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History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied.  I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers.  Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more.  You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.

Paul Doherty
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HISTORICAL NOTE

The first dynasty of ancient Egypt was established about 3100 BC. Between that date and the rise of the New Kingdom (1550 BC) Egypt went through a number of radical transformations which witnessed the building of the pyramids, the creation of cities along the Nile, the union of Upper and Lower Egypt and the development of the Egyptians’ religion around Ra, the Sun God, and the cult of Osiris and Isis. Egypt had to resist foreign invasion, particularly by the Hyksos, Asiatic raiders who cruelly devastated the kingdom.

By 1470 BC, Egypt, pacified and united under Pharaoh Tuthmosis II, was on the verge of a new and glorious ascendancy. The pharaohs had moved their capital to Thebes; burial in the pyramids was replaced by the development of the Necropolis on the west bank of the Nile as well as the exploitation of the Valley of the Kings as a royal mausoleum.

I have, to clarify matters, used Greek names for cities, etc., e.g. Thebes and Memphis, rather than their archaic Egyptian names. The place name Sakkara has been used to describe the entire pyramid complex around Memphis and Giza. I have also employed the shorter version for the pharaoh queen: i.e. Hatusu rather than Hatshepsut. Tuthmosis II died in 1479 BC and, after a period of confusion, Hatusu held power for the next twenty-two years. During this period Egypt became an imperial power and the richest state in the world.

Egyptian religion was also being developed, principally the cult of Osiris, killed by his brother Seth but resurrected by his loving wife Isis, who gave birth to their son, Horus. These rites must be placed against the background of the Egyptians’ worship of the Sun God and their desire to create a unity in their religious practices. They had a deep sense of awe for all living things: animals and plants, streams and rivers were all regarded as holy, while Pharaoh, their ruler, was worshipped as the incarnation of the divine will.

By 1470 BC the Egyptian civilisation expressed its richness in religion, ritual, architecture, dress, education and the pursuit of the good life. Soldiers, priests and scribes dominated this civilisation and their sophistication is expressed in the terms they used to describe both themselves and their culture. For example, Pharaoh was ‘the Golden Hawk’; the treasury was ‘the House of Silver’; a time of war was  ‘the Season of the Hyaena’; a royal palace was ‘the House of a Million Years’. Despite the country’s breathtaking, dazzling civilisation, however, Egyptian politics, both at home and abroad, could be violent and bloody. The royal throne was always the centre of intrigue, jealousy and bitter rivalry. It was on to this political platform, in 1479 BC, that the young Hatusu emerged.

By 1478 BC Hatusu had confounded her critics and opponents, both at home and abroad. She had won a great victory in the north against the Mitanni and purged the royal circle of any opposition led by the Grand Vizier Rahimere. A remarkable young woman, Hatusu was supported by her wily and cunning lover Senenmut, also her First Minister. She was determined that all sections of Egyptian society accept her as Pharaoh Queen of Egypt.

In foreign policy Hatusu had to face three great threats. The first was from the Libyans who prowled the western desert. The second was from the southern province of Kush, a source of great riches. Kush was ever ready to rebel against a weak or distracted pharaoh. A third source of danger were the tribes generally classed as ‘the Sea People’, who prowled the Middle Sea. Egypt had to defend the delta in the north, and the long river Nile, which was the life blood of Egypt; if that was cut or cities along it seized, a major threat was posed. Successive pharaohs were always determined to confront such dangerous threats whenever they emerged . . .
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TCHETHU-I: ancient Egyptian, ‘prison’

PROLOGUE

‘Pay now devotion to the god with the face of a dog and the brow of a man. He who feeds on the slain, who keeps guard on the shore by the Lake of Fire, who devours the bodies of the dead, who tears out hearts and yet remains invisible.’ The strident voice of the prison chaplain paused. ‘Let us seek him who drinks the blood of the dead, who supplies the blocks with slaughter and lives on intestines. Let us remember him who herds the doomed to their death, stabs their bodies and smashes their skulls. Curses on them whose bodies are cut to pieces, spirit and souls severed from their shadows, driven far away, their skulls battered in, hearts plucked out.’ The chaplain’s voice echoed through the heat-laden air like the sound of a trumpet; it beat upon the high palisade, returning to ring through the enclosure of the Oasis of Bitter Bread, a hellish hole surrounded by burning sands  a hundred miles out in the Redlands west of Thebes.

The prