help the prisoner more. He didn’t care what the man had done. Whatever it was, it didn’t deserve this treatment, doled out by the brutes snoring, heads on tables, inside the tavern. At least the innkeeper wouldn’t have to use bedroom space to house them tonight.

			Khayu, on many occasions, was obliged to kill a horse or donkey to stop its suffering from sickness or serious injury. He felt he could take a life, but his beliefs meant he could not go into the after world with such a death burdening his heart. ‘Hail Ha-Hera, who comes forth from Ra-Stet I have not slain a human.’ He had been practicing the spells.

			Barratarna woke when the light from the sun touched his eyelids. His agony was not as bad as it had been, so he was again thankful for his new found, temporary friendship. He hoped his next acquaintance would be prepared to put a sword through his ribs and into his heart. It seemed like hours later when the first of the soldiers came out of the tavern. A cursory look towards Barratarna, a groan, clutching of stomach, retching in the gutter.

			Slowly, one by one, the soldiers emerged. Each looking grey skinned, squinting their eyes against the Aten’s light. Each holding heads or stomachs, some trying to hold both. It was a comical scene but Barratarna didn’t laugh. He was too concerned that anything which might have to be discharged from their bodies would be disgorged over him. His worry was without need. The innkeeper’s hospitality had the required effect. They were all too concerned about how they were feeling, to be bothered about making Barratarna’s life more miserable. In fact they gave not the slightest thought to their charge, such was their pain.

			The Innkeeper came out of the building carrying a large pitcher of water.

			‘A drink gentlemen?’ he said with a smile. The broken nosed soldier seemed to reach for his knife and he began to growl.

			‘What was the poison you gave us last night, innkeeper?’

			‘Please sir, you yourself were complementing me on the quality of my beer. You said it was the best you had ever tasted. Perhaps you drank too much of it. Anyway it’s only water I’m offering you today. The best way to reduce your discomfort is to get some water inside you. If you want it, it’s here. Help yourselves.’

			‘I’m warning you now Innkeeper,’ threatened broken nose, ‘don’t think I, or we, are going to pay you for what we had last night.’

			‘Not at all my friends, I wouldn’t dream of taking money from men in the service of the Lord of the Two Lands. Think of it as part of my homage to the work you’re doing. It has been my pleasure to have served you, a real pleasure. You’re always welcome here.’

			Smiling, he walked back through the doorway.

			Another soldier, leading the horses, appeared. He managed to hitch them up to the cart and without bothering to haul Barratarna to his feet they moved off in silence. A frequent groan or other extraneous bodily sound was all Barratarna would hear from them for the next several hours.

			*

			Further north, Djoser was also rising. He had shared his bunk with more than a few, small, hungry creatures and scratched himself as he walked out and down to the river to bathe. There were many people at the river, some doing as he intended, to rid themselves of yesterday’s grime, others meeting in groups, talking. Across the other side he could see the boats with the men and boys in the daily throwing stick challenges. All around him was the chatter of everyday people, the screams and laughter of little children, the raucousness of the hunt for food from the other bank. Yesterday it was the smells and sights of his country he had hungrily savoured. This morning it was more the sounds. The ordinary commonplace noises he had heard every day of his life but yet, he felt, he had never heard. Rather, perhaps he had never listened before.

			Today he did. He absorbed every morsel, the wife complaining about her overweight, over amorous drunken husband, the mother chatting excitedly about her youngest child’s first steps. The men talking about the upcoming festival. The boys and girls talking about nothing, as only the young can do, with great fervour. For the first time in his life Djoser was not hearing a discordant noise. He could hear voices; he could hear stories of the lives of contented people.

			His land was one of peace and prosperity.

			chapter eighteen

			The inundation was on its way. New life was coming. In this city, dedicated to Hathor, people were unafraid. There was work and food enough for all. The Governor was fair, taking no more in taxes than decreed by the Vizier. Young men, growing up never knowing war, conflict or hunger. For those who didn’t want to work in the fields, employment was to be found on the hundreds of ongoing building projects. For a lucky few the opportunity to study, maybe one day becoming a scribe, was an option.

			Scribes held the Two Lands together. Everything was recorded. Taxes, stockpiles of food and armoury, building projects, trade goods, medical treatments. Reports of everything happening in the sepats were prepared for the King’s heralds, the eyes, ears and voices of the Lord of the Two Lands.

			A boy growing up in a town like Iunet had no real prospect of ever reaching the exalted height of a herald, but as a scribe, his prospects were good. At the beginning of known history, Djehuti, the god of scribes, taught his acolyte, Kheti, the importance of following this profession. His teachings explained why it’s better to be a scribe than a farmer, or cabinet maker, better than a jeweller or goldsmith, weapon maker or sandal maker.

			From Djehuti to Kheti, from Kheti to his son and, ever since, from generation to generation, everyone studying to be a scribe was taught the story, having to write passages from it.

			‘Whatever a scribe’s place is, in a house, he will never be poor.’

			Djoser wondered if anyone had ever committed these teachings to writing. Scribes would never go hungry, but had anyone ever written the whole story down? If they had, Djoser had never seen or heard of it. Maybe the power of words is greater for not being written. Passed from generation to generation. From scribe father to scribe son, from teacher to student, part of the secrets of being a scribe. Each putting their own interpretation on the words. If it was written down it would be fixed. It would be available to all – or at least all those able to read, but it would be formalised.

			Written stories become static, they don’t evolve with the times and it becomes harder to teach the young the values expressed in the oldest of ways. As he was thinking this, he caught sight of a movement of people in the corner of his eye. A small crowd had begun to gather around an old man, sitting cross-legged, an old donkey standing obediently behind him.

			‘Who is he?’ Djoser asked a young man next to him.

			‘He’s Old Bebi, a travelling storyteller who comes to regale us every year around this time with his tales. Some old, some new, always entertaining. He comes riding or trailing his donkey, he entertains us for a week or so, we feed him and his donkey and then he moves on. He’s been coming every year since I can remember. I think there will be great sadness when he doesn’t come. He looks a hundred years old now but this is exactly how he looked the first time I saw him, carried here in my mother’s arms.’

			There was a murmur of anticipation from the gathering throng.

			‘He doesn’t change, just as the peace and prosperity of this city doesn’t change while he still comes here. People hereabouts secretly think it’s Old Bebi visiting once a year, shortly before the inundation and the start of the new year, with his gifts of stories, that helps protect us. Parents often scold their children with threats they won’t be taken to hear Old Bebi if they don’t behave. He is important to the city; I hope the world never loses people like him. My wish is, he doesn’t just become a story written down and then forgotten, a myth which people stop believing in. If that were to happen the world would lose much joy.’

			Djoser was impressed by the eloquence of the young man at his side. He hadn’t seen him arrive and hadn’t looked at him properly when he asked him the question. He was probably in his early to mid-twenties, well dressed, tall, good-looking with an open, smiling face and deep brown eyes. His dress, but more particularly his jewellery, indicated he was not a commoner. Djoser looked at him more carefully; there was a familiarity about this young man.

			‘Do I know you? Have we met before?’ Djoser asked.

			‘My father tells me,’ came the reply, ‘that I was a suckling babe the last time you were in our house. He says, the next time you come to our city on a camel, in a cart, or on a broken-down donkey, you come straight to the house and don’t waste valuable time in a beer house in the town. The brewer in my father’s house is one of the best in all of the Two Lands. We supply the palaces in Waset and Ineb-Hedj, his beer is that good. May I introduce myself? I’m Pihuri, son of Perneb, your host for your stay in Iunet.’

			‘But…., what…? How….?’

			‘Djoser, son of Kha, nothing happens in this sepat, let alone in this city without my father knowing about it. Arriving on a camel is not exactly travelling in secret. I hope you don’t mind, I have arranged for your beast to be brought to my father’s residence, there are going to be many happy children today, a camel is such a novelty. Shall I call for a litter or shall we walk?’

			‘Let’s walk,’ said Djoser, ‘it will give me time to get over the shock.’

			Pihuri laughed, an easy, friendly laugh. Djoser immediately felt comfortable in this young man’s company. They stood and listened to Old Bebi for a few minutes, it was an ancient story about a sailor, shipwrecked on an island, which Djoser had known since his childhood, but it came alive in the tone and intonation of the storyteller. It was fresh, it was new, it had the audience enraptured.

			They tore themselves away and walked along the river until they came to the landing stage beside the Governor’s residence. There were guards at the entrance; they appeared to be more ceremonial than protective. They stepped aside as Djoser and Pihuri walked past. Djoser stood for a moment looking along the river’s flow, towards the bend in the river about three hundred paces away. Djoser wondered if the man he wanted to meet would indeed stop here or whether he would just have to watch the procession of barges sailing regally by. It shouldn’t be long before he found out.

			From the landing stage, Djoser and Pihuri went through a portal in the high wall which surrounded the residence. Djoser was immediately hit by a sudden wave of perfume. The garden was stunning in its beauty. He remembered his last visit here when the garden was big, but had clearly been in its infancy. Now, saplings had grown into fully fledged trees creating shade and light under which flowers, of every colour and hue, grew in shows of scented splendour. He recognised sycomore palms and acacia trees, ripe pomegranates and figs, apples and apricots, his mother’s favourites. As they walked toward the spacious house they skirted a large pond with papyrus and water lilies. Beside the path, a profusion of lavender filling Djoser’s senses with its heady fragrance. Djoser’s daughters taught him that lavender was an important plant. Used in cosmetics, medicines and, when mixed with fat and oil, it could be shaped into cones, fixed on top of people’s heads to deodorise during formal functions. The gardens were magnificent, the house at the top of the steps in front of them, equally impressive.

			With great diplomacy, as they neared the residence, Pihuri turned to Djoser.

			‘I prevented you from bathing in the river this morning. Please follow my servant girl to your quarters. There is a bathing pool available and fresh clothes. You’ll need ointment for those bites on your legs. My parents will be waiting for you in the dining area in the courtyard at the back of the house; they said you will remember where it is. It’s where you asked the daughter of one of our servant girls to marry you.’

			Djoser laughed. He remembered the occasion well, even though he was probably only about seven years old. He had been lucky to have met her that day, even luckier years later, when they married and she bore him his three beautiful daughters. A terrible disease had taken his beloved wife away from him, he had plunged into despair.

			After her death, Djoser became obsessed with gathering wealth. With more money they could have lived in a better home, maybe she wouldn’t have been in the place where she caught the disease, perhaps a better doctor could have saved her. All maybes and regrets about losing her, guilt that he could, or should, have done more. His mother had assured him these were natural feelings felt by everyone who loses a loved one, but her words didn’t lessen the heartache. Even, with the passage of time, those feelings still returned whenever he thought of her. It’s true his first thoughts were always of his great love for her, then anger at the loss of that love and finally the guilt and the ‘maybe ifs’ returned.

			Djoser bathed, enjoyed a perfumed massage, before donning the fine linen garment left out for him and with eyes kohled, he stepped out into the mid-morning brightness and walked down the steps to the rear courtyard. Even if he didn’t know the way, he needed only to follow the bright, cheerful conversation emanating from behind a screen of vines. He walked until he found a gap. Almost entirely surrounded and covered, it was sheltered from the sun, creating a cool, calm, convivial place to sit. There were a number of small tables organised neatly. Sofas and cushions were scattered around. There was room for thirty or more people to sit comfortably.

			As Djoser entered, four people were seated. The Governor, Perneb, and his wife Nofret he knew already. They had been frequent visitors to his father’s house, much less grand than this, but they had never seemed to mind. An elegant young woman sat beside Pihuri. The young man saw Djoser as he entered and rose to greet him. Djoser was not sure of the proper etiquette, in a Governor’s house, when greeting the host but any attempt to drop to his knees was quickly blocked by Pihuri, who warmly wrapped his arms around the visitor. Feigning anger, Perneb also rose and walked over to the now very nervous Djoser.

			‘Son of Kha, who is the brother of my heart, how dare you come to my city without informing me? How dare you enter my sepat on a camel without first asking my permission? Riding a camel? – What are you? A trader from Retjenu? A spy? I am appalled.’

			Djoser looked up at the stern face and suddenly felt both nervous and ashamed.

			‘M-m-my L- Lord,’ he began to stutter.

			Perneb could not keep up the pretence.

			‘Oh Djoser, don’t call me “My Lord.” I’m your uncle, we are your family, it brings joy to our house and our hearts to see you here. You should have come yesterday when you arrived. By the way, my grandchildren have fallen in love with your camel so please let my scribe know how much you want for it, you won’t need it for going home, you can come with us in our barge, we’ll be leaving in four days and you will join us.’

			‘Perneb, you are so very kind.’

			Djoser managed to hold back the tears. There had been a lot of emotion building up in him over the last few days and it took all of his strength to dam the flood which was threatening to escape.

			‘If the children like the camel then they should have it as a gift. I would not dream of selling it to you.’

			‘Let’s not debate this now. Come and say hello to Nofret and Pihuri’s goddess of a wife, Takhat – how someone as beautiful as she would want to marry my son, I’ll never understand.’

			Nofret extended her hand to Djoser to kiss, while much more formally, Takhat stood, bowed slightly and said, ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you.’

			Nofret ushered Djoser to a low sofa between her and her husband and Djoser sank into the cushions. It was very comfortable.

			‘So what brings you here nephew? Looking for a new wife?’

			They all laughed. Even Takhat must have been told the story because she also joined in.

			‘What news of your father and mother?’ Perneb asked without waiting for an answer to his earlier question. It wasn’t the fact he had no interest in the answer, he had seen a slight shadow pass the eyes of his guest and thought the reason for the visit should best be discussed at a later, more private, time.

			‘Kha is getting older and more cantankerous every day,’ said Djoser, ‘I think his strength is failing him. It’s a struggle for him to make the journey from the village to the site. He’s determined to finish the job but honestly Perneb, I’m not sure he will. My mother and sister Merit are both well, they are worried about my father’s failing health and are doing everything they can to get him to slow down, but you know him.’

			‘The obstinate old fool will live forever,’ replied Perneb. ‘The gods wouldn’t want him and his heart would be too tough even for Ammut to eat.’

			Djoser smiled.

			‘Maybe so Perneb, but I know he has ordered his coffin and sarcophagus to be made.’

			‘That news does not fill me with joy, Djoser. I’ll go to see him as soon as I arrive in Waset.’

			A true sadness came over the Governor but very quickly, diplomatic training took over.

			‘You must be hungry Djoser. Kama, bring us the food,’ he called over to his chief servant, who had been standing patiently awaiting just such instructions, ‘and let’s have some music to lift our spirits. Perhaps Takhat will sing for us.’

			‘Perhaps not,’ said the young girl.

			‘Djoser, help me, I hope you have greater control over the women in your household,’ pleaded Perneb.

			‘Oh, yes Perneb, everything in my house runs smoothly, I lay down the law and the girls do everything I ask, provided they don’t disagree of course, in which case, they do exactly the opposite and I have no choice but to accept it. It all works out perfectly.’

			Everyone laughed genuinely and for the next few hours they chatted happily, enjoying each other’s company. Djoser was able to forget the purpose of his visit and its inevitable outcome. Drinking wine and beer, which, he had to admit, was some of the best he had ever tasted, eating from the endless plates of delicious food placed on the tables in front of them. Listening to the harpist and chatter around him. Djoser felt a part of this family just like he did in his own home on similar, although much less lavish, occasions.

			As dusk turned to night and the torches were lit, Perneb called to Djoser.

			‘Will you take a walk with me, Djoser? I’d like to do some catching up.’

			Djoser followed his host out into the rear garden. They retraced the steps Djoser had taken a few hours earlier. The house was constructed of stone. Two storeys, built on four sides around a central garden, planted with fruit trees, vegetables and a herb garden. They strolled, unhampered, through the guarded portal which Djoser had entered with Perneb this morning. Once through the gateway, they walked to the end of the landing stage. A servant opened two folding stools, setting them down in front of the men.

			‘You may go inside now,’ he said politely but with authority. The servant bowed and walked away.

			‘Djoser, tomorrow is going to be a very busy day. This landing stage must be turned into a garden, fit for greeting a queen, along with the King’s Lieutenant and his wife. Queen Kirgipa will be arriving the day after tomorrow, thankfully I’m told she will only be stopping with ten or fifteen servants, the rest are travelling straight to Waset to prepare for her arrival there. Your father’s old friend Yuya will also be coming. Although if my suspicions are correct maybe your visit to me is not entirely coincidental and Yuya’s visit was already known to you.’

			Djoser’s mood was now sombre.

			‘No Perneb, it was not known to me, I hoped to speak to him if he happened to be here. Once he arrives in Waset it will be impossible get near him. But, the Queen? I didn’t expect him to be travelling with Queen Kirgipa. I’m sorry for invading your home at this time Perneb, I can’t stay.’

			‘Djoser, don’t be ridiculous, you’re my guest. Kirgipa is one of the sweetest, kindest, loveliest people I have ever met. You will enjoy her company, if she decides to eat with us of course. Now unless it involves secrets of state can you tell me why, after all these years, you’ve decided to avail yourself of my hospitality?’

			Perneb and Yuya were the closest friends Djoser’s father ever had. After their release from prison they had worked, as a team, helping Yuya organise the country’s grain production and collecting taxes. Perneb was rewarded with the governorship of the sixth sepat and had settled quickly and comfortably into his role. Kha didn’t settle so well into the court and diplomatic life. He was an artist, a man used to working hard with his hands. He decided, against the advice of his friends, to return to the manual work he believed he was destined for and used his great skills on the monuments and tombs and lived, in relative simplicity, in the village. Perneb always made a point of visiting when he was in Waset and was a very welcome guest in their home. Kha unfailingly took out the old senet board he made in prison. Perneb joked that it had been finished after he had been sentenced to death, so playing the game now, reminded him he was lucky to be alive and how good a friend Kha had been with the treasured items he had presented to him.

			Djoser told Perneb everything. It was like floodgates had opened. The dream, meetings with Nahkt, the plans of the tomb, organising the thefts from the ancient tombs of the nobles, everything. Perneb listened in silence and let Djoser finish.

			‘Are you sure this is everything? Are you sure you have never desecrated, nor organised the desecration of, a tomb of a member of the royal family?’

			‘No Perneb, I swear.’

			The Governor stood up and began pacing up and down along the landing stage.

			‘Djoser, Djoser, Djoser, you have been incredibly stupid. I realise many of the nobles have obtained their earthly wealth through unfair means and probably most of them, in the reckoning, had their hearts eaten by Ammut so their wealth was doing them no good, but how could you Djoser? You’ve turned yourself into a common thief.’

			Then he began to laugh, profoundly, loudly and for such a long time Djoser thought he was going crazy.

			‘Djoser, just for a moment, I’d forgotten who I was and where I came from. I’d forgotten how I met your father and Yuya. I’d forgotten how I only managed to avoid the hangman’s rope because Yuya pleaded for me. Your father crafted a gift which I will take with me to my tomb. I learned my lesson the hard way. You have friends here Djoser. I can’t promise all of this will turn out well, but I do promise that you will be dealt with fairly. It’s greatly in your favour you’ve come to your senses and are facing up to this before any real harm has been done. Go to your room now, we’ll talk tomorrow.’

			They retraced their steps. A servant was standing just inside the house. Perneb instructed him to take Djoser to his sleeping quarters and make sure he was given every comfort.

			‘If your comfort includes the company of a servant girl for the night,’ whispered Perneb with a twinkle in his eye, ‘just remember, you don’t have to marry her.’

			Djoser smiled and turned to his host.

			‘Thank you Perneb, my thoughts are on many things tonight, they don’t include such forms of entertainment. I pray I don’t dream.’

			Perneb stood, watching his guest walk two paces behind the servant. His shoulders hunched as if carrying a heavy burden upon them.

			‘How like your father you are Djoser. I hope all goes well as it did for me,’ he thought.

			chapter nineteen

			Djoser woke early. After bathing and dressing, he ate the bread and dates brought to him by a servant, and took a stroll through the gardens. Even at this early hour the place was busy, with servants and artisans rushing around. A commotion, coming from the landing stage, attracted his attention. As he approached, Pihuri was gesticulating at a servant carrying an enormous plant in a pot. Perneb, Nofret and Takhat were talking with servants and pointing. As he walked on to the landing stage, chaos greeted him. Two boats were moored, each overflowing with plants and flowers. Servants trying to unload but each getting in the way of another.

			‘You’re going to destroy everything before they’re in place,’ shouted Nofret as she bent down to pick up a broken flower which had fallen by her feet. ‘Look at this, the plant is ruined, ruined.’

			For a few moments no one noticed Djoser and he felt a little uncomfortable. He made to turn but as he did so he heard a woman’s voice call after him.

			‘Djoser, at last, an artist. We thought you were going to sleep all day. Please come.’

			It was Takhat who called after him. She stood with the sun, still low in the sky, shining over her shoulder. Her beauty struck him. He felt a pain in his chest. The sun in his eyes, he thought it was his wife, standing there.

			‘If only she hadn’t been taken away from me. My life would have taken such a different course,’ thought Djoser.

			Takhat stretched out her hand, drawing him toward her. Her smile as he approached making her even more beautiful.

			‘My husband doesn’t have an artistic bone in his body.’

			‘He takes after his father,’ interjected Nofret.

			Perneb tried to scowl, somewhat half-heartedly, but smiled towards Djoser as he approached.

			‘Your counsel will be well received my honoured guest. I made the mistake of asking the opinion of two gardeners instead of one and then compounded the mistake by asking Nofret and Takhat for their ideas. From the four of them we have at least six different scenarios and none of us can agree.’

			‘What’s the problem?’ asked Djoser, who was slowly recovering from the shock of seeing his dead wife in Takhat’s image. ‘I warn you I’m no gardener.’

			‘We want to know how best to arrange the plants. Do we have the large ones at the back and lower the height as they come to the front? Do we mix them in an informal garden style? Do we have the tall plants at the front, so our guests are greeted with a plant wall, and a low garden behind? Do we have rows of tall and low plants? Do we not bother and just fill the landing with brightly dressed servants? I don’t know and we can’t agree.’

			Djoser laughed. ‘There is nothing like forward planning and preparation.’

			After a few seconds thought he said, ‘Symmetry,’ and walked towards the far end of the landing close to where he sat yesterday evening with Perneb. A bemused look came over the faces of his hosts and two balding servants standing beside them, whom Djoser took to be the gardeners.

			‘Pihuri, imagine you’re approaching the landing in a boat coming from that direction,’ he pointed towards the bend in the river. You see a wall of tall plants and trees – what do you think?’

			Pihuri looked a little surprised by the question, but answered, ‘Who has been planting trees on my landing, I bet it was Takhat’s idea?’ he said to everyone’s amusement.

			‘Yes, you probably would,’ replied Djoser grinning.

			‘Assassins,’ said Perneb, ‘or thieves.’

			‘Correct,’ said Djoser. ‘Planting tall trees at the front would give the first impression of something to hide. This landing is spacious and wide. The portal is roughly in the middle of the structure so, I suggest, you create a welcoming symmetry. At both ends of the landing place some tall trees bringing them down in height symmetrically from each side in a curve towards the portal. With this arrangement your guests will be drawn in toward the entrance and will feel welcome. At least this is my opinion.’ The hosts and gardeners looked at each other.

			‘Which is, more or less, what I suggested,’ said Takhat.

			‘It’s a brilliant idea,’ said Perneb and Nofret almost in unison. Pihuri looked a little puzzled.

			‘Assassins? Thieves? Why would anyone coming in friendship to Iunet think there would be murderers lurking in the bushes?’

			‘Don’t worry, Pihuri,’ said Perneb. ‘When you have been a diplomat as long as I, you will realise diplomacy is all about impressions, not reality. Our guests arriving tomorrow are friends and know they’ll be safe here. However, their minds are as of experienced diplomats and seeing a wall, where there should not be one, will automatically create a subconscious impression of something not being right. Djoser is correct. A symmetrical welcome is what is needed.’

			Having agreed on the plan, Djoser and the gardeners set about ordering the servants to unload the barges in an organised way, dividing the plants in roughly equal numbers and distributing them in accordance with the plan. Nofret looked on approvingly whilst Pihuri and Takhat helped the servants with the positioning.

			‘Later I’ll take a boat around the bend and come back and see if I get a welcome impression,’ shouted Pihuri to Djoser.

			‘We’ll all go,’ said Perneb, ‘we don’t want you getting lost.’

			‘Or assassinated,’ said Takhat, ducking and running away from the playful punch which Pihuri aimed in her direction. When the barges were empty, they were sent to collect further plants and flowers needed to fill gaps. The landing started to take shape. Perneb approached Djoser, now sweating profusely with the effort of working.

			‘Enough for now my friend,’ he said gently. ‘Kirgipa will be visiting our new Temple to Hathor while she is here. Nofret and I are going there to check on the preparations. We would like you to join us.’

			‘It would be my pleasure, Perneb. The new Temple’s fame has spread even to Waset. I’m curious to see the artwork. Let me bathe and make myself presentable to the goddess.’

			‘Take your time,’ said Nofret. ‘It’s not yet midday. We’ll go in the second half of the day,’ she raised her nose and sniffed the air. ‘Perneb, it might be an idea if you too went to bathe before we go.’

			*

			The wagon carrying Barratarna had made slow progress. The day after the stay at the tavern had been spent with the guards resting frequently and trying to sleep off their hangovers. The ugly one with the broken nose periodically bemoaned the fact they would be falling further behind the marching column. If they arrived at the next garrison much later than the main body of soldiers he would be hauled before the commander and ordered to give an explanation. Drinking rotten beer in a village tavern would not be accepted and his punishment could be severe.

			‘We’ll have to go at double time tomorrow,’ he said to his comrades who were all still feeling sickly. They were following him; it was he who would have to face the commander’s wrath if things didn’t turn out right. Why should they care?

			For the prisoner, the journey during the day had been relatively comfortable. Too concerned about themselves, the guards had left him alone for the most part and he had spent the day lying down instead of being chained upright. The salve Khayu administered the night before was still doing its job, or so it seemed. Maybe he was just getting used to pain.

			*

			On the river, many miles to the north, a Royal flotilla was making its way against the current, heading south. The front boat, filled with soldiers, was required more for ceremony than real protection duties. There could be no doubt that the second ship contained the Royal party. It was festooned with garlands of flowers and banners, with a large covered area towards the rear in which sat a man and two women. The man, tall with an angular nose and strong bearing, was seated to one side, reading. The two women, very different in age, side by side chatting.

			The younger of the two women was Kirgipa. She arrived in Kemet, amidst much pomp, to marry Amenhotep in the tenth year of his regency. Kirgipa had been a young girl, frightened at the prospect of being pressed into a marriage of political importance and one which had nothing to do with love or thought for her feelings.

			‘When you, Yuya and Perneb first came to our Palace to negotiate the terms of my marriage to Haqwaset, I was so afraid of you both. I always knew, as soon as I was old enough, I would be used diplomatically by my father and married to some neighbouring ruler in order to cement an alliance.’

			‘I remember it all so well, Kirgipa. I was frightened of your father,’ said Tjuya, the woman sitting beside her.

			‘I felt lucky Kemet was chosen for me, although daunted by its prospect.’

			Her marriage was of enormous political importance but it also had been of substantial financial benefit to her father. Of course he had been obliged to send gifts of tremendous value along with her. Items of gold and silver, jewellery, some decorative chariots, horses and further assorted gifts, some of which had originated as gifts to her father from other rulers but which he no longer wanted. She also brought with her coloured and embroidered clothing. Ceremonial kilts for her new husband, long dresses intricately woven for his Chief Wife.

			‘I was embarrassed by my father insisting I bring more than three hundred women from his palace. He said they were required to ensure my every need was catered for and I would never want for the company of people from my own land.’

			‘He was growing weary of the cost of all these women,’ Yuya joined in the conversation. ‘He knew Amenhotep would never refuse to accept the retinue and in one move Shuttarna reduced his household costs by two-thirds.’

			‘And fortified his ownership of gold,’ Kirgipa replied.

			Kemet was rich beyond imagination. Haqwaset had no difficulty loading hundreds of camels with items of gold, precious incense and jewels. When the caravan arrived at her father’s palace all who saw it were in awe. The horizon was filled with the beasts bearing their gifts. Their route had been arranged so they arrived not long after dawn, coming from the west. Those looking at the arrival had the sun at their backs. The bright sunlight reflected off the golden harnesses on the camels and the tunics of the guards at the front of the caravan. It appeared, to those watching, that the boundary between earth and sky had disappeared and was replaced by a mountain of gold. Shuttarna had been very pleased with the transaction.

			‘I didn’t like Haqwaset or Tiye when I first met them. They scared me. I found him abrupt and arrogant. I got the impression he thought me incapable. In his eyes, anyone who required over three hundred servants just for her personal needs must be insecure and not able to dress herself let alone have any form of sensible conversation.’

			‘Thankfully that impression soon left you,’ said Yuya.

			‘All that happened was I got to know them, properly.’

			Kirgipa shared her husband’s bed on only the one occasion necessary to seal their bond. She had found him a gentle, although distant, lover. This one union had found her with child and nine months later a son was born. A child of the kap, he was given the name Smenkhkare. Being a son of a lesser wife, he was unlikely to accede to the throne of his father; Tiye’s children would always take precedence. Haqwaset doted on him, showing him the same affection as Tiye’s sons. All three boys were strong friends.

			Due to Kirgipa’s abilities and the quality of work produced by her Naharina entourage, all ceremonial clothes worn by the Royal family were produced in the women’s quarters at the Palace in the north. Much of the administration of the Two Lands was still based there, although Haqwaset intended to change this, once his new Palace in Waset was completed.

			‘You’ve seen the Malqata Palace most recently Yuya. What’s it like?’

			‘Impressive. You’ll like it.’

			‘Is that all you can say?’

			‘Kirgipa, you know Haqwaset and my daughter as well as anyone does. Do you think that they would build anything that was less than magnificent?’

			‘No, but I am curious.’

			‘Good,’ said Yuya. ‘You won’t have to be for long.’

			Kirgipa’s marriage had been announced to the world in a way favoured by her husband. A large, commemorative scarab, a beetle manifestation of the sun god was produced in stone. Haqwaset had an affinity with the Aten. He inherited his father’s love of the pyramids and their guardian Hor-em-Akhet. Partially to anger the Amun priesthood, he lavishly decorated the sun temples on the site.

			Copies of the scarab were sent the length and breadth of the Two Lands and beyond its borders. Most of its message related to Haqwaset himself, and then Tiye. Kirgipa, for whom the scarab had been commissioned, only had a mention at the end.

			‘To the King. May he live, be prosperous and healthy, the Daughter of the mighty, Shuttarna – Kirgipa and her female entourage of 317 women.’

			For as long as Kirgipa lived, she would never be able to forget this. Close friends referred to it jokingly, persons not so friendly, referred to it maliciously and those ignorant of the facts used it mockingly. People, close to her, knew Kirgipa was never happier than when she was with just a few close companions, friends and her beloved Smenkhare.

			The river journey to Waset was long, requiring a stop in each sepat. There were eighteen sepats between the start of the journey and the end in Waset. The plan was to visit two, or sometimes three, sepats per day. One or two for a meal, the third to sleep overnight. Some of the visits could be combined. Where two major sepat cities were close together, the leading dignitaries from one could stay overnight at their neighbours. The journey would eventually be a two way one, so any slight felt by one particular sepat in not being able to host a royal event, could, if necessary, be rectified by alternating the process on the return journey.

			Even by doubling up some events the journey had so far taken six days. Tonight’s stop would be the last before they arrived at the sixth sepat in Iunet. There, they would spend two nights to ensure they arrived at Waset at the correct, prearranged, time. It was always acceptable for a Royal party to arrive late, however, early or unannounced arrivals tended to send people into a frenzy.

			‘I’m looking forward to seeing Perneb and family tomorrow,’ Kirgipa said, ‘not forgetting the new Temple to Hathor.’

			‘Does Perneb know that you and my daughter have been helping finance it?’

			‘Women are good at keeping secrets, Yuya. It’s best he doesn’t know.’

			Since her arrival in the Two Lands, Kirgipa had developed a particular affinity with the goddess Hathor. The so called ‘Queen of the stars,’ signified beauty and charm. All aspects of a woman’s life were encompassed by this compassionate, attentive deity. Never suffering from depression, she watched over her followers through sickness, health and childbirth. Hathor was forthright and never doubted herself. As a goddess of dance she knew how to enjoy herself and make people happy.

			Iunet had become a place of special worship to Hathor, even in ancient times. Nofret and Takhat had encouraged Perneb to spend, not inconsiderable sums, to replace the old Temple. They wanted it to be built to last forever. Maybe, in a few hundred years from now, if Hathor still had influence, another Temple would stand in this place, however, that wouldn’t be for many lifetimes. Perneb complained constantly that he could not spare enough money to finish the job properly and he was right. He was surprised they had been able to stretch his money to produce such a wonder. Perneb was unaware that Kirgipa and Tiye had contributed substantially, and this would remain so. The four women conspired against him but would never hurt his pride by making him think he could not provide for their wishes. Hathor would understand it was women who had real power. It was good, for the general order of things, that men believed it was them.

			*

			Djoser joined Perneb and Nofret to go to the Temple.

			‘I don’t think you’ll find it as grand as the temples in Waset, Djoser,’ Nofret said. ‘But we love it.’

			‘It is beautiful,’ Djoser said, as he approached the entrance with its six columns each inscribed with prayers honouring the goddess.

			Two large statues of the deity stood on either side of the entrance.

			‘Symmetry,’ said Djoser, to the amusement of his hosts.

			The site had not yet been finally dedicated; that ceremony would take place when Kirgipa arrived, as a surprise to her. Priests were milling around. Through the entrance was a small open courtyard. Its walls decorated with scenes of offerings being made to the goddess, depictions of stories from the goddess’s life and her place amongst other deities.

			A doored entrance led into a hallway, three papyrus shaped columns on either side, dividing the room into three. A wider aisle running through the middle, lit only from small openings in the roof. The side aisles in total darkness. The holes were cut in the roof so as to draw the light towards a small entry way at the far end. Beyond this entrance, total darkness.

			‘Bring in light,’ Nofret called.

			Priests, marching in single file, carrying lighted lamps, entered, the first going right, the next left and so on forming two lines. As the light increased, statues along the outer aisles were visible; depictions of Hathor, priests performing ceremonial duties, women in everyday life, each honouring a separate part of Hathor’s beneficence.

			The High Priest stood at the sanctuary entrance. He smiled at Perneb and Nofret but looked suspiciously at Djoser. He didn’t know this man and he had a basic distrust of people he didn’t know.

			‘She is magnificent,’ he said to the approaching group.

			Nofret, seeing the suspicious glance at Djoser, said, ‘Don’t worry, Meryhathor, this is Djoser, son of Kha, the King’s faithful tomb and Temple builder. He is a close friend of our family and is here in his official capacity to give a professional view of the works which you have so carefully and dutifully supervised.’

			‘You should be rightfully proud of your achievements here,’ said Djoser a little too gushingly.

			High Priests generally had big egos and Djoser didn’t mind inflating this one even further.

			‘This reminds me so much of the new Amun Temple in Waset, obviously much smaller, but with a level of workmanship equal to that in the great Temple.’

			The High Priest was pleased with the compliments. In fact Djoser hadn’t been lying or over flattering. He could not believe Perneb had the wealth to complete the works to such a high standard but then thought Nofret and Takhat had been particularly shrewd negotiators.

			‘She’s magnificent,’ the High Priest repeated. ‘Please come.’

			The three visitors entered the holiest of holies, the sanctuary. The room, now lit by a myriad of lamps, the smoke and smell of incense, almost overpowering.

			Djoser was immediately overcome by a sense of peace. Vivid memories filled his mind. He was young again, running to his mother after he had fallen and cut his knee. His mother wrapping her arms around him to comfort him. He was returning home after a hard day’s work, his wife greeting him with a smile, a kiss, his favourite seat and a cup of beer. He was lying in bed in the morning, his wife beside him talking, her sweet voice taking away all worries and cares. In this place he now felt as if the goddess herself had wrapped herself around him, protecting him, nurturing his soul and increasing his inner strength.

			He was almost in a trance when the High Priest opened the small door placed half way up the wall and, with the help of other priests, produced a golden statue about one and a half cubits tall. Perneb and Nofret gasped.

			‘I told you she’s magnificent,’ said Meryhathor with pride. ‘She arrived this morning, a gift from Queen Tiye herself.’

			Magnificent was too small a word to describe the statue, a glittering example of the best workmanship to be found in the Two Lands. From its obvious weight, made of solid gold, the goddess had a red sash of precious stones around her waist, extending down her right side. She wore a nemes headdress, the horizontal bands made from gold, with stones matching the sash. The nemes curled behind the sacred ears of the goddess, classically shaped like those of a cow. The flaps of the headdress passing over each shoulder and stopping on her breasts.

			The horns above her head were real horns and the sun disc in the middle was the same bright red of the sash and nemes. This depiction of the goddess was truly the most sumptuous and impressive imaginable.

			With some difficulty, the priests manoeuvred the statue towards a barque, resting on the floor.

			‘The Queen, graciously, also had this sublime barque made so the goddess can be shown to the public on special feast days and on her birthday.’

			Everyone in the Two Lands knew Hathor’s feast day, regarded as her birthday, was the day on which the brightest star in the heavens, Sopdet, first appeared in the sky. This day was of vital importance as it was a sign of the coming inundation, the annual flooding of the river which sustained the country and its people for another year.

			The barque was itself a noble, glittering sight, made of wood, covered in gold foil. The front bore a carved image, the head of the goddess with a nemes matching that of the statue but not wearing the horns or sun disc. The barque, decorated with the same red stones, a perfect match for the statue.

			‘We’ll be eternally grateful to Queen Tiye for this elegant, lavish and beneficent gift,’ said Nofret.

			‘Indeed we will,’ said High Priest, Meryhathor. ‘Indeed we will.’

			Djoser was in a dream on the walk back to the house. Not like that of a few days ago, which changed his destiny, but a gentle heart-warming dream.

			His thoughts went back to happier times, to his wife, his three daughters when they were young. He had seen his wife this morning in the sun framed form of Takhat. He didn’t know how much longer he would be alive, but during whatever time was left, he would be grateful to Takhat for that moment. He would always be a little in love with her too.

			Takhat would never know she had brought him both a momentary, powerful shock and brief, blissful happiness. He could now face his death, whether this came in the next few days, or later, happily knowing his wife was waiting for him in the afterlife.

			chapter twenty

			Barratarna and his guards were still some distance outside Iunet when the broken nosed guard said they would stop for the night. He would need to arrive at the garrison tomorrow, but would arrange to do so as late as possible. The officers might be off duty and not pay any attention to them or the prisoner. A change of guard and different duties for the soldiers would be very welcome. He was tired of the stench, which was getting worse, as was the treatment meted out on the wretched man inside the cage. The prisoner was inactive. Mostly staring, unblinkingly, into the distance.

			‘It needs a poke with my sharpened stick to get a reaction,’ Broken-Nose said. ‘You’re a worthless hippopotamus, begat of Set,’ the guard would repeat as he used the stick to draw blood.

			The prisoner was notably weaker. The guards all doubted he would live to end the journey as he was supposed to; the soldiers voiced their concern to their leader.

			‘Not our concern after tomorrow,’ he said gruffly. ‘Not our fault if the next lot can’t keep him alive; it will be them for the gallows, not us. We’ll be warmly tucked up with beer and girls, not a care in the world. It’s possible the people of Iunet will be the last to see him alive –we’ll put on a big show for them. I know Iunet well; there’s a big square which will be just the place for hippo baiting.’

			Barratarna heard all of this but didn’t feel close to death. His suffering would go on much longer. It would be starvation and lack of water which would eventually kill him. He had begun refusing food, attempting to try to bring about the end sooner, but he needed some water occasionally. How long would it take him to die without food? A few days? Weeks? Months? He didn’t know, but he was determined to find out and the sooner it came the better for him.

			*

			Blissfully unaware of the horror in the cart, heading towards their town, Perneb, his family and guests were enjoying breakfast. The dignitaries from the fifth sepat, that of ‘The Two Falcons,’ arrived by boat later in the afternoon. They were to stay tonight and tomorrow, join the Royal party for the dedication of the Temple, attend the formal banquet then leave during the morning after. The Royal party would stay one further night.

			‘I will speak with Yuya after the other guests have gone,’ Perneb told Djoser.

			No feeling of apprehension touched Djoser.

			‘Whatever comes, I’m ready.’

			The vision of his wife, when he saw Takhat on the landing, was a good omen. This, combined with his visit to the Temple and the sight of Hathor, made him accepting of whatever fate Shai, and the other gods, had in store for him.

			The evening meal was pleasant but formal. Perneb and his family were excellent hosts but there was little in common between them and the Two Falcons’ Governor’s family. The latter were of noble stock. Three generations ago the ancestor of the incumbent Governor was a child of the nursery of Thutmose III. He distinguished himself in battle with the King and was rewarded with the Governorship of the sepat closest to Waset. This had passed from generation to generation. With each changing Governor, the self-importance of the family grew, as the distance from the Royal family increased. The present generation were disdainful of Perneb’s background and jealous of his connection with the Royal family. They knew whilst they were tolerated by the Royal family and always treated with respect, Perneb had a special place in their affections, particularly of the Queen’s parents.

			The meal was concluded without incident and the guests, excluding Djoser, all departed to their bedchambers early.

			‘I know they were impressed by the flowers on the landing, it was in their eyes, it wouldn’t have hurt them to say so,’ lamented Takhat when she was sure they had gone.

			‘There will be praise enough tomorrow Takhat,’ said Nofret, ‘even if it’s only from me. Anyway isn’t it Djoser who should be praised?’

			‘Don’t bring me into this,’ laughed Djoser, ‘Takhat says she had the original idea which I just tinkered with. I believe her and am more than happy for her to take all the praise.’ Takhat smiled at Djoser, his heart sang.

			‘Pihuri, take Djoser to see his new outfit; fit for him to meet a Queen,’ Takhat said, taking her husband’s hand to pull him to his feet.

			‘Where is it?’ asked Pihuri.

			‘I asked the servants to place it in his chamber. I think it’s time for us to retire anyway.’

			‘Takhat is right,’ Djoser started to say.

			‘She always is,’ retorted Pihuri.

			‘She learned that from your mother,’ said Perneb.

			They said their ‘goodnights’ and headed in different directions. As Pihuri and Djoser walked towards Djoser’s quarters the older man turned to Pihuri.

			‘You know you’re very lucky to have Takhat in your life Pihuri, treasure her always. We never know what the gods have planned, when they may take the people we cherish away from us.’

			‘You’re right Djoser; I am a very fortunate man to have found such a person to share my life. It was difficult at first. I wasn’t sure how my parents would react. I shouldn’t have worried, they welcomed her and my mother helped her to be the person she is today. Djoser, what you probably don’t know, is Takhat is related to your wife. She’s your wife’s sister’s daughter and like you, we fell in love when we were seven years old. You’re more a part of this family than you realise, uncle Djoser.’

			‘That explains a lot. Maybe I’m being looked down on from the heavens with grace,’ he thought.

			*

			Even before the start of Ra’s journey through the day, trumpets sounded to rouse everyone. Today was a momentous occasion; everything and everyone must be ready. The advance boat of the Royal party was expected at any time and look outs were already posted along the river bank to send signals as soon as it was sighted. The stewards who were on board would be scrupulous and hard to please. Everything would have to be precise, or appear to be, nothing left to chance.

			A weary Djoser got out of bed. Servants helped him bathe, massaged him with oil, carefully applied kohl to his eyes and dressed him in the finest gown he had ever seen. He assumed it had originally been made for Perneb or Pihuri and had been altered slightly. It was embroidered in a way Djoser had never seen, with multiple coloured threads and even gold woven into the fabric. He was not accustomed to this life. It made him feel uncomfortable.

			He breakfasted, but couldn’t remember exactly on what or when. Everything was a blur. He was not in control. Events were beginning to unfold around him; his fate would soon be sealed. Despite all of this, his thoughts were still almost entirely taken up by the memories of the fleeting sight of his beloved wife and the visit to the Temple of Hathor. He would go into the next two days, the most significant of his life, with courage and a serene preparedness for whatever lay ahead.

			*

			A few miles away, Barratarna was not feeling the same way. He hadn’t slept, but weariness came, not from lack of sleep, but from the life he now had. Death would be his best friend. He spent every moment trying to think of ways. He had grown so accustomed to the pain, it no longer held any fear for him. If only his guards would leave a blade in his reach it could be over quickly, a vain, impossible hope. For this group, the journey would soon be over. He had heard them talking about the changing of his guard. Maybe the next group would be more amenable.

			The soldiers stirred around dawn. Amid much swearing, noise and confusion, they had eaten, toileted and dressed. Broken-Nose came over with his stick and began stabbing the supine, chained body on the floor of the cart.

			‘Wake up, wake up you piece of shit. It’s time for you to meet your public. Today you will visit the great provincial city of Iunet, the earthly dwelling place of the goddess Hathor. The people await, you need to be ready,’ he said as he urinated on the prisoner. He laughed as he turned away and shouted at the others, ‘Come on you lazy shower. Get this ugly lump of excrement onto its feet. Tonight we’ll sleep in a real bed and with a real woman, or maybe two.’

			As a diplomat, it had been a part of Barratarna’s job to learn about the important gods in the Two Lands. He knew about Hathor, he had visited Iunet on official duty some years before. He remembered the Governor and his family had been kind to him. A visit to the Temple had been arranged, an ancient, simple but good Temple building. The Governor (he wished he could remember his name) had said it was to be replaced with a more modern Temple.

			Barratarna was getting used to the morning ritual, hauled to his feet and chains fastened. He learned how to move his body to reduce the pain. Today he started to add prayers to Hathor. He didn’t believe in the religious edicts of this country but felt it could do no harm. He prayed, a repetitive short prayer, he felt a numbness come over him. The next thing he realised, he was standing in his usual upright position with all chains attached and the cart was moving.

			‘Perhaps there is merit in the religion of this area.’

			With nothing else to do, he continued to pray to the goddess and explained his situation to her.

			*

			At the Governor’s residence the royal stewards arrived and were checking everything. Pleased with most things, they believed they would be failing in their duties if they found no fault.

			‘Are those guards going to stand in exactly those positions each side of the portal? They should move slightly further from the entrance. They don’t want to appear to be blocking it,’ said one.

			‘Are you sure that is enough meat for the Banquet?’ another said to the chief cook.

			However, there was nothing major; Nofret and Takhat were relieved.

			‘We must compliment you on a very well run household,’ the chief steward said.

			A series of trumpet blasts, heralding the arrival of the main guests, were heard. Starting faintly in the distance they quickly moved closer and closer. Perneb and Nofret went to the landing. They would be the first to greet the new arrivals, followed by the Governor of the fifth Sepat and his wife, the High Priests, first of Amun, then of Hathor. After them, Pihuri and Takhat, the sons of the visiting Governor and their wives, senior military figures and finally, at the end of the line, Djoser.

			‘I shouldn’t be here,’ he had said to Perneb. ‘There is no need for me to be in the official welcoming party. I’m out of place here.’

			‘Nonsense,’ his host cajoled. ‘Which of us is the diplomat?’

			He didn’t wait for a response.

			‘I am. So please let me do my job and decide who will be here and who will not.’

			The tone in his voice made it clear. This was not a decision to be argued with. So Djoser stood in line trying to make himself as small and insignificant as possible.

			The first boat to dock was the one containing the Guards. The local military commander went to greet the Officer who was to disembark.

			‘Welcome in friendship, Comrade-in-Arms,’ he had said in accordance with the present etiquette for formal greetings. ‘Those whom you protect, your noble self and those under your command are safe in this place. This is a pledge I make in the name of my commander, the Lord of the Two Lands and on pain of my own death I swear to honour my duty. You and your men are welcome to retain arms and go about your duties without hindrance.’

			This last sentence was not always included in greetings to other troops. At the Royal Palaces only the King’s own bodyguard and those guarding the Palace would be allowed to bear arms.

			In theory, the Officer who had just disembarked from the ship was superior to the man now standing in front of him. However, in this place it was the local Officer who took precedence for the welcoming ceremony.

			‘Thank you my friend,’ said the Royal Officer, ‘permission to bear arms is a great honour for my men,’ he stretched out his arm and the two officers clasped the elbow of the other and pulled each other in close.

			The Royal Officer whispered, ‘Is the beer here still as good as ever?’

			‘Yes,’ came the hushed reply, ‘and there’s plenty of it.’

			Smiling, the two officers separated, one returned to his place in the line, the other walked to the edge of the landing stage. The remaining soldiers disembarked quickly, in orderly fashion. Each dressed in their court uniform carrying spears. Six stood behind their officer. The remainder marched to the portal where they were greeted by another soldier who, after a short welcome, turned and they all marched through to form a line with the local guard by the entrance to the building.

			The soldiers’ boat moved off. The second boat, the largest in the group, came alongside the landing. As was tradition, before the party disembarked, Perneb and Nofret went on board for a few minutes of quiet conversation with the honoured guests before they met the full welcoming party. Djoser could not see anything but he did hear two men’s laughter coming from the boat. There were, however, no signs of smiles as Perneb and Nofret returned to the landing and turned to bow as the first and most senior of the guests disembarked.

			‘So, this is Queen Kirgipa,’ thought Djoser.

			Kirgipa, in her late twenties, was covered from neck to foot in a white robe with gold embellishment throughout. She wore a gold belt, necklace and amulets. Her head was adorned with a golden crown on top of the royal wig. Her eyes heavily kohled. The black kohl lined in blue and shaped around her eyes and onto her temples. As Perneb and Nofret rose, the Queen smiled and took Nofret’s arm. They walked along the line, Kirgipa greeting the dignitaries, after a brief introduction from Nofret. She stopped a few moments at each one and exchanged dignified pleasantries.

			Djoser, his attention focussed on the tall man following after the Queen, heard nothing of the pleasantries exchanged. This was the man who would decide his fate. The man who now controlled his life and almost certainly the manner of his death. He hardly noticed the increasing nearness of the Queen and Nofret until the soldier beside came to a quick attention.

			‘It is my honour to protect you my Majesty,’ he heard him say.

			‘And finally we have another honoured guest. This is Djoser, Takhat’s uncle who decided to visit us after many years.’

			The introduction from Nofret as a member of the family increased his importance, something for which Djoser was not entirely grateful. He was out of his depth; he wanted to escape to his quarters. He forced a smile and bowed.

			‘It is a pleasure to meet you, uncle,’ Kirgipa said. ‘You know Takhat and I are almost like sisters so you must be my uncle too.’

			Djoser’s face turned bright red, he was unable to speak. The Queen laughed and put out her hand to touch Djoser’s arm.

			‘Don’t worry uncle,’ she said. ‘There are no ceremonial duties for you to perform.’ She turned and walked towards the portal.

			‘It seems to me Nofret, I have seen uncle Djoser’s robe before. What a beautiful floral arrangement you’ve prepared for our greeting, was this Takhat’s work?’

			‘With a little help from Djoser and…’ her voice trailed off.

			‘And perhaps you remember this reprobate?’ Perneb was saying.

			Djoser looked at Perneb, then had to raise his eyes a little to look into the face of the tall man beside Perneb, who was smiling broadly.

			‘Oh indeed I do. The son of Kha could never be forgotten.’

			‘What do I do? What is the proper etiquette? Should I bow as I did for the Queen? Should I speak? Can I run?’ thought Djoser.

			The decision was, however, taken from him as the old man stretched out both his arms and pulled Djoser into a tight hug. He may have been old but Yuya still had a strong grip. Once released, Djoser was able to say;

			‘My father would wish me to send you his greetings – except he doesn’t know I’m here.’

			Yuya laughed, ‘I’ll see him soon enough, my boy. I intend to pay him a visit on this trip to Waset.’

			‘He will like it if you do,’ Djoser replied, but was afraid such a meeting wouldn’t take place after his story had come out. His shame would stretch to his family and he doubted whether even his father could escape the stigma.

			After Yuya, Tjuya’s greeting was polite and friendly. All began an informal procession towards the house. Djoser hung back a little. His courage of this morning seemed to be leaving him, Takhat and Pihuri came up to him. Takhat smiled, with his wife’s smile, and his courage returned.

			‘Come along Djoser,’ said Takhat, ‘The worst of it’s over now.’

			Djoser smiled wryly. ‘If only you knew, if only you knew,’ he thought.

			*

			As the party were settling down for a short meal and small talk, the battered, bleeding Barratarna and his guard were approaching the town. As Perneb toasted his guests, Barratarna’s guards swore and prodded him. As the guests went to their quarters to bathe and change for the Temple inauguration ceremony, Barratarna prayed to Hathor. As the Royal party gathered to take the walk to the Temple, the broken-nosed guard was whipping the horses pulling the cart, to try and force his way through the crowds which were gathering.

			‘They must have known you were coming,’ he said, spitting at Barratarna. ‘A great welcoming committee we have here.’

			Barratarna ignored him and continued to pray.

			chapter twenty-one

			The High Priest, Meryhathor, led the procession towards the Temple. It was not too distant from the main house, Temples of this importance never were. As the procession was entering the square from the west, Barratarna’s own procession was entering from the southern entrance.

			‘Make way you fools,’ Broken-Nose shouted. ‘Make way you imbeciles.’ The cart forced its way through the crowd. It parted and, as the smell and sight of the wretched man in the back passed them, they held their noses, some retched, all had a look of horror on their faces.

			‘Go back,’ they shouted to Broken-Nose and the soldiers in their filthy uniforms. ‘Are you mad?’

			Broken nose ignored them.

			‘Make way you fools,’ he repeated, ‘we are on the King’s business, make way.’

			He was carrying his sharpened stick and used it repeatedly on anyone in his way. When he finally broke into the square he found himself less than twenty paces away from a line of ceremonially dressed soldiers and a party of dignitaries.

			Too late, he realised his error. He, his men, the stinking cart and its foul cargo were in full sight of the procession. All turned, focussing on the furore. A few words from the commander and six of the royal escort soldiers nearest to the cart broke ranks. Their spears at the ready, they forced the cart and its guard to turn.

			Kirgipa, walking alongside Nofret and Takhat, had a clear view. The stench hit her first, then the horror of the man, if it was a man, chained in a cage like an animal. As the cart turned away she was able to see the man’s face, it was black and blue, covered in dirt, as was his whole body. Blood, mixed with mud, encased his body. She was repulsed but could not avert her eyes. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion. The incident took just a few seconds but it seemed like minutes. For a brief moment her eyes met with those of the prisoner. She saw his eyes opening wide. Recognition? His mouth opened, a wail, then a voice.

			‘Princess Kilu-Hepa? Princess Kilu-Hepa? Help me. Please help me.’

			She was shocked to hear her name called out in the tongue of her homeland. Here in Kemet she was Kirgipa. Only amongst her entourage was she still, occasionally, referred to by her Naharina name. The cart was being forced back through the crowds and disappearing from view.

			‘Barratarna?’ she said. Nofret and Takhat turned to look at her, concern etched across their faces.

			Kirgipa called over to the senior Officer who came running and knelt in front of her. She spoke briefly. He bowed, went to his local counterpart, they both called several soldiers to their sides and ran off in the direction the cart had taken. The crowd quickly parted to allow them through and it was not long before they had caught up with their quarry.

			Order restored, the Royal procession moved on towards the Temple. The young Queen, visibly shaking, was being supported by her two friends. They reached the Temple. The main party entered the courtyard. Kirgipa, Takhat and Nofret went inside the first hall with the High Priest leading the way. Everyone else remained in the open courtyard. The High Priest and the ladies were immediately lost from view. Djoser pictured them walking straight through into the sanctuary to pay homage to, and seek succour from, Hathor. He prayed all would be well.

			About thirty minutes later, the strains of chanting came from inside the Temple. A column of priests entered the courtyard, carrying burning incense. The chanting continued. The High Priest followed. Behind him, the barque carrying the statue of Hathor. Djoser had been stunned at its beauty in the lamp light of the sanctuary but now, in the sunlight, it made him breathless. The tranquillity and sense of calm of yesterday returned, even stronger than before.

			Immediately behind the barque came a woman dressed plainly in white. As she walked she began chanting in rhythmic counterpoint to the priests. The effect of the high tones of the chantress against the deep melodic chants of the priests was enough to move some of the onlookers to tears.

			As the barque progressed across the courtyard each person knelt in supplication, rising only after the statue and the persons following it had passed. Each then joined the procession. The Queen’s composure, at least to the onlookers, had returned. She looked as serene as she had been walking from the boat that morning.

			‘Maybe the visit to Hathor in her sanctuary has done for Kirgipa what it did for me yesterday. This is certainly a goddess to be reckoned with,’ thought Djoser.

			The procession moved out into the public square, still thronged with people wanting to get a glimpse of the statue of Hathor and seek her blessings for many ailments and conditions; aches and pains to sleeplessness, conception to childbirth. Everyone seeking Hathor’s indulgence.

			When the procession eventually returned to the Temple, only the Queen, Nofret and Takhat entered into the hallways and sanctuary. Djoser’s peace and calmness were still present.

			‘Before I die, I will offer a sacrifice to Hathor.’

			The ladies came out from the Temple, joining the rest of the party for the walk back to the Governor’s residence. Yuya, Perneb and the Queen walked together with the two senior officers. A series of nods were exchanged between the military men as the Queen spoke to them.

			As they reached the residence the officers peeled away, calling a number of soldiers to them. The Governor, his family and guests entered the building. In the outer hall, Perneb turned to his guests.

			‘There is plenty of time until the festivities start, so you may all go to rest and bathe. Our servants will sound a trumpet to inform you one hour before the Banquet. We’ll all meet in the dining area under the vines. Just follow the sound of the music.’

			His voice, although friendly and light in tone, carried the undercurrent of command, leaving no-one in any doubt they were to disappear from sight until called for.

			‘Djoser, can you spare me a moment before you go?’ Perneb said, as the people dispersed in different directions. Yuya, Kirgipa and some others waited for everyone else to leave.

			‘Let’s go into the garden.’

			As Djoser walked towards his host, Kirgipa turned, she tried to raise a smile but he could see she had been crying.

			They walked through the garden and continued onto the landing. At one end, servants had cleared the flowers and shrubs, placing seating cushions around.

			‘We’ll decide what to do when the officers come with their report,’ Yuya said.

			Djoser was seated next to Pihuri.

			‘Why am I here?’ he asked the young man.

			‘Yuya thought your artisan’s mind might be useful. Actually what he said was, “this situation may need some lateral thinking and if Djoser’s mind is half as wily as his father’s he may have some useful input.” Don’t look at me like that, Djoser. I’m just repeating the conversation.’

			The mood of the group was not conducive to laughter so the two men just smiled at one another and fell into silence.

			The silence was broken by the sound of running feet. The two officers joined the group. Dropping to their knees in front of the Queen, the Royal Officer was first to speak.

			‘I’m sorry, your Majesty. The man, in the cart, is indeed, the envoy from Naharina. We have spoken with him and his story is far from pleasant.’

			‘You may speak freely in front of all here,’ she said. ‘These are my friends and counsellors. We’ll decide together what to do.’

			The officer told the full story. The betrayal of her father, the plot of the Hatti ruler to invade her homeland, remove permanently her whole family and place Barratarna on the throne as Regent.

			‘Thank you. That makes me feel better,’ said the young Queen without sarcasm. ‘I have always despised Barratarna but, seeing my father’s envoy in such a state, I thought something must have happened to sour the relationship between my country and Haqwaset. I was concerned the might of Kemet would be raised against my family. However no-one deserves to be treated like he’s been, not even a dog should be so abused.’

			‘My Lady, we have taken the opportunity to speak, not only with the envoy, but also with his guards. They are a heinous bunch, especially the most senior of them. We spoke with the officers who set out from Waset with Barratarna. They are leading a group of seven hundred troops, chariots and archers. They are on a rolling trip to strengthen the garrisons in your home country and to protect your father and the rest of your family.’

			‘This is the first I’ve heard of this,’ said Perneb.

			The officer continued without hesitation.

			‘The idea was to return Barratarna to your father alive but punished, to face his death. However, it seems his captors were overzealous. Due to the slow speed of the cart, the main body of troops went on ahead, charging the cart detail to follow as quickly as possible and ensure Barratarna arrived at the garrison here, alive, by tonight, as the next leg of the trip north, with the fresh troops, will begin at first light.’

			‘Why was I not informed?’ Perneb asked the garrison commander.

			‘The orders only arrived the day before yesterday, my Lord. I was here and at the Temple for most of the intervening period and only discovered the details myself yesterday. I was intending to inform you after the ceremony today. There’s no change in troop numbers in the garrison and no military or other significance to this sepat, so I saw no urgency in informing you.’

			‘We’ll leave the point there for now but I’ll discuss this with you at the first opportunity. I should know everything you know immediately you know it,’ Perneb said.

			‘Yes, my Lord,’ the officer replied, looking down at his feet.

			‘We must decide what to do,’ said Yuya.

			‘Haqwaset has ordered this wretch to be brought alive to the King of Naharina, on pain of death to the guard if they fail.’

			‘I can’t believe Haqwaset himself would have ordered or even known of the details of his method of transportation.’ It was Kirgipa who spoke.

			‘Maybe theory and practice are different,’ Yuya interjected. ‘Anyway, we must find a way of improving his conditions and complying with the King’s wishes.’

			‘If I may say something,’ the local garrison commander said, looking towards Perneb who nodded.

			‘The guards are united in the view that any kind of relaxation in the regime would lead to the prisoner trying to take his own life. Whatever else the man may be, he is not afraid of dying. In fact, he pleads continuously for someone to end his life.’

			‘What about the guards, are they trustworthy?’ asked Nofret, her arm around the Queen’s shoulders.

			‘I don’t know them personally, but my friend’s comment earlier about them being heinous, especially the one in charge, is correct.’

			‘Will they be punished for the treatment of Barratarna?’ asked Kirgipa.

			‘That is a decision which must be taken, Majesty,’ replied the commander. ‘Certainly they have exceeded their orders and have been particularly cruel. Most of them didn’t participate in the persistent abuse, which the soldier in charge seemed to enjoy inflicting. Obviously, from tomorrow a new guard will be appointed, we can ensure he is treated better. However, relaxing his chains, or other alleviation, might provide him with an opportunity for suicide. If he did so, the guards who had allowed it to happen would themselves then have to forfeit their lives, as this is the command of the King.’

			The group began talking animatedly back and forth without reaching a conclusion. Once or twice Djoser was about to speak but then before he had the chance, someone else put forward their views and he remained silent.

			After a while Yuya said, ‘Djoser, it seems we have invited you to this meeting for no reason. Have you anything to say?’

			‘I believe there may be a simple solution, perhaps so simple it borders on stupidity and you’ll all laugh at me,’ Djoser replied.

			‘We could do with a laugh,’ said Takhat, ‘let’s hear what you have to say.’

			Djoser smiled. His love for Takhat, due to her resemblance to his wife, was growing. Not in any improper way, precisely the opposite. His love was like that he had for his own daughters – pure and unconditional.

			‘It seems to me there is a humane solution which gives almost everyone what they want but maybe not in the way they want it. Kirgipa’s father wants Barratarna dead. Barratarna wants to be dead but doesn’t want to wait. Haqwaset’s orders are clear; on pain of death he must be guarded to ensure he stays alive long enough for King Shuttarna to kill him. The guards, one in particular, need to be punished and taught a lesson. Isn’t the solution obvious?’

			Everyone looked at Djoser with curiosity, blank expressions on their faces, except Yuya, who was smiling wryly. When no-one responded to his question Djoser continued.

			‘Well it seems obvious to me anyway. We allow Barratarna to take his own life. The guard responsible for his safekeeping, this senior officer, is he an officer?’

			The garrison commander shook his head.

			‘This soldier would need to be punished by death to comply with the King’s wishes. Problem solved,’ he said and rested back on his cushion.

			For a few moments nobody spoke. They were all thinking about the implications of Djoser’s proposal.

			The Royal Officer was first to break the silence.

			‘Actually it wouldn’t be so difficult to organise. The cart is currently in the barracks. The guards have been placed under arrest and are incarcerated there. Officially they have not been relieved of their duties. It would be easy enough to administer the poison, return them to one last night of guard duty and when, in the morning, the prisoner is found dead, they can be arrested and dealt with appropriately.’

			‘We don’t need to execute all of the guards do we?’ asked Kirgipa. ‘They don’t all deserve to die, surely. By his actions Barratarna betrayed not only Naharina and my father but also Kemet.’

			The commander of the garrison was next to speak.

			‘Don’t worry Majesty; we’ll make an example of the one in charge. A man of his kind always deserves to hang.’

			It was agreed. The garrison commander was despatched to organise the plan. The Royal Officer was sent to check all was prepared for the security at the banquet this evening. There was no risk to life tonight but caution was always needed when wine flowed, men drank and naked girls cavorted to music.

			Yuya stood. ‘I knew you took after your father Djoser, you’ve been a great help.’

			‘Thank you,’ was all Djoser could say in reply.

			He couldn’t believe such a simple straightforward plan could not have been arrived at by Yuya or Perneb.

			‘It’s time for us to prepare for the banquet,’ said Perneb.

			Each meandered to their own chamber to be greeted by the waiting servants. They were bathed and clothed in preparation for the evening’s entertainment.

			As Djoser walked to his quarters he contemplated how easy it had been for him to condemn two men to their deaths, or at least suggest the method of doing it.

			‘Is a life so worthless?’ he thought. ‘If I can do it so easily, imagine how easy it would be for a King to do the same, or even a man with the power of Yuya.’

			Djoser had almost forgotten his appointment with destiny and Yuya tomorrow and wondered if the old man would ensure he received the punishment he clearly deserved. He didn’t think he would sleep tonight; maybe plenty of wine would help.

			Djoser was right; he didn’t sleep at all well. He hadn’t been in the mood for a party and made his excuses early.

			‘You’ll never make a diplomat, Djoser,’ Nofret said, as she bade him goodnight.

			‘Nor would I want to. In this I clearly am like my father. I don’t envy Perneb, except, of course for his wife,’ he said, knowing Perneb had heard the short conversation.

			*

			The following morning he rose with the sun. Unable to face breakfast, he bathed, dressed and walked out of the house retracing the steps of yesterday across the square and into the Temple court yard. He wished to pay respects one last time to the goddess who had made his burden easier to bear over the last few days. If this was to be his last day of freedom, or life, he wanted to go having thanked her.

			He arrived as the service of worship, which took place in all Temples at dawn, was completing. As he crossed the courtyard, Meryhathor was standing by one of the pillars beside the entrance, talking. Djoser approached, the High Priest cut short his conversation, walked a couple of paces towards the visitor. His face was not a welcoming one.

			‘May I enter the sanctuary today?’ Djoser asked.

			‘Out of the question. The sanctuary has been dedicated and only the priests and members of the royal and noble families may enter, by my authority. You may go as far as the entrance, but my priests will ensure you go no further.’

			Thanking the High Priest, Djoser handed him a small pouch filled with all the gold pieces he had brought with him.

			‘To buy a sacrifice to the goddess,’ he said.

			The High Priest looked at the size of the pouch almost disdainfully, shrugged and put it into his pocket.

			Djoser knelt for a few moments in the inner hall close to the door of the sanctuary. Then flat on his stomach, he stretched his arms out in front of him touching the threshold of the inner sanctum.

			‘I can’t ask you to take this burden from me, great protector, for I deserve whatever punishment those who will decide my fate, choose. I beseech you to protect my daughters, care for my parents and sisters, particularly Tawy, who will surely suffer if her husband is to be punished like me.’

			The calm he had experienced on his other visits to this Temple returned and, after some time, minutes or hours he couldn’t tell, he forced himself to stand. Leaving the Temple he glanced back towards the sanctuary. Just for a moment, he saw his wife standing in the doorway, the goddess behind her, hands protectively on his wife’s shoulders. He could face his fate now, not without fear, but, he hoped, with dignity.

			He entered the house, walked straight through into the garden, and out towards the landing. Perneb was there watching the boat, which had collected the neighbouring Governor and family, disappear around a bend in the river. He heard Djoser approaching, glimpsed him from the corner of his eye but didn’t react until Djoser was a few paces behind him.

			Without turning he said, ‘When my servants told me they saw you going out of the house at first light, I wondered if you had decided to run away. That would have been a very stupid thing to have done. I know you’re not a stupid man so I believed, whatever it was you were doing, you would come back.’

			‘You know, Perneb,’ said Djoser, ‘throughout my life I have worked in Temples and tombs, carving and painting religious symbols, but I have never been particularly religious. Of course I believe in the power of the gods and the afterlife but it has never really been something which has influenced my life.’

			‘Obviously not, given the reason for your coming here to my house,’ said Perneb.

			‘Perhaps I’m not explaining myself well,’ said Djoser, ignoring or not understanding the rebuke in his host’s voice, ‘but, from the first time I entered the sanctuary of your new Temple, I have felt something, I have never experienced before.’

			‘Hathor is a very powerful force, Djoser, especially here in Iunet,’ replied Perneb. ‘You should accept whatever grace she gives you – she doesn’t favour everybody.’

			Perneb put his arm around Djoser’s shoulder and guided him through the portal and towards the house.

			‘I think Yuya will be waiting for us in his quarters. I have taken the opportunity to speak with him about the purpose of your visit, so he is prepared.’

			Djoser didn’t say anything, he turned his head and looked worryingly into Perneb’s eyes. He could see no tell-tale signs, nor any emotion in the deep brown orbs.

			‘He is a fair man, who loves your father as much as I, Djoser. I’m sure he will do what is best.’

			They continued, in silence, into the house, Djoser guided by his host’s arm. Strangely, Djoser didn’t feel the need to run, his calmness surprised him. He thought of Hathor, of the vision of his wife and he knew they were both with him at this moment.

			The guards standing outside Yuya’s quarters stood aside as Perneb and Djoser approached. Standing beside them was an elderly man, Yuya’s steward.

			‘You are expected and may go straight in,’ he said.

			They entered. Inside the room, Yuya was dressed and seated on a cushion, a low table beside him filled with breads and fruit, meat and wine. He looked up as the two men entered. He smiled with what Djoser interpreted as sadness in his eyes.

			‘As I get older, I find my appetite is getting less and less,’ he said.

			Djoser didn’t believe this was the reason for the sadness in his eyes. Djoser had been brought up on stories of this great man. His honesty in all things and all times, his quick brain and ready wit, but above all his ability to make hard decisions quickly and fairly, irrespective of the consequences. Djoser knew his judge was the finest arbiter in the Two Lands and probably way beyond. He also knew, even though he was a long term dear friend of his father, Djoser wouldn’t be protected.

			‘Please sit and eat if you wish,’ Yuya said, pointing to cushions on the opposite side of the table to him. Perneb sat and picked some grapes from the table.

			‘We have business to discuss Djoser,’ Yuya said, looking directly at him. ‘When I’m in Waset I have some very important matters to discuss with the King concerning tomb robbers.’

			Djoser just looked down at the ground.

			‘I received a message from the King on my journey here concerning a plot which has been discovered to raid the tomb of his illustrious forefather Thutmose III.’

			Djoser looked up at him in surprise. He was confused, his thoughts raced.

			‘On the journey here? That would have been days ago. It must have been as I journeyed here. It’s not possible; maybe Yuya is trying to ease the pain.’

			‘Now,’ continued Yuya, ‘from a conversation I had with Perneb yesterday, it seems we have actual proof at first hand that these rumours are correct.’

			Djoser looked from Yuya to Perneb and back again, gauging nothing in their faces. He didn’t know if he should speak or remain silent. He felt Hathor’s calmness but it was beginning to be interspersed with fear. The power emanating from these two men was palpable.

			After what seemed an age, Yuya spoke again.

			‘Djoser, you may not have even realised this yourself, but for the past five years I have been employing you as a spy to keep me informed of the skulduggery amongst the less savoury elements in the tomb building world and the desecration of them. Now is the time for you to give me your full report. However, before you do, please take this.’

			Yuya picked up a purse about twice the size of the one Djoser had given to the High Priest this morning and handed it across the table to Djoser. The younger man looked puzzled. Yuya smiled, this time without the sadness in his eyes.

			‘Don’t worry Djoser; this is just five years back pay. I couldn’t possibly let you have worked so long for nothing.’

			Djoser could not believe what he had just heard. He was still unable to speak. Yuya looked at him, Djoser looked back, tears started to run down the younger man’s cheeks.

			Perneb reached across, touched his guest’s arm and said. ‘I told you it would be alright, Djoser. Now your report please.’

			Djoser began to speak, at first a little falteringly, but gradually with more confidence and clarity and told Yuya the whole story, hiding nothing and missing out no detail. Yuya occasionally asked a question. For the next three hours Djoser talked like he had never talked before.

			chapter twenty-two

			In Waset, preparations for the Festival were now almost finalised. Since the arrival of Yuya, five days previously, Haqwaset was busy trying to decide upon the best way to apprehend and deal with the tomb robbers.

			Anyone caught at the site would be easy to deal with. It would be the one giving the orders who would be more difficult to capture. He would never take the risk of going near the site himself. Haqwaset had known, since he received the intelligence, who the ringleaders were and this had been confirmed by the information Yuya had brought. It hadn’t taken a lot of persuading for Haqwaset to agree to the tomb painter being exempt from punishment. He perceived that his father-in-law’s story about Djoser being a spy was merely that, a story. He accepted the old man’s judgement. The real ringleader was Nahkt and he would pay; but how?

			When the party had arrived from Iunet, Kirgipa was not her usual bright self and it took Tiye, sitting in the garden alone with her, to get the full story. Yuya had promised Kirgipa he would let her tell the story of Barratarna in her own time and in her own way and he never broke his word.

			‘Has something happened on the journey here to upset Kirgipa or is she unwell?’ Haqwaset asked.

			‘The young Queen is in excellent health and there is no need for you to worry, but there’s something she needs to explain, in her own way, when she is ready,’ Yuya replied.

			Haqwaset’s curiosity had been aroused and he had a multitude of thoughts, all of them completely wrong.

			‘It is nothing which will change the world, Haqwaset. Stop worrying. No, she is not expecting a child fathered by one of the Palace guards or anyone else. No, she is not pining to return to Naharina. No, there is no revolution amongst the women in the Royal harem. No, she hasn’t received a message from her brothers, Tushratta or Artashumara, asking for a mountain of gold.’

			Haqwaset looked ready to ask another question but Yuya, smiling, raised his hand and slightly changed the subject by picking up on his last sentence.

			‘Talking of Tushratta and Artashumara, I think you need to keep an eye on them and the situation in Naharina, particularly what will happen after King Shuttarna dies.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Although Artashumara is heir to his father’s crown, there are rumours he is aligning himself more and more towards the neighbouring lands and away from Kemet. There is a rising resentment in the area, partially based on jealousy of your wealth. My relatives in the region tell me, they don’t think there is any immediate problem. It’s only a few fanatics, but they are getting more and more appreciation from the young. One of the prices we must pay to maintain our status is eternal vigilance. The problem may not take hold for a generation but the planning to prevent it needs to be taken now and followed through.’

			‘I’m pleased you brought up the subject of Naharina,’ replied Haqwaset, ‘there have been some developments concerning that country which I need to discuss with you.’

			‘You’re sending a hundred chariots, five hundred soldiers and a hundred archers to stave off a coup,’ said Yuya, feigning a yawn of boredom.

			Haqwaset looked surprised. ‘How did you…’ he started.

			‘I may be old, Haqwaset, but still very little happens in the Two Lands without me knowing about it.’

			‘I swear you have more spies than the High Priest of Amun,’ the King responded.

			*

			Djoser was at home. His arrival was greeted by his three daughters who scolded him for being away so long.

			‘We were worried about you, father.’

			When he left them for his journey to Iunet, he had only said he would be away for a few days but hadn’t given them any indication of exactly how long. He didn’t have the courage to tell them he had thought never to return.

			‘I met with some very important people and it wouldn’t have been polite to have left before they had finished giving me their orders.’

			He then embraced each one of them, tears of joy and relief in his eyes. These were the most important people in his life. They would soon have to leave him and be married. His only wish was for them to be secure in their lives. They were his motivation for having risked everything to gain riches.

			Then he heard his wife’s voice telling him, ‘No Djoser, that’s just an excuse, there is no justification for having done what you did’.

			Ever since, half blinded by the sun, he saw his wife in the form of Takhat, and visited the Temple of Hathor, his wife in the sanctuary doorway, he often heard her voice. The guilt he felt by her passing and all the ‘if onlys’ which had gone through his mind were fading, he now felt closer to her. She spoke to him, giving comment and advice, exactly as she had when she was alive.

			Djoser didn’t tell his daughters that their lives were about to change. He didn’t tell them, that once the forthcoming celebrations were over and the inundation waters had begun to recede, they would be leaving their village. They would be moving from the house where they were born, where their mother had raised them and taught them skills, vital to their future. The home was filled with memories of her. It would be a wrench for them; however, it would be for the best. He could never know if forthcoming events would have repercussions for him, or them.

			He had dealings with some very dangerous people. People with extended families who were not beyond taking revenge on him and his daughters if it was ever suspected he was involved in betraying them. Even if this were not the case, the offer from Yuya, for him and his daughters to live and work with him on his estates in the north, was too good to be missed.

			Yuya had promised to continue the training of Baketamon, Djoser’s eldest daughter, in the healing powers of herbs. She could work with Yuya’s personal physicians. Djoser’s other daughters would be found work suited to their talents. They wouldn’t be servants or slaves, but rather, would take their status from the new position of their father, who was to become the Chief Scribe and architect to Yuya. The current incumbent was old and wished to spend the rest of his days at the Temple of Djehuti, in Khmun, where he had been born and wished to die.

			The standing of his daughters would now be such that their marriage prospects would be greatly improved. Military officers or lesser nobles would never think to marry a girl from a small village in Waset, but the daughter of the Chief Scribe, to one of the most important houses in Kemet, threw a completely new light on their future expectations and Djoser’s aspirations for them.

			After sharing a meal with his daughters, Djoser headed to his parent’s house. He felt fortunate to find them both at home. His father spent most of his time at the tomb complex. The great tomb of the King was nearing completion. Kha was always complaining of his health and therefore could not make the journey across the dry, hot, dusty pass every day even by donkey or cart. He had installed a bed inside the tomb entrance; it was there he slept for much of the week.

			Today, he was at home, sitting outside the house, watching his wife and daughter, both called Merit, baking bread in the oven to the side of the entrance. The elder Merit who had been on her knees by the oven smiled as her son approached. She stood up, grimacing momentarily as she did so. She outstretched her arms and Djoser went to her, embracing her gently. She was frail and thin. Djoser felt her rib cage through the thin, full-length gown she was wearing. He hadn’t noticed that before.

			‘It’s about time you came to see us,’ she said, ‘where are my granddaughters?’

			‘They’ll be along later, mother,’ he replied. ‘How are you? You seem to have lost weight since I was last here.’

			‘Oh don’t fuss Djoser,’ she said, ‘you’re getting as bad as your young sister. I’m fine; you won’t be getting rid of me anytime soon.’

			Djoser glanced towards his sister, who was turning the thin bread to ensure an even bake. She shook her head almost imperceptibly before saying to her brother, ‘Typical of you to come just as there is fresh bread to eat. Perfect timing as always.’

			Djoser winked at her and turned to Kha.

			‘Having a day off father?’ he said jovially.

			‘Humph,’ was all the reply he received.

			‘He’s waiting for the craftsmen, who have been working on his coffin, to come,’ his mother said. ‘It’s almost finished, but he is not happy.’

			‘I wish people would do what they are asked to do and what they are getting paid for,’ said Kha.

			Kha was a perfectionist. No work ever done by anyone, other than Kha himself, would be quite good enough. Even Djoser, whose work was now considered amongst the best in Waset, would never get more than ‘It’ll do’ from his father, however, even an ‘It’ll do’ coming from Kha filled the younger man with pride.

			‘The sooner the coffin’s finished, the better,’ Djoser’s mother continued, ‘then they can start on mine.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous woman,’ Kha said, ‘there is plenty of time for that. You’ll outlive us all, even young Merit there.’

			‘We can but hope father,’ his daughter said.

			Djoser’s mother was next to speak.

			‘Anyway Djoser, you rarely visit without some ulterior motive. What have you broken into your busy schedule for today?’

			If there was any criticism in her voice, Djoser didn’t pick up on it.

			‘Last week I had to go to Iunet, to see the new Temple to Hathor and I called in to see Perneb and his family whilst there.’

			He didn’t want to tell them the real reason he had travelled north.

			‘How is Nofret?’ his mother asked quickly before he could continue.

			‘You’ll see for yourself soon enough,’ replied Djoser, ‘she and Perneb are coming to visit you, along with another old friend, the day after tomorrow. I have come to give you some advance warning.’

			‘They are always welcome here, but they’ll have to just take us as they find us.’

			‘They know that mother. They told me that’s why they enjoy coming here. There is no standing on ceremony, no falseness. A warm welcome, great, simple food and the good and easy company of old friends. I’m quoting directly,’ said Djoser.

			‘Will you get the girls to come?’ his sister asked.

			‘Yes, do,’ added his mother. ‘They can play for our guests. It seems a long time since I heard them play. It would be a great joy for me to hear them too.’

			‘You said, “and another old friend”,’ Djoser. Who do you mean?’ interrupted Kha.

			‘Oh only someone I bumped into at Perneb’s house,’ said Djoser. ‘He was passing by, at the same time, and called in. He spoke of you and said it was too long since he came here so he decided to join Perneb and Nofret.’

			‘Who is he?’ Kha said, with a growing tone of irritation in his voice.

			‘Yuya,’ replied Djoser, a broad smile on his face.

			‘Will Tjuya also be coming?’ Djoser’s mother asked quickly. ‘This puts a whole different complexion on the visit. Tjuya is a lovely person but she likes things to be done in a certain way. The day after tomorrow you say? There’s no time to do things properly, we have to prepare. Merit quick, leave the bread. Go to the market, we need so many things.’

			‘Mother, please calm down,’ Djoser tried to say, but Merit was oblivious.

			‘Merit, we need to make a list, we’ll need so much, Djoser why didn’t you give me more warning.’

			‘Tjuya is not coming. Please, calm down.’ Djoser almost had to shout to get her attention. ‘She, together with the King’s mother and the Queens, Tiye and Kirgipa, are busy organising something for young Prince Thutmose. She will be sending her apologies to you with Yuya and you will be receiving an invitation to their quarters in the new Palace after the festival. I really don’t know why you worry about her so much. She seems perfectly normal to me.’

			Panic over, Merit took a deep breath.

			‘Tjuya was brought up in the Palace nursery amongst children of nobles and the King. Before marrying Yuya, she was married before. At a very young age she became one of several young wives taken by the Master of Horse, an extremely wealthy man. So she’s always had the best of everything.’

			‘She’s a spoilt brat,’ interpolated Kha, ‘who almost destroyed Yuya’s life.’

			‘Now Kha,’ said Merit, ‘you’re talking ancient history; that was long before they got married. If it had been a problem for Yuya he would never have married her after his wife died and after he had reluctantly complied with his father’s insistence to give up his two sons.’

			Djoser had heard the story of Tjuya many times. She was the youngest of the wives of the Master of Horse, Yuya’s slave master, when he first arrived in Kemet. He was a kindly man who had taken pity on the young foreigner, who was little more than a child. He saw great potential in Yuya and soon promoted him to chief servant. Tjuya was thirty years younger than her husband, who, so it was rumoured, was a eunuch. She became besotted with the handsome servant who was about the same age. She coveted the young Yuya and made advances to him. When he rejected those advances, out of a sense of duty to his master, Tjuya falsely accused him of molesting her.

			This led to Yuya being taken away from the household and imprisoned. His master never believed the story told by Tjuya, but she had falsified incriminating evidence. All were obliged to accept the decision of the tribunal. It was not until some years later, following a request from the King himself, she admitted the lies. By then, forced to live in prison, strong bonds of friendship had been forged. These bonds lasted through decades and meant, Yuya, the second most honoured and important man in the Two Lands, would be coming to the house of Kha, a tomb painter and ex-prisoner, together with Perneb, a convicted thief, in love and friendship to talk over old times.

			‘He married her out of pity,’ said Kha.

			‘What nonsense you speak,’ retorted his wife. ‘Yuya always loved her, it was just the fact she was married to his master. He was a servant, worse a foreign servant, what could he have done? She was a foolish young girl who let her infatuation get the better of her. You know, as well as I, Yuya was very happy in his marriage to Asenath. It’s a pity she was so frail. He was heartbroken when she died so suddenly, I should know, I was there trying to help care for her at the end. It was purely by chance that he met Tjuya again after she too had become widowed. They were both free, older and wiser. Their marriage was a blessing for them both. Yes, she likes things the way she likes them. Yes, her tastes are expensive, but this is just the way she is. She is a lovely, kind and generous lady – just a little difficult to cater for and it makes my life easier that she is not coming here to visit at such short notice. I’ll accept her invitation to visit with great joy and anticipation; however, I’ll need a new gown and some nice jewellery.’

			Kha raised his eyebrows and said nothing.

			*

			In Waset, three great building projects were all coming to fruition. It had taken much co-ordination, thousands of workers and enormous sums of money to make it happen. The Palace was now complete. The guests were starting to arrive. Each, full of praise not only for the structure and architecture but for the decoration. The finest materials had been used.

			Each room was decorated with different patterns. The general rooms displayed geometrical designs on the walls. Ceilings were resplendent, many of them with images of the goddess, Nekbhet, in her form as a vulture. Some showed pictures of stars and the moon, others had brightly coloured shapes, circles, coils, diamonds and crosses. Bright blues and oranges filled every room and passageway. The main audience chamber’s walls were decorated with scenes from the river and marshes, reeds, plant life of all descriptions with animals and birds going about their daily lives. The ceiling, held up by gold covered giant, wooden papyrus-shaped columns, paid homage to the sun god Ra and the Aten.

			The sun appeared in three phases. On the east wall, Ra was depicted bringing the day’s early light to the marshes. Its illumination spreading from the horizon. The ceiling was bright with the light of the Aten at midday, then, on the west wall, the sunset was shown with Ra-Atum, a bright red ball sinking low, emitting a vermillion glow over the river. Birds were shadows, flying in the air, or nestling in the reeds. The Palace was a wonder and a great honour to behold.

			No time, nor money, had been spared in the construction of the Palace. The private quarters were equally impressive but only a privileged few would ever see those. The villas, constructed to house the family of the King, were opulent. Even Tjuya gasped at her first sight of the building constructed for her and Yuya. Haqwaset was certainly not afraid to use the gold he had in abundance, but also silver and precious stones were used to decorate pillars, walls and the many statues which were everywhere. Portraits of Queen Tiye were common place alongside statues of the Royal couple. The eyes on many of the statues were of the new material made from quartz and plant ash. This material, which had been imported from neighbouring countries for many years, was now being made in a secret factory behind the Palace.

			The system of heating sand and other elements, grinding down, washing and reheating them, adding colour, produced round ingots or eye shaped blue pieces used in the statues. Haqwaset was proud of this new component. His craftsmen had made small animal shapes and some jewellery from the semi-precious substance and had told him one day small containers could be made to hold perfume and other precious liquids. Haqwaset was dubious about this but was content with the rarity and sight of the pieces which were now being produced.

			Haqwaset wanted to show Yuya the new funerary Temple. They rode, together with the two Princes Thutmose and Teppy, Perneb and a few other selected guests, out of the Palace gates and across the dry roads, stopping beside the two colossal statues marking the entrance to the Temple.

			‘You don’t do anything in moderation,’ said Yuya, straining his neck to look at the top of the statues.

			The two gigantic forms, rising more than forty cubits above the ground, although similar, were different. One showed the King with his mother whilst the other showed him with Tiye. The statues stood on either side of the entrance in a wall, higher even than the statues.

			The group dismounted the chariots and walked through the entrance. A vast walkway lined by two rows of statues to the goddess Sekhmet, shown as having the body of a woman and the head of a lion, spread out in front of them.

			The statues alternating between sitting and standing, lined the walkway all the way to the second pylon. The two young Princes, who were joined by Smenkhare, were happily running around, darting between the statues. Yuya smiled at their energy and enthusiasm for life. In front of the second pylon there were two more enormous statues, not as big as those at the entrance, but still impressive. These were identical, but mirror images of each other, and showed the King standing. In his outer hand he held a golden full length crook with blue bands, in the other, adjacent to the open gateway, he carried a golden flail. The beads were alternating blue and gold. These symbols of his Kingship were breath-taking, as was the glorious double crown on the head of each of the two giant stone forms.

			Through the second pylon, more statues of the standing and seated Sekhmet followed on each side to the third and final pylon.

			‘How many statues of Sekhmet have you made to line this walkway? It must be four hundred paces long?’ asked Perneb.

			‘One of each for every day of the year,’ replied Haqwaset. ‘Although I must say I have never counted them. I wanted to fill the space available. Huy designed the entire complex. If he tells me there are seven hundred and thirty statues of Sekhmet, I wouldn’t doubt its accuracy.’

			On reaching the third pylon, the Great Hall of the Temple came into view. Square in form, it had an open centre. Behind it, was a tall structure consisting of two pillars on the top of which appeared to be a boat. It was a large vessel with a central wooden structure and seemed incongruous and out of place in its position. Yuya had walked through the Temple complex without speaking. He had occasionally stopped and turned, looking about him with a somewhat puzzled expression. As they reached the Great Hall he spoke for the first time.

			‘Haqwaset, is it not a concern that this Temple has been set so low, when the waters of the inundation come, it will be flooded?’

			‘A concern? Not at all, Yuya, far from it. It’s designed deliberately that way. The whole complex will be covered in water each year and, as the waters recede, the Temple will emerge from the waters, signifying the rebirth of the land. The river brings a gift of abundance which allows us all to feed and live well. Now it will also give up this glorious Temple and, every year, I will be remembered and honoured, for as long as it, and my statues, stand.’

			‘You will be remembered for all the work and hard labour which will be needed to remove the silt from the statues and walkways and clean the hall and walls, that’s for sure,’ exclaimed Yuya. ‘What is the boat doing up there?’

			‘My favourite part of the whole project. Something the High Priest across the river particularly hates, which means I like it the more. The boat, as you call it my great teacher, is a symbol created in deference to you and your god,’ Haqwaset replied.

			Yuya looked quizzical. Haqwaset continued.

			‘Do you not recall telling me a story Yuya, when I was a child, about how your god was so angry with the world that he resolved to destroy it by flooding?’

			‘Yes,’ said Yuya extremely slowly and with some suspicion.

			‘How he caused one of your ancestors to build a boat, a great Ark, which would enable certain people and animals to survive the flooding?’

			‘Yes,’ repeated Yuya.

			‘Well,’ said Haqwaset, ‘the boat is my Ark. The only part of the complex visible during the height of the inundation, it will be seen as a symbol that the gods have not destroyed the Temple, it will be rejuvenated like the land and, those who honour me, will be safe and will prosper.’

			‘I hadn’t realised you paid so much attention to what I told you as a child.’

			‘You were my father’s greatest friend, Yuya. He trusted you above anyone else in the world, why should I not also? I can’t agree with all of your beliefs but I do find merit in much of what you say – and I liked the story which was the inspiration to the positioning of this Temple. Huy, was uncertain how the bricks would stand up to repeated attacks by water but, as I told him, I am the living god on earth, he should leave such worries to me.’

			chapter twenty-three

			The Festival of the Valley always took place on the day of the new moon, in the tenth month. The astronomers had fixed the lunar date, late in the month this year. Maiherpri was excited by the news of the arrival of his parents and had requested permission to leave his duties to meet them on the road.

			In the past weeks he had been spending more and more time in the company of Amunitore. They had become inseparable. If there had been a plot, hatched by his mother to bring them together, it had certainly worked. Haqwaset had given permission for Maiherpri to take one of the ceremonial chariots and he set off happily, at a great gallop, with Amunitore by his side.

			The news, of the arrival of Merymose and his entourage, reached other ears. Across the river, in the Temple complex, Nahkt was pondering over a message from one of his spies. Nahkt hated Merymose as much as he hated Yuya, or Tiye. Merymose controlled Kush and therefore controlled the flow of gold and other riches coming from there. The priest spent a lot of time, effort and money setting up a smuggling operation, which had been very lucrative, only for Merymose to discover it and execute Nahkt’s suppliers. Nahkt kept distance between himself and those who did his illicit work. The nearest anyone got to him were the two gigantesque Nubian bodyguards, who were now standing guard outside his house. Anyone meeting these men would only have done so at night, in the desert, and it would have been nearly impossible to infer they were acting for him. The executions had taken place a year ago. This was the first time, since then, that Merymose was journeying to Waset to meet the King. Nahkt was as sure as he could be that there had been no messages delivered from Kush concerning him. His chief spy in the Viceroy’s Palace was very well connected and his information, extremely reliable.

			Nahkt paced around.

			‘This is my chance for revenge and to be rid of Merymose,’ he said to the piece of papyrus in his hand. ‘Kushite gold has always helped me to keep my position. Without it, I’m having to resort to raiding the tombs of kings.’

			He and the High Priest had an understanding and mutual loathing for the foreigner, Yuya. They detested the influence he was exerting on the Royal Family and their religious beliefs. Their hatred extended to Yuya’s daughter, the ‘Great Royal Wife’ Tiye, and the fact the King was so besotted with her. They believed she was able to use her feminine, sacrilegious guile to move the King’s thoughts away from the true gods, particularly Amun. They abhorred the whole family and everything they stood for.

			Due to Royal patronage, for hundreds of years, the worship of Amun had grown. With rising popularity and state approval, the Priests of Amun, with their base in Waset, became both powerful and rich. So powerful that when the current High Priest’s predecessor had objected to the marriage of Haqwaset to Tiye he was both shocked and humiliated that his decree hadn’t only been ignored, but he had been ridiculed. He had been demeaned publicly, by the heqa, Yuya, the King’s Regent and father of the intended bride. Admonished, for all to hear, that his role was to serve the god, Amun, whose son on earth was Haqwaset, and not interfere in matters of state. The King, in person or through his Regent, would make all decisions which affected his life, without comment or dissention from a priest. The High Priest had stormed out of the Palace.

			‘That heqa with his blasphemous belief in only one, all-powerful god is cementing his stranglehold on the Royal family and forcing this marriage on the boy. The King should have married his sister in accordance with tradition, not a black-faced foreigner who wishes to destroy the beliefs in the true gods,’ he said on his return to the Temple.

			Nahkt had been a favourite of the old High Priest, so much so that he had been chosen to marry Tawy after she had been raped and left with child. Nahkt had seen this as an honour. They were co-conspirators, together with the man who was now the High Priest.

			‘I want you to promise me, Nahkt, whether I’m alive or dead, that any male child born to Haqwaset and Tiye will be destroyed before it utters its first cry. We can’t risk a son of the blackened witch ever becoming king.’

			‘I promise, favoured prophet of Amun. I shall ensure it’s done.’

			Nahkt had insinuated his spy network into the Palace. This included two women in the bedchamber of the Queen. One was to assist the Queen during labour, ideally placed to suffocate the child before anyone knew it lived. Stillbirths were commonplace. No-one would suspect anything. All was going to plan.

			‘What, in the name of Amun, do you mean? “The nurse has become beguiled by the black witch and told her of the plan.” What has she said? Who has she given up to them?’ Nahkt yelled at one of his spies who came with the bad news.

			‘She seems to have become friendly with the Queen and refused to kill her baby.’

			‘Whose names has she given?’

			‘Only the other nurse. We’ve always made sure they only knew of each other and no one else in the network.’

			‘So we still have a chance, with the back-up plan?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Then don’t waste time. The bastard child of that whore could be born at any time.’

			Tiye went into labour, tightly and heavily guarded by hand-picked Braves of the King. A wet nurse, from the estate of Yuya was on hand. When Thutmose was born, he was rushed from the Palace, placed on a boat with the wet nurse and guards. He travelled, under cover of reeds and darkness, to Yuya’s estate. There he stayed for a year, protected from hostile priests and hired assassins. The murderous monastic plan failed.

			The High Priest died soon afterwards, unexpectedly and mysteriously. He had already nominated his successor. Nahkt was disappointed it was not he, but grudgingly accepted that the high noble birth of the present High Priest made him a better fit for the political nature the role required.

			Nahkt’s plan had failed, but the one he was hatching now, would not. The rebellion in Kush, which led to the death and post-mortem mutilation of his Nubian bodyguards’ father, was basis enough for hatred. They would be the ideal candidates to carry out an assassination. They may not survive the attack and if that were so, it would be a pity, but he could always find other bodyguards. Their loss would be an acceptable price to pay. He called them in. He outlined his plan, then told them to go, to scout the road and find a suitable place to carry out the attack.

			The two Nubians, on hearing the news of this new task, looked at each other; both grinned enthusiastically. This was the opportunity they had been waiting for. Ever since their departure from Nubia, they had hoped for such an occasion. Their work could be completed and they could once again be free. They left the house in good humour, hoping to return at least once more to this place but didn’t really care if that happened or not. Revenge would be reward enough.

			*

			At the Palace, Haqwaset was in conference with Yuya, Mahu, Meri-bes and Tiye. The discussion was about how to deal with the tomb robbers. Mahu, the chief of security, was the first to speak.

			‘My information is they have started the digging. The position of the tomb entrance, at the head of the valley and at the top of a high vertical face, is very difficult to reach and it would be impossible to launch an attack without being seen. Furthermore they are well protected by a group of archers. Any attempt to approach would be met with an attack from the bowmen, giving the robbers time to escape across the back of the mountains. This is a well-co-ordinated, extremely well financed operation.’

			‘There must be something we can do,’ stated Haqwaset, showing signs of irritability. ‘Are they at the tomb twenty-four hours? Can we not set up a force to greet them when they arrive?’

			‘My spies tell me, they are there permanently,’ continued Mahu. ‘They are well organised, fresh water and supplies are brought to them under cover of night. Anyone arriving gets no further than the bottom of the cliff face where the supplies are passed up in baskets and hauled from the top. Like I said it’s a well-managed, well supplied operation.’

			‘How far have they got with the digging?’ asked Tiye.

			‘According to my reports they have broken through the doorway but are having trouble negotiating their way around the well. Already two of their number have fallen to their deaths, not entirely accidentally I must add. My men in their team are not afraid of doing anything to delay them, but they must be careful and have to work as hard as the others. These deaths have slowed them down but it won’t be more than a week before they reach the treasure. The riches will be such that they are unlikely to delay long.’

			‘So be it. We can’t do anything until after the Festival. I have many official duties where I must be seen. I want to witness these sacrilegious animals brought to justice. However, we need to stop the work.’

			‘There might be a way,’ said Meri-Bes.

			‘How?’

			‘If we send a small team of tomb diggers to start another tomb at the bottom of the cliff face. Get one of your men, working with the robbers, to make enquiries of the new digging team and get a message back to the robbers that their work is to try and see if a tomb is possible. They will be working for about a week, excluding the two days of the festival, and then will have to report their findings to the Overseer. Have some of the guards accompany them so they’ll be safe from attack. Hopefully it will be enough to deter those working above until we are ready to deal with them.’

			‘A good idea, Meri-Bes.’

			‘I’ll deal with it immediately,’ Mahu said, as he bowed and left the room.

			‘Are you sure it’s right for you to get personally involved, husband?’

			‘Right thing or not, Tiye, I’m going to. My father did everything he could to bring prosperity to all living in the Two Lands, I’ve tried to continue my father’s work and, with the continuing help of Yuya, I believe I have achieved this, perhaps more. However, it’s not sufficient for some people. They are not content with enough; they must have more and more. People like the half-priest Nahkt, are no better than worms which infest a body. They suck out the goodness, weaken and ultimately destroy their host. They offend the gods, they offend me and I will not tolerate their continuing existence. If it were not for this damnable festival I would do something today.’

			When Haqwaset was in this mood, it paid not to interfere. No-one did.

			‘I’m hungry,’ said Yuya, successfully diffusing the situation. ‘Let’s eat.’

			The news, of the delay in the works, reached Nahkt early the next morning. He was not happy. He had sent several messages to Djoser asking to see him, but the messengers returned, reporting he was away. Nahkt was unsure whether to believe the information. Djoser hadn’t mentioned going away. His suspicious nature made him feel uneasy, but this passed as his anger grew.

			‘If only Tawy hadn’t fallen out with her family. She could have gone and made discrete enquiries.’

			He had asked her last night if she’d heard from her brother.

			‘He is a law unto himself. He will contact us, or you, when he wants to and not before. I’m grateful I haven’t been completely abandoned by my family and he, at least, keeps in touch,’ she said.

			‘Don’t you think it’s about time you made your peace with your family?’ asked Nahkt.

			‘If ever that is to happen they’ll need to make the first move, particularly my father. Reconciliation must start with forgiveness. It wasn’t my fault. I was raped. It wasn’t enough for my father to see the priest, who did it, hanged and fed to the vultures. If I didn’t have my work here in the Temple, and this house to stay in, I don’t know what would have happened to me.’

			‘It has been my pleasure Tawy,’ Nahkt said.

			‘Husband do not pretend to flatter me. We know each other too well. It was a business proposition from the High Priest, to try and limit the damage his protégé had caused, bringing shame on the Temple of Amun, by raping a child. I was only ten years old. You were paid to offer me protection and a home for my son. As a result of the circumstances of his making I’ve never been able to love him and he’s grown into the image of you in character. I’m grateful to you Nahkt, you have performed your duty, but don’t expect me to ever love you, or even respect you, or the child I gave birth to.’

			In all the years they had been together Tawy had never once referred to Amenemopet as her son. Nahkt wondered if on the way to the afterlife she would regret this. In their tomb, being prepared by Djoser and now, not too far from completion, he had commissioned references to Amenemopet being ‘her son’. He hoped this wouldn’t cause problems for him in the afterlife, it was true after all.

			Nahkt heard nothing from his two Nubians; they must surely have organized the ambush by now. Maybe it was too soon. He hated not having information. No news about when the work on the dead King’s tomb would recommence, no news on the assassination of Merymose, no news about Djoser, everything together was making him anxious. When he was nervous he drank wine until he could no longer stand, with the hope that when he awoke, everything would have been resolved. This is what he set about doing, calling for one of his servant girls, to bring the wine, and to keep him company while he drank it.

			*

			On the road to the south and heading calmly towards Waset were the carriages of the Viceroy’s train. It was an easy journey without care. The soldiers walking in the front of the first carriage were chatting. They didn’t worry the gap between them and the carriage was growing slightly with each step. Not too far, maybe forty or fifty paces, but they would stop soon and everything would catch up. Why should they worry? They were safely in the area of Waset; there was no danger here.

			They could not see around the next corner. They could not see the two dark skinned men crouching behind the rocks, heavily armed. The soldiers were enjoying the march.

			Behind them, was light-hearted, animated chatter. Maiherpri and Amunitore were walking alongside the carriage which conveyed his mother. There had been great excitement, the evening before, when the young Nubian arrived, on his chariot, the beautiful girl by his side. They were enthusiastically welcomed, particularly by his mother, Merkare, who hugged him so tightly and for so long he thought the breath would be squeezed out of him.

			Maiherpri was Merkare’s youngest son and although she had daughters, younger than him, he was her special child. Perhaps it was because they had been forced to separate when he was so small so as to protect him, maybe it was because he, above all the children, reminded her most of his father, Merymose. Of course his skin colour was different, he had inherited her dark skin and deep brown eyes, but in so many ways he was the image of his father. His mannerisms, the way he held his head to one side when thinking about the answer to a question, the way he twisted the cord on his tunic when he was bored, in so many ways they were alike.

			She was also delighted young Amunitore had won his heart. She was a good, honest girl. Not the brightest, but certainly not stupid, and from a very good family. She had determined some time ago they would be good for each other and she was excited they both seemed to be of the same opinion.

			Merymose himself was some way behind his wife and son, talking to one of his officers. The vanguard had disappeared around the bend in front. Merkare asked the driver to stop a moment saying she wished to stretch her legs. The carriage came to a halt and Maiherpri lifted his mother down in his great, strong arms.

			‘They are certainly keeping you well fed at the Palace, my son,’ she said.

			She stepped down and walked in front of the carriage, linking arms with her son and Amunitore. They walked casually, talking merrily. Merymose came up to join them and walked beside Maiherpri asking him questions about his hunting ability and how much game he had bagged on his last trip out.

			They heard the yells before they saw anything. Two dark shapes jumped out from behind the rocks. The soldiers, now maybe seventy paces ahead of them turned in panic. The assailants would reach the Viceroy, his wife and the others, long before the soldiers could hope to get there. The two Nubians, each as big and strong as Maiherpri, sprinted, carrying spears by their sides. Shouting and running at full speed towards the small group, no one had time to react. The soldiers up ahead looked on in horror as the attackers closed in on their targets, one tried throwing a spear but it fell well short of its mark. They began running towards their master and his family. The attackers were quicker. Their panic was heightened when an ear-piercing, shrill scream from Merkare, reverberated around.

			*

			Haqwaset and his sons spent the morning with Yuya and Perneb, inspecting the works on the new part of the Temple at Ipet-Ryst. The new papyrus columns with their deep cut carvings. The numerous colossal statues of himself. The colonnade around the courtyard leading to the Hall and through to the birth room. Inside the birth room was a golden statue of Amun. It bore more than a striking resemblance to the King. The carvings and painting on the wall showed how Haqwaset was truly the son of Amun and therefore a true living god.

			The scenes were of Amun visiting Mutemwiya, Haqwaset’s mother, on her wedding night, taking the form of her new husband Thutmose IV. They make love, Amun reveals himself to her, and she is delighted to have been impregnated by a god. Guessing from his scent that this was Amun, not her husband, she experienced an overwhelming feeling of joy. Djehuti, the scribe god, looked on, a witness to the celestial consummation. The fruit of this union, Amenhotep III, Horus on earth, was now here, grinning, looking at the faces of his companions.

			‘I’m so glad your father and I taught you humility Haqwaset,’ Yuya said. ‘Has your mother seen this?’

			‘Not yet,’ said Haqwaset, ‘but I have described it to her. She laughed, and told me she always thought of my father as a god so it is fitting. Anyway, I think it catches the essence of the story very well. Even down to the visit of Hathor to my mother,’ he laughed heartily.

			‘This is for the benefit of the priests in this Temple, who think themselves above my rule and laws,’ said Haqwaset more seriously. ‘They resist me at every opportunity. These extensions to the Temple and this story of my birth is to ensure, every time they enter to worship the statue of Amun, they’ll be reminded that I am his living son on earth. Amun speaks through me and they are required to obey his and my, every command. I’m not sure it will work in the long term, but for now, I have caused them to pay for all the works from their own funds. These should be sufficiently well depleted to keep them quiet, for a time at least. Unless they steal from my forefathers. Anyway, I have more plans for the Temple at Ipet-Sut which will keep their hands dipping into their reserves for quite some time.’

			‘You can’t seriously believe, Majesty, the church is behind the tomb robbing?’ asked Perneb.

			‘I’m sorry to say Perneb, knowing the man involved, I’m sure at least part of the proceeds will end up in the coffers of the High Priest and therefore in the treasury of the Temple. I’m sure, given the slippery nature of the High Priest, he will deny any knowledge of wrongdoing but I know the truth, and he will know I know the truth. I am still more powerful than he is. He rules here, in the two great Temples in Waset, he has influence over all the priests of Amun, throughout the world, being head of the church, but I control all the other Temples and their priests. More importantly, I control the army. My own beliefs must be suppressed for the good of the Two Lands. Forcing any belief in only one God too quickly would lead to disaster. The people must be allowed to make up their own minds, with a little encouragement maybe.’

			Yuya was impressed by the tone and manner of Haqwaset, who had matured into a great diplomat and statesman. The country was safe in his hands, and a person’s religion was safe from persecution.

			‘We are living in an avaricious world, Perneb. How I wish everyone held the same beliefs as Yuya here. Believing in only one God, in essence a kind and generous God. If only the Two Lands could one day feel the same.’

			‘The priests might call such thoughts and statements blasphemy your Majesty,’ said Perneb, looking around to be sure no one had heard his King’s words.

			‘Don’t worry Perneb, although my own personal feelings are being swayed towards one god, who my children believe is represented by the Aten, my responsibilities of state would never allow me to replace all the deities on whom my people depend. Beliefs are too deep rooted to be changed in the short term; maybe one of my successors will have a better opportunity. The time I’m sure, will come, but not in my lifetime and maybe not in the lifetime of my precious son and heir, over there, although he and his brother are more inclined to Yuya’s way of thinking, even at their young age. I blame it on their mother’s milk.’

			‘So does the High Priest,’ said Yuya.

			The party left the Temple without seeking the company of the First Servant of Amun. Time enough for that, tomorrow, when the Festival starts.

			*

			Outside of town there were chaotic scenes at the Viceroy’s train. Having been outflanked by the two Nubians, the guards, after a moment frozen in panic, had started to run towards the Viceroy and his family, drawing swords as they ran. They could never reach the carriage in time before the attackers did, but they would make them pay. Merkare continued to scream incoherently as the attackers approached. Merymose stopped. Maiherpri, for all his training amongst the elite soldiers of the Two Lands, didn’t reach for a weapon. Instead he remained still, feet apart, arms on hips, grimacing. As the attackers drew closer they dropped their spears and the one, slightly in the lead, picked up the Viceroy’s wife as if she were a doll and spun her round. She flung her arms around his neck and held on, still screaming, but now the screams were comprehensible.

			‘Oh my sons, my sons,’ she was shouting, crying and laughing at the same time.

			When she eased her grip the Nubian passed her to his brother and went to greet the Viceroy. He tapped Maiherpri on the face as he stepped past and the younger brother laughed. The Viceroy hugged his son, and then the other Nubian let his mother down but kept hold of her hand as he too went to embrace his father. The guards were confused, and stopped abruptly. The senior officer who had been at the back of the train, with the second contingent of guards, arrived at the scene as the Viceroy was stepping forward to speak to the guards in front.

			‘You allowed yourselves to be out manoeuvred by these two would-be assassins, placing my life and the lives of my wife and family in danger. You might think the fact that these are my sons is a lucky escape for you, as we are unharmed. You should not be so certain. Had I died you could have fled to avoid the wrath of your King, Amenhotep, my brother and living god. Now you must contemplate what I might do to you for neglecting your duty. Officer,’ he yelled. ‘Get these men out of my sight, tie them hand and foot, remove their weapons and make them walk with the women and children. Let them think about their punishment. Send a new guard to the front and remember you are responsible for the training and discipline of these soldiers, I won’t forget that.’

			‘Don’t be too hard on them Merymose,’ Merkare pleaded. ‘Had it been a serious attack on us I’m sure it would have involved much more than these two scoundrels and the guards would have spotted them.’

			‘These ‘scoundrels’ as you call them, Merkare, would be more than a match for twenty of these guards,’ Merymose said, with some pride, ‘and with Maiherpri beside them maybe a match for fifty.’

			They all laughed as they continued walking. They were talking away to each other whilst the guards from behind ran up and formed a tight formation around them. These guards wouldn’t make the same mistake as those now walking, with heads bowed, being mocked by the children.

			‘Don’t worry, Merkare, this walk of shame will be punishment enough for the guards. In all honesty I’m so happy to have all my family together I have no interest in strong punishment.’

			Later the two Nubians returned to the House of Nahkt. They had been obliged to tell him that the force of guards was more than two hundred strong and they hadn’t been able even to see the Viceroy let alone kill him. However, they made Nahkt a promise that they would not allow the Viceroy to leave Waset without paying him a visit. This was the opportunity they had been waiting for since they left Kush.

			Nahkt would never be able to find out if they had told him the truth. Once the two brothers joined the train they were able to inform their father who the spies were in his midst. He was shocked to discover one of those to be his own chief scribe. Without seeking permission, the three brothers fell back down the train each one picking up, in one case literally, the chief scribe and the two servants who had been the eyes and ears of Nahkt in the Viceroy’s household. With as little fuss as possible they escorted them away, into the desert. When they were confident there was sufficient distance, they asked each a simple question.

			‘Do you repent of your betrayal?’

			None attempted to deny their disloyalty, each claimed repentance, swearing never to repeat what they had done. They were left in the desert, stripped naked and broken necked, to be food for whatever carrion arrived first or was strongest. The boys ran to catch up with the train and made the rest of the way to the Palace.

			The arrival of the Viceroy and his family at the Palace was met with much joy. The sounds of shenebs could be heard from a great distance.

			‘Tiye won’t like the noise of those things,’ Merkare said to her husband. ‘She and sheneb blasts are not the best of friends.’

			Haqwaset, his mother Mutemwiya, Tiye, Kirgipa, Yuya and Tjuya, all came out to meet the approaching guests. Kirgipa was linking arms with Mutemwiya, who was her aunt, her father’s sister, who like her had come to Kemet to marry a King. The main difference was that Mutemwiya’s son was now the wearer of the Double Crown. It was most unlikely Kirgipa’s own son, Smenkhare, would ever do the same, but this didn’t pain Kirgipa. She knew her son was well loved and would have a good life. Now he was playing happily with Thutmose and Teppy and no doubt young madam Nefertiti wouldn’t be far away. Even at such a young age Nefertiti was able to keep the Princes in check, she would make a formidable Queen, just like her aunt, Tiye, was now.

			Maiherpri’s brothers entered the Palace through the soldiers’ entrance, along with Maiherpri and the other guards in the Viceroy’s party. It was too soon for them to show their true identities. There was still work to be done. Merymose, Yuya, Tiye and Haqwaset met them in a private chamber away from potential spies. Decisions were made, instructions given, the three Nubian brothers exited the private palace quarters and sat outside the barracks drinking beer and talking happily. Maiherpri, being the youngest, was the butt of many jibes and jokes.

			‘How did someone as ugly as you manage to find such a beauty? When is the wedding? Have you decided on a name for the child yet?’

			‘She’s not pregnant. We haven’t even…’

			He was interrupted by raucous laughter from his brothers.

			‘Maiherpri, you’re so easy to make fun of. We’re jealous. We never get the chance to meet beautiful girls; the last two we met were given a very untimely death. So, we must be pleased for you, little brother. The two of you seem happy and good together, mother is certainly delighted.’

			‘She wants grandchildren and lots of them,’ Maiherpri said.

			‘Well what are you waiting for then?’ came the retort, and all three of them laughed.

			The two elder brothers left in happy mood. Their exile was coming to an end. One more week and their work here would be finished. They had to make sure Nahkt was in the right place at the right time. Then they could join in the royal celebrations and go home with their parents to Kush and live the life of the noblemen they were born to. Of course they would be in the army; they wouldn’t want any other life for themselves, but as officers and noblemen, not as lowly guards suffering the insults and wrath of their priestly master. They would enjoy being a part of his demise.

			chapter twenty-four

			As the next day dawned, the whole of Waset was awake and preparing for the festivities. The Beautiful Feast of the Valley was one of the two major annual festivals in Waset, the other being the Opet Festival which would take place after the inundation.

			Although there were many festivals in Waset each year, these were the two festivals which celebrated Amun and were the only occasions of the year when the god’s statue was taken from the great Temple at Ipet-Sut and paraded in front of the people. The Beautiful Feast was a day and night of celebration which invariably ran into two days. It was an opportunity for all, rich and poor, to celebrate the remembrance of the dead; to honour Amun, the Lord of all the gods and the principal god worshipped throughout the Two Lands. His home on earth was here in Waset, he was the true father of the King. Haqwaset was both the living son and reincarnation of the god and he was not shy in telling people. The new birth room at the Temple in Ipet–Ryst was testimony to his lack of false modesty.

			Flowers of every kind and colour filled the senses from all directions, bouquets of mandrake, cornflower and poppies, safflower and lilies. People brought papyrus flowers to the Temple as offerings to Amun and they filled every corner and surface. Others brought all they could carry in bouquets, or loose, to bestow on the god as he journeyed past, either on the ground in front of him, or onto the sacred barque carrying him. Priests were assigned, at the Temple gates, to take the offerings from the faithful. They were being kept very busy. Men had been working for days to place vast tubs of flowers all along the procession route.

			Inside the Temple, the High Priest was supervising the preparation of the statues for the procession.

			‘The statues must dazzle in the sunlight, keep polishing them,’ he ordered.

			The statues of the god’s consort Mut, and their son Khonsu, were made ready to follow in separate shrines and on separate barques. All three statues would make the processional way from the great Temple, Ipet-Sut, through the halls, courtyards and vast open areas, passing the enormous obelisks of Thutmose III which dominated the skyline.

			Onward they would walk to the lesser, but ever growing, Ipet-Ryst Temple, on which so much of the church’s money had recently been expended at the command of the King. Here the statue of Amun would be carried into the new part of the Temple constructed by Haqwaset and into the birth room to add the god’s blessing to the construction. This would be the place where the King and his entourage would wait for the procession and see the statue for the first time that day.

			The procession started off. Twenty-four priests carrying the god’s barque. In front of them, musicians and chantresses. At the front, in the most prestigious position of all, was Tawy, her perfect pitch and rounded tones rang out.

			Djoser informed his parents that this year Tawy would be in the vanguard.

			‘Then we must be there to see her,’ Merit said.

			They still loved their eldest daughter and the reason for not being close to her was fading, but pride is a terrible master and Kha believed it was up to Tawy to make the first move.

			‘Kha, can you not forget your stupid pride and let us reconcile with our daughter? It’s a decade since we enjoyed her company.’

			Merit didn’t care who made the first move, she wanted to again be close to her daughter. Over the last few months she had felt a growing need to be near Tawy. She didn’t know why, it was a deep rooted feeling of apprehension and longing. She must find a way of bringing Kha and his daughter back together, maybe this was an opportunity, even if she knew Tawy’s official duties, today of all days, would mean meeting would be difficult. At least she would be able to see her.

			‘It’s not pride, Merit. Let the gods decide if we are to meet again in this world.’

			‘The gods sometimes need a push from those of us on earth. They can’t do everything for us.’

			Kha and the two Merits, found a good vantage point to see the procession, a short distance from the entrance to the Temple. This is where the parade would make a sharp right wheel. They were joined by Djoser’s three daughters. Djoser made excuses not to attend. He couldn’t risk being seen by Nahkt who would, undoubtedly, be in the procession close to the High Priest. His mother pleaded with him to change his mind and he felt pangs of guilt in not being able to tell her the real reason for not attending. He knew she wanted to reconcile with Tawy and he was the best person to act as a go-between. Today was not a day of possible reconciliation. If it were ever to happen it would be later, in private.

			The family waited impatiently for the procession to arrive. Merit’s excitement grew as she heard the sounds of the parade before it came into sight. She could not see her daughter straight away, it seemed to her that it was just a crowd of people, all dressed the same, in white, full length gowns, each wearing a cornflower garland in honour of those who had died. Only as they came closer could Merit make out the form of her daughter and began to hear the unmistakable sound of her voice. How she had loved that voice around the house when Tawy, as a small child, could make music out of everyday conversation. How, even when sitting alone, she would invent songs and the house and garden were filled with the beautiful sound. As the parade drew closer, Merit was trying to focus through tear filled eyes. As her daughter approached, their eyes met fleetingly. There was a look of recognition and surprise on Tawy’s face. She didn’t break the chant but Merit was certain she caught a glimpse of a smile crease the corners of her daughter’s lips. Without warning, the younger Merit moved towards her sister, in her hands she held a chamomile garland. She turned to walk beside Tawy and placed the garland around her neck.

			‘Please come home, Tawy,’ she half whispered, ‘before it’s too late,’ and she returned to her mother’s side. A guard approached, admonishing her for stepping out of line.

			‘She’s my sister,’ said Merit with pride, ‘I wanted to give her a garland of her favourite flowers.’

			No harm had been done so the guard let it go.

			‘Don’t approach the procession again,’ he said.

			The only sign which indicated that Tawy heard what Merit said was the quizzical glance she gave over her shoulder towards her mother. It had all been over in an instant.

			Kha and his family watched as the procession continued. After the chantresses, the novice priests followed, they in turn were followed by Priests of Amun from across the Two Lands. In front of the barque was the High Priest, but no-one noticed him as all eyes focused on the bright golden statue. As the statue approached, everyone in the crowd automatically sank to their knees and called out to the god, ‘Amun-Ra. Amun-Ra. Amun-Ra.’

			The High Priest smiled to himself.

			‘The King and his foreign family will never usurp my power. They can take their blasphemy and stories of one God and return it north, away from the Two Lands. For all Haqwaset’s posturing, I am the true power here in this land. One day I will show this family that Amun, who was the guiding hand bringing Ahmose to power and defeating the heqas, will do so again, this time for me. Nahkt is doing his job in bringing in funds, who cares where it comes from? Gold is power, Amun is power. Gold and Amun together mean absolute power.’

			His thoughts came to an abrupt end as the procession in front of him divided, forming two lines. As those in front of him moved to the side, he and a handful of senior priests were left at the front of the procession. The entrance to the new part of the Temple was directly in front of them. The King’s guard, in all their regalia, stood at the entrance.

			He despised their presence in his Temple. He drew closer, the King standing ready to greet him. His anger grew; he refused to think of his feelings as jealousy. He wasn’t jealous.

			‘My only desire is that my god, the father of all the gods, be honoured as is his right. I am his High Priest; I should be respected as such. Here in this Temple it should be me, waiting for the statue to arrive. It should be my guards standing there. Haqwaset should bow to me and not dare to speak in the manner of recent months. Amun will one day prevail and I will prevail with him. The heqas, who now surround the Monarch, will be ground into the dirt. Their offspring banished never to return. One day. One day soon.’

			He approached the King, forcing himself to bow. Haqwaset stood aside, allowing the god’s statue to pass, then fell in behind together with Tiye, Kirgipa and Merymose. Directly behind Haqwaset came Maiherpri, carrying the symbolic and heavy golden fan. He was flanked by Mahu and Meri-Bes.

			The golden statue and barque were placed on the floor of the birth room; the twenty four bearers removed the poles and retreated from the room. Only the High Priest, his second in command and the Royal entourage remained.

			‘How dare the King allow these foreigners and non-believers into this most sacred room?’

			Haqwaset smiled as the anger built on the face of the High Priest. The rituals were carried out by the red-faced priest through gritted teeth, adding to Haqwaset’s pleasure.

			The room suitably, if half-heartedly, blessed, the barque bearers were summoned back. The poles were repositioned and, with great effort, the god’s statue was lifted onto shoulders and carried out into the baking heat, which seemed to have increased since they had been inside.

			In the courtyard, the statues of Mut and Khonsu, the god’s wife and child, had arrived on their separate barques. These fell in line behind the statue of Amun and the procession began to form again, this time with the Royal party at the front. It made its way once more to the river, for the trip across to the west bank and the Mortuary Temples which awaited them. Kha and his family didn’t have as good a view of the procession coming back, they were, however, able to see the Royal family as they passed. As one, the crowd went down on their knees again but this time their eyes, downcast. It was one thing to look at the statue of the god, quite another to look directly at the King. The difference in the crowd’s reaction was not lost on the High Priest.

			‘There is still some work to do. We need a change on the throne.’

			Surrounded by the Palace guards, Tawy was lost from view on the return to the river. Merit was content, as she was able to pick out her daughter’s voice. When the procession ended, Kha and the others meandered along the route taken by the parade and made their way to the river. The ferry barges would be extremely full and busy.

			They would take their time, find some shade, beside the flowing waters, and wait. They were in no hurry. There was no-one, living on the other side, waiting for them. They, like everyone in Waset on this day, would visit the tombs of their ancestors. For Kha’s family these were close to their home in the workers village across the water. The dead would wait patiently, for the family to arrive.

			Kha sat on the river bank, in reflective mood, a little distant from the chattering women. Seeing Tawy had both angered and excited him. He was delighted to have seen her but angry at her continuing absence which was making Merit so unhappy, particularly lately. He had never wanted her to leave home. Why couldn’t she have stayed at home like Merit? No. Tawy was headstrong, wanting to sing more than anything else. The Temple was the place for her, she had told him in no uncertain terms, even at her young age. Oddly, for a man who spent his life working on religious projects, he had developed a very cynical view of the way in which the gods were worshipped, particularly by the priests in Waset. They seemed to think themselves above the rest of humanity.

			Spending time with Yuya in prison all those years ago, seeing the quiet inner peace which Yuya always exuded, had at times, caused Kha to question his beliefs. He didn’t believe he could ever subscribe to the faith Yuya had in the one God, but he did think that almost all the men responsible for the Temples were not good people.

			He had heard stories, had seen with his own eyes, that normal folk were treated with disdain, or as slaves, by the priests. The more powerful the priest, the worse they seemed to treat those under them. Kha had tried to explain to Tawy, had tried to convince her not to go. Later, as he realised she was not going to see sense, his anger made him forbid her to go. Despite this, she had gone. She had been savagely attacked and left pregnant. Had she listened to him it would never have happened. She brought it all on herself.

			‘Why did she not listen to me? Why has she stayed away so long? All she needed to do was say she was wrong. Wrong to go, wrong to disobey me, wrong to allow herself to be married off to Nahkt to save the face of the High Priest. Wrong not to have drowned the boy at birth. Wrong, wrong, wrong.’

			Merit came over and sat down beside him. It was as if she had read his thoughts.

			‘You can be a very stubborn man when you want to be,’ she said.

			‘Not only when I want to be. It comes automatically.’ There was no irony nor smile in the way he spoke.

			‘Do you think Tawy will ever come back to us?’ she asked him.

			‘I hope so, my love,’ he said.

			It was so rare for him these days to use any term of endearment towards her and she was a little taken aback. She smiled, reached out her hand and gently stroked his arm. They sat for a while in silence.

			When the crowds died down, they crossed the river with their daughter and grandchildren and made their way to their house in the village. Here they collected what they needed for the celebrations, including bread, beer and wine and moved to the tombs where their parents were interred. Many villagers were already there, celebrating. The whole area was filled with conversation and laughter. People greeted Kha and his family as they walked past. At the first of the tombs, that of Merit’s parents, they knelt and said a few short prayers. Merit placed food and beer at the entrance to the small tomb then they sat around in a circle.

			‘I’m hungry,’ came a voice from a short distance away, ‘what’s to eat?’

			The family turned as Djoser arrived, smiling broadly.

			‘How was the procession? Anyone drop the gods in the river?’

			This was not a facetious question. It was said that, in the first year the inundation failed, the statue of Amun had fallen into the river. The god’s anger stopped the flood that year and for six years after.

			‘No father,’ replied Djoser’s youngest daughter, ‘the inundation is safe.’

			‘So far,’ Djoser replied, ‘there’s always the return journey, which will be after those priests have had a jug or two of wine.’

			*

			A short distance away, Haqwaset sat with the High Priest and the others, having made their offerings to the god and asked for his blessings on this new Mortuary Temple. They were now settling into a feast of meat, fowl and fruits. The High Priest screwed his face as he tasted the wine offered to him. Haqwaset laughed.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said, although the tone in his voice didn’t seem to show any contrition. ‘I’ve ordered the wine served today be watered down so as to avoid any unnecessary drunkenness. The wine we have offered to Amun however, is the finest to be found in the Two Lands, please feel free to take some from there if you wish.’

			Haqwaset knew such a thing was impossible for the High Priest, resulting in death for anyone who tried. The High Priest noted the King and his family were being served wine from a separate jug – no doubt, he thought, that would not be watered down. He was not wrong.

			The rest of the day passed without incident. The statues returned safely, across the river, to their Temple home and the royal parties made their way, from the different Temples, back to the Palace. They congregated for another great feast, with musicians and dancers. Tonight there was an extra special celebration. Haqwaset had given his blessing to the marriage of Maiherpri and Amunitore.

			‘Those dogs of yours will have to sleep outside your rooms now Maiherpri,’ he said, referring to the animals constantly at his young guard’s side.

			The young couple blushed as they became the centre of attention for their families. Maiherpri’s mother was crying.

			‘Let’s hope we can find such beautiful and suitable wives for your brothers.’ She spoke with a slight quiver in her voice. ‘They are older than you and need to think of being settled.’

			Merymose reached out and put his arm around his wife’s shoulder.

			‘Just a few more days,’ he said, ‘they’ll be back with us and you can do all the planning you wish.’

			‘This is the best day of my life,’ proclaimed Amunitore. ‘Maiherpri as my husband and living in the Royal Palace, what more could a girl wish for?’

			‘Two dogs?’ suggested Haqwaset.

			The marriage ceremony was fixed for three days’ time. Not that there was to be much of a ceremony. As a marriage taking place in the Royal Palace, however, it would consist of more than the simple moving in of the belongings of the bride. It was an excuse to have another feast.

			‘It will keep us women occupied, whilst you men are off doing whatever it is you’re going to do,’ said Tiye.

			Towards the end of the festivities, Haqwaset spoke to Yuya, Merymose, Mahu, Meri-Bes and Maiherpri.

			‘Tomorrow we need to discuss our plans.’

			‘I have some old friends coming tomorrow,’ said Yuya.

			Haqwaset shot a glance at him, thinking for a moment that Yuya was going to make an excuse and be unavailable. However, even Yuya could not refuse a request of the King. The old man realised what Haqwaset was thinking and started to laugh.

			‘No, it’s Kha, your grandfather’s favourite tomb builder,’ he said. ‘No-one knows the layout of the valley better than he. Yours is the third king’s tomb he’s completed in his lifetime, as well as the many others started and not finished, due to terrain or changes of mind.’

			At this last point he raised his eyebrows slightly. Looking at Yuya, Haqwaset gave a slight cough and said, ‘Talking of tombs, when are you going to start on the decoration of yours?’

			‘Haqwaset, you well know, my tomb will not be decorated. I have no need for the Book of the Dead, or stories of the journeys of gods in the night. Neither have I need for pictures of my fields or livestock. The walls of my tomb will be plain. I will go to my God simply. Tjuya and my servants know what I would like to have with me in my coffin and my tomb, not for use in the afterlife, as I don’t believe such things would be of use there, but these things are a part of me and when I’m gone they should go also. I would hate the thought of them being destroyed, so they can stay with my earthly remains.’

			chapter twenty-five

			Yuya sent a message to Kha. The planned visit, by himself and Perneb, would need to be postponed. Instead, Kha, together with his family, should come to the Palace. Next morning, Kha, Merit, their daughter Merit and Djoser’s three daughters were welcomed literally with open arms by Yuya and the others. Perneb had ridden out to meet them with two senior guards. He dismounted as he came to them, handed the reins of his horse to one of the guards and embraced Merit before walking along the road beside Kha. They immediately entered into familiar conversation. It didn’t matter they hadn’t seen each other for some time. Nor that one was infinitely richer than the other. Their friendship was deep and long-lasting. They were separated only by time and distance. True friendship would always endure.

			On arrival at the Palace, the guards at the entrance stood aside.

			‘We are instructed to go straight to Yuya’s quarters,’ said Perneb, as he guided them through the most beautiful and lush gardens they had ever seen.

			The portion of the Palace, reserved for the Queen’s parents, was a palace within a palace. Yuya and Tjuya were at the door to meet them. Yuya lovingly put his arms around Merit, who returned his embrace.

			‘You’re as beautiful as ever,’ he said to her. ‘You seem to have lost weight. Are you well?’ His voice was calm but his face showed concern.

			‘I’m well thank you Yuya,’ she said with an unconvincing smile.

			Merit held a special place in Yuya’s heart.

			Yuya’s first wife, Asenath, was especially fond of Merit and Yuya felt his wife’s last days were made easier having her close friend beside her. Merit, for her part, loved Asenath like a sister and felt no hardship in nursing her at the end, when she had been too embarrassed to let the servants, or even Yuya, attend to her personal hygiene. It was Merit who helped Yuya recover from the loss of his wife and sons. It was Merit he talked to when, by chance, he met the newly widowed Tjuya at the Palace, seeking blessing from her before asking Tjuya to marry him. He felt certain that if Merit gave her consent, Asenath would also have approved. Kha, on the other hand, never approved.

			‘How can he marry someone who falsely accused him of rape and had him sent to prison?’ he had asked Merit many times.

			‘Because he loves her,’ was the stock reply.

			Tjuya, too, was delighted to see Merit.

			‘We’ll leave the men,’ she said. ‘Let’s go to the baths, get rid of the dust. I have gifts for all of you.’

			‘Typical,’ thought Kha. ‘She doesn’t want to say we are all dirty and not fit to enter her house. She wants to wash everyone. No doubt the gifts will be new gowns and perfume.’

			Yuya and Perneb both smiled at their friend.

			‘We can read your thoughts old friend,’ said Perneb. ‘Your eyes give your feelings away.’

			‘We too must go to bathe. We are to meet with the King in an hour,’ said Yuya.

			He took a very surprised Kha by the arm and led him away, towards the men’s baths where servants were waiting with fresh clothes and jewellery for the freshly scrubbed Kha to wear for an audience with the most powerful man in the world.

			Kha was now a stranger to the Royal family.

			Years before, he had received a gift from the King’s grandfather and had accompanied him to war. He had ridden on a chariot driven by the King’s personal charioteer. He had joined Yuya and Thutmose, the present King’s father, on their hunting trip to the place where he had his dream. He had carved the great Dream Stela, now standing within the paws of the lion-bodied god guarding the great Pyramids.

			Many years had passed since those days. Haqwaset didn’t know Kha. The craftsman felt nervousness at the thought of the forthcoming meeting. He heard the excited screams of the women from along the corridor.

			‘At least they’re enjoying themselves.’

			Perneb laughed. It took Kha a few seconds to realise he had actually spoken out loud, then he too laughed.

			Even though the King was casually dressed in a gown not dissimilar to that now being worn by Kha, his command and superiority was tangible. Kha fell to his knees and touched his forehead to the ground as he entered the hall where the meeting was to take place.

			‘Please stand, Kha. Consider yourself amongst friends here. Yuya has told me about you, and how my grandfather honoured you. Of how you were with my father on his special day. Tjay, my Master of Horse, has relayed to me, how you rode with him to fight the seven Princes. Huy, my most faithful servant and scribe, has informed me that you were his greatest teacher and how you found the Temples to the Sun with their multiple sanctuaries. These people, who are both close and important to me, admire you and your work Kha. I trust their judgment. I have known of you only as the overseer of my Tomb construction, and perhaps should have taken time to speak with you on my very few trips to the site. Tell me how is the Tomb?’

			‘It will be ready in about a month, Majesty. Before the inundation starts.’

			‘As maybe,’ said the King, ‘but I think I’ll visit tomorrow, or at the latest the day after, depending on what we decide today.’

			Kha looked shocked.

			‘But your Majesty, we can’t get it ready and in a fit state for you to visit. The scaffolding and work materials need to be removed.’

			‘Don’t worry so much Kha. I may not even actually come to the tomb. Come let’s sit and talk.’

			Kha was puzzled.

			Mahu explained the situation, of the tomb robbers, to the group. Kha had been surprised at the mention of Djoser’s involvement and even more to hear he had been working as a spy for Yuya for some time.

			‘I’ll have to have words with him.’

			He looked around in panic. He was not sure if he had again been speaking out loud. His anxiety subsided when he realised Mahu was continuing to talk uninterrupted and no-one turned to look at him. Mahu was concerned about safety, particularly of the King.

			‘They have disenchanted Nubian archers to protect them. There are numerous places where they can hide. We’ll have to go the full length of the valley. It would be easy for a single archer to keep hidden until it was too late.’

			Haqwaset appeared unconcerned.

			‘I won’t be going alone,’ he said ‘and besides, no Nubian would dare.’

			‘I’m sorry brother,’ it was Merymose who was speaking. ‘People who suffered as a result of our quelling the uprising still harbour anger and seek revenge. This is how my sons have been able to find employment amongst those who don’t love you. If these archers are well trained, and have the latest bows, they could be a great danger.’

			‘They are extremely well armed according to my information,’ Mahu said. ‘I can’t talk about their prowess but they boast they have been trained within your Majesty’s own army, some with your best units.’

			‘I will not be stopped by a few renegade bowmen,’ Haqwaset shouted, banging his fist on a table. ‘We are going. I am going. All we need to decide, is will it be tomorrow or the day after? No later. I’m tired of this. I want it finished.’

			No-one in the room doubted the determination of the King.

			‘If we maintain the element of surprise,’ began Mahu, but was immediately interrupted by Haqwaset.

			‘If? If? What do you mean “if we maintain the element of surprise”? There will be no lack of surprise or someone will pay with their life,’ he said, looking around the room.

			The servants, who had been serving drinks to the group, looked downwards towards their feet. It wasn’t sensible, to give the slightest sign of disrespect to the King, particularly when in this mood. Simply meeting his eye could be a sign of defiance, better to examine your toes.

			They also knew what it meant to betray the King. It was a risk few would dare take. There would have to be enormous rewards or incredibly strong motivation for such an act. Haqwaset was a fair man but, if crossed, his cruelty had few limits. If he could do to a Royal envoy what he had done to the Naharina diplomat, Barratarna, a short time ago, what would he do to a mere servant?

			‘My Lord, I don’t think it a good idea for you to proclaim a visit to your tomb as soon as tomorrow. This, of itself, would appear suspicious,’ Kha said. ‘Better if tomorrow, one of your heralds comes to me at the tomb, with a message to inform of a Royal visit the following day. That would at least give me the chance of a pretence of clearing your tomb.’

			Kha drew a plan of the valley. His memory was good and his artistic skills even better. He had spent much of his working life in the valley. He had examined every crevice. He showed the points where there would be most danger from archers. Meri-Bes, ever the pragmatist, spoke up.

			‘Why don’t we send two hundred men up there at dawn and arrest them all. Bring them back here and execute them?’

			Haqwaset looked at him.

			‘Because, my dear friend, I personally want to catch them in the act. I want to hang their bodies from a rock face and have their heads on poles, placed at the entrance to the valley. I want to see the face of the half-priest as he watches them die, knowing with great certainty he will be next. Yuya tells me Kha’s son has been working on a tomb for Nahkt. I want to drag him behind my chariot and take him directly there. No period of mourning for him, no time to prepare for the afterlife. Death, and an extremely unpleasant one, is all he deserves.’

			He turned towards Yuya.

			‘Has your spy, the tomb painter, been given my instructions?’

			‘He will be receiving them as we speak.’

			‘And he will do the work, when?’

			‘It was made clear there should be no delay. It won’t take him too long. It’s easier to destroy than to create.’

			They continued to discuss plans for an hour or so, then Haqwaset stood.

			‘We are clear, then?’ They each nodded their agreement. ‘I’ll dictate the note to be brought to Kha tomorrow. Maiherpri, you better see if there is anything Amunitore wants you to do, it will help you get used to married life.’

			They all laughed and Maiherpri went to find Amunitore. He was in love and looking forward to their future together.

			Kha, Perneb and Yuya returned to the old man’s quarters and joined the women. It was very crowded in the hallway and full of noise and chatter. Tiye, Kirgipa and Mutemwiya, had joined Tjuya, Merit and the girls. Perneb’s daughter-in-law Takhat was also there. Pihuri was seated over in a corner, the lone man amongst the throng of women. He was being attacked, in mock battle, by the Princes Thutmose, Teppy and Smenkhare. The omnipresent Nefertiti was sitting, on a small stool, to one side taking in the surroundings.

			‘Seeing all and saying nothing,’ as Tjuya commented afterwards.

			Kha’s three granddaughters were being spoken to by Tiye; they were clearly awestruck. The Queen was actually speaking to them.

			‘So, we need a harp, lute and double flute and you will play for us,’ Tiye was saying. ‘If your grandmother tells me you are the best she has ever heard then I think it would be good for us all to hear.’

			The girls gave a look of horror to their grandmother.

			‘What have you done to us?’ their looks said, and probably much more besides.

			Merit smiled at them. Instruments were brought and the anxious trio took them with shaking hands.

			‘Play your grandfather’s favourite,’ said Merit, trying her best to convey confidence into the young girls.

			The girls huddled together and whispered for a few moments, nodded, then stood in a line in front of Tiye, now seated between Tjuya and Merit.

			After a nervous start the three sisters soon hit a proper rhythm and confidently played out a very well-known song. The instruments they had been given were the finest they had ever played. The tone, clear and sharp. Music filled the air. The girls were taken aback when Tiye and Yuya began singing along to the music, closely followed by the others. Soon even the children had declared a truce in their war with Pihuri and ran over to sit down in front of the musicians, learning the chorus as they went along and joining in. One song led to another and then another.

			The young Princes kept clamouring for more.

			‘Come on boys, the girls need a rest,’ Tiye said eventually.

			‘One more. Please, just one more?’ It was Teppy, looking up at his mother, his big brown eyes wide open. He had a way of rapidly nodding slightly and smiling when he wanted something really badly, encouraging his mother to repeat his nod.

			‘Can we have the song about the sailor again, one more time, please?’

			Tiye looked at the girls, her eyes conveying sympathy. The three musicians smiled and started again, with the young Princes making up for the lack of tone in their voices with great enthusiasm. At the end of the song they rolled around on the floor laughing.

			*

			Maiherpri and Amunitore heard the sound of the music and singing as they walked in the garden, the two dogs obediently at their sides. They talked excitedly about their marriage, about what their lives were going to be like. Maiherpri had a choice to make. Should he stay with the King, he was a favourite and his position in Court was secure, or should he return with his parents and brothers to Kush? Amunitore wanted to stay at the Palace, they both knew his mother wanted them to return to Kush, but what would he do there? His brothers were older and one of them would no doubt succeed his father as Viceroy.

			In his heart he also wanted to stay at the Palace. From the age of five he had been at Court. It was the only life he had known. He loved the King and his family and was unable to imagine not being around them. He enjoyed knowing what was going on, not just within the royal precincts but also being privy to many of the secrets of state. In addition to this, he and his beloved dogs were frequent companions of the King on hunting expeditions and hunting without the King would never be as exciting.

			‘Let’s stay here, Maiherpri.’

			‘I want to stay, but I think I owe it to my mother to be with her and my father at home, at least for a while. We’ll talk to them tomorrow and see what can be agreed.’

			The young lovers walked in the gardens for several hours. On his way to bathe, Haqwaset saw them across a courtyard. He was happy to see them so much in love.

			Maiherpri was exceptional. A young man with a wise head. A man who could be trusted, whose quiet company was comforting and who was almost as good a hunter as Haqwaset himself; almost.

			Haqwaset would one day make him a Vizier; he was waiting for Maiherpri to have a few more years experiencing the diplomacy of the Court and for the right position to become available. The King of the Two Lands needed people around him he could trust and Maiherpri was certainly one of those. The young Nubian knew nothing of the King’s plans. Haqwaset resolved to grant Maiherpri a year’s leave to visit Kush and stay with his parents. He could learn much from his father, but then he would return to Waset and serve as before until appointed Vizier.

			As the evening went on, Kha and his family were invited to stay the night. Merit and the girls, were thrilled. Kha said he would have to go to the King’s tomb the next day and needed to go home to collect the things he would normally have with him for work. Yuya and Perneb offered to go with him by horse and collect what he needed and to come back.

			‘A good idea,’ Kha told them. ‘It really wouldn’t be suspicious at all if I arrive at the tomb, not having travelled there with the other workmen along the usual route from the village but from the direction of the Royal Palace, and then a note arrives from the King. Better I go home. Merit and the girls can stay though, if they wish. I think maybe I also need to talk to that son of mine. Djoser a spy? I just don’t believe it.’

			‘Better for all if you do Kha, my old friend,’ said Yuya.

			Kha glanced at him suspiciously.

			‘Do I detect a conspiracy?’ he asked.

			Yuya laughed.

			‘Speak with Djoser,’ he said.

			Kha left to go home. Perneb insisted on going with him and the two took horses from the stables and went off together. Once at the edge of the village, they said goodnight. ‘We’ll come and visit you in the next few days,’ Perneb said as they parted.

			‘It will be a great pleasure my old friend,’ Kha replied sincerely. ‘It has been wonderful spending time with you. Today has been a good day.’

			Kha turned and walked away. Perneb watched his friend for a few moments. He seemed old as he leaned on his stick going up the incline towards the village.

			‘We’re none of us getting any younger.’

			Perneb mounted, holding the reins of the now rider-less horse which Kha had used; he headed back to the Palace.

			*

			The following day was spent organising the capture and punishment of the tomb robbers. Mahu risked the wrath of his master by suggesting, several times, he should not be at the forefront of the expedition.

			‘Better your Majesty, to wait until everything is secure and then come when I can guarantee your safety.’

			‘You’re a young man behaving like an old woman, Mahu,’ Haqwaset said. ‘I can’t criticise you for doing your job, but.’

			‘I knew there would be a “but” somewhere,’ Meri-Bes interjected unhelpfully.

			‘But,’ Haqwaset repeated with emphasis, casting a look at the dwarf who was biting into an apple. ‘My mind is clear. I will not act in fear in my own country, especially in my own city. If I’m wrong, then you can always tell my corpse, “I told you so,” Mahu. I will not hold it against you.’

			‘It’s not your corpse I’d be afraid of telling,’ said Meri-Bes, looking studiously at the piece of fruit in his hand. ‘It would be Queen Tiye who I would be really scared of Mahu, really, really scared.’

			The King’s mind wouldn’t be changed. As soon as it was confirmed that the robbers had made their way back to the tomb, one hundred and fifty of the King’s most elite troops and bowmen were split into three groups. Each squad had forty-five soldiers and five bowmen. There were only three possible ways off the mountain from the position of the tomb, which was at the head of the eastern valley. One was to the west, into the valley where Kha and his team were working on Haqwaset’s tomb. One group of fifty was sent under the pretext of acting as security for the visit of the King the next day. Another possible escape route lay to the south and the second group was sent to set up station along this path. There was no need of a pretext as it was an empty, barren area.

			They were to camp a reasonable distance away and march, at dawn, to get nearer to the tomb and be sure no-one could pass them on the narrow pathways. The third route of escape was to the north, along the main access way. This was the approach the King would take, with all pomp and ceremony, as far as the entrance to the valley. It would help the subterfuge that this was merely a Royal visit to his tomb. The procession would, however, carry on without him into the west valley. He, and the remaining fifty soldiers and bowmen and his own personal guards, would move along the eastern valley to block the thieves in.

			*

			Nahkt was shocked when a request from the King came directly to him, asking that he and several other priests, attend the ceremony being planned at the Royal tomb the following day.

			The High Priest was also to be invited, but it appeared as if the King had forgotten that every year on the day after the Beautiful Feast of the Valley, the High Priest headed by boat, with his priests stationed in the delta region of the Two Lands, to attend various ceremonies and celebrations in other Temples of Amun.

			The King’s messenger, obeying instructions, sat by the river until the High Priest’s boat sailed out of sight. He then went to the High Priest’s residence and feigned sadness at being informed he was too late, the High Priest was gone.

			‘The King will be most disappointed,’ he had told the aged housekeeper. ‘I hope I’m not punished too severely for my tardiness,’ his voice trembling.

			He was convincing, he was a good liar, but then he was paid very handsomely to be precisely that.

			After failing to get the King’s message to the High Priest, he went to the house of Nahkt. He didn’t like the look of the two dark skinned guards, one each side of the door. He thought they looked familiar, but couldn’t place them. They allowed him to enter and deliver his message and showed no apparent interest when he left. The messenger was cheerful. One more message to deliver and he was finished. Moments later, Nahkt called them in.

			‘Quick,’ he said.

			‘I need to make arrangements to leave. The King says he wants me to attend a ceremony tomorrow, but it’s a trap. I know it’s a trap. What am I going to do? Where shall I go? I have to get out of here.’

			Panic was making him say things, in front of the two guards, he wouldn’t normally say.

			‘You must protect me. With your lives, if necessary, but you must protect me.’

			‘We do whichever us master command us,’ one of them replied in broken Kemetian, smiling to his brother who nodded in agreement.

			‘We’ll go tonight. I need to collect my gold and we’ll take a boat north to the sea and from there we’ll decide where best a ship can take us. This King can’t live forever; I’ll come back when he and his foreign scum family are dead. I’m a rich man I can survive, I’ll live.’

			‘We all live until day we die,’ replied one of the bodyguards.

			‘I didn’t ask your opinion,’ hissed Nahkt. ‘Now go, one of you, organise a boat. The other, stay close, outside.

			The two men left. One of them picked up a small stone, examined both sides and showed one side to his brother who nodded. The stone was tossed spinning in the air and when it hit the ground, both looked down at it. One started to laugh.

			‘You lose again brother,’ he said. ‘I’ll arrange the transport.’ He headed off towards the river.

			The remaining Nubian picked up the stone, mockingly throwing it after his fast disappearing sibling and took up his haunched position outside the door, waiting.

			chapter twenty-six

			Djoser spent the day at Nahkt’s tomb, working alone, a solitary lamp by his side. He didn’t want any questions asked about his work, so he entered the tomb before dawn. He closed the makeshift door behind him to prevent anyone seeing his lights. Normally people asked if they could see his work and he was proud to show them. Not today. This was not a day for pride. Today was a day to be ashamed. Work of this quality should be respected and honoured, not vandalised. Would he be forgiven by the gods for what he was doing? He hoped so.

			As he brought the lamp light around the tomb, he stopped at the picture he had created of his three daughters. One behind the other; precious musical instruments held in their hands. He defied convention in this painting and was proud of the result. He touched their faces and the feet he hadn’t yet been able to finish varnishing; now he never would. With tears in his eyes he picked up his hammer and chisel and set about the final act of his work in this tomb. Each time he struck, the vibration coursed through him. This work did not come from his creative mind, but under the instructions of the King, whose only thoughts were of destruction and humiliation.

			*

			For the fifty soldiers in the western valley, the dawn was greeted with complaints of aches and pains from sleeping on the rocky ground the night before. After rising, they were called into lines of ten, the Commander walked along the front line.

			‘You’re all getting soft,’ he said. ‘Soft beds and softer wives to lie beside, it’s no wonder. What we need is a war. There’s nothing like a real battle to toughen men up.’

			‘Or kill us,’ a voice came out from the ranks.

			The Commander continued walking along the second line. As he reached the end and turned to examine the next line, he said, ‘I won’t ask, who said that.’

			He stopped in front of the fourth soldier. ‘But you,’ stabbing the soldier in the chest with his finger, ‘will lead the climb up the mountain this morning.’

			He pointed to the ridge, ‘And the gods help you if any soldier gets past you on the way up. War won’t kill you boy,’ he said, summoning up as much threat in his voice as he could, ‘because I might murder you myself before you get the chance to go to war. Understood?’

			‘Yes sir.’

			The Commander moved on. When he had gone far enough away so the soldier was sure he couldn’t hear, he whispered out of the side of his mouth, ‘Why is it always me?’

			‘Because you can’t keep your mouth shut,’ shouted the officer from the end of the line.

			He smiled. He liked this young soldier, he reminded him of himself years ago. Toughen him up and he will make a good commander one day, if he can control his tongue.

			They set off up the mountain path, to a position previously agreed, awaiting the signal to advance to the tomb and close the pincer movement on their prey.

			*

			At the same time, at the southern end of the valley, the second group of fifty soldiers started their climb up from their overnight position. They had been forbidden to light fires so both groups had eaten only cold rations. These were troops trained to survive days without food, if necessary, so bread and beer was a good enough breakfast for them today.

			The climb was arduous, but once they reached a certain height, a path of sorts could be seen heading towards the top of the ridge. The Commander knew from the detailed briefing he had been given yesterday and the map in his pouch, memorised by heart, that over this ridge was a relatively easy route towards the tomb. It was potentially dangerous, being clearly visible from a distance. They were to remain this side of the ridge until the signal was given, by then it would be too late for the robbers to escape.

			The soldiers in front of him stopped suddenly. He was about to say something when he saw what it was that brought them to a halt. Two heavily blood-stained bodies were lying just beside the pathway. He pushed past his men to the front. A bowman was kneeling beside the bodies which were both face down. He was turning one of them over.

			‘I think he lives sir,’ said the bowman, ‘just.’

			As the officer approached, the bowman was lifting the head of the almost dead man and pouring some water over his lips. The man opened his eyes and looked sideways towards the, now kneeling, officer.

			‘They know,’ he spluttered. ‘They know. Tell Mahu.’

			‘Don’t speak now,’ the officer said. ‘Save your strength.’

			The man coughed.

			‘No, no time,’ he was struggling for breath, each word an extreme, painful effort.

			‘Please tell Mahu, it was…’ he breathed in deeply. A gurgling sound came from his throat, ‘it was,’ he repeated.

			His head fell sideways, a loud exhalation, blood trickled from his lips. He was dead.

			*

			Nahkt’s planned escape didn’t go as he hoped. He sent his son on a false errand to get him away for the rest of the day. Tawy left the day before to stay with one of her friends. She was disliking the company of her husband of convenience more and more. He collected as much gold and valuables as he could. Darkness fell and he ordered his Nubian guards to pick up the packed sacks. All three men headed down to the river. The old captain was standing on the quayside waiting beside his boat.

			‘Just the three passengers are we?’ he called out as the men approached.

			‘Yes, of course,’ Nahkt hissed. ‘That is what you were told isn’t it?’

			‘Steady now sir,’ snarled the captain in response. ‘Plans change sometimes.’

			‘Captain, my plans never change,’ he snapped, as he was helped aboard by his guards who stood either side of him.

			‘Oh, I think they might tonight, priest,’ said someone from the front of the ship. Nahkt turned towards the voice. A dwarf walked towards him. ‘They might tonight,’ he repeated as he came nearer.

			Nahkt looked from one guard to another and then back again at the approaching dwarf. Behind the dwarf walked a tall black man, equal in stature to his two guards. There was not enough light for him to see his face clearly. He looked again at his two guards.

			‘Do something,’ he shouted. ‘Do something.’

			‘Yes master,’ they responded in unison. Each took a tight grip of an arm and pushed him roughly onto a bench. Nahkt was frozen with fear; he looked up at the faces of the two guards. Meri-Bes pushed between them, grinning at the priest. The black man moved in behind the dwarf and stood between his own guards. Nahkt’s face took on a shocked expression as his eyes moved from one face to another. Each slightly different but all three so similar. Realisation dawned on him and he dropped his head into his hands and cried.

			‘Let’s not waste any time. Turn the boat around and head over to the Palace garrison landing. This priest has some praying to do tonight,’ Meri-Bes said to the captain.

			*

			Up on the mountain, the Commander walked a few paces away from the dead men and sat on a rock, thinking.

			‘What can I do?’

			There was no way he could get a message to the King, or Mahu, in time. The procession would already have started to form.

			‘How did this happen?’

			If they knew what was going on they could escape, or worse, set a trap for the King. He sent his most agile soldier to try and inform those approaching from the west what had happened. The terrain was such, he was not sure if the message would even be received in time, but he had to try.

			‘What should I do?’

			He was a soldier who had spent his whole career on peacetime duties. His training was thorough; taught by soldiers and officers who had fought in skirmishes and battles in Kush and in the north.

			Not for his generation, the great battles of times gone by. He knew all the stories of Megiddo and other victorious campaigns, but he’d never killed a man in combat. He’d never had to strategize anything more than a training exercise. Now, on this mountainside, he and the remaining forty-four soldiers and five bowmen potentially had the life of their King in their hands.

			‘What can I do?’

			*

			Amunitore walked out with her husband to be. She kissed him on both cheeks and he sprang up on to the chariot. The King followed soon after and climbed up beside his young fan-bearer. The Royal procession moved out of the Palace grounds. Amunitore waved enthusiastically as the King took the reins and motioned the horses forward to the front of the line. Amunitore felt so proud. She was to be married to the brave, handsome man standing next to his King. Life was going to be good.

			Also in chariots were Mahu with Meri-Bes beside him. There, too, was Yuya in his favourite chariot alongside Merymose. Their job would be to lead the rest of the procession along the west valley when the King and the guards moved up the eastern side. Another chariot contained a grey-faced Nahkt, squashed uncomfortably between the two guards he had, until last night, trusted with his life. They were now dressed in the uniform of the King’s special guards with golden breast ornaments and amulets. Spears with golden bands were locked in their positions on the chariot and swords, with gold on their hilts, were slung at their sides. On their heads were helmets which appeared like golden crowns, they looked formidable. Their appearance was not deceptive.

			*

			By the southern ridge, the Commander looked down towards the place where the tomb robbers were laying their plans. He felt he had no alternative but to attack and prevent them from setting their own trap for the King. It would be almost impossible to approach unseen. His force was not so strong that he could be sure to arrive unscathed and in sufficient numbers, from the attacks of the enemy bowmen, to finish the job.

			If he and his men were lost too cheaply then it made the job of the robbers easier. He either had to lead his men into the attack, ensuring they killed or disabled everyone, or at the very least, reduced their numbers and abilities.

			He searched the terrain for potential vantage points to position archers. He didn’t have a feeling of victory. He only had five bowmen. Not enough to out flank their opposite numbers. A frontal attack would be suicide. Their bowmen could pick his men off and kill all, or most, of them before they could get into spear throwing distance. This would be a waste of his men.

			The soldier, sent to warn the contingent approaching from the western valley, managed to follow a dried wadi and reached them much quicker than he thought. The Commander listened to everything he said and ordered his men to increase their speed to get to their waiting point as quickly as possible. He knew the Commander of the group, approaching from other side, well. He had every faith in his abilities as a soldier and leader. There would be no chance of communicating with him and so he would have to make his own mind up when he reached the top and hope the two groups would be able to stop the robbers before the King arrived.

			Meanwhile, the southern Commander assigned two soldiers to each bowman and instructed them to circumvent the points where he believed the robbers’ bowmen would be hiding. The five teams of three were to avoid contact with the enemy by using ridges for concealment. The robbers wouldn’t know the spies had lived long enough to give warning. Maybe there was still some chance of surprising them.

			The group, approaching from the west, also looked down at the way they would need to approach the tomb. The scene was very similar to that faced by the southern approach and the Commander came to the same conclusions.

			His bowmen, each accompanied by two soldiers, headed off to establish vantage points to give relative safety for an approach on foot. There was, however, one difference between the two plans. The western Commander, realising his route brought his men closer to the entrance of the valley, had sent his best archer and four soldiers, to skirt further down, cutting off any attempted ambush on the King. He also sent a man back down into the western valley to get to the entrance in time to warn the King. It was unlikely to succeed, but he must try.

			The robbers were desperate. There wasn’t enough time to escape. Their only hope was to cause as much chaos and confusion as possible and try to flee when others were distracted. They were grateful their leader had the foresight to employ thirty bowmen for protection. Given their abilities and the terrain, this number would certainly be enough to hold ground and cause mayhem.

			Killing the King should achieve their aim. The three best archers were sent along the ridge to take up positions. It hadn’t been difficult for them to find good places to hide and wait, with a clear view of the approach and a relatively easy shot. The remaining archers were deployed to the southern and western approaches. It was certain the troops approaching from there, wouldn’t be aware that a trap had been set and would come, happily marching in formation, into the hail of awaiting arrows. The robbers themselves were heavily armed. Although not soldiers, they were tough. They didn’t care about rules of warfare or any form of fair fight. They could kill, quickly and efficiently. In fact, they were certain that between them they had killed more men in fights than the whole of the Palace Guard. Let the bowmen do their job and the robbers would fight their way out of any corner.

			The King’s procession approached. As had been agreed, Yuya in the chariot with Merymose turned right at the entrance to the valleys, taking the western fork towards Haqwaset’s tomb. The King and the soldiers carried on, taking the left fork, increasing their speed as they did so. The soldiers on foot struggled to keep up with the chariots even though the charioteers were pulling the horses back from top speed. Mahu brought his chariot to the front. The King had at least agreed to that. His security conscious eyes looking everywhere. He caught the occasional glimpse of a flash, like sun reflecting off metal. He trusted these were reflections off the spears of the royal troops. He ordered the trumpet sound, which was to be the signal for the soldiers in the mountains to start the assault on the other two fronts, closing in on the robbers from three sides, taking them completely by surprise. He noticed another flash. The next thing he knew he was losing balance and the chariot was starting to tilt. Meri-Bes, beside him, was cursing.

			‘They shot the damned horse,’ he said.

			The horse keeled over. The chariot, with its own momentum, slewed sideways, then tipped over, throwing both Mahu and Meri-Bes from inside. They were fortunate the horse had not been going at a gallop or they could have been killed. Instead, at this moderate speed, they could jump at the last moment to take them clear of the collapsing and rolling chariot.

			All charioteers were trained in the necessary manoeuvres to escape, or limit injury or death, should a chariot be toppled over. In battle, the horse was the easiest target for a bowman and, even when riding for sport, simply hitting a rock could unbalance the chariot. Mahu and Meri-Bes were experienced and, hitting the ground, immediately rolled to lessen the impact. They came to a stop, bruised but otherwise uninjured.

			The King pulled up and jumped down to run to the side of his fallen friends. The other chariots also stopped and the soldiers, breaking into a run soon caught up and formed a protective ring around the King.

			‘They knew we were coming,’ shouted Mahu. ‘They wouldn’t be this far up the valley if they didn’t know.’

			A scream came from the ridge above them. Then another. The bodies of two black-skinned bowmen fell from the ridge. Above, the four soldiers and bowman from the western approach had arrived, just too late to stop the arrows let fly at Mahu’s chariot. They killed the two bowmen as soon as they arrived. They didn’t stop and wait, they couldn’t be sure how many other bowmen there were and they quickly made their way towards the head of the valley.

			The King stood facing Mahu and Meri-Bes with Maiherpri slightly to the front and side. Above, seen only by one of the King’s soldiers on the ridge, an archer was standing, drawing his bow string, taking careful aim. The soldier halted, drew back his spear. It takes longer for a man to stop, position himself, move the spear into a throwing grip and draw back his arm than it does for an experienced bowman to draw back the string and take aim. The spear left the hand of the soldier just as the arrow left the bow. Each aim was true and each would reach its target. The soldier and his comrades let out a shriek of warning and the King and his group looked up.

			What happened next no-one would ever be able to explain.

			Did Maiherpri see the arrow coming through the air?

			Not possible.

			Was it just reaction? Chance?

			Who knew? What they did know, was that Maiherpri threw himself in the air, across and in front of the King, and he hit the ground. The King first looked up. The speared bowman fell as his two comrades before him had done. He looked down at Maiherpri, was about to tell him to get up when he saw the blood. It was gushing out with such speed and in such amount it took a while to see the arrow head protruding from the young fan-bearer’s neck.

			At this point, Yuya and Merymose arrived at high speed on their chariot. The soldier had managed to reach the tomb just as Yuya was arriving, he told them quickly what had happened and Yuya sped his chariot to warn the King. Too late. Not for the King, but for the young man lying on the ground, blood still flowing from the arterial wound, soaking into the sand around his head.

			Merymose froze. His other two sons, ignoring their prisoner, leapt from their chariot and ran towards their stricken brother.

			Haqwaset looked at Mahu. Guilt and anger were written across the King’s face. There were tears in his eyes. Through gritted teeth, he spoke to his chief of security.

			‘Mahu, I want them dead. Not a single one left alive. There is a debt to pay and by the gods I will see it paid. Bring me the priest.’

			All faces turned towards where the chariot had been with Nahkt on board. It had moved, and was moving, away. The two brothers jumped onto the King’s chariot without asking permission and sped after the fleeing priest. He was no charioteer and unless they caught him soon he might kill himself. He didn’t even get to the valley entrance. One of the two brothers jumped onto the horse pulling Nahkt’s chariot. He took the reins near to the horse’s head and pulled hard, bringing the animal to a standstill. The second brother jumped down as the two chariots stopped and stepped behind Nahkt, grabbing him around the neck.

			‘Don’t kill him,’ yelled his brother. ‘The King wants him for himself.’

			Above the valley floor, on the ridge, there were few sounds. The King’s bowmen had found their vantage points and were despatching the robbers’ bowmen with comparative ease.

			Killing with a bow was efficient and silent. Only the cry of the dying man, as he was hit, could be heard, sometimes not even that. Little sound filtered down to the group on the valley floor. There, all stood in stunned silence. It was Mahu who broke the stillness. Shouting orders to the soldiers, they obeyed immediately but quietly. Merymose was on his knees beside the body of his dead, youngest son, crying inconsolably. Yuya knelt beside him, arm around his shoulders. The King too was kneeling.

			‘Merymose,’ he said, ‘take your son. Bring him to my tomb. Ask the workmen to prepare a stretcher to carry him. Wait for me there; I’ll come as soon as we finish here. We’ll bring him home a hero.’

			‘I’ll come with you Merymose,’ it was Yuya who spoke, ‘then I must warn Tiye and the others.’

			‘Merkare, Merkare,’ wailed Merymose, repeating his wife’s name over and over. ‘This will kill her. How can I tell her?’

			‘Don’t fret my friend,’ said Yuya. ‘We’ll break it to her in the best way we can.’

			‘Take your other sons too, Merymose,’ Haqwaset said. The two tall Nubians arrived, dragging the squirming, snivelling priest behind them, tied with what looked like the reins from a chariot.

			‘We left the horses, Majesty,’ one of the brothers said, ‘the priest here indicated he would prefer to walk, so we obliged.’

			‘Thank you,’ responded Haqwaset. ‘Now go with your father and your brother.’

			‘No. Please Majesty; please let us see this through. Time enough to grieve for our brother. Let us bring this to an end.’

			Haqwaset grabbed the cords holding Nahkt and pulled him to his feet.

			‘Look at this, look what your greed and scheming has done. This boy is my brother’s son, which makes him of my blood. My blood, do you understand? You see it flowing and congealing? It’s as if it were my blood spilled on the ground, and believe me, when I’m finished with you, it will be your dying wish that it had been my blood. This brave boy, this lion-hearted son of my brother, died saving me. He took the arrow meant for me and paid with his life. I guarantee you will understand the meaning of pain before you finally die. I promise your suffering will be the greatest imaginable.’

			He looked at the two brothers. His expression quickly changing from anger to compassion.

			‘I can’t risk the lives of any more of Merkare’s children. The sacrifice of this one is already too much.’

			‘But Majesty, please don’t deprive us of our need for revenge. It’s our brother who is lying there. We must avenge him. Please don’t stop us.’

			Haqwaset looked at Merymose, who nodded.

			‘Mahu, let’s march to the head of valley and hope your soldiers above are doing their job.’

			The King and the soldiers moved off. Maiherpri was lifted onto Yuya’s chariot by his two brothers before they walked beside their King, at the head of his troops. Nahkt was being escorted by two soldiers. Perhaps not so much escorted, as held upright and dragged.

			Above them the two Commanders were indeed doing their jobs. The, almost identical, plans they had arrived at separately, had worked. At least twenty-five bowmen had been killed and now the foot soldiers were marching down towards the robbers. Their bravado seemed to desert them with the sight of seventy or more spears heading their way and they fell to their knees, begging for mercy. It was a worthless plea. A King stood on the valley floor below, determined to have his revenge. Mercy was a word which had been removed from his vocabulary.

			*

			At the Royal Palace, two hunting dogs were howling incessantly, desperately trying to break free from the leashes that tied them. The Palace was filled with the noise and all who heard it were filled with a feeling of dread.

			chapter twenty-seven

			There had been thirteen robbers and thirty bowmen. Now, at the crossroads leading down to the valleys, forty-three sightless heads languished on carefully positioned poles. Most of the citizens of Waset would pass this place. Each would see the heads and the simple stone inscription:

			‘For those who take the gold of my blood and those who take the blood of my blood.’

			The meaning was clear. No formal opening passages, stating the message was from the King, no long list of names given to him, or taken by him, setting out his birth right or position. A simple message, bearing a significance obvious to all. This scene would remain for at least a year. Long after the birds had pecked out the eyes and eaten the muscle and tissue. Long after there was nothing left on the poles but fleshless skulls. In the valley, along the eastern side, headless corpses hung from cliff sides at intervals along the full length. Nahkt was forced to watch each man being slowly tortured to death.

			As the first was dying, Nahkt was reminded by Haqwaset. ‘Their pain is as nothing, compared to that which you will endure.’

			Nahkt vomited until his stomach was empty and burning. His robes, filthy from having been dragged along the dirt, were now coated in vomit. He retched, his throat felt on fire. He begged for water but none was offered.

			Haqwaset no longer had any relish for the slaughter. It had to be done but, unlike Nahkt, he didn’t have to endure it. He was still shaken by the loss of Maiherpri, his nephew and friend.

			Haqwaset walked with Maiherpri’s brothers. Together with Mahu and Meri-Bes, they joined Merymose and Yuya at the King’s own tomb-in-waiting in the western valley. He shivered as he walked past the still blood-stained patch of ground where Maiherpri had fallen. He needed to be near Maiherpri, needed to apologise for being the cause of his death. He was determined to ensure his young nephew, who had sacrificed his life for his King, would be remembered and honoured. Not for him a burial in a secondary place. He died beside his King; he must lie in eternity beside kings. This was the least he could do.

			*

			At the Palace, Amunitore endeavoured to quieten the two dogs, but they continued to howl and pull on their leashes. Guards tried cajoling them, attempted offering food; nothing would calm them.

			A stern faced Yuya came into the Palace on his chariot. His face, covered in dust and grime, streaked from tears. He pulled up close to the two leashed dogs. The hounds stopped howling, looked at the old man with heads tilted to one side. They sniffed the air. They seemed to notice the blood stains on his gown. He told the guards to release them, which they did, very reluctantly. The dogs ran to Yuya, smelled his gown, then went to the chariot, still stained with the blood of their master. They lay down, whimpering softly, no longer howling.

			The sound of the Yuya’s arrival, and the sudden stopping of the howling, had brought several members of the household out to see. Amongst them were Merkare, Amunitore and Tiye. They each looked quizzically at Yuya, the look on his face, the blood on his robes. All sank to their knees.

			‘No, no, no,’ cried Merkare.

			Tiye looked questioningly at her father, trying to read his expression but could not.

			‘Is the King…?’ she stuttered and couldn’t finish the sentence.

			‘Haqwaset is well my daughter. He will soon be home.’

			‘Then what?’ she said. As Yuya looked down at Merkare and Amunitore, Tiye realised.

			‘Come,’ she said, ‘let’s all go inside.’

			Her heart had lifted at the news her husband was well but she suddenly felt the loss of the two women beside her. Now she understood the behaviour of the two dogs; ever faithful companions, they had felt the loss of their master even across the distance of miles.

			*

			Some hours later, Haqwaset sat in sombre mood in the Great Hall. Around him were his family and friends but he felt today his life had changed forever. He would never feel the same again. He had known death of close relatives and friends. The death of his father had been terrible, but he had only been five years old and didn’t fully understand. Never before had a close friend died a violent death in front of him. Never before had the blood soaked his sandals and feet, settling between his toes. Never before had someone died in an act of sacrifice to save him.

			‘Perneb,’ Haqwaset said, looking at his Governor, ‘I know it’s not one of your duties, but I ask you to do something for me.’

			‘Majesty,’ replied the Governor, ‘You are my King. I’m here to serve you in any way you wish.’

			‘Thank you,’ responded Haqwaset, ‘but today I don’t feel like a King. I feel like a selfish, foolish man who has caused the death of a close friend.’

			‘Majesty,’ protested Mahu ‘It was not…’ Haqwaset raised his hand to stop further comment.

			‘No, Mahu. I thank you for your loyalty and also for your advice. I wish I had taken it.’

			He turned again towards Perneb.

			‘Please go to the tomb builder, Kha. Tell him to come here as quickly as possible. Ask him to bring his son. I have something I want them to do. They’ll need to spend some days here so they may wish to bring their families with them. The young girls who were here are similar in age to Amunitore and seemed to strike up a friendship, maybe they can be a help to her.’

			‘I’ll leave immediately. I’ll return within a couple of hours,’ Perneb replied, already rising to his feet.

			Haqwaset looked, nodded and half smiled. It seemed an effort even to speak. Perneb bowed and left the room.

			‘Where is Maiherpri now?’ the King asked to no-one in particular.

			Tiye answered.

			‘Everything is being done as you asked. He was taken to the Place of Cleansing beside the river. The priests performed the washing ceremony. From there he was taken to your own Mortuary Temple. The priests will prepare him for the afterlife exactly as you have requested. Merymose, Merkare, their sons, Aperel and Djutmosis, together with Amunitore are holding a vigil tonight. Tomorrow the process will begin.’

			‘I’ll visit him now, will you join me?’ he looked pleadingly at his wife.

			‘Of course I will,’ she said and called over a servant telling him to prepare the King’s transport.

			‘He must have the funeral of a king,’ said Haqwaset. ‘There’ll be seventy days of mourning. I’ll meet personally with the coffin makers. I want this planned as if it were my own funeral, only the gods can tell why it isn’t. Mahu, we must deal with the priest first thing tomorrow; we’ll discuss the details later. This putrid presence shall be removed from the world without further procrastination. His existence offends me.’ He stood.

			Everyone in the room bowed as the King and Tiye left the room. The Queen linked her arm in the King’s; it appeared as if he was leaning on her. No-one had ever seen him despondent. Happy, angry, yes, but never in the depths of depression as he now appeared. It affected all those around him and for some time after he left the room no-one spoke.

			*

			Kha and Djoser stood in the Great Hall along with Perneb and Yuya. Tjuya, Kirgipa, Mutemwiya and the young Princes, along with Merit, young Merit and Djoser’s daughters, were in Yuya’s quarters. The King’s sisters arrived and joined the women for a sombre meal. There would be no music in the Palace tonight.

			Whilst visiting the body of his friend, Haqwaset spoke with the priests to ensure they fully understood the written instructions he had sent with his scribe. He appointed Anen, Tiye’s brother, as Overseer of his Temple and in charge of ensuring his wishes were fulfilled. He did not want the High Priest involved. Maiherpri was truly to be buried in the manner of the Kings. Seventy days of mourning meant, once the body was washed and the brain and internal organs, excluding the heart, removed, the body and organs would have a full forty days to be covered, dried and preserved in natron salt. As well as removing moisture from the body the salt also removed any fat. Once dried, the organs would be placed in canopic jars. Haqwaset had ordered the finest to be made.

			After the passing of forty days the priests, satisfied the natron’s work was complete, would again carry the corpse to the Place of Cleansing and thoroughly wash Maiherpri once more. With the salt removed, the body was covered in oils and resin. The body cavity filled with sawdust and linen.

			The ceremonial incision, to remove the organs, was performed by a special priest. The surgical extractions were accompanied by incantations and the wound was then sewn up and covered with a gold plate. Only with this completed could the lengthy process of wrapping the body begin. This took around twenty days. Each stage had to follow a precise schedule. Amulets were placed between layers of the bindings. At the start of each day, as the sun rose, prayers and incantations were said and sung, as prescribed. The entire embalming process was overseen by a priest wearing a jackal-headed mask to represent Anubis, the god whose duty was to care for the dead.

			The King returned, in slightly better humour. He was satisfied his orders would be carried out. He came to the Hall, accepted the obeisance of those in the room and sat on his throne. Without hesitation he spoke to Kha.

			‘Do you have the information I requested?’

			‘The information yes, Majesty, but clearly I haven’t had time to check it out,’ he stopped.

			‘And?’ the King said impatiently.

			‘From my memory and the records Majesty, there are several possibilities. If you are in agreement, I have identified one which I think is best suited for your purpose.’

			He pulled out a map he had drawn.

			‘It is in the east valley, here,’ he said, pointing at the map. ‘Not far from where your own grandfather began his journey to the afterlife. Yuya tells me it is also very close to where he fell. It’s a simple tomb. The plans show its entry at the base of the cliff, with a small shaft leading directly to the burial chamber. In total the length won’t be much more than twelve to fifteen cubits. The burial chamber will be about four cubits by ten.’

			‘It seems small,’ said Haqwaset, ‘is there nothing bigger, more suitable, for my lion on the battlefield?’

			‘Nothing we could complete in less than seventy days Majesty. The main problem with tombs is that their very tight space means only a few people can work inside. I don’t believe any other tomb could be made ready in the time we have.

			‘Then, if you’re sure, how long will you need to open it out again so I can come and see it?’

			‘Give me ten days Majesty; I will put as many men to work on it as is possible.’

			‘Thank you Kha, start work first thing tomorrow. I need you to reside here, in the Palace. I require a daily report on progress. Merymose insists there are to be no wall decorations. I don’t necessarily agree, but it’s a choice which I must leave to Maiherpri’s parents to decide. In any case, I suppose it wouldn’t be possible to have it fully decorated in time.’

			He looked at Kha, who pursed his lips and shook his head.

			The King moved his attention to Djoser.

			‘Are you what I’m told you are?’ Haqwaset asked. ‘I’ve forgotten your name,’ he continued without waiting for an answer.

			‘I’m Djoser,’ came the response.

			‘Djoser, yes. Djoser, tell me, as well as spying for my father-in-law, he tells me you are a great artist, maybe the best. Is he correct?’

			‘Majesty, I would have to let my work be my answer,’ replied Djoser.

			‘I’m neither in the mood, nor do I have time for word games or false modesty,’ Haqwaset said. ‘A straight ‘yes’ or ‘no’ will suffice. If you’re not, then you may as well leave now.’

			Djoser looked embarrassed, what should he say? Yuya noticed his awkwardness and spoke up for him.

			‘Yes, Haqwaset, he’s the best I’ve seen. He’s a match for his father.’

			Mahu also spoke. ‘I’ve seen the work he’s done in the priest’s tomb Majesty, it’s of the highest quality.’

			‘Very well. I’ll take your word. Djoser, I command you to produce the finest work you’ve ever done. I assume you are familiar with the ‘Book of the Dead’.

			Djoser nodded.

			‘Prepare a very special scroll. Write the words and prepare the artwork as if you knew Maiherpri. Talk to his brothers, get an idea about him. Speak with Mahu and Meri-Bes who were his closest friends. Do not disturb his parents. Visit his body tomorrow morning, early before the priests start to remove his brain and his organs and start the preservation process. Speak with Amunitore, gently of course, your daughters may be able to help you there. His tomb won’t be decorated but his journey to the afterlife will be made easier by your work – if you do it properly.’

			‘Please Your Majesty, don’t worry, I will not let you down,’ replied Djoser.

			‘People let me down all the time Djoser, but it’s not me you’re doing this for. It’s for my kin, my dear friend who died saving my life. You won’t let him down, Djoser, I will not permit it.’

			Djoser hoped his skill and talent were truly good enough.

			*

			That evening, Tjuya was speaking with her husband.

			‘Yuya, I’m concerned over Merit’s health.’

			‘She’s certainly lost a lot of weight,’ said Yuya, ‘I told her so myself the other day.’

			‘She has no energy, and often, when she doesn’t think anyone is watching, she clutches her side. She is clearly in much pain. She refuses to allow the doctors to see her, saying she’s fine, but we can all see she’s not.’

			‘Get Tiye to speak to her, she won’t refuse an order from the Queen,’ said Yuya.

			‘There is something else I think we should do,’ she said and Yuya listened.

			*

			Nahkt spent an uncomfortable, sleepless night. He knew the ‘what’ awaiting him, but he didn’t know the ‘how.’ This was slowly destroying his mind. He imagined dying in a thousand different ways, each one worse than the other, each involving excruciating pain. He’d seen the deaths of the robbers the day before. Heard the screams of even the strongest, as retribution was taken upon them. He’d witnessed the skill with which the executioners used knives to extract pain without danger to life. One of the men had his skin slowly removed. It took several pain filled hours to die. He saw the bodies of the already dead bowmen dragged to the execution site, their heads swiftly removed and placed on poles.

			The opening of his cell door was a welcome relief. He was abandoned in this deep, dark, windowless room, with no idea of time. The rough hands, which pulled him to his feet, were large and calloused. Pushed out of the door, no-one spoke. Communication made by jabbing with a spear to make him walk up the stairs. Taken through to another chamber, slivers of light entered from an opening high in the wall. At first it hurt his eyes but, as he became accustomed, he noticed he was in a bath house. His clothes were quickly torn off him and he was thrown into the water.

			‘We can’t let you into the presence of the King, stinking of shit, piss and vomit,’ snarled one of the guards.

			‘Get yourself washed and don’t think of drowning yourself. We’re here to make sure nothing of the sort happens. The King wants you alive so he can kill you.’

			The water was dirty and tepid but Nahkt managed to clean away the grime clinging to him. Neither oils nor lotions were offered and when the guards thought he was clean enough, they forced him out of the water using their spears.

			‘Robes?’ said Nahkt, when he got out.

			The guard laughed in his face.

			‘You can’t use your old ones and we can’t spare any new ones, do you know how hard it is to get dried blood washed from clothes?’

			Nahkt, a priest of Amun, a man of high standing, was forced to walk out into the daylight of his last day, naked, alone, except for guards poking him for fun with their spears. It was dark by the time he had arrived at this place yesterday. He had been effectively blinded by dirt and tears and hadn’t seen properly.

			He could see now. He was in a courtyard, surrounded on three sides by large, functional buildings; barracks for the soldiers. On the fourth side were stables, at least twenty large doors. There were several rows of the same behind the first, linked by a passageway, in the centre of the construction. The passageway was large enough for two chariots to pass comfortably. The sun was rising above the building; Nahkt had to shield his eyes as he looked around. His wrists were tied so it was an awkward manoeuvre. From this passageway, coming out of the sun, the golden chariot of the King came into view.

			Haqwaset was dressed for hunting. Another vision of his death flashed before Nahkt, one he hadn’t thought of before, he was again filled with fear. Beside the King, was a tall, well-built Nubian. At first Nahkt was incredulous as it looked just like the young guard who had been killed yesterday. Then as his eyes became accustomed and the chariot came closer, he realised it was one of his own two bodyguards. It was the one who seemed to be more in charge of the two. Djutmosis was his name, although Nahkt had rarely used it. His brother was on the chariot behind with a soldier whom Nahkt didn’t know. There followed other chariots and Nahkt stopped trying to recognise the faces of those on them.

			The King called over to the guards.

			‘You know what to do, let’s get on with it.’

			Nahkt was pushed, chivvied and pulled towards the King’s chariot. The King didn’t look at him. The Nubian was staring. Nahkt felt sick again. His wrists were untied. A long cord was passed several times around his chest just under his armpits. One side of the cord was tied around each of his wrists and then attached, one each side of the chariot. His arms were thus outstretched. It was not comfortable but he knew this would be the best he would feel for the rest of his life.

			Soldiers came out of the barracks and cheered as the King flicked the reins and the horses started to walk. He kept them at a walking pace so Nahkt could, at least for now, stay on his feet. Haqwaset paraded around the large court yard, giving the jeering soldiers a clear view of the naked, walking, dead man.

			The other chariots lined up behind, matching the pace of the King. Having completed two circuits of the square, the King wheeled to the left and went out through the passageway. Still going slowly, Nahkt counted six rows of stables.

			After the stables they were on an open road. The King sped up the horses and Nahkt was forced to run. His lungs were burning. Even at this early hour the sun was relentless. Each breath seared his lungs. His heart was pumping faster and faster. He felt each beat pounding against his ribs. A pain in his side, his legs feeling weaker by the second, even at this pace he wouldn’t be able to stay on his feet for long. His feet were alternately burned by the hot ground and cut by countless stones. He tried to stay upright. He knew, as soon as he could run no further, he would be dragged. The stones now hurting and cutting into his feet would cause more damage to his body. He had no idea how long this ordeal had gone on, maybe it was just a few minutes, but his legs were getting weaker and weaker, he stumbled, just managing to stay upright. The Nubian was staring at him, sneering.

			The time when he could run no more came suddenly. Nahkt could feel his knees buckle as his body was pulled at an angle which completely blocked any possibility of him staying upright. In the fractions of a second it took, for him to hit the rock-strewn road, he prayed to Amun to make him unconscious and take away the pain he knew was coming. Amun was not listening. The god’s reincarnation was driving the chariot to which Nahkt was tied, why would he listen to the cries of a priest?

			By the time the chariot came to a halt, Nahkt was only semi-conscious. The entire front of his body was stripped of skin, scraped, in places to the bone. His bonds were cut and he was turned over onto his back, which had remained unscathed. Water was thrown into his face.

			‘Is he conscious?’ he heard a voice say, as if it was coming from the end of a long tunnel. ‘We would hate him to miss the final act.’

			The King stepped down from the chariot, his face, as it had been all the time, expressionless. The chariot had stopped beside the entrance to a tomb. Djoser was standing in the doorway waiting, as ordered, for the arrival of the King. Haqwaset approached and Djoser sank to his knees and placed his forehead onto the dirt.

			The King didn’t seem to notice him, as he passed and ducked into the tomb.

			‘Come, Djoser, let me see this famous work of yours.’

			The inside of the tomb was lit by many candles and lamps. Djoser had spent much of the previous days inside the tomb and the result of this final work was evident. Every reference in the tomb to Amun had been removed using a chisel, exactly as Haqwaset had ordered. The King looked at the artwork. He studied the words written so painstakingly over many months.

			‘Did you really do all of this?’ Haqwaset asked.

			‘Yes, Majesty,’ replied Djoser.

			‘I’m impressed,’ Haqwaset said, as he stopped to admire the painting of the three musicians.

			‘They are my three daughters.’

			‘You have a unique style Djoser and an usual eye. ‘It is a pity this work is wasted on such as him outside.’

			‘I don’t regard it as wasted Your Majesty. Certainly it will never be seen again by human eyes, but none of my work ever is. The gods can see it though, at any time they wish, and this is the celestial reward my work receives.’

			‘I see his wife is mentioned several times. Did he dictate to you the terms to be used or did you have a free hand.’

			‘My decision, Majesty.’

			‘You refer to her as ‘sister’ and ‘wife,’ did this priest think himself like a king allowing him to marry his sister?’

			‘No Majesty,’ Djoser replied quickly, ‘it’s my doing. I was playing with words. It’s a complicated story, but his wife is my sister.’

			‘Your sister?’ Haqwaset was incredulous. ‘Is your family so completely intertwined with what is happening at this time in my realm?’

			‘Majesty,’ interjected Djoser, ‘my sister, Tawosret, whom we call Tawy, was pressured into marrying Nahkt, after she was raped and made pregnant by the son of the High Priest. He never admitted it was his son of course; he referred to him only as his “protégé”. My sister’s is a loveless marriage but I didn’t want her going into the afterlife without letting the gods know she was loved. Therefore I have written ‘his sister’ and ‘his wife,’ and ‘beloved chantress of Amun,’ these references have multiple meanings. She is my sister but his wife. She is loved by me and my family and she is a chantress. She led the procession for the Beautiful Feast.’

			‘Yes, I remember her now. I also remember the story of the child who was raped by the priest. We hanged him didn’t we?’

			‘He was executed, my Lord, yes.’

			‘This truly is an intricate and tangled story. Where is your sister?’

			‘I sent a message to her to stay away, saying only there was trouble involving Nahkt. It was my intention to try and see her tonight. I’m worried what will now happen to her,’ replied Djoser. ‘The priests are not a forgiving breed and Nahkt is very popular with the High Priest.’

			‘Yes,’ the King said, ‘he was probably one of his major income sources. That, however, is about to be stopped.’

			The King looked around the tomb. Over to one side there was a small statue He walked over, picked it up. It was a fine sculpture of a kneeling man dressed in a white gown. The King turned it around in his hand.

			‘Is this one of yours?’ he asked.

			‘No Majesty, that is something paid for by the Temple. Nahkt asked one of the sculptors working on the new Temple construction to make it for him. I believe my work should be realistic and that’s a bit flattering.’

			‘Certainly, given the way he looks now,’ said the King.

			He placed the statue facing away from the entrance and beside a small pit, which had been dug dividing the room they were now in and the room set aside for the coffin. That would never happen now; no coffin nor sarcophagus would enter through the portal of this tomb. The King turned to the exit and walked out into the bright sun. Djoser followed in silence. Haqwaset called over to the guards.

			‘It’s time, bring him in,’ he ordered. Nahkt screamed.

			‘Please have mercy on me. I repent of all I have done. I’ll spend the rest of my days honouring you, Majesty. You are famous throughout the world for your kindness and generosity of spirit. Please find it in your heart to pardon me, I’ll serve you in any capacity you command, please forgive me. Ask anything and I’ll do it.’

			The guards were half dragging him towards the tomb entrance. As he passed, Haqwaset looked directly into his eyes.

			‘My only desire is that you die. This is a wish I am about to see come true.’

			Nahkt saw Djoser. ‘Is this your doing Djoser? I called you “brother,” you ate with me in my home and you have betrayed me. My Lord, he is as guilty as I. Search his house. He has items belonging to your forefathers.’

			Djoser didn’t respond, he didn’t have to. Haqwaset did so for him.

			‘Djoser, like your Nubian bodyguards, was, and is, in the pay of the Royal house. His father is as a brother to my Great Wife’s father, so is as an uncle to me. Djoser is my cousin, just as Maiherpri was my cousin.’

			‘Then he will die like Maiherpri. He has betrayed the Temple of Amun. He will die, his daughters will be raped, as his sister was raped, and then they will be left to die. He…’

			Any further attempt to speak was halted as Haqwaset brought his fist down hard on the back of Nahkt’s head.

			‘Enough!’ he said. ‘Guards take him and kneel him beside his statue.’

			The guards looked puzzled but as they entered the tomb they saw, in front of them, on the ground, the small statue. They brought Nahkt up beside it and pushed him down onto his knees. Haqwaset followed the guards and their prisoner inside. He made a motion with his hand which made it clear he didn’t want Djoser to enter. Djoser was happy to oblige.

			Inside the tomb, Haqwaset walked over to the kneeling priest.

			‘Are you ready for your journey to the afterlife, treacherous priest?’ he asked. Nahkt mumbled an incoherent response.

			‘When you arrive at the weighing of the heart, what do think will be the outcome?’

			Nahkt looked at him, a question in his eyes.

			‘Answer me, you piece of dog shit,’ shouted Haqwaset, so loud that Djoser could hear him outside. Nahkt was shaking and his voice trembled as he spoke.

			‘I can’t predict what the gods and the holy balance will decide, but I’m sure you believe my heart will be heavy and will be eaten by Ammut the Devourer.’

			‘I do not presume to know things known only by the gods in the underworld. I do know this, however, a man must have a heart to journey to the place of weighing,’ he turned to the guards.

			‘Remove his heart.’

			Nahkt looked horrified and screamed.

			‘Keep him alive as long as possible whilst you do it, but remove it and feed it to the first dog you see outside.’

			Having said all he intended to, he turned away from Nahkt and with his right foot he kicked the small statue into the pit.

			‘Leave his body there to rot beside his statue,’ Haqwaset said, as he walked towards the exit. ‘Make sure the tomb is properly sealed.’

			With Nahkt’s screams, echoing around the tomb, resounding in his ears, Haqwaset walked to his chariot.

			‘Bring your sister to me this evening, and make sure her son comes too. I need to do something I should have done many years ago. Does your sister love her son?’

			‘No Your Majesty, she does not. He was spawned in violence, fear and pain by a frightened ten year old girl. If she had been older and fully understood what had happened to her I’m sure she would have tried to kill him at birth.’

			‘Good,’ said Haqwaset. ‘Then I won’t need to feel any guilt for what I shall do.’

			With that, he ran the final steps to his chariot, picked up the reins, slapped them down on the horse’s rump and sped away, dust billowing in his wake.

			chapter twenty-eight

			Djoser found Tawy at the house of one of her friends. She was packing some clothes into a bundle.

			‘Going somewhere?’ he asked.

			‘I have received a request to go to the Palace,’ she said.

			‘Really?’ asked Djoser. ‘Who from?’

			‘Are you so surprised, brother, that your sister should be invited to the Palace to sing for the Queen?’ she said mockingly.

			‘No,’ he said, ‘it’s not the invitation; it’s the timing of it. Please sit, Tawy, there is something I must tell you.’

			Tawy put her bundle aside and sat down. Her friend, standing in the room, asked Djoser if he wanted some beer, an offer which he gratefully accepted. She left the room, leaving the brother and sister alone for a few minutes.

			‘Tawy,’ began Djoser, ‘there is much I could tell you. I’ll go into only as much detail as you wish to hear. However, the reason why I was surprised by the bidding, for you to go to the Palace, is that I too am here to extend an invitation to the Palace, today. This is from the King himself and is the sort of invitation which cannot be refused. I don’t know what’s in his mind, but I’m sure it’s not to ask you to sing for the Queen. I have also been ordered to bring your son.’

			Tawy looked frightened.

			‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

			‘First, I have to tell you about Nahkt,’ replied Djoser.

			Tawy took a deep breath.

			‘What has he done now?’ she asked, exhaling in exasperation as she spoke.

			‘Put simply,’ Djoser said without emotion. ‘He died. Well at least I think by now he will be dead. I hope so, for his sake.’

			‘Djoser, what are you talking about? Was he taken ill? What’s happened? I got your cryptic message not to go home, but I don’t understand.’

			In between gulps of the beer, Djoser told her the whole story. The friend, diplomatically, said she had some business at the Temple and would leave them alone to talk. Djoser was grateful. He wanted to speak openly with his sister. He told her about the plan to rob the tomb of the great warrior King, Thutmose III. He told her about his dream and his journey to Iunet, his meeting with Perneb and Yuya and the visit to the Temple of Hathor. He told her how Nahkt had been executed, at the order of the King, who was now ‘requesting’ Tawy’s presence at the Palace.’

			Tawy remained silent for a short while. When she spoke there seemed to be a mixture of fear and anger in her voice.

			‘Am I to be punished for the wrongs of my husband? I knew nothing of what he’s been doing. Why should I now be summoned before the King? Is my wretched life to be forfeited for the actions of a thief?’

			‘Please Tawy, try not to be alarmed. Do you think if he intended you harm, the King would have sent me to bring you? He’d have sent his soldiers and you would have been escorted to the Palace.’

			‘As maybe,’ replied Tawy, ‘but it all feels strange.’

			Djoser didn’t tell his sister that their parents and his daughters were at the Palace. It may be whatever the King had in mind wouldn’t involve their having to meet. If all went well and the opportunity arose, he would broach the subject of their meeting. So much was happening all at once. Better to take a breath and think about things carefully before acting.

			Tawy’s son, Amenemopet, was sleeping at home when Tawy and Djoser came looking for him. He refused to contemplate going to the Palace until Djoser pointed out, forcefully, it was not an option to refuse an order of the King. If he didn’t go willingly, then guards would be dispatched to find him and bring him before his sovereign. He should choose the less painful of the options. The world was not big enough for someone of his abilities, or rather, lack of them, to hide from his ruler.

			Amenemopet dressed quickly. The journey, on foot and ferry, from the Temple grounds to the Palace, took several hours. On arrival, they were ushered into a small windowless room by the entrance whilst a guard checked their right to enter. It was some time later when Perneb arrived to escort them to a bath house to prepare for the meeting with the King. He greeted Tawy warmly.

			‘Do you remember me?’ he asked, ‘I’m a friend of your father. You came to my house as a very small child of maybe four years old and enthralled us with your singing.’

			Tawy relaxed slightly.

			‘Yes, I think I do remember,’ she said. ‘They were simpler, happier times.’

			‘As a child everything should be simple and happy,’ said Perneb. ‘You and Djoser have been blessed. Your parents have always loved you and have always tried to protect you.’

			Tawy smiled, but didn’t respond.

			After bathing and changing clothes, Tawy, Djoser and Amenemopet were accompanied by Perneb and Nofret into the Great Hall to meet the King. As they entered there was a large group of people in front of the seated Haqwaset. Tiye was beside him. Haqwaset was speaking, clearly giving orders. He didn’t notice the three new arrivals entering the room. Tiye saw them and summoned them towards the front. As they approached the thrones, they sank to their knees, touching their foreheads to the ground. Tawy was shaking. Noticing this, Djoser placed his arm, protectively, around her shoulders as they rose to stand before their King.

			Haqwaset didn’t break from his conversation, ignoring their presence. He continued issuing orders. These were all to do with Maiherpri’s funeral arrangements and the items which should be placed in the tomb with him.

			‘I want only the best,’ he said, ‘and remember I will personally inspect everything. I won’t accept shoddiness. Now go, get started. I won’t have anyone say they’re short of time. I don’t care if you don’t sleep for the next thirty days, do what I have commanded and take care to do it properly.’

			The group, consisting of scribes and officials of various kinds, bowed and left. None spoke and the room was left in silence.

			Apart from the guards, standing at set intervals around the walls of the room and several servants, there remained only the King and Queen, Djoser, Tawy, Amenemopet, Perneb and Nofret. The servants brought cushions.

			‘Be seated,’ Haqwaset said, more as a command than as a request; they all obliged.

			‘Not you, Amenemopet.’

			The young man jumped up.

			‘I see you have made full use of your potential, Amenemopet and have done absolutely nothing with your life. I remember you. Your father arranged for you, as a young boy, to come and work at the Palace. You showed some promise. This could have provided a major advantage for your life. You were dismissed for indiscrete and potentially treasonous gossiping, something for which, in a man, would have been punishable severely. Life is about to change for you. Your father has caused a son to be taken from this world. A man whom I was proud to call a friend. He is with us no more, but preparing to spend eternity with the gods, as all true heroes should.’

			Amenemopet tried to interrupt. ‘He is not my…’ he began.

			‘Be silent,’ Haqwaset shouted.

			His voice seeming to echo around the walls.

			‘You have not been brought here to speak, you are here to listen and do as I tell you. You are going to be given the chance to make amends both for your miserable life and the evil which has been perpetrated by your father. You are to go to Kush and perform such duties as my brother, father of my dead friend, decides for you. Be warned, however, if I hear you have in any way disrespected him or any member of his family then I’ll have no hesitation in taking you to spend eternity with your father. Do you understand? Now you may speak, but only one word, so choose it carefully.’

			‘Yes,’ replied Amenemopet in a low voice.

			‘What?’ asked Haqwaset, loudly ‘I permit you to say one word, and you mumble it. What did you say?’

			‘I said “Yes” Majesty,’ came the louder reply.

			‘Then guard, take this wretch out of my sight, give him a bed in a cell in the barracks, somewhere where he is watched and ensure he doesn’t try to run away from his new position.’

			The guard led him away. Tawy’s eyes followed him.

			‘Don’t worry; no harm will come to him, so long as he behaves.’

			Tawy turned quickly to look at the King and was surprised to see him smiling gently at her.

			‘I’m not concerned for him, Your Majesty,’ she said, her voice trembling with nervousness. ‘I gave up on him long ago, perhaps if I had loved him more he would have turned out differently.’

			‘Don’t blame yourself,’ it was Tiye who was speaking. ‘We know the circumstances of his making and it must have been very hard for you, but your eyes show you do care for him, even if you try to hide it.’

			‘He is my son Majesty,’ Tawy responded, ‘as much as I try to distance myself from him, it’s not always possible. My head tells me to not love him, but in my heart I know how I carried him for nine months and suffered the pain of bringing him into the world. For all his faults, a part of me is inside him and I can’t be completely cold towards him or his fate.’

			‘His fate is in his own hands,’ Haqwaset said. ‘Yours, however, is in mine.’

			Tiye glanced at her husband, his eyes told her not to be concerned. He turned his attention to Tawy.

			‘Until the last few days, I knew very little about your family.’

			He looked directly into Tawy’s dark brown, freshly kohled eyes.

			‘I have seen your father, briefly, several times, in relation to his work, but knew nothing of his family. Suddenly, events seem to centre around them. Djoser here in the midst of everything. His daughters helping a young woman cope with the grief of losing the man who, tomorrow, was to become her husband. Then there’s you, Tawy. Married to the man who caused the death of my friend, leading the chants in the festival procession and now, here before me.’

			Tawy felt as though she should be frightened; in front of her was the most powerful man in the world, who could have a life snuffed out with the click of his fingers. He appeared to be saying he was going to decide her fate, but she was not afraid. Perhaps it was the kindly face of the Queen sitting beside him, who smiled whenever their eyes met. Perhaps it was her brother, still with his arm around her shoulders, whatever it was, she was not afraid. She would accept her fate.

			‘For many reasons, I’m not happy with what is happening in the great Temple of Amun,’ Haqwaset continued. ‘But that has nothing to do with you and is something I shall deal with in times to come. You have been brought here for a different purpose. A purpose which must mean you leaving the Temple.’

			‘But Majesty,’ she retorted. ‘Without my singing I’m left with nothing. You may as well order my death as to banish me from the Temple and the work I love.’

			‘Tawy, you must let me finish. You have a beautiful voice. Songs can make a man laugh or cry, they are very powerful. I don’t want to stop you singing. I just believe you should stop singing in honour of a god. I want you to use your voice and your heart for a much simpler, but even more important, reason. There is someone who would benefit greatly from your voice and love. A person, I only met for the first time a couple of days ago, but who is known, and I must say, loved dearly by your Queen and her parents.’

			Tiye nodded to Nebetya, the young, ever present servant girl. Nebetya left through the royal entrance behind the thrones and returned in a few minutes. With her came two people. Tawy could not see them as her view was blocked by the thrones. When they arrived beside the dais, she recognized them immediately and began to cry. She ran to her mother and they hugged, tears streaming down both of their faces. There were no words exchanged. Words would come later. After a long time the two women let go of each other and Tawy, looking over her mother’s shoulder, saw her father standing, tears running down his cheeks.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he mouthed without making a sound and held out his arms to his daughter. She went to him and embraced him tightly.

			‘Oh father, please forgive me.’

			‘It is I who needs forgiveness Tawy, not you.’

			The door opened again and Merit came in with Djoser’s three daughters, followed by Yuya and Tjuya. When all the embraces and kisses had ended, or at least subsided, Haqwaset looked from the newly reunited family to Tiye and back again.

			‘At least maybe something good has come out of the events of the past days,’ he said. Tiye reached out and took his hand in hers.

			The following days were full of activity. Tawy’s voice could be heard coming from the rooms allocated to her and the family in the small palatial building assigned for Yuya. She, her mother, and sister Merit, were inseparable.

			As time passed, Amunitore also spent more time in the company of Tawy, Merit, their mother and Djoser’s children. Maiherpri’s two brothers, too, often joined them. Amunitore felt more comfortable with this group than being alone with Merkare, who was struggling with the loss of her youngest son. It was not that Amunitore felt Maiherpri’s loss any less than his mother. Merkare was prone to hours of not speaking, just sitting looking thoughtfully. Amunitore felt her presence was not helpful to Merkare trying to cope with the loss. The presence of the person to be married to Maiherpri was a constant reminder of what had been lost. Amunitore believed the healing process would be helped if she kept a little distance between them. Of course she ate her meals with the Viceroy and his family every day. It was not all gloom. His brothers talked fondly about their younger brother and told of some of his escapades. Amunitore had been surprised at how much time the brothers had been able to spend with Maiherpri, given the nature of their duties. It seemed as if any excuse to cross the river would involve a clandestine meeting.

			Occasionally the family were joined by Mahu and Meri-Bes, Maiherpri’s closest friends. Mahu had also been raised in the nursery and was able to tell stories from the time they played together as children. One day the two young Princes came to see them. Thutmose, being the elder, spoke for both of them.

			‘Maiherpri taught us both how to play Senet. He would spend many hours patiently playing with us and we miss him very much. Please can we place our Senet board and pieces with him so he can think of us in the afterlife and not forget us?’

			Merkare picked Thutmose up first and then Teppy, giving them a kiss.

			‘He would never forget you two,’ she said, smiling for the first time in days. ‘He loved you both like brothers and you will always be in his heart.’

			‘Father told us we can help make an Osiris bed for Maiherpri. We’re going to the river tomorrow to dig the richest silt we can find,’ Thutmose said.

			‘The barley seeds are coming from grandfather’s estate and father is going to build the bed himself with Huy,’ Teppy chimed in.

			‘The rush mat is being woven by Kirgipa’s servants, the linen is the finest in the Two Lands,’ said Thutmose.

			The family knew it was a great honour to be bestowed in death with an Osiris bed. An effigy of the god was made from silt and sown with barley. New growth, in the darkness of the tomb, demonstrated the rejuvenation of the ba. It was unheard of for a non-royal to be honoured in this way.

			Merymose spent many hours with Haqwaset. The brothers wanted to ensure all would be well for Maiherpri in the afterlife and carefully considered what should go with him into the tomb.

			‘I have asked that his body be dressed with jewels from the royal collection. He’ll wear something of our father, grandfather and his father before him. He’ll have my favourite amulet so that many generations of Kings will lend a part of their spirit to aid him in his journey. His shroud wrapping will include cloth belonging to Hatshepsut. Special canopic jars have been commissioned,’ Haqwaset said.

			‘Please brother. Merkare and I are eternally grateful for all you are doing, but leave a little for us to do. Please don’t be offended Haqwaset, but we need to bury our son and prepare as much as possible for him.’

			‘I’m so sorry,’ said Haqwaset, ‘am I doing too much? I just want what’s best for him and I hoped to take some of the burden from your shoulders.’

			‘You’ve already done so Haqwaset and we love you all the more for what you’re doing, but we need to occupy ourselves too. Did you know the boys have given their senet gaming board and pieces?’

			‘No, I didn’t. They loved him too. We all did, very, very much. He was a bright spirit and our lives are darker without him. Please let me know what I can do. I promise I’ll try to stop interfering so much.’

			Merymose smiled. He could see his brother was upset and he clasped him firmly by the shoulder.

			‘Haqwaset, you have done all you can. Please don’t blame yourself anymore for his death; it was the bowman who killed him, not you. Maiherpri would not have had it any other way. You are honouring him in death, as you loved him in life; you should be content. We’ll change nothing of what you’ve organized. The canopic jars, however, will have to be used for someone else. Amunitore has chosen an unusual and special design, perhaps it’s best if she has her way in that.’

			‘I agree,’ said Haqwaset.

			‘Just as well,’ replied Merymose, ‘they were delivered to the priests days ago.’

			‘Perhaps I’m not all powerful after all,’ he said.

			‘You’re married to Tiye,’ responded Merymose. ‘I think together you are omnipotent, or at least as all powerful as anyone on earth can be.’

			The brothers went through the list of items to be placed in the tomb. In addition to the royal jewellery, there would be earrings and bracelets, beads, neck pieces and amulets, his favourite bow, two of his protective arm bracers, his quivers and no fewer than seventy five arrows. Maiherpri liked to make his own arrows. He said his prowess with the bow relied on the straightest and strongest of arrows and if he made them himself he could be sure, if he missed the target, he could blame no-one but himself. In the room Maiherpri used as a workshop they found more than one hundred finished arrows and many more to be worked on.

			‘Can I keep thirty arrows for my use?’ Haqwaset asked. ‘I would like to go hunting with you and your two sons, using Maiherpri’s own arrows to kill the game for the funeral feast and also for the butchers to prepare the joints for placing in the tomb. It would be fitting for his arrows to be used.’

			‘What a wonderful thought, Haqwaset. The boys and I will be honoured to accompany you.’

			As well as meat, loaves of bread would be baked, to be interred with him.

			‘Plenty of them,’ Haqwaset said. ‘Maiherpri has a healthy appetite.’

			Plants, glass, pottery and faience vessels and bowls, some taken from his quarters, others given as gifts by his friends, were also to be included.

			‘I think Meri-Bes was only joking when he proclaimed that the two hounds should be buried with him,’ said Merymose.

			‘He was probably serious,’ replied Haqwaset, once more smiling, despite his sadness. ‘Meri-Bes struggles with things on four legs which are bigger than he is.’

			Both men laughed.

			‘But he can’t have his way,’ Haqwaset added. ‘Maiherpri loved those animals far too much for them to be killed without good reason.’

			‘Amunitore says it would be fitting if their collars were to go with him,’ said Merymose. ‘The dogs themselves she would like to keep.’

			‘She is showing maturity beyond her years,’ said Haqwaset.

			‘The sudden death of a loved one can make you grow up very quickly,’ replied Merymose. His brother nodded in agreement.

			The funeral was to take place towards the end of the last month of the year. Based on the design of the Mortuary Temple it was imperative the funeral was completed by then. The following month would see the waters rise with the inundation and the Temple would be flooded.

			‘The priests tell me all will be guided by the goddess Sopdet and her great star, the star of the dog,’ said Merymose.

			‘What do you mean?’ asked Haqwaset.

			‘They tell me it’s a great omen; this will give Merkare some comfort to know, especially given Maiherpri’s love for his hounds.’

			Haqwaset took a drink from the wine cup beside him. He listened to what his brother was saying.

			‘The great dog star disappeared from the night sky on the day Maiherpri died. It will rise again, as it always does, to herald in the season of the inundation in seventy days, where it will appear in the sky just before the sun rises. Maiherpri will be buried on that day. This should also bring comfort to you, Haqwaset. The omen relating to the dogs surely meant it was Maiherpri’s fate to have died exactly on the day he did,’ Merymose responded, trying to give comfort to his grieving brother.

			‘Omens? Omens and gods. Gods for this, gods for that,’ spat Haqwaset. ‘Sometimes I think Yuya is right. We have invented these gods for our own comfort and convenience. The star of Sopdet falls and rises every year at the same time. It could have been Maiherpri’s ‘destiny’ to have died ten years ago or fifty years from now on the same star defined date. Yes, it’s incredible he should die on the day of the star’s setting and that I declared seventy days of mourning, not knowing this timing would fit so neatly into the cycle of the star. I tell you Merymose, it’s coincidence; nothing more than coincidence. It’s neither omen nor harbinger. Maybe there is only one true God. Of one thing I am certain; that god is not Amun.’

			‘You may be right, Haqwaset, or you may be wrong. All I can say is Merkare and Amunitore will believe it’s an omen. They’ll see it as a sign of the gods calling him, maybe to be a carer for their dogs in the afterlife. Who knows what interpretation they’ll put on it? I say anything which brings some form of comfort to those two suffering women, who undoubtedly feel the loss the most at this moment, is a good thing.’ Merymose was as calm when he spoke, as Haqwaset had been angry.

			‘Ignore me brother,’ the King said, staring into the wine cup he had quickly drained following his outburst. ‘You’re right. My arguments with the gods should not cause harm to those I love. Tell them the priests believe it to be a great omen and an assurance that Maiherpri’s journey into the afterlife will be both quick and joyous. Tell them the goddess Sopdet will ensure the date of his death and funeral will be heralded throughout eternity by her star, the brightest in all the sky, leaving and returning. Tell them whatever will make the pain they are suffering ease, even if just a little. Tell them anything you want, but don’t try to convince me. Wine Steward, come here, this cup is empty.’

			chapter twenty-nine

			Perneb and his family returned home a few days after the Beautiful Feast of the Valley. They wouldn’t be able to be in Waset for the funeral, as the date coincided with the Feast Day of Hathor. As the governor of the Sepat, which was the home of the great goddess, he would have to remain to lead the celebrations.

			Djoser was sad to see them go. He was unsure if there would be many opportunities to spend time with them in the future. He hoped their paths would cross on happier occasions. In just a short time he had become very close to them and would miss their company.

			He threw himself into his work, creating the ‘Book of the Dead’ for Maiherpri, or ‘The Book of Going Forth by Day,’ its more formal title, insisted on by the mortuary priests. He spent time in the company of Maiherpri’s brothers. Together with his daughters he spoke, at length, to Amunitore. All the information he gleaned, helped him to fashion the papyrus scroll. He showed Maiherpri’s journey to the afterlife. He hadn’t known the young Nubian in life, but he hoped his depiction of him on the scroll was not far from the real man. When at last it was finished, Djoser showed it first to Yuya. He had not wanted to go directly to the King in case it was not liked. Yuya assured him it was a work to be proud of and took Djoser immediately to show it to Merymose and Merkare. Merkare cried as she looked at it.

			‘Thank you Djoser,’ she said, through her tears. ‘It is a very special and beautiful piece of work. Can we go with you when you meet the King? We would like to see his reaction.’

			‘It would be an honour and a comfort to me,’ assured Djoser, ‘I don’t mind telling you that the King frightens me. I would be happier if my audience with him was not alone.’

			Djoser need not have been fearful. Haqwaset’s reaction was the same as the others who had seen it. He looked at it together with Tiye.

			‘I have never seen the Book personalized in such a way,’ she said. ‘The gods will certainly know Maiherpri from this work.’

			‘Yuya’s faith in you is not misplaced after all,’ Haqwaset said. ‘Perhaps when he has no further use for you he could send you to me. I can always find work for a talent such as this.’

			Haqwaset and the family remained in Waset much longer than intended. They needed to go to Ineb-Hedj, returning to Waset in time for the funeral and the start of the inundation, which was now less than two months away.

			Merymose was anxious to return to his duties in Kush. He could not, however, bring himself to leave his wife on her own. She was still grieving for their son. He had been receiving messages, almost daily, from a large team of couriers and scribes. There appeared to be no obvious signs of problems but Kush was not an easy country to administer. It was a foreign country in which, although its people in general had come to accept the rule of Kemet, there was always an undercurrent of mistrust. Any signs of unrest had to be dealt with quickly and efficiently. The gold and other assets were important for the continuing dominance of the Two Lands over its neighbouring countries.

			Amongst the sadness there was still time for a little joy. In a ceremony, attended by all the family, Prince Thutmose was presented with his leopard skin robe, an important element in the ceremonial dress of a Sem Priest. This robe had been meticulously prepared by the team of seamstresses working with Kirgipa and was of the highest quality. As part of his training to be the next King, Thutmose was to spend time as a priest in the Temple of Ptah in Ineb-Hedj, under the guiding hand of his uncle Anen.

			The Crown Prince would soon rise to be Overseer of all the Priests of Upper and Lower Kemet and ultimately, High Priest of Ptah. As Haqwaset and Tiye had discussed in the garden, a short time ago, this was all part of Haqwaset’s plan to diminish the power and roles of the priests. The specially commissioned statue of Thutmose, in his new robes, was also presented to him. Carved, personally, by the Chief royal sculptor, Men, it received a rapturous reception from the family.

			Haqwaset, Tiye, Kirgipa, Smenkhare and Prince Thutmose set out, the next day, for Ineb-Hedj to invest Thutmose in the Temple of Ptah. They planned to return in time for the funeral of Maiherpri and the inundation. It was fitting for Thutmose to participate in the funeral ceremony in his position as a Sem Priest, something which made him feel honoured. It was as if, for the first time, he was being looked on as more than a child, he was at last entering into the world of adulthood.

			*

			After seventy days, when the dog star of Sopdet ascended again above the pre-dawn horizon, those who had left, returned. All was ready for the funeral procession. The funerary goods were assembled on carts to be pulled behind the gilded coffin. This, the innermost of three, beautifully painted and carved, was topped by a golden image of the young warrior. Once fitted, one inside another, all three were to be placed inside a sarcophagus made from precious cedar wood and measuring three cubits in length.

			The sarcophagus was coated with black resin, decorated in gold foil. Anubis and the Four Sons of Horus were symbolized on its sides, Isis standing at its foot. The mourners were many. Each would follow the body into the tomb and place whatever special items they wanted to gift to their dead loved one.

			Teppy and Nefertiti, who had always been close, had become inseparable over the last month, they, together with Smenkhare, would each take a part of the Senet board and games pieces. Amunitore, accompanied by the two hounds, would bring in the dog collars. A bracelet she had wanted to give Maiherpri on their wedding day had already been placed around his wrist. His brothers would carry in the bracers and quivers of arrows, Merkare the perfume vessels and Merymose the canopic jars containing the stomach, liver, lungs and intestines of his son. These canopic jars were not, however, like any seen before.

			Traditionally, canopic jars were topped by the image of one of the four sons of Horus. Each charged with caring for one part of the body and each representing a point on a compass. Amseti, the only one of the four to be represented in human form, cared for the liver and represented the south. Hapy, from the north, in the form of a baboon, protected the lungs. From the east was Duamutef, a jackal, who safeguarded stomach and spleen. Finally, from the west, Qebehsenuef taking the image of his father, a hawk, cared for the intestines.

			Amunitore had asked that the jars for Maiherpri be all fashioned in human form. Her own face as the model. However, each was inscribed with a dedication to the appropriate son of Horus. Each jar was carefully wrapped in linen to replicate the image of the mummified corpse. In this way Maiherpri would know, throughout eternity, she would care for him. The jars were placed in a specially made chest. This was decorated with the four sons of Horus and the sister goddesses Isis and Nephthys.

			Haqwaset was to bring in the bow, Tiye and Kergipa, linen and clothing. As Haqwaset had wished, he, together with Merymose and his two sons, spent two days hunting, using Maiherpri’s arrows. The first day they took game which was to be mummified and placed in the tomb. The second day’s kill was for the funeral feast. Others would bring in plants and linen. The tomb would be filled.

			The procession set off from the newly completed Temple. Today it had been handed over to Maiherpri’s family to honour and bury their son. The ornate coffin was placed on a distinctive, unique barque. Specially commissioned statues of the protective goddesses Nephthys and Isis, the celestial sisters, representing death and rebirth, were placed one at each end of the coffin. On the barque the sacred text was written.

			May Maiherpri be protected by the mother Nephthys, as he sinks into the darkness on the Barque of the Night, then having found his true voice, rise again with Isis on the Barque of the Light of Day.

			The barque was pulled by a team of oxen. In front of the coffin walked Tawy. It had been Merkare’s wish that she sing in the procession. The families of Kha, Yuya and Maiherpri had spent much time together over the past seventy days and had grown very attached to one another. It seemed the years of separation had not dimmed the true feelings of love Tawy felt towards her sister, mother and father and theirs, for her, in return. The bad times were not spoken about and seemed to have been put behind them. Merit was giving cause for concern to all except Kha, who refused to discuss his wife’s health if anyone broached the subject.

			Beside the coffin a squad of soldiers marched. Alternating between Palace guards, carrying their ceremonial golden spears, and Nubian bowmen, dressed all in white and carrying bright, gilded bows. Their quivers made of fine linen, woven with gold and the gilded arrows inside shining like the precious metal.

			Many citizens of Waset lined the route to the sacred valley, heads bowed in respect. Some had never seen such a funeral procession, the last one had been twenty three years before, when Haqwaset’s father had been taken all too soon. Now the spectators saw the funeral barque in all its glory. The King and other dignitaries rode in golden chariots, each pulled by a black horse with shining oiled coats. In Haqwaset’s chariot, standing proudly beside his father, was Thutmose. Teppy rode with Yuya, whilst Smenkhare shared a chariot with Meri-Bes. The Royal women were conveyed on covered ebony carrying chairs, their poles plated with gold, each borne by twelve men. Behind these came the carts bearing the gifts which would be placed in the tomb. Following the carts, came the lesser officials and servants on foot. It took more than an hour for the end of the procession to pass through the gates of the Mortuary Temple, between the gargantuan statues of the King.

			Once the procession reached the crossroads leading to the valley, soldiers lined the route. No civilian was allowed to enter the valley as no-one other than the family and trusted guards were permitted to know the precise location of the burial place. Even some of the workmen didn’t always know to whom the tomb, they were working on, belonged. It was a tradition for kings to dig more than one tomb at a time so as to confuse any potential robbers. Only the artists who carried out the final decorations would know the precise tomb to be used and these were all trusted workers from the village. Legends had grown, saying those who worked on the tomb were buried inside it to protect its secrets. It was a rumour based on little, if any, fact; however, it served a purpose to promote the story.

			The cortège arrived outside the tomb. Before entering, the priests, accompanied by Merymose and Prince Thutmose in his Sem priest leopard skin cloak, performed the mouth opening ceremony. This took place in the shade of a large canopy, erected to provide some cover from the sun for the royal participants and family. Once completed, priests entered the tomb to perform the blessing, chanting appropriate prayers to ensure the deceased’s ba, would be welcomed into the afterlife and known by the gods. The incantations would also help to guarantee that his heart would pass the test of being weighed against the feather and his spirit would rise again to dwell in eternity with his forebears and the gods.

			The coffin was carefully lifted from the barque and taken inside. As the tomb was restricted in size only a few people could enter with the coffin, other than the bearers. The priests came out and the coffin bearers went in, followed by Merymose, Merkare, Amunitore and Haqwaset. Maiherpri’s two brothers waited at the tomb entrance. They were now dressed as soldier princes, their muscular frames adorned with gold. Each wore a short kilt made from white linen but with gold plates hanging from a waist band giving the kilts a striped appearance. Around their arms were golden bands and a gold breast plate hung from their necks. A bow was strung across their shoulders, a quiver of arrows and sword by their side. In their hands they carried the ceremonial ostrich feather fans their brother had so proudly carried in his life time. They stood like guards at the entrance.

			They heard a furore and instinctively turned to look into the tomb, which was brightly lit with candles and lamps. They heard Haqwaset’s voice, low but steely.

			‘What do you mean it doesn’t fit?’

			They could not make out the response but they heard their mother and Amunitore start to cry. Curious, they squeezed into the chamber. The sarcophagus was open. The coffin, carrying the body, was partially inside.

			‘Majesty, the coffin doesn’t fit inside the sarcophagus.’

			‘How can this be?’ Haqwaset asked to no-one in particular. ‘Who is responsible? This cannot go unpunished.’

			‘Please, brother,’ Merymose spoke in hushed tones. ‘This is not a time for retribution, let us bury my son. Let us mourn and pray for him. Let us not make today be remembered for failures.’ He turned to the coffin bearers.

			‘Remove my son from the coffin in which he was brought here. Place him in the second coffin, seal it and place that inside the sarcophagus. His body will be well enough protected.’

			The bearers looked at their King who nodded his agreement.

			‘What is to be done with the empty coffin?’ one of the bearers asked.

			It was Amunitore who answered.

			‘Please leave it where it is. It may serve for me in the future.’ Merkare turned to the girl she had wanted as her son’s wife. She took hold of the young girl’s hand.

			‘May the gods bless you child. Don’t plan the end of your days just yet, you’re young and have a long life ahead of you.’

			Turning her attention temporarily away from Amunitore, she said, ‘Leave the coffin. Do as Amunitore asks. Maybe when his spirit rises he can rest in the unused coffin, if he tires of where he now lies.’

			The brothers left the tomb and took up their previous positions outside. They were faced with a wall of inquisitive faces but they ignored the looks, staring straight ahead. After a short while those who had been inside the tomb came out. All had been crying, even Haqwaset had been overcome with the emotion of seeing the bandaged body of his friend lifted from one coffin and placed in another. The young, strong, muscular man seemed frail inside his shroud.

			Haqwaset wanted to remember his friend as he was in life, strong and vigorous, but now his final image was one of linen wrapped frailty. Merkare and Amunitore together had placed the precious ‘Book of the Dead’ papyrus scroll inside the coffin where Maiherpri’s body now lay. Djoser’s work had been a source of comfort, especially for Merkare. She was pleased at how her son was depicted as he truly was, wearing his curly wig. She felt heartened and reassured, both by the scroll and the omen from the goddess Sopdet, that her son’s passage to the afterlife wouldn’t be too burdensome for him.

			The largest of the funerary gifts was the first to be taken into the tomb. The Osiris bed, which the boys had worked on with their father and the artisans, with such endeavour, was carried in by six servants. Then all of the principal mourners took in their special gifts. Tiye went together with the children. She had taught them not to be afraid to cry; they too had lost a friend and this was their final chance to say goodbye.

			After the gifting was completed, a feast was prepared and eaten. All started in sombre mood, but gradually, perhaps aided by the free flowing wine, people started to reminisce about their dead friend, son and brother. There was some laughter. Fond memories of Maiherpri would last as long as these people lived and their thoughts would frequently turn to the young man who had been so full of life. They would remember also, the sight of his two hunting hounds lying down silently at the tomb entrance. They didn’t move until called away by Amunitore at the end of the feast. As they walked away they frequently turned to look at the tomb entrance until it was out of sight. Their heads remained hung down and it was several weeks before they returned to anything like their previous boisterous selves. They never left Amunitore’s side. It was as if their master was telling them to look after her and they would always obey him.

			It was agreed, Aperel and Djutmosis would return, with their parents, to Kush. After the inundation Aperel would come back to Waset to take over Maiherpri’s duties, while Djutmosis would stay in Kush to learn all his father could teach him about being a viceroy. Haqwaset had always in mind to appoint Maiherpri as a Vizier. This was one of the most important official positions in the whole of the Two Lands and Haqwaset needed a person he could trust. Now Aperel would stand in the stead of his dead brother, whilst Djutmosis would be the next Viceroy of Kush when his father died. Yuya congratulated Haqwaset on his choices. He also congratulated Merymose for appointing Nahkt’s ‘son’ as overseer of the Medjay stables in Kerma. This post was nothing more than a glorified stable hand and being surrounded by Medjay, some of the most fearful of all soldiers, meant his abilities to interfere in matters of state would be severely limited.

			Djoser and his daughters would normally have gone with Yuya, in light of Djoser’s new position as scribe. However, Merit’s health was seriously deteriorating. Tjuya was concerned.

			‘I want to stay here for Merit,’ she told Yuya. ‘If you feel you must go home then please do so. I don’t think she’ll live to see the crops being sown after the inundation and I don’t want to leave her. She will be more comfortable here in the Palace. Having Tawy, Merit and Djoser’s girls here is a great comfort to her, but I know if I leave she will want to return to her own home. She’s better off here.’

			Yuya leaned over and kissed his wife.

			‘Like you, I can’t leave her at this time. When Asenath was dying it was Merit who buoyed my spirit. Kha will also need my support. He’s in denial about her condition; her passing will hit him the most.’

			Merymose and his family left three days after the funeral. Merkare made a special effort to again thank Tawy for her singing at the ceremony. She was accompanied by Aperel, who seemed enchanted by Tawy. Merkare invited her to join them in Kush, which Tawy declined in view of her mother’s health.

			‘But I would love to come one day,’ she said.

			‘You must, and I’ll make sure Aperel brings you with him on his next visit home.’

			‘It would be an honour and a pleasure,’ said the young Nubian.

			Tawy blushed.

			*

			Three weeks later, on the day the Mortuary Temple of Haqwaset was flooded for the first time, when all that was visible above the water was the Ark, as Haqwaset was celebrating the achievement in the Great Hall, Merit died. She was surrounded by her children and grandchildren. Kha, the only man she had ever loved, was at her side holding her hand.

			‘I love you,’ he said, when she opened her eyes for the last time.

			‘I know, and me you, always,’ she replied.

			She looked into his eyes, turning her head slightly to do so. He could not make out what she was thinking. She then looked straight up at the ceiling, which had been painted with stars resembling the night sky. She sighed, closed her eyes and her breathing stopped. For a long time the only sound in the room was the soft sobbing of all who were there. No one seemed to want to disturb the private grief. In the end it was Tjuya, standing with her husband at the back of the room, who moved forward. She put her arms around the shoulders of Merit and Tawy.

			‘Come, let us leave your father and mother alone for a while so he can say goodbye.’

			Without another word the three of them walked towards the door. Djoser and his daughters followed silently behind.

			Once they had left the room, Yuya walked over to his friend who was still holding his wife’s hand. Tears were streaming down his face. He placed his hand on Kha’s shoulder.

			‘I always believed I would go first. I promised her. It’s the only promise I never kept. Nothing is ready for her funeral. The tomb is finished but there’s no coffin. I have spent so much time preparing for my own passing I haven’t thought about this. What can I do?’

			‘Don’t worry about anything now,’ said Yuya. ‘Just say farewell and we’ll sort everything out tomorrow. You’re not on your own Kha, my old friend. You have a wonderful family around you and Tjuya and I are here for whatever we can do to help.’

			‘Thank you Yuya,’ Kha said, looking up at the tall figure beside him. He patted Yuya’s hand, which was still resting on his shoulder. ‘Thank you,’ he repeated.

			Yuya left him there to mourn and perhaps say things only his wife should hear. He went straight to the Great Hall to break the news to the King.

			Merit’s funeral took place fifty days later. The body still needed forty days, covered in natron, to be properly preserved, but the wrapping ceremonies were less elaborate. Kha had insisted his coffin, so carefully prepared for him, should be used for his wife. Some adjustments were necessary, but it would be the best option. Her body was small in comparison to her husband’s. Once her lifeless body was placed in the coffin, the empty spaces were packed with linen. The funeral was simple, but well attended.

			In addition to their tomb, Kha had constructed a small pyramid chapel. It was to this chapel that Merit’s body was initially brought. From there it was carried, by friends and family, to the tomb at the base of the cliff. Inside, Kha had spent many years decorating. He was not a poor man and Merit would want for nothing in the afterlife; jars of perfumes, ointments and kohl, inside vessels of faience and glass, surrounded the coffin. All of Merit’s clothes were left in the tomb, as well as a wig, gifted to her by Asenath many years before.

			The funeral was a cause of wonder for the villagers. The King and Queen came, along with many other dignitaries and Governors from several sepats. They knew that Kha was in charge of the tomb building of the King, but for him to personally attend the funeral of Merit was extraordinary.

			Merit was laid to rest. Kha busied himself over the next months preparing new coffins for his own use. He didn’t intend to stay too long without her.

			*

			Six months passed. The King’s tomb was finished. The grateful monarch thanked Kha for the work done. Kha walked home and sat in his favourite chair, asking Merit to pour him a glass of wine. He chatted quietly with her and Tawy, speaking about their mother; he spoke of his joy that Tawy had been able to spend time with her before her death. After a while, Kha blessed them both and told them it was time for him to rest. He said ‘goodnight,’ and closed his eyes. He saw Merit standing in the courtyard of the Palace of Justice, Djoser in her arms, smiling as she had so many years ago on the day of his release from prison. He went happily into the final sleep, from which his earthly body would never wake, and journeyed to be with his cherished Merit.

			 

			PART THREE

			PRINCE THUTMOSE

			FIVE YEARS LATER

			‘And thus did Osiris speak: I am Tamyt, the Triumphant justified by the Great God. Tamyt is not dead, neither is her body weary.’ 

			(Inscription on the sarcophagus of 

			Tamyt the cat – Cairo Museum.)

			chapter thirty

			The chanting became louder and louder, rising to a crescendo. The chantresses of the Temple of Ptah were lamenting.

			‘Greetings exalted Ptah, The Ancient One. Your ba on earth has joined you…’

			Thutmose knew this meant only one thing. The Apis Bull was dead. It was no surprise to him; the sacred animal had been slowly weakening. His duties, as sem-priest, required Thutmose to take part in the many ceremonies associated with its death and the accompanying search for a new Apis. He should go to the Temple immediately, but his mind was elsewhere. Tamyt, his beloved ‘Miauette,’ didn’t wake him this morning, as she had done for the last five years.

			‘Miauette, Miauette,’ he called, walking from room to room in his palatial quarters. He looked everywhere. Under furniture, in hidden corners. There was no sign of her. A scream from the direction of the servants quarters made him turn. One of the girls ran out, seeing the Prince she fell to her knees, sobbing.

			‘My Lord, forgive me,’ she said.

			‘What is it?’

			‘Tamyt. Out there.’ She pointed towards the kitchen beyond the door.

			Thutmose ran out of the door, into the early morning sunshine. Tamyt lay beside the bread oven, curled up. She appeared asleep. As Thutmose approached his adored cat, he called her name softly.

			‘Miauette, my precious Tamyt, what is it?’ He knew, but hoped for a miracle. Picking up her lifeless form and holding her to his chest, he said nothing. Tears streamed down his face as he returned to his chamber. He laid her gently on the bed. To most she was only a one-eyed cat, but to him she was his faithful companion.

			In life the small creature had amused and comforted the Prince through good and bad times, particularly during his first months away from daily contact with his brother, sisters and friends. His initial training as a Priest of Ptah meant staying twenty four hours a day and seven days a week at the Temple. Of course his family were frequent visitors, but he couldn’t play jackals and hounds with Teppy, or senet with Nefertiti or Smenkhare. Tamyt was always there. Playing with a bauble or snuggled up on his lap, purring and sleeping. Waking him every morning, jumping on him in bed. She meant his day always started with a smile.

			No more. He wrapped Tamyt in a linen sheet and walked to the Mortuary Temple, a part of the massive complex in which he served. Calling over one of the priests, he handed her lifeless body to him.

			‘Send immediately for the High Priest of Bastet. I want Tamyt to be properly treated and mummified. I want the gods to know her. She must enter the afterlife certain in the knowledge she will be welcomed by them.’

			Bastet, the cat goddess, daughter of Ra, protected the home from disease and acted as a guide and helper towards the afterlife. Her priests knew the importance of cats in the world, honoured their feline faithfulness, worshipped their form. These people would know how to honour Tamyt in death as he had loved her in life. For these priests the death of his beloved pet was not the end of her existence. It was a step on the way to the afterlife. His own faith was causing much inner turmoil. Torn between the beliefs of his grandfather, Yuya, and those of the majority of the people who it was his destiny to rule. For Tamyt’s sake, he set aside his doubts. He commanded the priests in the Temple, to treat her as a member of the Royal family. Her sarcophagus would reflect her exalted position.

			He summoned the most senior sculptor in the Temple. He gave clear instructions that the coffin should depict his feline friend, wearing her favourite necklace, offering food to the gods.

			Tamyt would be buried with full royal honour. By the end of the mourning period, the King and all his family would be here in Ineb-Hedj for the Apis ceremonies and would attend.

			Satisfied he had done all he could for Tamyt, Thutmose walked to the Apis enclosure. The great beast was surrounded by priests. One, in a jackal mask, was performing a blood-letting ceremony. The High Priest and others, specially chosen, would drink the animal’s blood to take from it the strength and spirit living within the great animal.

			The search had already begun for the new Apis. The Two Lands were awaiting the birth of a young male with the sacred markings which would single him out, as a manifestation of Ptah, to be revered for his entire life.

			In the five years since the death of Maiherpri in Waset, nothing had really changed in the Two Lands but, for Prince Thutmose, everything had altered. He was now a man. Last year, he was invested as Overseer of all Priests in the Two Lands by his father. This title causing further resentment, from the High Priest of Amun in Waset, who still regarded himself as Head of all Temples and priests.

			Haqwaset dealt with the attitude of the High Priest in what had become his traditional way. Get him to build something. This time Haqwaset commissioned a new western entrance to the Great Temple, Ipet-Sut, completely knocking down the existing structure and constructing a new third pylon. The King never tired of new building projects and never tired of forcing the High Priest in Waset to pay for them.

			The Ptah High Priest did not acknowledge the arrival, nor presence, of Thutmose. Theirs was not a good relationship. His years as a priest made Thutmose more sceptical about the true religious meaning behind Temple rituals. Being a member of the Royal Family he was in a privileged position. After his first year of training he was no longer obliged to reside permanently within the Temple confines. He was able to live in the Royal Palace and only attend the Temple when his duties required it.

			The High Priest resented this and the appointment of Thutmose as Overseer did not help. The Prince saw corruption permeating every level of the Priesthood.

			Pilgrims came to the Temple, from all over the Two Lands, to worship or plead with Ptah and to pay tribute to the Apis. An industry was built around selling artefacts or offerings to the gods. The offerings were paid for and handed to the priests for the performance of the rituals. The priests retained the offering, returning it to the seller at the end of the day and were given half of what the pilgrim had paid. The church was not short of wealth but it seemed each priest wanted to make himself personally rich. Thutmose discovered priests who left the Temple after a few years of service and retired to estates of cattle farming or wine production, purchased from funds extracted from pilgrims in this way.

			Once appointed as Overseer of Priests, Thutmose tried to stop the practice but he met obstacles at every stage. The High Priest said it wouldn’t be possible to change the workings of the system. This was the start of their bad relationship.

			‘With respect Majesty, I do not see why you are so concerned. Everyone gains from this. No one loses,’ he told Thutmose. ‘The artefacts are made in the workshops of the Temple and sold to the street sellers. The Priests pay one fourth of what they earn to the Temple funds. The sellers are able to charge lower prices for the artefacts, based on the fact the same item is sold many times. The Pilgrim gets what he wants, at a price he is prepared to pay. The seller is happy with what he gets and only has to give half to the church if the item is returned to him. The Temple, the priests and the sellers all earn money. Who is being cheated, who is losing out?’

			Thutmose was perplexed by the twisted logic.

			‘The god does not keep the offering.’

			‘And what need does Ptah have for trinkets? He receives all the homage and love he needs from his priests. His ba, embodied in the Apis Bull, is treated as a god. He never needs for food or care. He is massaged daily with oils. He has the company of a herd of cows to enable him to fulfil his physical needs and his mother is kept near to him and given all the respect a god’s mother should have. His offspring are treated with dignity and reverence as is fitting. Prince, you should concern yourself with more important things. The Temple will take care of the god’s needs and I’ll take care of the Temple’s needs.’

			Thutmose was not invited to drink the blood. He could have insisted, but today he did not have the spirit to challenge the High Priest. Instead he decided to seek out the company of friends, to spend time with people who would let him be himself. Help him grieve for Tamyt.

			Five years before, events had thrown men, women and children, from different social classes, together; bonds of friendship had been established, which Thutmose was happy had continued.

			He walked the short distance through flower filled gardens to the offices of the Vizier of Lower Kemet. He passed the Vizier’s residence in the Palace complex; he heard the sweet sound of singing. The deputy of the King, the most powerful man in this northern part of the Two Lands, was Aperel, brother of Maiherpri, now married to Tawy, daughter of Kha.

			Appointed Vizier almost two years ago, Aperel was also Governor of Ineb-Hedj. Thutmose was fascinated by the way Tawy could sing almost all day and night without tiring. Her voice as strong in the evening as it was in the morning. She made up songs as she went along and was singing out orders for her children to go to bed. In the four years which had passed since Aperel and Tawy had married she had borne him three sons.

			‘I’m not getting any younger and I needed to make up for lost time,’ she told Thutmose one day, shortly after moving to these quarters and when she was just about to give birth to their third son. ‘It is such a pity my mother and father are no longer alive to see that I’ve finally found true happiness.’

			The death of Maiherpri had reunited Tawy with her parents, introduced her to Aperel and also led to her being widowed, freeing her to marry.

			Thutmose needed no introduction. The guards, standing at the doorway, saluted and stood aside allowing him to enter unheeded. The scribe, sitting cross-legged inside the doorway, making a note of all who entered, immediately and effortlessly changed the position of his legs beneath him, moved into a kneeling position and bowed.

			Standing, he said, ‘Good evening, Prince Thutmose, I will inform the Governor of your arrival. I’m sure he will be most pleased to see you.’

			There was not the slightest hint of sarcasm in the scribe’s voice, as Thutmose often detected from servants in other houses he had occasion to visit on official business. The scribe returned and took up his previous seated position. A few moments later the tall, muscular figure of Aperel appeared. He was dressed from head to toe in a long blue, sleeveless gown, with a gold chain around his neck. He was deep in conversation with a small, elderly man dressed in a dishevelled white gown which finished just below his knees.

			‘Yes, yes,’ Aperel said, looking down at the man, who did not even come in height to the shoulders of the Vizier. Aperel glanced at Thutmose, an exasperated look on his face. The old man was talking at great speed and seemed highly agitated.

			‘I know, I know,’ Aperel continued, ‘but we will need to discuss this in detail tomorrow. Look, here is the Crown Prince. I told you, as important as these matters are, I can’t keep the Prince waiting, let us talk tomorrow, come early, speak to my scribe who will assign you an appointment.’

			The man looked up at the young Prince, made a cursory attempt at a bow and shook his head.

			‘It’s most important, most important,’ the old man was saying as he passed the Prince. ‘There is never enough time to get to the detail.’

			He continued talking as he was accompanied across the grounds by a guard and his voice trailed off into the distance. The Prince and the Vizier stood at the doorway as the old man disappeared from view. They looked at each other and burst out laughing. Thutmose was the first to speak; there was a lilt in his voice.

			‘If you needed more time, Aperel, I would have been perfectly happy to wait, you need only have asked.’ Aperel gave him a punch on the shoulder and laughed as he put an arm around the Prince. They walked towards the sound of singing in the private quarters.

			‘I told you he would be delighted,’ the scribe said as they passed him.

			Aperel looked at the cross-legged servant.

			‘It is beyond your duties to have an opinion about what your master may or may not be. Remember your station.’

			They both smiled.

			‘Who was that?’ Thutmose asked.

			‘Don’t ask, just don’t ask. You’ve saved me from hours of torture and I’m most grateful. Anyway, to what do we owe this pleasure, it seems we haven’t seen you for weeks?’

			‘I needed to talk to someone who wasn’t trying to get money or favour from me,’ replied the Prince.

			‘Well you’ve come to the wrong place,’ retorted Aperel, ‘if that man is returning tomorrow I want a new job, can you find me one?’

			The two men were still laughing as they entered the private quarters where Tawy, together with three nursemaids, were finally getting the children off to their beds. Three boys born in rapid succession, two even in the same year and the third just fourteen months later. Tawy saw the two men arrive, stood up from her kneeling position and walked over to kiss the young Prince on the cheek. Theirs had become a friendship where formalities were dispensed with unless in public, where Tawy would pay homage to the Royal family exactly the same way as all other subjects. Here, in her own home it was different; Thutmose was a very welcome guest.

			‘I must get the servants to prepare something special to eat,’ she said, smiling. I think we have some very good bull meat freshly delivered.’

			‘I would rather chew on the ear of a live donkey than have bull meat Tawy. I’ll go to my quarters to eat.’

			‘What!’ exclaimed Aperel, ‘you keep a live donkey in your quarters so you can chew on his ear? I think we need to find you a woman.’

			Thutmose had known these two would pick up on his mood, realise he needed cheering up. There were few better in the world at achieving this. Even his younger brother Teppy was not as good at raising his spirits as he used to be. In the last five years, Teppy, free from any of the pressures of future Kingship, had been able to go more his own way in the world. He and Nefertiti were inseparable and spent many days and weeks with her family. Her father, Ay, was Teppy’s uncle, his mother’s brother.

			Whilst Ay, like his sister Queen Tiye, had embraced the need in Kemet to uphold the religious and cultural heritage of the country, he was able to maintain his own personal beliefs of religion and keep them separate, much as his father, Yuya, had done. All who met Ay, in his official capacities, believed he was a follower of Amun, but this was just political expediency. His views were not strictly monotheistic as were his father’s. They were more complex and perhaps reflected his father’s insistence that all religions be understood and respected.

			Teppy had grown fascinated by tales of his forefathers. Wonderful stories of how the one, true God had saved the world from a great flood by instructing his faithful servant to build an enormous Ark. This story had intrigued Teppy ever since his father had created his Temple in such a way that, during the inundation, only a large replica of this life saving Ark was visible. There was also a completely different story about the creation of the earth, less complicated and easier to grasp and accept than the one the local priests claimed to be correct.

			In his younger years, Teppy had regaled in the stories told to him of his ancestors on his father’s side. Great Kings of the Two Lands who, just seven generations ago, removed all foreign power from the Two Lands and who created the richest and most powerful nation on earth. Now he was just as fascinated by his ancestors on his mother’s side. He knew by heart the story of his grandfather, Yuya, who was born into a large family. His father had four wives and thirteen children. Jealousy had taken over Yuya’s brothers, who sold him into slavery, and pretended to his father he was dead. Yuya eventually prospered in Kemet and, near the end of his father’s life, had been reconciled with him. The two sons born of Yuya’s first wife were now tribal leaders in their homeland, having been taken there by Yuya’s father.

			The previous year, during the season of the inundation, when the land was covered in water and life in Kemet was calmer, Teppy and Nefertiti journeyed, together with Ay and his brother Anen, to meet with their father’s younger and favourite brother. They stayed for three months. They were very inquisitive and wanted to know about Yuya’s own great-grandfather, a man named Abram, who was credited as being the founder of the religion which the family now followed. One all-powerful God. Creator of all things. A God who could at times be vengeful, at times loving, but always just. The more thought Teppy and Nefertiti gave to the subject, the more they came around to the belief that this was a true and irrefutable view of God.

			On their return to Kemet, they marvelled at the engravings and statues in the Temples in Iunu. Here, the principal god of the region was Ra, the sun god, represented by the Aten, the sun disc. Nefertiti discovered how Yuya’s first wife had come from Iunu, her father being a priest in its Temple. They spent days with the priests learning all they could about the history of the Temples and the god represented by the sun.

			The High Priest journeyed with them to the Sun Temples by the great statue Hor-em-Akhet, uncovered by Teppy’s grandfather. They became convinced by the teachings that Ra was the King of the gods and was a representation of the same god they’d heard about from the clerics in Yuya’s homeland.

			Ra was omnipresent in the stories of the Two Lands. Other gods, even Amun and Ptah, had increased in their importance within the country but this was a new phenomenon. From the time when the Great Pyramids had been built and even before then, it was Ra and his symbol, the Aten, people turned to and worshipped. The Temple at Iunu was different to those the young Prince had been used to seeing in Waset or Ineb-Hedj. Here the vast Temple was open, with a great obelisk in the centre of a magnificent, expansive courtyard.

			‘What need we of a roof,’ one of the priests had said to them. ‘We worship the god who brings us the sun every day. A roof would shield the sun from us, we want to celebrate his glory, not hide away from him.’

			They discovered many similarities, in what they were hearing in Iunu, to the teachings they heard in the house of Nefertiti’s great uncle.

			From Iunu they journeyed to Yuya’s estate and spent weeks with him before travelling together, first to Ineb-Hedj and then on to Waset. Yuya had been impressed by the depth of knowledge the young couple had and the enthusiasm with which they both spoke. He was also a little astonished at their ability to assimilate the correlation between the two stories told to them, so different on the surface but many things overlapping or complementing the other.

			He said as much to Tiye.

			‘It is such a pity they will be soon separated. Nefertiti is destined to become Queen one day and therefore must marry Thutmose. I think Haqwaset has it in mind to announce the marriage during his festival next year.’

			‘I wouldn’t make too many plans,’ replied Yuya.

			‘What do you mean?’ asked Tiye.

			‘Nothing in particular daughter, it’s just I was thinking about a dream I had,’ replied her father.

			‘A dream? What dream?’ asked Tiye, always concerned when her father talked of dreams.

			The old man looked at her for a moment. ‘Don’t worry my child, only God knows what is in the future.’

			‘And sometimes he gives a glimpse of our futures in dreams,’ she retorted.

			‘Sometimes, but not always,’ he replied.

			Tiye was persistent, ‘Please tell me what was your dream. You must tell me of your dream.’

			‘No Tiye, I don’t have to tell you my dreams,’ responded Yuya gently, and he did not tell her, at least not until many months later.

			Without travelling to the lands in the east, or speaking with the priests in Iunu, Prince Thutmose was also questioning the beliefs of his people. He had seen the corruption here at the Temple of Ptah; he had seen the criminality of the Priests of Amun in Waset, which put in motion the train of events leading to the death of Maiherpri, a death which still wrenched at his heart.

			He could not accept any true god would tolerate such behaviour.

			Why were the gods unable to stop their servants from incessant greed? Were the gods themselves selfish and greedy?

			These were questions which Thutmose could not answer; he knew they were questions which he would have to face and find answers to before he became King.

			He wished his father a long and happy life.

			The death of the Apis meant that Haqwaset was obliged to travel to Ineb-Hedj, remaining there for as long as it took for the new Bull to be found. On the day the King’s flotilla arrived, a great wave of excitement was rushing through the town. A new Apis calf, with the sacred markings, had been found. The priests had verified there had been a thunderstorm in the region of the birth at the appropriate time. Five priests had independently corroborated the four symbols and signs, which confirmed the animal as being the god’s spirit.

			Twin five year old girls had been identified as the handmaidens, who would serve the god during his life, in accordance with the settled law and tradition. Each new bull required new handmaidens, who must be twins and virgins, and remain pure for the life of the bull. Once the funeral of the Apis had taken place, the incumbent hand maidens would be released from their duties. Once discharged, they were free to marry. They accumulated wealth during the period of their responsibilities and would be granted a generous dowry from the Temple when their duties were over.

			Thutmose did not envy the poor children who would lose their youth. They would, in all probability, be in their thirties when they obtained their freedom. Unless very fortunate, this would mean chances of marriage, other than to an old man, would be slight. It seemed a very high price to pay for the honour of being handmaiden to a bull.

			chapter thirty-one

			A gathering together of the Royal Family always meant lavish celebrations. The feast prepared that evening at the Palace was no exception. Haqwaset had his whole family around him. Tiye and Kirgipa were chatting happily. Kirgipa didn’t travel everywhere with Haqwaset, as that was the duty of Tiye as ‘Great Royal Wife’, so they had much to discuss.

			Kirgipa had recovered from the grief she endured following the death of her father, two years ago. This followed, only a matter of days later, by the assassination of her brother, Artashumara.

			Yuya had warned Haqwaset that the situation in Naharina, following the death of the old King, would threaten to destabilise the country and consequently the alliance with Kemet. The news reached Kirgipa a matter of weeks after her father and brother died. The message she received informed that agents, from a neighbouring country, with ambitions to take over much of the Naharina territory, tried to create unrest by murdering the two sons. Although successful in killing her elder brother, they were captured and summarily executed before they could make an attempt on the younger. Kirgipa’s brother, Tushratta, was now sitting on the Naharina throne.

			The story Yuya received, from his spies, gave a somewhat different picture. His information didn’t mention foreign assassins. On the contrary, it told a story much closer to home and didn’t leave the hands of the present Naharina ruler totally clean. Haqwaset didn’t care which story was true, if indeed either was. He cared about Kirgipa and the security of the region and at least with Tushratta in power there was stability. More importantly, Tushratta was a man with whom Haqwaset could deal. Gold was the route to Tushratta’s heart and mind, a commodity Haqwaset had in plentiful supply.

			‘What news from home?’ Haqwaset called over to Kirgipa.

			The young Queen smiled enigmatically.

			‘My brother’s wife, Juni, recently gave birth to a daughter,’ she said, nudging Tiye gently with her elbow and nodded towards their husband. Haqwaset showed no reaction, Tiye and Kirgipa started laughing.

			‘What?’ he asked.

			Yuya leaned over to whisper in his ear.

			‘I think they believe your wedding days are not yet over.’

			Haqwaset raised his wine cup and looked towards his conspiratorial wives.

			‘A long and prosperous, healthy life to your new niece Kirgipa, may she find a rich husband who will take care of her and love her.’

			‘I think Tushratta already has his own ideas about that,’ Kirgipa whispered to Tiye and they laughed again. Haqwaset tutted and returned to his conversation with Yuya.

			Across the table, Thutmose was sitting with Teppy and Smenkhare. Nefertiti had taken up her usual position beside Teppy. They were talking with Smenkhare who was keenly interested in the latest news about the Apis. Teppy and Nefertiti were less interested in this but were happy to be in the company of Thutmose and Smenkhare, whom they hadn’t seen for several months.

			‘The funeral is set for three days from now. The Golden Barque has already been dispatched to collect the calf and its mother, the new ‘Isis cow.’ It has been agreed they’ll arrive here two days after the funeral so the seven days of festivities will begin in five days’ time.

			‘Excellent,’ exclaimed Smenkhare. ‘This is the greatest festival of a lifetime; we might all be dead before the next bull dies.’

			Kirgipa heard this last sentence.

			‘Smenkhare, the bull won’t be permitted to live on this earth any longer than did the god Osiris. I hope I’m still alive in twenty-seven or twenty-eight years, let alone you.’

			‘We can all hope mother, but we can’t be certain. I’m fairly sure I will still be alive in five days and this is the biggest festival ever. People from all over the world will be coming.’

			Nefertiti stretched across Teppy and touched Thutmose on the arm.

			‘Are you well?’ she asked gently. ‘Is everything arranged for Miauette tomorrow?’

			Thutmose turned to her and smiled. ‘Thank you. It seemed she had been forgotten in all the fuss about the Apis.’

			‘No-one has forgotten her,’ Teppy said. ‘Mother and father have talked about little else on the journey up. There is a big debate whether we should get you another.’

			‘No, please no,’ responded his elder brother. ‘At least not yet. Maybe in a while, but not yet. I couldn’t give another pet my love and attention at the moment. There is so much going on.’

			Nefertiti picked up on a sadness in Thutmose she’d never seen before. She determined to find the reason for this tomorrow, after Tamyt’s burial. For now she thought it best to let the general flow of conversation continue, ensuring that Thutmose was kept involved as much as possible.

			Aperel and Tawy were also at the feast, in a group with Djoser, his three daughters and sister Merit. Djoser was happy in his new job. He enjoyed working for Yuya, who treated him more like a son than a servant and, although Yuya always found plenty of work for Djoser to do, he was never overworked and had plenty of time to spend in his quarters with his sister and the girls.

			Not that they would be staying with him for much longer. His eldest daughter, Baketamon, was to marry a young physician working with Yuya’s personal doctor. She had shown a great aptitude for medical matters and Yuya believed, one day, she herself would make a great healer. The two youngest girls were moving to the Palace. Kirgipa said she would love them to come and work with her. Also, the Palace would provide a wider pool of eligible men, than in Yuya’s country estate. Tawy looked to her sister.

			‘Merit, when can we expect an announcement?’

			Merit blushed and shook her head.

			‘Did I tell you,’ Tawy continued in a loud voice, trying to get everyone’s attention. ‘Aperel’s brother, Djutmosis, is to marry Amunitore.’

			A loud cheer erupted.

			‘It does, however, depend on Maiherpri’s hounds letting them get near enough to each other to kiss,’ interjected Aperel.

			‘Yes, isn’t it good news?’ said Tiye, genuinely pleased. ‘Merkare finally has her wish.’

			‘Are you going south, to be there?’ Haqwaset asked his Vizier.

			‘No, Majesty, it’s their intention to come and visit us after. My parents have not yet met our youngest son, Huy, and they all wish to travel here in a month or two. We have not seen each other for two years,’ he added.

			‘I look forward to seeing them too,’ said Haqwaset. ‘If I’m not in residence here when they intend to visit, then I shall send them a command to stop in Waset for a few days.’

			‘Don’t you mean an invitation?’ asked Tiye.

			‘No Tiye, I meant what I said. They could refuse an invitation; they wouldn’t dare disobey a command. Besides, I need to talk with Merymose about my sed festival next year.’

			Tiye raised her eyebrows.

			‘I’ll be glad when that particular festival is over,’ she whispered to Kirgipa. ‘He thinks of nothing else, although one positive thing is, he doesn’t complain half as much about the pains in his back and teeth, so at least I should be grateful for that.’

			*

			Shortly after dawn the next morning, the whole family gathered to offer their support to Thutmose. No-one ridiculed or made jokes about burying a cat with such honour. They all knew how Thutmose was as attached to Tamyt as he was even to his parents and brother.

			On the sarcophagus, texts and incantations, asking for the protection of the goddesses Isis and Nephthys, were engraved by the finest craftsmen available. The four sons of Horus placed on the corners for further protection. The sacred casket would be aligned in its tomb with Horus’s sons standing at the point of the compass they represented. A prayer to Nut, the mother of all and the goddess of the sky, would ensure his beloved Miauette would become an eternal star in the heavens.

			Her coffin was carried by Thutmose himself, together with Smenkhare, Teppy and Nefertiti. The four friends each took a corner of the small box shaped coffin. They carried it, solemn faced, to the tomb Thutmose had caused to be dug near to his quarters in the Temple. The box was placed inside and the tomb sealed. Outside a commemorative stela, showing her name, was placed beside the tomb.

			Thutmose was content he had done all he could for his friend. He didn’t smile that day and maybe not for some days after, but he appreciated the support of his extended family. It may not have been, in reality, an important event for them, but it was for him and they had given him all the love he needed, at the time he needed it and in the way he would have wanted.

			*

			The enormous administrative machinery which was the Temple of Ptah, swung into operation two days later. The death of the Apis was something which generally happened only once in a generation. The traditions and rules about what needed to be done were well documented.

			The ritual was followed in every detail and the gigantic, granite, open sarcophagus was taken and deposited within the catacomb built for this purpose. The mummified bull had been adorned with jewellery; the most impressive sight of all was the face mask of pure gold which covered its head and horns. This would go with him to eternity. All citizens and visitors would talk for the rest of their lives about the fact they had been present when the Apis was buried. Many were happy a new Apis had been found so soon, because they could stay longer and tell their grandchildren how they had also seen the arrival of the Apis Calf and the Isis Cow.

			In front of the procession the two sets of twins, the elder ones whose duties were coming to an end and the child ones, who would now begin their roles, walked hand in hand. Their eyes had been heavily kohled and deliberately smudged to give the impression they had been crying. Their hair and clothes were covered in sand and periodically, as they walked, a priest would move out from the crowd lining the way and pour more sand over their heads as a sign of mourning.

			The journey from the sacred compound to the catacomb took several hours. After each two hundred steps the sarcophagus stopped and prayers were offered. The King, with Thutmose dressed in his robes as a Sem priest, had been present at the start of the procession to give their blessings. The King had ceremoniously poured oil on the back of the bull, having received the oil container, ceremonially, from his son, as laid down by tradition. Their initial duties completed, they returned on foot to the Palace and would later make their way, by chariot, to the burial place where they would be waiting for the sacred animal to arrive.

			On the way to the Palace, Haqwaset turned to his son.

			‘What’s troubling you, Thutmose, I know the loss of Tamyt has hurt you but you don’t seem yourself. I can’t believe it’s your grief alone which is causing you to be so distant and pensive.’

			‘It’s many things father, and I think I need to speak with you and mother. I’m not like you. I can’t hide my true feelings all the time and I can’t stand by and see wrongdoing on a large scale go unpunished. I do not believe… no, I am convinced father, I could never be King.’

			It was simply said but it hit Haqwaset like a punch.

			‘Many Crown Princes throughout history have experienced these feelings; it’s the weight of responsibility which hangs heavily around your neck. You’re strong, my son, stronger than even you know and you will make a great King.’

			‘Father, how can I rule over a Kingdom which practices religions or follows cults in which I do not, and can never, believe in? Thousands of people have come here today to worship a dead bull, believing that, by being here, they’ll receive some favour or other. Women hoping the new bull’s virility will solve their problems with conception. Men seeking, in vain, Temple prostitutes who do not exist, because they heard rumours that by sleeping with one it will improve their own potency. Do you know that for this festival, the High Priest wanted to play on this hearsay and hire musicians and dancing girls to sleep with pilgrims just so that he could increase the church’s coffers or, more likely, his own? Maybe at previous festivals this had been done and this is where the rumours started or at least were perpetuated. Who knows? I don’t care, I won’t tolerate it and the High Priest better heed my warnings.’

			Haqwaset realised how serious Thutmose was in his views.

			‘Let’s not dwell on this today, Thutmose. We have a ceremony to complete and once it’s over we can sit down and discuss things calmly. I know in my heart you will make a great leader of men and a just, fair King.’

			Thutmose nodded unconvincingly and they walked the rest of the way in silence.

			*

			The burial ceremony completed, the Royal party returned to the Palace. There was to be yet another feast. Many dignitaries had come for the funeral and would be staying for the new bull festivities. Tonight it was the duty of Aperel, as the Vizier and Governor of Ineb-Hedj, to host the celebrations. Officially even the King was Aperel and Tawy’s guest. Haqwaset had moved the main administrative functions south to Waset and therefore the principal Palace was no longer here. In Ineb-Hedj the palace complex included the Governor’s Palace, so it made little practical difference who officially hosted these events as they always took place in the gardens which separated the two buildings.

			‘So it’s only the seating arrangements which need changing slightly?’ Djoser commented when the etiquette was explained to him.

			‘We’ll make a noble of you yet Djoser,’ Perneb remarked.

			Perneb, Nofret, Pihuri and Takhat had all come up from Iunet for the celebrations. The goddess Hathor was symbolised in the form of a cow and so it was only fitting there should be representation from Iunet at the funeral of the Apis. A Temple, dedicated to Hathor was located near to the Great Temple of Ptah. Djoser’s daughters were delighted they were here. Since first meeting their cousin, Takhat, they had fallen in love with her and wanted to spend as much time as possible in her company. For her part she took equal enjoyment from the company of the young girls, who were desperately trying to teach her to play one or all of their favourite instruments.

			Djoser was happy to see them all. It reminded him so much of when his wife had been alive. He also enjoyed the company of Perneb and Pihuri and they spent many hours together with Yuya. Periods such as this were relaxing. Yuya had few official duties. The correspondence between him, Haqwaset and Tiye, or other Palace officials with which Djoser was principally engaged, was unnecessary when they were here together. Other delicate correspondence with Yuya’s relatives and contacts in the eastern countries, which remained in an uneasy alliance with Kemet, didn’t take up too much time. Sometimes for months there would be no news, then a flurry of activity meant Djoser burning a lamp late into the night.

			Through his work, Djoser became aware that, it was not only the gold flowing from the Two Lands, nor all of the arranged marriages with rulers’ daughters, which were the cause of peaceful co-existence. Of equal, or more, importance was the influence Yuya was able to exert in these countries through his sons, his brothers and their sons. Djoser worried about what would happen to Kemet, in a generation or so, after Yuya was no longer alive to act as a filter between potentially dangerous neighbours.

			Djoser enjoyed a strong and confidential relationship with the man who had been a good and close friend of his father’s. Djoser hoped Crown Prince Thutmose would be as diplomatic as Haqwaset now was and that the relationship with the neighbouring countries, often fragile at the best of times, could be maintained, even after Yuya passed to the afterlife.

			*

			In the King’s private quarters, Haqwaset sat together with Tiye and Thutmose. He wanted to discuss the feelings his son had expressed yesterday and try to allay the fears and worries which seemed to be such a heavy burden weighing down their eldest son.

			‘Thutmose, you know we are both extremely proud of you,’ Haqwaset began. ‘You have shown in the last few years a maturity beyond what could be expected of one so young. Your uncle Anen, has kept us informed about your studies and has been singularly impressed by your ability to learn and retain information. We are convinced you will be a great king, how can we make you see and convince you of the same?’

			‘Father it’s perhaps because of the knowledge I’ve gained in these last years. Anen is a great mentor, the Temple archives and the teachers have been more than I could have wished. The problem is, the more I learn, the more doubts I seem to have about the truth of what I’m learning.’

			‘We all have doubts, Thutmose,’ Haqwaset said.

			Thutmose ignored him and carried on.

			‘I know the traditions and cults, prevalent today in the Two Lands, have sustained the people and the country for many centuries. I appreciate how, over the decades and even centuries, there have been subtle changes to meet the needs of any current situation. The gods have been joined or incorporated one with another.’

			He paused.

			‘Here for example with Ptah. He was ever regarded as the god of craftsmen and architects. When our forefathers moved their power base to within these white walls, he grew in importance. He is now revered as the creator god, regarded as the one who set all the gods in their places and gave all things the breath of life. In the old stories of the creation of the earth, it was the god Atum, who first appeared on the island of Ben-Ben, which Nun caused to rise out of the dark waters of chaos and led to the creation of earth and the gods. Today we are told to say, it was not Atum but Ptah. Is religion so changing? Did our forefathers get it wrong? Are we all wrong? Does any god even really exist?’

			Haqwaset and Tiye were impressed. They had never before heard their son talk in such an erudite, serious way. Perhaps they hadn’t previously allowed him the occasion to do so. Parents often never notice how their children are maturing. For their whole lives parents see their children as simply that – children. Today, they were looking at Thutmose with a new found respect, added to the love they would always have for him. They didn’t interrupt him and he continued.

			‘I don’t understand how a god can change over time. A god should be immortal. Something that is, was and always will be. His teachings should be ones to guide us through our lives, through our interaction with people. We should be better people for following the teachings of god. Not like the high priests, here and in Waset, who care more for their earthly rewards than they do for the good of their followers. Offers to the gods are becoming more in relation to monetary value. Surely a man should be able to simply offer up his heart to god; leading a life which will ensure, in the afterlife, he can be welcomed by God, or the gods, if there be more than one.’

			‘You sound very much like your grandfather,’ Tiye said.

			‘You’re probably right mother. We can never be certain our thoughts are original and belong only to us, but I don’t think I have been influenced greatly by him. I have arrived at my own conclusions based on what I have learned and seen. It’s true, much, although certainly not all, of what I have come to believe, coincides with what grandfather has to say. Many of my thoughts are still a little jumbled and I have asked to speak with grandfather to discuss things with him. He has never tried to convince me of one thing or another. He has always told me that matters of faith are personal and a true teacher allows his students to travel the path of knowledge, with all its side roads and crossroads, to arrive at their own destination. He sometimes points me in one direction or another, but never imposes his views.’

			Haqwaset was next to speak. He had listened carefully to what Thutmose said.

			‘My son, I appreciate everything you say, but I don’t see how your personal faith should affect your ability to act as king. Remember your grandfather himself ruled on my behalf for the first years. He’s been the most powerful man in the Two Lands, apart from the King, since my father’s time; for a while even for his father before him. Surely this shows you can have your own faith and still incorporate the diverse beliefs of your people.’

			‘Father,’ Thutmose spoke after a few moments of reflection. ‘The single most important thing you have just said is how grandfather has been the most powerful “apart from the King”. He has never had to lead ceremonies as you have done today. Even in the time when he was acting as Regent he was standing behind you, helping you, he never did anything himself in religious ceremonies. I believe in this way he managed not to act against his own beliefs.’

			‘We’ll talk together with Yuya,’ Haqwaset said. ‘We’ll see if he can convince you that you will make a good King.’

			Thutmose didn’t answer.

			‘When did you first start to get these ideas?’ Tiye asked her son.

			‘I think doubts have always been there, in differing degrees, but a defining moment came before the funeral of Maiherpri. Djoser’s work really was extremely thought provoking.’

			‘Djoser? Djoser?’ Haqwaset was incredulous. ‘Is he now a priest or a teacher that he can influence a future king?’

			Thutmose acknowledged his father’s growing anger.

			‘Not Djoser himself, father. I have hardly spoken a few words to him my entire life. I said his “work”. I had the chance to read the papyrus he prepared for Maiherpri. I’d never before read the Book of Going Forth by Day in its entirety. For all its fine art work and clever use of the materials, there was one passage which struck me more than any other. I know it wasn’t Djoser who invented the words; he was merely using his skills to bring them to life on the papyrus scroll. It’s a passage I have read and re-read many, many times in other works. I have seen many examples of it here in the Temple. I have memorised the text, or at least my own version of the words,’ he paused.

			Haqwaset’s curiosity was aroused. He was finding himself being taught by his own son. Not only would Thutmose make a formidable king, he could also have been a great teacher. He made a gesture with his hand asking Thutmose to continue.

			‘It’s verse 125,’ he said, as if he expected his parents to immediately know its meaning. Their faces were blank so he felt he had to explain.

			‘It’s the part where the procession into the afterlife comes before the goddesses of “What is Right” in the broad hall of the Two Truths. Here there needs to be confirmation that the person’s life has been pure. He must confirm he has not stolen, nor killed, has not taken another’s wife, nor done any act against the wishes of the gods. I firmly believe if a man is taught these, and the other values contained in these passages from an early age and lives by them, then his journey to the afterlife will be secured. It angers me that I’m here in this Temple, which I don’t believe to be the worst in the Two Lands, and I read, that to live a pure life, a man should not “reduce the offerings in the Temples” nor should he “impoverish the people” and yet every day I see the priests taking the offerings given to them and returning them later to the seller to share the profit. I see them exacting sums from the pilgrims, that they can ill afford, for “favours” of the gods. How can we accept such things happening in the Temples, which are supposed to be the guiding spiritual force? If there truly is a weighing of the heart, as a rite of passage into the afterlife, I’ve never met a single priest who would pass that most crucial and fundamental of tests. How can you as King, or how could I as a future king, accept priests who can preach one thing but act against that very preaching?’

			Thutmose noticed a reaction, from his father, he didn’t intend.

			‘Please, father, try to understand. I’m not criticising you when I ask how you can let this happen. Far from it. I know this is the order of things and has been for centuries. I know that to be King also means compromises are necessary. In order to maintain order sometimes an eye must be kept closed and a king needs to be like my one-eyed Tamyt. I’m only saying that I’m certain I would not be able to be so diplomatic. You’re a great example to everyone, both as the King and as a father. My entire life I have loved and admired you. You’re the pinnacle of what any man or boy could ever hope to achieve, but I’m not you and I could never hope to be you.’

			Haqwaset looked at his son, who had revealed his innermost feelings. It could not have been an easy thing for him to do. He rose from his seat, pulled Thutmose up from where he had been sitting, and hugged him. After he released the embrace he took hold of his son’s hands.

			‘No Thutmose, you are not me, perhaps you will never be like me. This is because you are better than me. You’re stronger than me. I have never been more proud of you than I am at this moment, but, everything you say makes me believe, even more, that the future of the Two Lands will be safe in your hands and under your control. Give me the chance to prove this to you. When the festivities are over, return with us to Waset, stay close by my side. See if I can teach you diplomacy and guile. These are both attributes a king needs. Just yesterday you performed a traditional ceremony for your beloved Tamyt so I believe you can do what is necessary. Let me show you how I deal with recalcitrant priests and officials.’

			Thutmose looked at his father. The smile on the young man’s lips did not reach his eyes. He felt his father hadn’t absorbed what he had been saying. He knew his father had listened but was not convinced he’d heard. At least he was content he’d said almost everything he wanted to say. Now the hard work would be to convince his parents and maybe others. Tiye was unusually silent. Her mind went back to the recent conversation she’d had with her father about a dream. She was troubled.

			*

			At the feast that night, Aperel and Tawy were seated close to Djoser. As the brother of the hostess his position at the feast was higher than his rank in court would normally permit, but no one either noticed or cared.

			‘I have a favour to ask you, Djoser,’ the Vizier said to his brother-in-law.

			‘If it involves money then the answer is “No”. You already have much more than me, unless of course the favour is you would like me to look after some of your riches, then the answer would be an unequivocal “Yes”,’ replied Djoser with a mischievous glance at his sister.

			‘No it doesn’t involve money, well at least not in the way you might be thinking,’ Aperel responded. ‘I have a job which I,’ he looked at Tawy who raised her eyebrows, ‘I mean, we, have something we would like you to do for us.’

			‘You will need to clear such matters with my employer,’ Djoser replied. ‘My time is not my own.’

			‘Yuya has already said, if you’re in favour, then he gives permission for you to do what we ask. One of the things I must do as Vizier is prepare a tomb for myself and my family.’

			Djoser guessed where this conversation was leading and he was not wrong, so he began preparing his answer.

			‘Tawy and I would like you to take charge of the project and design the artwork; would you do us the honour of accepting our request? I will, of course, pay you the appropriate rate for the job.’

			‘There would never be a question of money. There is, however, another, much greater problem,’ replied Djoser.

			‘What?’ asked Tawy, taken aback by her brother’s response.

			‘Tawy, it’s that I have already prepared a tomb for you in Waset. I know that you will never enter that place to begin your journey to the afterlife, but it’s where your name is written for the gods. How could I ever be sure the gods would find you if I now build another tomb for you here?’

			‘Am I to be condemned for eternity, because I had one tomb started? Am I not to be buried with my husband, a man who has taken my wreck of a life and brought me happiness? Am I not to be buried with my sons if it’s their wish?’

			Tawy hadn’t realised she had spoken in a raised voice and several people around, including Yuya, had heard her.

			The old man got up, walked over and stood directly behind Djoser.

			‘Is there a problem my friends? I’ve never found anything which couldn’t be resolved.’

			Tawy explained the essence of the conversation.

			‘I see no difficulty, Djoser, and am a little surprised how the simple solution hasn’t already occurred to you.’

			Yuya tapped his scribe gently on the head.

			‘Djoser has known you, Tawy, all your life. He loves you and you’ll always be his sister “Tawy”. Here, sitting around you, are people who have not known you so long. People who are not your family, or close friends, but people who meet you in your public capacity as wife of the Vizier.’

			Aperel and Tawy looked at him inquisitively.

			Djoser smiled.

			‘So simple.’

			‘Sometimes Djoser, your mind works like a donkey and not like a horse. Both animals get to their destination but one takes a little longer than the other. I’ll let you explain your cunning solution to your sister and her husband.’

			With that, he tapped Djoser on the head again and returned to where he had been sitting.

			‘Problem solved,’ said Djoser, ‘when should I start work?’

			‘Wait a moment. You haven’t explained the reason you changed your mind. ‘What is so simple?’

			‘You really don’t see do you, Tawy?’

			She and Aperel both shook their heads, so Djoser continued.

			‘Those of us who have known you for a long time, those of us who love you, your close friends and family, have always called you Tawy. You will always be Tawy. However, given your new station in life as the wife of the Vizier, court officials and guests know you as the Lady Tawosret. You are one and the same person but you’re called by some as one name and others by your formal name and title. In your new tomb with Aperel, I shall refer to you as Tawosret and the gods will have no trouble finding you.’

			Tawy looked across at Yuya and managed to catch his eye. He opened out his arms, palms turned upwards, and shrugged, as if to say, ‘You see, – simple.’

			*

			Would that all problems were so easily solved. The next day, Tiye sought out her parents in their quarters and relayed the details of the conversation with Thutmose the day before.

			‘You should not worry so much Tiye. Thutmose is young. Haqwaset is in good health and doesn’t suffer from the affliction which caused his father to die young. There is no question of Thutmose coming to the throne for years yet,’ Yuya told her.

			Tiye was clearly agitated.

			‘Father you forget, but for the bravery and sacrifice of Maiherpri, five years ago, Thutmose could already be King. Who is to say something won’t happen tomorrow, or next week? What are we going to do?’

			‘The first thing is to stay calm,’ her father responded. ‘Thutmose is going through a stage all bright young people go through. He is questioning everything, the world, his beliefs and most of all himself. We just need to help and guide him.’

			‘I know all of that father and I know you’re talking sense, but I saw something in Thutmose yesterday that I’ve never seen before. There was an anger, and a power behind that anger, which he clearly tried to hide from us. There was a fire in his eyes when he was talking about the priests, a fire the like of which I have never seen, not even in Haqwaset when he gets angry. If all that were not enough, there’s the dream you mentioned but wouldn’t explain to me.’

			Yuya rested his elbow on the chair and cupped his chin in his hands. He stroked his face with his index finger, as he often did whilst thinking.

			‘My dream is not important,’ he said eventually. ‘Perhaps Haqwaset is right; perhaps we should take him away from here. Take him away from the Temples, at least for a while. We can’t do anything before the end of the new Apis festival. There are duties he must perform with his father. We’ll speak with Haqwaset. Maybe for a time Thutmose should stay with me, away from the court and far from the priests. It’s clear, Thutmose is exceptional. He’s different. Perhaps God has chosen him for something beyond our comprehension. He certainly challenges teachings and ideas in an exceptional way. Thutmose is wise, not just beyond his years, but beyond his generation. He is both wise and thoughtful.’

			Tiye allowed a tear to run down her cheek.

			‘Father I’m worried. I have a terrible feeling of foreboding, I sense that something dreadful is about to happen and it’s all outside of my control.’

			‘Try not to worry, Tiye. I’m sure we can sort this out.’

			‘Thank you father. We need to try, I can’t help but worry. I’m sorry to burden you with this and immediately rush off, but I must go. We have an audience before midday with some envoy or other, I must prepare.’

			As she left she still looked concerned. Yuya remained in his chair. He began to recall his dream and he too was troubled.

			chapter thirty-two

			Crowds lined the river for many miles to catch a glimpse of the arrival of the calf and its sacred mother. The ceremonial golden barque, built a hundred or more years ago and used only once in a generation, was carrying its precious load towards their new home. Flowers were thrown towards the craft from all directions as it sailed past. Most of them missed their target and floated away downstream in a blanket of colour, heading towards the sea. From his vantage point, high on the Temple walls, Thutmose looked at the vast colourful mass meandering away from the town.

			‘I would like to see the priests try and retrieve them to resell.’

			He smiled to himself, as he imagined the accumulation of flowers arriving at the point where the great river divided into two, then four, then many more, becoming like the sacred lotus flower. The division of the river created a vast ‘V’ shaped area of fertile soil, as the farmers made the most of the fresh water flowing from lands beyond Kush to the south. Thutmose wished that one day he could take a boat and follow the river upstream to its source. The winds, which brought in the seasons of flood and sowing, blew upstream and helped sail boats to counter the flow of the river. To make such a journey it would be best to depart just after the inundation. It was a dream Thutmose knew would never be fulfilled.

			His thoughts turned to yesterday’s conversation with his parents.

			‘Did I say too much or too little? Did I appear passionate or angry? Did they get a glimpse of the fire and determination within me? Or did I just appear as a petulant child?’

			These questions unanswered, Thutmose made his way down from the walls and headed towards the landing stage where the calf would be brought ashore and led to its new home and life of luxury. If all went well, the bull calf would grow into a strong male and would live for another twenty-eight years. The priests could not allow the sacred bull to live on earth longer than did Osiris, who had been murdered by his brother, Set, and dismembered.

			If it became necessary to despatch the bull, due to age, he would be drowned. It would not be appropriate to shed the holy blood, at least while the beast was alive. After death, it was different. His precious blood was drained and used in some of the sacred ceremonies.

			*

			At the time Thutmose was climbing to the wall tops, Djoser was with Aperel and Tawy, a short distance away, in the area of the great step pyramid at Saqqara. They had come to see the site of the tomb Aperel had chosen for himself and his family, at the cliffs dedicated to the goddess Bastet. Thousands of mummified cats rested close by; during their lives these were revered as incarnations of the great goddess in her Temple close by. On their deaths, they were preserved and offered to the goddess. Bastet was represented as a woman with the head of a lion in older statues, but now more frequently as a cat. She was a protective goddess, symbolised by the animal protector of crops, helping to keep disease at bay by devouring vermin.

			The lion was an animal close to the heart of Aperel and his family. His murdered brother Maiherpri had been acknowledged, by no lesser person than the King, as able to fight like a lion. Aperel, and his brother Djutmosis, had taken to wearing lion-skin ceremonial dress on official occasions with their father in Kush. The lion represented courage and fierce power. The cat represented guile, grace and affection, a combination of attributes Aperel regarded as essential to his being a successful Vizier. Lion and cat together.

			As they entered the roughly hewn entrance, Aperel handed Djoser a cubit, the measuring stick which literally ruled the artists’ work.

			‘I would like you to use this for your work on this tomb.’

			Djoser recognized the cubit immediately. He had given this as a gift to Aperel on the birth of his and Tawy’s first son, Seny. It was inscribed with Aperel’s name, but not made of gold like the one Djoser’s father had received as a gift from Haqwaset’s grandfather. This, Kha had taken with him to the afterlife and now lay beside him in his tomb, together with his precious senet board, crafted so long ago in a prison cell. Djoser smiled.

			‘I’ll certainly use it to check the measurements, but I prefer to use this folding version for frequent measurements – it’s easier to handle.’

			Djoser pulled out an old, well used, hinged cubit from a pouch he had over his shoulder.

			‘The full cubit can be bothersome if working in an angle less than its full length.’

			Djoser looked around.

			‘It’s going to be a long time before we can start any art work in here. Have you any thoughts of design or do you want me to draw some ideas? We’ll have to wait for the digging to be completed and the walls smoothed so we’ll know exactly what space we have to work with.’

			‘We thought we’d have the entrance as a chapel, leading back into the burial chamber. We want it to be big enough for us and our children,’ said Tawy. ‘We none of us know if our children will be buried with us, they may grow to be successful and have their own tombs but, as there is always a space for them in our hearts, there should be space with us in the afterlife, if they have the need.’

			Djoser was happy climbing up rocks and looking at formations, trying to work out the best way to dig and create a tomb of sufficient size. He enjoyed the clerical work with Yuya, but this was what excited him most. Like Kha before him, he was born and bred to understand rock formations and also the representations of art on the stone walls. He had to admit though, he liked it even better when he didn’t have to do it every day.

			‘With your permission Aperel, I would like to bring one or two workmen from the village in Waset as foremen. I can’t be here every day but need someone who can follow instructions and who understands the way I work.’

			‘Brother, we are not as rich as the King. Will they not demand high payments to stay here for a year or two away from their families?’ Tawy was always careful with money.

			‘Don’t worry sister,’ replied Djoser, ‘they’ll demand nothing. They’ll be paid the same as if working in Waset. They may wish to bring their families, or some of them. We only need to organise accommodation near to the worksite and a good source of water.’

			‘Djoser, get whoever you need,’ said Aperel. ‘Tawy worries about the future too much. We are as wealthy as anyone needs to be and getting more comfortable each day. She thinks my position could end tomorrow.’

			‘I don’t. But it does no harm to be prepared.’

			‘A few extra khar of wheat won’t ruin us Tawy. Now hurry, we need to get back before the Apis Bull calf leaves the barque. I have duties at the side of the King and Prince. Today I have asked the King to grant me the privilege of being his Fan-Bearer in honour of Maiherpri.’

			‘You two go, do what you have to do,’ said Djoser. ‘Bulls and I don’t get on well together. I would like to stay here for a while and feel the lie of the rocks. I’ll make my own way back and see you this evening. Look after Thutmose, Yuya is very concerned for him.’

			Aperel nodded. ‘We are all concerned.’

			He and Tawy headed towards the carriage which had brought them. Djoser called over two workmen who had been digging. He began the job of preparing his sister’s tomb for a second time.

			*

			In the city, the streets were overflowing with pilgrims, clamouring to get a sight of the procession and the new Apis. In some places fights had broken out, guards had to step in to keep order. Wine, beer and large crowds didn’t make for easy control. However, the elite troops of the Medjay had been drafted in, in large numbers, to ensure any trouble would be quickly stamped out. As well as the Medjay, who were under the direct command of the King and answerable only to him, the High Priest of Ptah had organised a group of foreign mercenaries to patrol the streets. Particularly late at night these maintained security both in the Temple and the properties which surrounded it, in which many of the priests lived with their families.

			The mercenaries were crude and brutish. They were not afraid to steal from someone they thought had himself stolen. As the night wore on and the mercenaries got more drunk, people would be stopped for no reason and asked to display their possessions. If one of the soldiers coveted whatever he found, it would be “confiscated” and held “as the proceeds of a theft”. Any sign of protest from the victim was met with a rain of blows from fists or sticks. As far as the mercenaries were concerned there was no such thing as innocence. It was crime enough to have something they wanted, in your possession.

			The young bull appeared bewildered by the noise and smell of the crowd. At times it sought comfort from its mother, pushing hard against her. Thutmose looked at the disconcerted animal and felt sympathy. There were parallels with his own life. The bull was somewhere unfamiliar and going into a life with so many things unknown, just as Thutmose would be obliged to do when the Two Crowns of Kemet were passed to him. Thutmose joined his father and the High Priest for the welcoming ceremony. He went through the motions. He did what was expected of him but without enthusiasm. His demeanour didn’t go unnoticed by his father.

			*

			Djoser returned to the quarters of Yuya in the Palace, after his sojourn at the tomb of Aperel and Tawy. He bathed before seeking out Yuya to ask if there was anything required of him. Yuya was in conversation with Tjuya, Tiye and Kirgipa. Djoser immediately understood the conversation was about Thutmose and looked at Yuya for a sign of whether he should stay or leave. Yuya indicated he should come and sit. Bowing graciously to the Queens, he sat cross legged, in the traditional pose of a scribe, next to Yuya. He had no writing equipment; he knew this conversation was not to be recorded.

			Tjuya and Kirgipa, who had not spoken directly with Thutmose, wondered if it was just a phase the young man was going through, a kind of rite of passage into adulthood and responsibility.

			‘He’s always been a thoughtful boy,’ said Tjuya, ‘perhaps he’s over-thinking things.’

			‘I don’t believe so,’ Tiye responded. ‘He seems to have a deep hatred of the traditional religions, leaving no room for compromise. Perhaps he should leave his duties as a priest for a time and return with us to Waset.’

			‘I’m not sure such a plan would work daughter. He would be around Haqwaset all the time and, with the festivals, there will be constant contact with the Priests of Amun. He needs to have separation and distance. I think it best that he stays with me on the estate, where he can completely forget about the old religions, or even new, or yet to be invented ones.’

			Tiye looked at her father closely.

			‘You know he adores you father. If he stays with you he will constantly ask you questions about his and your beliefs and it may deepen his resolve against the traditions he will need to support. I’m not sure it’s a good idea.’

			‘Neither do I think it the best of ideas for him to stay too close to Teppy at this time,’ replied Yuya. ‘That young boy has become very zealous in his belief in one God and he seems unable to talk about anything other than the Aten.’

			‘Ever since I came into this family, I have seen everyone increasing their devotion to the sun disk,’ Kirgipa said. ‘The Temple in Waset has been adorned with its representation, Haqwaset’s funerary Temple is dominated by its image, the colossal statues at its entrance are aligned to meet the dawning sun and even your royal barge has been named in honour of the Aten. It seems to me, Teppy’s views are a natural progression of the way the beliefs of this family are changing. Remember it was only the victory over the foreigners, many years ago, which brought Amun to the fore in Waset; times change and in Kemet so does the worship of the gods.’

			Tiye was first to respond.

			‘Thutmose was saying something very similar yesterday, only with slightly more venom and passion in his voice. This is one of the reasons for his incertitude. The final decision will have to be made by Haqwaset and I doubt he will want Thutmose too far out of his sight.’

			*

			The end of the day’s ceremonies gave Thutmose the chance to seek leave from the King.

			‘I need to check things at the Temple father, if you don’t mind. I’ll join you at the Palace later.’

			Haqwaset touched his son on the shoulder.

			‘Don’t be late. Your mother will expect you to be on time, cleansed, dressed and ready for the feast tonight.’

			Thutmose half smiled and walked away. The whole family knew it was his father who demanded punctuality but he always put the onus on his mother.

			‘Tell her not to be concerned, I’ll be there in plenty of time,’ Thutmose called.

			The young Prince went straight to the compound where the juvenile Apis was being housed. Bathed and anointed by the priests, he was in the luxury of his new home, but didn’t seem happy or relaxed. The calf moved around restlessly, occasionally bellowing, seeking his mother. Thutmose realised that this new god was, for the very first time in its short life, on its own and the pitiful animal was upset.

			Thutmose entered the stall and walked over to the sacred animal. Still so young and small. He spoke gentle words as he approached and the calf looked at him. Its enormous brown eyes were watery, tracts ran from the corners. He wondered if cattle cried and if this was the cause of the tracts. The calf didn’t object to Thutmose moving in close to him. The Prince kept speaking to him as he put his hand on its shoulders, stroked and patted the side of his head. The calf accepted the care of the young Prince and took the Prince’s fingers in his mouth, sucking them.

			‘You’re a baby, separated from your mother, aren’t you little Apis?’

			Thutmose felt great sympathy for the calf who was now, effectively, an orphan. Yes, his mother was housed not far away, but they would spend little, if any, time together from now on. The bull’s religious status and the pomp and ceremony surrounding him, meant it would be almost entirely human company for him from now on.

			His meeting with the new Apis did nothing to lift Thutmose’s mood. His walk back to the Palace was sombre. On leaving the Temple he came across two of the High Priest’s mercenaries, clubs in hand, ordering a young passer-by to empty the bag he had slung over his shoulder. As Thutmose approached he could see the fear in the boy’s eyes as he pulled the bag from his shoulder. All the time he looked at the two men in front of him, each was tapping his left palm with the club held in his right hand. The mercenaries were either oblivious to the approach of the Prince, or didn’t care.

			‘For what reason have you stopped this young man?’ Thutmose asked. The men half turned defiantly towards him.

			‘We answer to no-one but the High Priest and it’s none of your damn business.’

			They had crossed Thutmose on a bad day. He drew out his sword. It was only a ceremonial weapon, but its blade was sharp.

			‘Is it not the business of the Crown Prince of Kemet to know what happens in his cities? Is it not the business of the Overseer of all Priests in the Two Lands to know what is being done in the name of the High Priest of Ptah in the vicinity of his great Temple? Yes, it is my “damn business” to know why you stopped this seemingly innocent boy and asked him to empty his sack. Now if you value your pitiful lives, give me answer.’

			The mercenaries sneered.

			A small crowd gathered round. Some recognized Thutmose and sank to their knees, encouraging those around them to do likewise. The boy did the same. At the side of the crowd, a father spoke to his son, who went running in the direction of the Palace.

			The mercenaries were not cowed by the Prince, they either didn’t believe he was who he claimed or it was of no concern. They met his gaze boldly, but seeing the gathering audience, they decided to answer. Had they been alone and in a darker place they wouldn’t have been concerned about this youth’s rank or clothes; they had despatched many a noble’s son in the past. The jewellery he was wearing would be enough to keep them in wine and women for as long as they wished but, unfortunately, there was an audience.

			‘He fits the description of a pickpocket we’ve been looking for over the last two days,’ one of them said, without taking his gaze away from the young Prince.

			His friend coughed to conceal a laugh which didn’t go unnoticed by Thutmose. The accent was strong. These men clearly came from somewhere to the North or East; Hatti or Arzawa.

			‘I only arrived here today…’ the boy began. Thutmose used his free hand to touch him on the head.

			‘There is no need for you to answer to these men. You only need to speak if it is I that asks you a question.’

			Thutmose looked directly into the eyes of the club wielding mercenaries.

			‘And what exactly is this description you are adhering to so carefully?’

			‘Kemetian with a bag,’ came the insolent reply. This time the second mercenary could not hold back his laugh.

			Thutmose was aware of the sound of running, both from his right and from straight ahead. In front of him a group of six or seven mercenaries were approaching as fast as their overweight bellies would allow. He wondered at the wisdom of getting himself involved in this minor matter, especially if those approaching from the side were of similar ilk.

			However, before the advancing mercenaries reached the small gathering, those from the right took form. A group of Medjay, the King’s elite soldiers, formed a ring around Thutmose, the boy and the two mercenaries. Alternately facing in and out. The group of mercenaries approaching from the front stopped suddenly, the ones at the back crashing into their comrades in front. It took them a matter of moments to reassess the situation. They turned and retreated.

			It was a comic scene, but Thutmose didn’t laugh. His emotions were mixed. He felt relief that what could have turned into a dangerous scenario had been avoided, but also he felt anger. Anger, brought on by the fact his people could not go about their business, in a great and holy city, without molestation by ruffians claiming authority from the High Priest. He felt anger also because he was having to be rescued, by guards, from a situation he should have been able to handle alone.

			The Captain of the Medjay said nothing. He knew his duty was to protect his Prince, not to humiliate him by interfering. The rebellious attitude of the two mercenaries subsided.

			‘Who issued you with the description of the pickpocket?’ Thutmose asked the now trembling mercenary.

			‘I don’t know, your Highness, we were just doing our job.’

			‘How many other “pickpockets” have you searched today?’ asked the Prince.

			‘Er, none,’ came the reply.

			‘So if I ask one of these soldiers to search you they’ll find only your own possessions?’ The mercenary looked down at his feet, remaining silent.

			Thutmose turned to the Medjay Captain.

			‘Take them away. Search them; divide anything you find between this poor boy and the boy who ran to warn you of my predicament. Have these two flogged and moved out into the dessert, far enough away that they won’t return to this city in a hurry.’

			He turned to the boy who was still on his knees in front of him.

			‘You’re not a pickpocket are you?’

			‘No sir, on my life, no. I came with my parents to see the holy calf. I was separated from them and was attempting to find them when these two stopped me.’

			‘We must look for them,’ he said. ‘Where did you last see them?’

			The voice of a woman came from behind him.

			‘We’re here your Majesty. Thank you for helping our son. We’ve heard terrible stories of boys and young men being beaten or killed by these men; girls ending with a worse fate. We warned him to stay close but the crowds separated us. He is determined one day to be a priest and wanted so much to see the embodiment of the god.’

			The boy’s parents were well dressed and clearly of an educated class. The father probably a cleric or scribe. The mother carried a small child in her arms.

			‘Did you see the calf?’ Thutmose asked the boy.

			‘No Majesty, we arrived late and the crowds were too great.’

			The Prince took a small ring from his finger. He gave it to the boy’s mother.

			‘Come to the Temple in the mid-morning, tomorrow. Show the guards this ring and tell them I have requested you to visit me. Let us see if we can ask the new Apis if he will give us an audience.’

			The boy’s eyes opened wide.

			‘Would it be really possible? Can we mother? Can we?’

			She smiled at her son

			‘We have a command from the Royal Prince himself, how can I say no?’

			‘I’ll meet you tomorrow then young man. What is your name?’

			‘Panehesy.’

			The boy walked away beside his parents, following the guards, who were escorting the mercenaries. Six of the soldiers waited and flanked Thutmose as he too walked in the same direction towards the Palace. He hoped he would be able to bathe and change in time to meet his parents and other members of the family before the feast, although, in truth, he had no appetite for merriment. Maybe Aperel and Teppy could cheer him.

			chapter thirty-three

			With the Apis ceremonials completed, preparations began for the Royal family’s return to Waset. The main topic of conversation for the senior members of the family was Thutmose. Everyone had their own ideas about the best way to deal with the situation. For the first time in his life Haqwaset was indecisive.

			For his part, Thutmose went about his duties. The day after the arrival of the Apis calf, he kept his promise and met with Panehesy and his parents. He learned how the family had journeyed from Iunet, where Panehesy’s father worked at the Temple of Hathor as a scribe to the High Priest. Panehesy spent many hours with his father in the Temple and had set his heart on becoming a priest. The boy was excited entering the holy sanctum and being able to actually touch the young animal.

			This simple, innocent action, when it came to the knowledge of the High Priest, caused him to become so enraged that he demanded the immediate presence of the Crown Prince and sent a messenger to the Palace seeking an audience with the King himself.

			Thutmose was completely unconcerned about the High Priest’s reaction. His time with the young scribe, his parents and younger brother, had been relaxing and fulfilling.

			‘Panehesy, if you really want to become a priest then perhaps your parents would allow you to spend some time with me in the Temples.’

			He informed them he wouldn’t always be at the Temple of Ptah but may travel to other Temples. If they were willing, he would offer Panehesy a position as junior scribe, so his education could be completed and he would have access to the Temples. If after all of that, he still wished to dedicate his life to being a priest, he would help him.

			Panehesy’s parents were incredulous.

			‘The gods behave in strange ways,’ Panehesy’s father said. ‘Yesterday, his brains could have been scattered across the street but for your intervention Majesty. Now you offer him a position which would be a dream for any boy. We can’t express our gratitude enough.’

			‘There is no need to thank me,’ Thutmose responded. ‘The Two Lands are in need of honest priests and I believe Panehesy has the makings to be one such rare being. I’ll speak tonight with Perneb, the Governor of your sepat and the arrangements can be made through his household.’

			Panehesy was buoyant, about to embark on a career, on a life, no-one could have predicted.

			The messenger, bringing the summons for Thutmose to go to the High Priest, arrived as he was saying his farewells to Panehesy and his parents at the Temple gate. He sighed when he read it.

			‘Inform the High Priest I shall come to his office within the hour. I have some, more important, business to attend to first.’

			The Crown Prince knew very well such a message would enrage the High Priest even more, but he didn’t care. He took a walk up to his thinking place at the top of the Temple, the spot where only the day before he had stood to watch the arrival of the young Apis calf. This was his sanctuary from the hustle of Temple and Court life. He let his thoughts drift to the carefree days of his childhood, the dawn trips with his father or Yuya, to watch the sun rising over the river in Waset. The hunting trips with Maiherpri. The boat trips with Meri-Bes and the family. Like all lucky children he had enjoyed his childhood, but appreciation for the glorious, carefree days they were, only came with hindsight and at times of reflection like this, many years later.

			After, he guessed, an hour had gone by, Thutmose walked down the steps through the courtyard and on to the office of the High Priest. Thutmose decided to face his adversary firmly and directly. He strode into the High Priest’s office.

			‘High Priest, I am not accustomed to receiving a summons, except from my father. I remind you, as Overseer of all the Priests of the Two Lands, I am your superior in all things other than the religious ceremonies in this Temple. Now, what is so important you deemed it fit to insult the Crown Prince with a summons?’

			The High Priest was taken aback. He was not used to being spoken to in this manner. People always treated him with deference. Even when he spoke with the King, protocol was adhered to and formalities were respected.

			‘You’re a Sem priest of Ptah and in such role, you are answerable to me. I have been informed you allowed a boy into the sacred Apis compound this morning and you permitted, no, encouraged, this child to touch the god’s reincarnation. This is a sacrilegious act. An offence against the god, in breach of the holy rules and a personal affront to me.’

			‘Exalted excellency,’ Thutmose responded, with more than a hint of sarcasm in his voice, ‘yesterday I had to rescue that boy from two of your hired thieves within the Temple grounds. Had it not been for the intervention of the Medjay, the Two Lands might be looking for a new Crown Prince. That was an offence against the god. The visit today was to appease the spirit of Ptah, who was righteously angry. What better way to soothe, than the touch of a child? What better way for the god to apologise, for the acts of his servants, than to receive this innocent child into his presence? You speak of sacrilege? Your mercenaries are terrifying the visitors to this Temple. They are mistreating and abusing decent citizens and stealing from them. Is any share of those misbegotten gains ending up in the coffers of the Temple? Are the beatings and rapes perpetrated by these animals, under your protection, of your doing and in your knowledge?’

			‘Of course not. How dare you make such allegations? Remember where you are.’

			The High Priest slammed his fist down on the arm of the chair. It must have hurt because he winced.

			‘And you remember, priest, who you are talking to,’ said Thutmose.

			At this point a messenger arrived from the King, agreeing to meet with the High Priest and setting the time later in the day.

			‘We shall see what your father has to say about this.’

			‘I look forward to it,’ Thutmose replied, as he walked out of the door.

			He headed straight back to his solitary place at the highest point of the Temple. Thoughts about his future were beginning to take shape and the future he saw would not be based within these white walls. He knew he would face opposition from his family, particularly his father, but he had things which he needed to do. It could be ten or twenty years before the mantle of Kingship would fall on his shoulders, if ever. A lifetime away.

			Decisions formulated, he made his way to the Palace. He wouldn’t go to his father until after the meeting with the High Priest, unless summoned. The King should make up his own mind about what the High Priest would say. Thutmose didn’t want him influenced by any sense of loyalty or love.

			Unbeknown to either the High Priest or Thutmose, Haqwaset had indeed made up his own mind. Not about his eldest son’s future, which would take much more time and consideration, but certainly he had no doubts about the Temple.

			Thutmose received a summons to attend his father’s meeting with the High Priest. He was instructed to dress in his ceremonial robes, as Crown Prince, and to arrive five minutes after the High Priest had been accompanied into the audience chamber.

			This would be enough time to get the obeisance and formal pleasantries dispensed with. The young Royal would not enter alone; he would escort his mother into the Chamber. Thutmose feared he was about to suffer the consequences of his father’s anger.

			With trepidation, Thutmose bathed and allowed himself to be dressed in a knee-length gown of intricately designed royal linen, representing his authority and power. Around his waist, a golden braid. His neck was adorned by a necklet, of faience and gold, from which hung a myriad of ankh shaped jewels. On his head was placed his wig and then the Royal Seshed diadem made of gold and decorative stones, shaped as two entwined cobras with their heads rearing one above the centre of his forehead and the other over his right ear.

			Dressed as instructed, he went to his mother’s private quarters to find her and wait to make their entrance at the appointed time. She was sitting relaxed and talking to Tjuya and Nebetya, her faithful and ever present servant.

			Tiye’s face lit up as Thutmose entered. He walked over and kissed her. He also kissed Tjuya and took a seat in the corner.

			‘Don’t look so worried,’ his mother said, ‘the end of the world has not come yet.’

			‘I feel something is ending,’ replied her son. ‘I don’t know if it means there is something else about to start or whether it’s just an end.’

			‘Thutmose,’ it was Tjuya who spoke, ‘what has got into you? Where’s my wonderful, fun loving and witty grandson on whom I rely heavily to cheer me up?’

			‘I’m sorry grandmother, I’m not sure where that person has gone, perhaps things he’s seen and heard recently have driven a part of his spirit away.’

			‘What nonsense,’ his grandmother responded. ‘I think you need to take some time. Come and stay with your old grandparents and chase bulls and lions on your chariot. I’m sure Meri-Bes would join you.’

			Thutmose’s face betrayed his happy thoughts of the ever good humoured dwarf, with his gruff manner and false irritation at everything and everyone.

			‘Where is the aged scoundrel?’ Thutmose asked.

			‘He’s in the audience chamber with your father and Mahu, awaiting the arrival of the High Priest,’ Tiye responded.

			‘How will we know when to enter?’ asked the young Prince.

			‘A messenger will be sent as soon as the Priest is shown into the chamber, we are to make our way to the entrance door and await the guards opening it from the inside.’

			‘All very organised and orchestrated,’ said Thutmose.

			‘I’m not sure there will be any music.’

			Tjuya looked straight at Thutmose as she spoke, her deep brown eyes gleaming. Despite his best efforts, Thutmose could not resist. He went over to his grandmother and kissed her again.

			‘Thank you, great Lifter of Spirits,’ he said.

			‘I like the sound of that,’ she replied, ‘have a word with your father and see if it can be added to my titles. I like a good title.’

			They were all still laughing when the messenger arrived. Tiye and Thutmose followed him; the young Prince felt a tightening in his stomach, still nervous about what awaited him. They arrived at the entrance door just as it opened to admit them.

			‘Perfect timing,’ thought Thutmose.

			As they entered there was a fanfare blast from three sheneb musicians. ‘Your grandmother was wrong about the music,’ Tiye whispered to Thutmose, ‘unfortunately. I’ll speak to your father about this, I’m sure he does it just to annoy me, it’s his idea of a joke.’

			All the time she was talking, Tiye kept walking, the expression on her face unchanging and regal. She linked her arm into that of her son as they appeared from behind the Throne dais. All except the King knelt on the ground and offered obeisance. There was a moment of hesitation from the High Priest, which didn’t escape Tiye’s notice. He was not in the habit of having to obey the formalities of giving homage to Thutmose and, had the young Prince entered alone, he almost certainly wouldn’t have done so. In his own mind at least, he was the superior of the Sem Priest, however, in the presence of the Great Queen, he didn’t have the option and reluctantly fell to his knees and prostrated himself before the two Royals. Haqwaset had known what he was doing and the entrance had been a deliberate ploy to leave the High Priest feeling, at least a little, uneasy.

			Haqwaset was a master at controlling meetings in order to get his way. He ensured he was in charge of the agenda and its implementation. The deference formalities over, Tiye and Thutmose took their seats. Apart from the High Priest, his ever present scribe and the two most senior priests performing their month long duties at the Temple, there were few others in the room.

			The King began to speak. ‘Gracious High Priest of Ptah, it is most pleasing to the King, the living god and Lord of the Two Lands that you have asked for this urgent audience.’

			‘Yes, your Majesty and I’m grateful for the kindness extended to me in allowing such an audience so quickly, given your, as ever, busy schedule. It concerns an incident this morning…’

			Haqwaset didn’t let him finish his sentence.

			‘Yes, yes, we may come to all that in a minute. As I was saying before you interrupted me…’ the King paused, his words were designed to further unsettle the High Priest, who audibly gulped, showing the King’s plan was working.

			‘Your request saved me having to send a messenger of my own to your offices, along with the soldiers you see behind you, to escort you here immediately.’

			The High Priest looked nervously behind him. Thutmose looked surprised. Tiye, who had seen this scene, or ones very similar, played out over many years, smiled to herself. From striding across the Temple grounds and into the Palace and entering the Audience Room full of brash self-importance and righteousness, the High Priest was now feeling very insecure and fearful. Exactly as Haqwaset wanted it.

			‘Captain, have you done as I asked?’

			Haqwaset directed his question to the officer who had rescued Thutmose yesterday. He already knew the answer.

			‘Of course, my Commander, all you requested has been completed.’

			‘I’m grateful Captain, as always, for your efficiency. Please let us have your report.’

			The Captain stepped forward to a pre-organised position slightly forward of the High Priest and to the side of the King. This was to ensure the Priest could see him and the King clearly during the giving of the report. Haqwaset too could look directly at the Priest. Maximum discomfort, maximum effect.

			‘The prisoners taken yesterday evening your Majesty, were thoroughly interrogated.’

			No-one in the room needed to be reminded of what such ‘thoroughness’ would have entailed.

			‘The information given was acted upon and in the last hour the other perpetrators have been rounded up and are being questioned as we speak.’

			‘What has talk of prisoners and interrogation to do with me?’ the High Priest blurted out.

			‘We are none of us too old to learn,’ said Haqwaset, taking a tone as if talking to a naughty child. ‘To learn we must at times watch and at other times listen. For you this is one of the times when you should listen. Make sure you do so in silence.’

			There was no mistaking the altered tone of the last sentence. The High Priest dropped his eyes to the floor.

			‘Please Captain, continue.’

			‘During the questioning, the prisoners yesterday informed us of a stockpile of valuable objects which they stated had been ‘confiscated’ from persons they regarded as criminals.’

			‘Yes,’ said the King, ‘and I understand one of them made a public proclamation yesterday, in one of the squares inside the Temple grounds, that to be a criminal it was enough to be a Kemetian carrying a sack. Can you believe that, gracious High Priest?’

			The King repeated the sentence, speaking slowly, emphasising each word.

			‘In – Kemet – it – is – enough – to – be – Kemetian – and – carrying – a – sack, to be stopped and deprived of anything of value you are carrying.’

			The High Priest raised his gaze to the King. He had paid no attention to the King’s dress, but now he noticed, with growing consternation, over his shoulder, he had a small linen sack. Point driven home, Haqwaset continued.

			‘I’m sorry for the interruption Captain, carry on.’

			‘When asked what was to be done with these valuables, they became slightly more reticent and the truth needed to be persuaded out of them.’

			Thutmose had once visited the interrogation rooms in the barracks and saw the implements of persuasion which he was sure had been used on Panehesy’s assailants.

			‘We were informed how, at the end of each week, all of his comrades presented the person in charge with the amounts collected. They claimed the spoils gathered together were divided into five parts. One part was then distributed equally between the bottom ranked mercenaries, as their wages. We are certain not everything collected made its way to the weekly stockpile.’

			‘The remaining four-fifths, what happened to that?’ asked Haqwaset of the Captain, but all the time never taking his gaze from the High Priest, who was now nervously shuffling from side to side. This day was not turning out as he had expected.

			‘The prisoners claimed they didn’t know what their leader did with the valuables and no amount of persuasion could alter their story. Acting upon my own initiative I decided to go personally, and invite the leader of the mercenaries to come to the barracks and answer a few questions. We found him in his quarters somewhat inebriated and entertaining, or being entertained by, five naked musicians. He was a little reluctant to join us at first but it didn’t take long before he changed his mind and came with us voluntarily. Struggling and kicking out at my soldiers, but voluntarily.’

			Haqwaset smiled. He liked this Captain and would see he was rewarded for his service, either by promotion or with gold, maybe both.

			‘Did he give you any voluntary information?’ asked Haqwaset.

			‘Eventually, Majesty, yes. He told us the portion he received from his men was further divided, roughly in two. One half was retained by him, no doubt to give much back to the local economy, by paying most of it to musicians, dancing girls and wine suppliers. The rest he gave, in his words, ‘as an offering to the god Ptah, by whose grace I have fallen upon this work.’ I asked him in what form he made this offering and he informed me it was by way of gifts to the priests of the Temple.’

			The High Priest looked horrified. ‘My King, your exalted Majesty, I have never…’

			A look from Haqwaset was enough to silence the increasingly desperate cleric. He had heard stories of the punishments Haqwaset was reputed to hand out to persons who acted against him. He personally had been at the Temple of Hathor in Iunet some years before, at its dedication, and had seen, albeit briefly, a pathetic creature in a cage being paraded on a cart. A senior foreign diplomat who had crossed a line.

			Haqwaset turned his attention again to the Captain.

			‘Did he say how these gifts were transferred?’

			Thutmose was watching the scene play out in front of him in awe and horror. He was aware of the nuances of the situation, he could guess at the planning and rehearsal which had been gone though in the seeming freshness and formality of the soldier’s report. He was impressed by how the haughtiness of the High Priest had been reduced to shaking fearfulness by looks, few words and a cleverly placed linen sack.

			At the same time he was horrified by the thought that, one day, it would be him, in this position. He would be expected to be a benevolent, wise king and deal with personages of high standing in a way to make all aware there was none greater than the King. He couldn’t see himself either capable of, or being comfortable in, such a role. The decision he had made about his future was becoming more and more set in his mind.

			‘Yes, my Lord, he reluctantly gave us the name of the priest with whom he liaised. It seems the mercenary leader has a cousin who came to Kemet many years ago, was taken into the Temple and has risen to be a senior priest in the Office of the High Priest.’

			Haqwaset stared at the High Priest, trying to assess his reaction to this news. The look upon the Priest’s face was one of fear but mixed with incredulity. Haqwaset quickly reached the conclusion the High Priest was ignorant of what had been happening in his name and in his office. In Haqwaset’s eyes, ignorance of such things equated to negligence and laziness. These were almost as bad as if he had stolen the items himself. He turned his attention back to the Captain.

			‘And the name of this thief?’

			Before the Captain could answer, it was the High Priest who spoke, falling to his knees and clasping his hands together in front of him.

			‘Meryptah? Meryptah? Please don’t tell me it was Meryptah. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t do such a thing to me. I have treated him like my son all these years. He’s never wanted for anything. He came to us dying for lack of food, parentless, naked. We clothed him, fed him, nurtured him. We taught him to be a scribe; we assigned him a new and holy name. Welcomed him into our home and our hearts. He could not have done this. Tell me it was not Meryptah; please tell me it was not him.’

			Thutmose looked from the High Priest, to his father, to the Captain, back to his father and then back to the disconsolate High Priest. The Crown Prince and the High Priest had always disliked each other but now Thutmose felt nothing but pity for the man. If it was his decision he would have released him immediately. The man was clearly innocent of having any knowledge about what had been happening.

			Haqwaset, however, was not Thutmose and didn’t think like his son. He was a god and was not afraid of acting like one when he wished.

			The Captain had been standing impassively during the outburst. He waited until he was sure the High Priest was finished.

			‘The mercenary leader’s cousin in the Great Temple of Ptah is, my Lord, known by the name of Meryptah. He is outside awaiting audience, if it is your desire.’

			‘No, no, no,’ wailed the Priest.

			‘Bring him in,’ Haqwaset ordered.

			A guard opened a door and two Medjay walked into the chamber, pulling a man behind them by the chains which encircled his wrists. The man was tall and broad. Bigger than an average Kemetian, built similarly to the mercenaries Thutmose had challenged yesterday. The prisoner was instantly recognisable to the young Prince as one of the priests he had seen returning pilgrim’s offerings to the vendors outside of the Temple and receiving payments. He didn’t remember ever having seen him in the High Priest’s presence.

			The prisoner was dressed in a simple white tunic; at least originally it had been white. Now it was splattered with blood and grime. Obviously he had spent at least some hours at the Medjay barracks before arriving here. He was escorted to a point just beside the High Priest. He looked down at the still kneeling High Priest and sneered. The guards motioned for the priest to prostrate himself before the King, but he didn’t take the hint. He spat on the ground.

			The High Priest rose from his knees and, with all his strength, he swung his arm and slapped the prisoner across the face. Meryptah didn’t react. It was as if he had felt nothing. At the same time one of the escorting guards had taken a spear and stabbed it hard into the back of the prisoner’s knee. As the prisoner bent his knees in pain, the second guard pulled the man forward and down until he crashed onto the floor. His face hit the stone and there was a sickening crack of breaking teeth.

			Queen Tiye closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. This was her way of composing herself so she didn’t show any sign of revulsion or, indeed, any emotion.

			After a short pause, the prisoner was hauled to his feet. He was bleeding from his mouth and the fresh wounds at the back of his leg, but he was not cowed. The High Priest looked at him.

			‘What have you done? After everything I taught you, what have you done Meryptah?’

			The prisoner, head and shoulders taller than the High Priest, looked down.

			‘Don’t call me by that name, it’s not my name, it’s a meaningless sop to a non –existent false god.’ He was spitting with anger, spraying the High Priest with droplets of blood.

			‘I am Hattarna, Prince of my people. I do not bow willingly before an overdressed son of a whore sitting there on a throne, who claims it was a god who duped his mother…’

			The rest of the sentence was cut short by one of the guards swinging the butt of a sword against the back of the prisoners head with such force Thutmose thought the man’s eyes would dislodge from their sockets. Haqwaset sat in studied silence. This man had sealed his fate but the King was enjoying the bravado. The thrill of the kill was always better when the prey fought back.

			Meryptah moved his head to one side, made a twisting movement as if to remove some discomfort from his neck and again directed his attention to the Priest.

			‘You taught me? You taught me? I would laugh if you were not so pathetic. The only thing I learned from you is that wealth is power; gain wealth at all costs, money is your god. Not some pathetic, bawling calf, you use to exhort all you can to buy a few more parcels of land for growing wheat and flax; a few more cows for milk and beef. This is all I learned from you. Wealth is god; you can do anything with riches. You can buy wine, girls, land, people. Oh you Kemetians are so easily bought and oh so more easily fooled. The term “fool,” should be used as another word for Kemetian, along with “thief’’.’

			He pointed to Haqwaset without turning to look at him.

			‘The great grandfather of this whoreson stole everything from my people; our riches, our women – oh how many women he stole from us, so many he had to build a new whorehouse in Gurob to make room for them. But, more important than all of that, he stole our freedom. We will one day wrest all from the grasp of this miserable…’

			He said nothing further. Haqwaset had risen from his throne, taken the few paces needed to reach the prisoner. He removed his sword from its sheath, as he walked. One strike and the prisoner was silent. His head had been removed completely. It fell, hitting the shoulder of the Priest on its trajectory towards the floor. It bounced and rolled gently towards the Captain who watched in stoic silence. The High Priest screamed, Queen Tiye shut her eyes, Mahu and Meri-Bes were stony faced and Thutmose vomited.

			Haqwaset handed his bloodied sword to one of the guards. His clothes, feet and sandals, like the guards’ and priests’ around him, were splattered with the blood which was still spurting from Meryptah’s neck. The headless body lay in a crumpled heap on the floor.

			Haqwaset returned to his seat and spoke to the High Priest in a tone which was controlled but shaky. Adrenaline was pumping through his body and he needed to control his emotions.

			‘Do you see what you’ve done?’ the King asked the High Priest. ‘You see what you’ve created? The crimes of this man are your crimes. You brought him into our nest and like a viper he has tried to destroy us. How could you not have known? I’m sure you knew but turned a blind eye. You encouraged him, you developed his capacity. His capacity to steal, his capacity to plot and scheme, his capacity to blaspheme our gods, capacity to threaten me and our people. You heard him. He and his foul relations, here in the Holy City of the white walls, desecrating our holy places, stealing from our people and all done in the name of the High Priest of Ptah. Guards, remove the stinking body. Priest, remove your cloak and cover the blood on the floor, the sight offends me.’

			The Priest moved slowly, he was in shock. He did as he was ordered but nothing appeared real to him anymore. Everything around him slowed down. He no longer felt a part of his body or of the scene around him. The King’s voice broke him from his trance.

			‘I see you’re not comfortable with the sight of human blood, Priest. Obviously you haven’t been subjected to enough of it in your life. Let’s rectify this gap in your education. Captain,’ he said, turning his attention to the soldier. ‘I want each and every mercenary publicly flogged to within a finger’s breadth of their lives. The Priest is to be present at the event. Once the flogging is finished they should each be beheaded, their heads displayed at the entrances to the city as a warning to those who would steal from us. Priest you will then open your personal grain stores and give two khar of wheat to each household in the city. My wife’s father, Yuya, will oversee this is done as I ask. You will compensate all those who have had possessions stolen by these mercenaries. My soldiers have been charged with the task of accepting reports from citizens and pilgrims and you will repay everything claimed without question.’

			‘You are immediately removed from your position as High Priest of Ptah. My Queen’s brother, Anen, will take temporary control until your successor is found. You will be escorted from here to your private residence. Your assets will be assessed by my scribes and then I will decide what, if anything, you will be allowed to keep and whether I will have duties for you. Maybe I should send you as a missionary to your recently deceased protégé’s home country. I’m sure you will receive a very warm welcome there, particularly when the events of today are reported to them. Captain, everything is clear. See to it.’

			The Priest was escorted, bent and bowed, out of the Chamber. The King rose.

			‘Let’s get out of here. I’d better speak with Yuya and Anen to inform them of what’s needed.’

			He held out his hand towards his wife. She looked at him, then at his hand, still bloodied from the execution.

			‘I’ll get up myself, thank you husband. You need to bathe before you meet anyone.’

			Haqwaset looked down at his hands. He hadn’t realised how blood stained they were. He nodded, waited for her to rise and then walked beside her out of the chamber, followed by Thutmose.

			Outside, Thutmose wanted to choose his words carefully. He tried to formulate what he wanted to say to his father, but he forgot everything and blurted it out.

			‘Father, I could never do what you did in there. I’ll never be King.’

			His father turned and stopped. He looked straight into his son’s eyes.

			‘Thutmose, you are the Crown Prince of Kemet. It’s your fate and destiny to one day take on the mantle of Kingship. You will learn to do all things necessary to maintain the Kingdom and protect its people. Don’t be upset by what you have seen. You will come to understand and get used to it before your time comes.’

			‘No father, it’s you who needs to understand. I’ll never do what you did today, from start to finish, my whole being cried out against what you were doing. I can’t, and won’t, ever be King. It’s you who needs to get used to it, not me.’

			This said, he started walking along a corridor towards his quarters. Haqwaset called after him.

			‘Thutmose, don’t walk away from me. Don’t speak to…’ he stopped.

			Tiye had put her hand on his arm.

			‘Not now husband, this is a bigger problem than can be dealt with here at this moment. Let him go. We’ll all speak to him later, for now let him go. Meri-Bes, go after him, calm him down and make sure he doesn’t run off.’

			The dwarf bowed and followed the young Prince, without saying a word.

			‘Times are changing,’ Meri-Bes thought to himself.

			chapter thirty-four

			Three days after the encounter with the High Priest, Haqwaset and the Royal entourage boarded the barges and boats which lined the Palace docks and headed south towards Waset. Haqwaset was not unhappy to be leaving the white walled city. The enjoyment of coming here had been taken from him because of his confrontations in the last days with the priest and later with Thutmose.

			Attempts to change Thutmose’s mind proved futile. Finally, Haqwaset had succumbed and taken the advice of his family, even if it went against his own feelings. He granted Thutmose his wish. Tiye had convinced him, if he was ever going to alter the young man’s opinion it would not be now. He needed to act with patience.

			‘Let him go for a while,’ she said. ‘In a couple of years he’ll have matured and will be able to see the future more clearly.’

			Haqwaset reluctantly concurred.

			‘It will take years of training and instruction from me to enable Thutmose to take the reins. He is of an age where he would rule immediately without a Regent. He is just wasting time.’

			‘Our son is different, Haqwaset. He’s not the same as his brother, or anyone else from the kap. He is unlike my father, or brothers. His thoughts are formed in unique ways.’

			‘He needs to be by my side, watching, learning and waiting, knowing when to act and when not to act, react and not react, when to flatter, when to cajole and when to strike. These are all lessons a man must master if he is to be Lord of the Two Lands. These are matters which can’t be assimilated overnight and perhaps if Thutmose is away from Court too long, he won’t have time to learn them. It took me ten years to grasp the intricacies, from Yuya, before being able to make any decisions on my own. It was at least another ten years before I developed the confidence I now have in myself.’

			‘If Thutmose is to be King, then he will never be a copy of you. He has his own ways. Of course he has much to learn, not only from you, but from others around you. He must be permitted to grow, in his own way. He will fulfil his duties, I’m sure of this.’

			For his part, Thutmose had stood his ground stubbornly and vehemently. He had made himself clear. He didn’t want to learn the lessons his father could teach him. He was not cut out to be even a diplomat, let alone a king. His own feelings and beliefs were too strong to be able to subvert them for the sake of political expediency. A man, no matter how powerful, could never be god and should not pretend to be.

			Haqwaset had reacted angrily to what he viewed as youthful pretentiousness and a personal attack on him and his rule. He variously threatened his son and tried reasoned argument. However, Thutmose stood resolute and determined. He wanted to go to the river’s source in the mountains beyond Punt. He wished to spend time at the home of Yuya and Tjuya. He wanted to travel, as Teppy had done, to visit the lands of his grandfather’s forebears, to meet the uncles and cousins he had only ever heard about in stories.

			Thutmose believed he was a part of a tradition and heritage which was not solely based in the Two Lands. He was convinced his destiny transcended national boundaries and nepotism. He felt in his heart, he had been singled out by God, or the gods, for something special. He had no idea what it was nor where it would lead him, but he knew it wasn’t in Kemet. To force him to remain would be like to cage a lion. This would be unbearable and, either with or without his father’s blessing, he was determined to make his own way, make his own mistakes and make his own decisions. Whether they be right or wrong they would be his.

			The day before Haqwaset’s departure, he had taken Thutmose alone on his chariot. They went out into the desert beyond the white walls, retracing the route Haqwaset’s father had taken many years before to the great lion bodied statue he had rescued from the encroaching sands.

			Thutmose was always in awe of the magnificent statue and the ancient pyramids which altered the skyline around them. The craftsmanship and sheer size of the monuments, which had stood for centuries, were a testament to the genius of the architects and the skill of the workers.

			They sat in the shade of the great beast’s feet and read the stone stela erected by Thutmose’s namesake and grandfather, Thutmose IV. They talked seriously for several hours. A conversation which would remain with Thutmose all of his life, but which would always remain private to him. The words spoken to him, in this most holy of places, on this day would come into his mind in future days of difficulties and hardship, when decisions would have to be made, not only for himself, but for a nation of people.

			Haqwaset too would always remember this day and this conversation. This was a day Haqwaset realised, and accepted, his son was no longer a child. A day when the relationship between father and son changed and the two became friends as men, each respecting the other. The bond of father and son would be present always, but from today it would be different.

			They returned in the evening to the farewell feast, hosted by Aperel and Tawy. The whole family was present, the King and Tiye, the King’s mother Mutemwiya, his wife’s parents, Yuya and Tjuya, the Royal children, Thutmose, Teppy, Sitamun, Iset, Nebetah, Beketaten and Henuttane. Kirgipa was there with her Royal son Smenkhare. Tiye’s brother Ay was there with his daughter Nefertiti and his brother, Anen, the newly promoted temporary High Priest of Ptah.

			No one present that evening could have known this would be the last occasion when all of them would be together. Had they known, the conversations would have been different, the music, provided by Djoser’s three daughters, would have been more sombre and perhaps they would have all lingered together longer. The future would bring regrets that more hadn’t been said on this night, but it was perhaps for the best. The feast had been as it was; full of uncomplicated, amiable familial love and friendship, all enjoying the occasion and each other’s company.

			*

			In Waset, the months passed by quickly. The preparations for the Sed Festival were growing more frantic. The Beautiful Feast of the Valley, the inundation and the Opet festival came and went without major incident or tragedy. Haqwaset had enjoyed taking guests on his boat to the Funerary Temple and the Ark, which sat atop, floating on the water and, other than the colossal statues facing east towards the rising sun, the only part of the Temple visible during the great flooding.

			The Sed Festival preparations kept everyone busy on the west bank of the river. Teppy and Nefertiti were constantly at the King’s side. The royal barge, Aten-tjehen, (‘the Dazzling Sun Disk’) was brought from its usual berth in Khent-min to Waset and completely refurbished. The Festival wouldn’t only be a celebration of Haqwaset’s reign but would also be a celebration of the Aten. In this period the name Aten-tjehen became well used and well known. In the Temple at Ipet-Ryst, on the east bank, new hieroglyphs had been added celebrating the King, using his throne name Nebmaatre and adding the epithet ‘Aten-tjehen.’ A new Royal Seal was commissioned and it too reflected the importance of the Aten. Haqwaset was creating an image of himself as the living Aten, alongside his being the son of Amun. In addition to this, Haqwaset brought the army Captain, who had served him well in his dealings with the High Priest of Ptah and the mercenaries, to Waset and promoted him to General of a new company of elite soldiers and bowmen. He named the new Company Aten-tjehen.

			These actions taken together, made the Priests of Amun more suspicious and angry. Haqwaset himself was untouchable. The Two Lands were the most powerful and prosperous they had ever been. Through diplomatic ties and marriages Haqwaset had secured the country’s borders. With a strong presence in Nubia, gold was in unlimited supply. Even with their reduced powers the Priests of Amun were wealthy beyond the dreams of most people.

			However, they felt power was being taken from them and this created fear. They were constantly on the lookout for signs of weakness in the King, but they could find none. His army and guards were fiercely loyal and all attempts at bribery had failed. The King’s family was tight knit and there were no jealousies to exploit.

			The priests were a patient breed. They would wait, keeping a careful watch. They made sacrifices to Amun asking for the strength and endurance to wait and watch. When the time was right, they would strike. It might not be this year or even this decade or generation, but one day they would get their chance. They needed to be philosophical and composed but, above all, they needed to be ready, always ready. Amun was infinite; their opportunity would come.

			The myriad of new statues of the King were positioned in all of the sepats and towns of the Kingdom. Teppy, Nefertiti and Tiye organised the creation of special statues of the major gods, to be placed in the Royal barge. The King would travel along the river, on his sun barge, accompanied by the gods, in homage to the journey of the Aten through the day and Ra at night, arriving at dawn, renewed and refreshed.

			A traditional part of the festival was to show the physical prowess of the King and thus his ability to continue to rule. Haqwaset hadn’t been too sure about this aspect but wanted to make this festival the greatest in history. He had, however, blocked one tradition – racing against the Apis Bull. Previous Sed Festivals had been held at or near the palace complexes in Ineb-Hedj, close to the pyramids. Ancient reliefs had shown the King racing against the bull as part of the festival.

			‘The young bull shall be left in his home and not brought south for this festival,’ he had declared. ‘The Temple would be empty of its symbol for far too long.’

			‘A good excuse,’ Tiye had responded.

			‘It is not an excuse,’ retorted Haqwaset. ‘I will run but I won’t be seen being chased by a bull.’

			Tiye laughed.

			‘You’re assuming you would be faster than the bull. I’m not so sure.’

			‘The King has always finished the course before the bull; the ancient writings make it abundantly clear. However, I suspect the starting times for King and bull might have been staggered. It wouldn’t do for the King to be out run by the animal, even if that animal is the spirit of Ptah.’

			Haqwaset was delighted with the preparations. Now, still a matter of months away, everything was almost ready. The army practiced their manoeuvres and their parts in the celebrations. Haqwaset was honing his shooting skills; he would kill a lion to show his bravery, as well as several bulls, which would be butchered for the feasts. Animals and birds of every description had been brought from all over the Two Lands and were being farmed and cared for so they would produce the best meats.

			Caravans of fruit and vegetables had been ordered and would arrive daily during the festivities to ensure they were at their freshest. Wine was delivered from Yuya’s estate and beer from Perneb in Iunet There would be no shortage of food or drink for anyone, royal or commoner. Gold had been provided to the Governors of all sepats to organise great public feasts. Scribes had been sent with instructions on how these local festivities were to be organised and the kinds of food to be served. At least for one day the whole nation would be invited to eat and drink like kings.

			Everything seemed right with Haqwaset’s world. All was in place. Nothing could possibly go wrong.

			Then the messenger came.

			The herald arrived, with great haste, to deliver his sealed report to the King personally. Mahu received the herald, then went to the King, who was relaxing in the garden with Tiye and Teppy.

			‘Majesty, there is an urgent message from the north. I have sent the herald to bathe. He will be ready to present his sealed letter to you shortly my King.’

			‘Very well, let’s go and see what is so urgent,’ Haqwaset said, a little annoyed at being disturbed.

			He went to the small audience chamber, Tiye and Teppy followed and took seats beside the King. A few minutes later the messenger arrived, accompanied by two of the King’s personal guards. He prostrated himself before the King, then stood and handed the document to a steward who passed it to Mahu who, in turn, gave it to the King.

			Haqwaset took the papyrus roll in his hand and looked at the seal.

			‘It’s from your father,’ he said to Tiye.

			‘It is not like him to send a message with such haste,’ she replied. ‘I hope there’s nothing wrong with his health or my mother’s.’

			Haqwaset opened the scroll and read it. He appeared to be shocked by the contents and brought the letter closer to his eyes to be sure he hadn’t misread it. He looked at the messenger.

			‘Thank you, your duty is done. Go now to the kitchens and eat. I’ll prepare my response and you can start the journey back within the hour.’

			Haqwaset knew this herald had not personally come all the way from Djanet. The messenger was wearing an amulet with the symbol of the goddess Wenet, the desert hare. This marked him out as one of a special group of high speed couriers, equipped with the finest horses, bred for speed and stamina. The system for passing dispatches, at high speed, from one end of the Kingdom to the other, was well established. Heralds travelled a set distance using the fastest possible means. Sometimes this would be by chariot, sometimes, depending on terrain, by horse or even by foot. Whatever the mode of transport, the information travelled twenty-four hours a day until it reached its destination. This report had managed five hundred miles in just five days, it was indeed very urgent.

			As the messenger left, Haqwaset, the blood drained from his face, handed the scroll to his wife. She let out an involuntary scream as she read it and dropped the papyrus. Teppy jumped up, picked the letter from the ground and stood horrified by what he read.

			‘THUTMOSE HAS KILLED A PRIEST OF AMUN IN PER-BAST.’

			 

			To be continued…

			HISTORICAL NOTES

			‘The Awakening Aten’ is an historical novel and a work of fiction. Although based on a different historicity of Biblical and Qur’anic events, it does not pretend to be a work of academic study. I have, however, tried to be faithful to the history of the time, as far as we know it. Less than 50 years after the final events in this book, Pharaoh Horemeb set about rewriting history and destroyed almost all evidence of the existence of the pharaohs after Haqwaset, until his own reign. It was only after the discovery of the tomb of Tutankhamun, at the beginning of the 20th century, that Egyptologists were finally able to prove the existence of Ay, Tutankhamun, Smenkhare and the heretic himself, Akhenaten. The lives of the characters have been shaped by me, entirely from the artefacts found in their tombs, which are spread across different countries and continents. I have been fortunate to see most of them personally as well as spending a lot of time in Luxor studying the temples, tombs and the workers’ village, now known as Deir-el-Medina. With regard to the main characters, below are some notes which I hope you find interesting.

			Yuya

			Is Yuya really the biblical Joseph?

			The answer is I don’t know, and no-one can ever know.

			Did Joseph actually exist as described in the Torah, Bible and Qur’an, or is this narrative perhaps based on a real person, whose basic story is a way for the holy keepers of the religions to teach about ‘good’ overcoming ‘evil’ and honesty always bringing its rewards? I believe that there are too many coincidences, in the historical facts we know of Yuya and the story of Joseph, to completely disregard it, or pooh-pooh the possibility of his being the person who the story tellers used as a shining example of good.

			When I first saw the mummy of Yuya in Cairo museum and the chairs and chariot buried beside him, I became intrigued. I searched the internet and libraries for more information about this commoner of Asiatic origin who, from apparent obscurity, became the most powerful man in Egypt, as Regent for the infant Amenhotep III. He went on to create a dynasty. His daughter married the Pharaoh, his grandson Akhenaten, his great-grandson Tutankhamun, and his son Ay, all became Pharaohs after Amenhotep III.

			The more I discovered about his life, the more I noticed similarities between his story and that of the man portrayed in the Bible and Qur’an. ‘The Awakening Aten’ interweaves the life of Yuya with the stories contained in the three holy books. Joseph’s wife is a mystery and a complete book could be written on the innumerable theories which abound amongst Biblical and Qur’anic scholars, ancient and modern. Was her name Asenath or Zulaikha? Was she Potiphar’s (Al Aziz’s) wife or daughter? Is Asenath’s father, the priest of On, one and the same person as Potiphar? Did Joseph marry Potiphar’s wife or daughter?

			These are questions, along with a myriad of others which, after months of study, I resolved by having Yuya marry twice, once to Asenath and then, following her death, to Tjuya. There is no academic reasoning or justification for this, other than Tjuya is the wife buried with Yuya in the Valley of the Kings and I struggled to reconcile the two holy books on this point.

			Their tomb, KV 46, is as described in this novel. Arthur Edward Pearse Brome Weigall, who was present at the opening of the tomb, wrote:

			 

			‘Imagine entering a town house which had been closed for the summer: imagine the stuffy room, the stiff, silent appearance of the furniture, the feeling that some ghostly occupants of the vacant chairs have just been disturbed, the desire to throw open the windows to let life into the room once more. That was perhaps the first sensation as we stood, really dumbfounded, and stared around at the relics of the life of over three thousand years ago…’

			 

			Very late into my research, I discovered that I was not the first to recognise the similarities in the stories of Yuya and Joseph. I chanced to see an interview on the internet with Ahmed Osman. This led me to read his book Stranger in the Valley of the Kings. I read so many things in his work which my own research had already led me to believe, that there was a relationship between the two. Of course, there are many aspects of the story of Joseph which do not coincide with those of Yuya, and Osman’s work has been severely criticised in some quarters by eminent Egyptologists such as Donald Bruce Redford. Some of the other conflicts I will deal with later in the Aten series, as we reach times in Yuya’s life (and death) which are different from the biblical texts and where the Qur’an differs or is silent on certain aspects.

			It is, like religion, a question of faith and belief. The biblical story of Joseph is taken from the Torah, the first five books of the Jewish bible. Traditionally it was believed that these books were written by Moses, writing down the words of God, given to him either on his forty day sojourn on Mount Sinai, or over many years during the wandering of the Jewish people in the wilderness. This theory has been questioned by some modern academics who point out that there are many historical inconsistencies in the books, which indicate they were written by different people over the course of many centuries. The earliest copy of the Torah to be found, dates from around 200 CE, however, it is clear that the written scrolls were in existence for several hundreds of years before that. My research indicates that most academics believe that the Torah was written down around 540 BCE during the ‘Babylonian Exile.’ Almost a thousand years after Yuya’s death.

			The story of Joseph in the Qur’an takes up an entire surah (Chapter 12) and is longer than that contained in the bible but contains fewer details of Joseph himself.

			My personal view is expressed in the novel through the thoughts Djoser has whilst listening to old Bebi. The story is one ‘passed from generation to generation. From scribe father to scribe son, from teacher to student, part of the secrets of being a scribe. Each putting their own interpretation on the words.’

			I leave it to you, the reader, to make up your own minds on that point, or ignore it and enjoy the story.

			The interpretation which Yuya gives to dreams is based on the ‘Hieratic Papyri’ in the British Museum. This is the oldest known record of the meaning of dreams.

			Kha (and Merit)

			Probably my favourite characters in the novel. Turin Museum contains a room dedicated to the items discovered in their tomb (TT8). The items include the senet board described in the novel as well as approximately 500 other items (not all on display at any one time), amongst which are about 50 loincloths, the golden cubit, Merit’s wig, a protractor and fruit and vegetables of all kinds. I thoroughly recommend visiting this exhibition and also read the books of Arthur Weigall who, as Egyptian Antiquities Service Inspector in the early 1900’s, was present at the opening, not only of this tomb by Ernesto Schiaparelli, the famed Italian archaeologist, but also that of Yuya and Tjuya (see above). Weigall’s words are as fresh today as when they were written over a hundred years ago.

			He famously wrote:

			 

			‘The wood retained the light colour of fresh deal, and looked for all the world as though it had been set up but yesterday. A heavy wooden lock held the door fast. A neat bronze handle on the side of the door was connected by a spring to a wooden knob set in the masonry door post; and this spring was carefully sealed with a small dab of stamped clay. The whole contrivance seemed so modern that professor Schiaparelli called to his servant for the key, who quite seriously replied,

			“I don’t know where it is, sir”.’

			 

			It is impossible to say if Kha and Yuya ever actually met, however, the fact that Kha was overseer of the workers at the time Yuya lived, means Kha was probably involved in the digging of Yuya’s tomb.

			Inscriptions in the funerary chapel in the worker’s village tell that Kha worked on the tombs of three pharaohs, Amenhotep II, Thutmose IV and Amenhotep III (Haqwaset) so I am certain he was present in Yuya’s tomb at some point.

			Maiherpri

			Another favourite character who is something of an enigma. Buried in the Valley of Kings his tomb, designated KV 36 by the Theban Mapping Project, was found intact. Its contents included all the items referred to in the novel, along with many others. Djoser’s fabulous papyrus Book of the Dead, showing Maiherpri in his wig, the Osiris bed made by the young Princes, the two dog collars, the arrows and game box, and the canopic jars are all there, although their provenance is my own invention. There was also the unused third coffin.

			The papyrus was in the Cairo museum, when I visited many years ago. It was on a staircase wall and was ignored by many.

			In order to fit this fascinating character into the book I have almost certainly transported him forward in time. It is impossible to say, with certainty, when he lived and died. Egyptologists favour his life to be during the reign of Thutmose IV, Haqwaset’s father, however, literary licence permits me to ignore this and make him a hero in this novel. Who he was, where he came from and why he came to be buried in the Valley of the Kings is a mystery.

			Theories as to his parentage abound. Some believe he was the son of Hatshepsut and her lover, the architect Senenmut. A relationship between these has never been proved, however, some exceptionally graphic graffiti, found near the funerary temple of Hatshepsut, certainly shows what the workers on the temple thought Senenmut did whilst he was alone with the female pharaoh! The linen winding sheet, bearing Hatshepsut’s cartouche, found in Maiherpri’s sarcophagus, is used as evidence of this theory. I invented another reason for its presence. Others claim Maiherpri was the son of one of the pharaohs with a Nubian concubine. I prefer my own scenario which has no basis whatever in fact.

			Nahkt

			I apologise most profusely to the spirit of Nahkt for my depiction of him. His tomb in the Valley of the Nobles was the first non-royal tomb I ever entered. I was struck by the image of the three girl musicians, with the unfinished varnishing and the fact that all the depictions of Amun had been removed. Also the story told to me by the guide, working in the tomb, of the small statue found in the channel in the tomb, piqued my interest.

			The original draft of this novel depicted Djoser as a villain, with Nahkt the quiet cleric living his life, working in the temple, married to Tawy and sharing everything with ‘her’ son Amenemopet, preparing for his post-mortem journey to eternal paradise. This characterisation of Nahkt didn’t last long as Tawy became more the focus of my attention. I am intrigued as to why Amenemopet was referred to only as Tawy’s son and not of both of them. The tomb of Nahkt is both unusual and refined. The style of painting is exceptional and found in very few other tombs. The ‘three musicians’ is particularly unusual in its form and depiction.

			Perhaps the true story of Nahkt’s life is more interesting than my libellous (if he were alive) story but, sadly, we will never know.

			Tawy/Tawosret and Aperel

			There is no possibility that in reality Tawy and Tawosret were one and the same person. In formulating the story it was lucky coincidence that the wife of Nahkt and of Viceroy Aperel shared the same, or a very similar, name.

			There is every possibility that Tawy was happily married to Nahkt and she may have doted on her son.

			Very little is known about Tawosret. Her tomb, where she was buried with her husband Aperel, and their son Huy, was only discovered in the 1980’s by the French Archaeologist Alain Zivie. She must have been regarded as important in her own right as she is one of very few (if any) women, buried in the 18th Dynasty, inside a triple coffin. Artefacts and engravings in the tomb show she had three sons. Huy, buried with her and Aperel, was also a high ranking official and bore such titles as master of horse, and commander of chariots (both titles previously held by Yuya) as well as being the scribe of recruits of the Lord of the Two Lands.

			Tamyt (Literal Translation: ‘She-cat’)

			The cat was held in the highest esteem by the ancient Egyptians. None more so than Tamyt, the cat owned and loved by the young Prince Thutmose; destined to become pharaoh but who disappeared from history not long after his precious pet was buried. Much of what we know about the ancient Egyptian love of cats is from the sarcophagus of Tamyt, found near modern Memphis (Ineb-Hedj in the novel). I have tried to accurately describe the stone sarcophagus which shows how special Tamyt was to the young Prince.

			Queen Merytre-Hatshepsut

			I have left talking about this ‘Great Royal Wife’ until last, as she has only a small part to play in ‘The Awakening Aten’, however, I find her (and the other royal women who immediately followed the reign of Hatshepsut and her nephew Thutmose III) totally fascinating, and I have started to pen some stories about them.

			For those not familiar with the story of Hatshepsut, she was the eldest daughter of Pharaoh Thutmose I and his consort Ahmose. In accordance with Pharaonic tradition she married her half-brother Thutmose, who became Pharaoh Thutmose II. Little is known about the short reign of Thutmose II (of somewhere between 4 and 14 years) but much has been written about what occurred after his death.

			Hatshepsut had no son who could succeed his father, but Thutmose had fathered a boy with a lesser wife, Isis. This boy was to inherit the throne, however, he was an infant and Hatshepsut took the reins of Egypt as his Regent. She then went further than any other woman in Egyptian history and declared herself Pharaoh, building statues of herself in a King’s garb, complete with false beard and crook and flail. Officially this became a joint Kingship with Thutmose III, but whilst she lived Hatshepsut was the supreme ruler.

			Thutmose married Merytre-Hatshepsut. (Was she obliged to change her name from just Merytre to include that of her husband’s stepmother/ aunt?). During the life of Thutmose III, Merytre was never granted the title of ‘Great Royal Wife’ which would have been the norm. She only obtained this title when her son Amenhotep became Pharaoh. Towards the end of the reign of Thutmose III and into the reign of Amenhotep II, someone (we don’t know who) started to deface certain monuments dedicated to Hatshepsut and these were later changed to bear the name of Merytre.

			Evidence seems to suggest that Merytre exercised extreme influence over her son, so much so that he did not give the title of ‘Great Royal Wife’ to his own Queen, Tiaa, the mother of Thutmose IV. Merytre was buried in Amenhotep’s tomb, his wife was not.

			Following the death of Amenhotep, and the succession of his son everything was repeated. Tiaa began usurping the monuments of Merytre and converted them to her own name and adopted the title of ‘Great Royal Wife.’

			Thankfully normal order was restored by the time Haqwaset (Amenhotep III) came to the throne. Both his mother (Mutemwiya) and his wife (Tiye) bore the title ‘Great Royal Wife’ and following Mutemwiya’s death only the Pharaoh’s wife would have that honour. Some theorize that this was to try and prevent another queen usurping a man’s throne, as Hatshepsut had done. But women of the strength of Tiye and later Nefertiti, didn’t need to usurp the throne to have profound influence over their husbands’ reign.

			The stories of Tiye, Nefertiti, Haqwaset, Djoser, Perneb and all the others continue in the next book of the series, ‘The Rising Aten.’
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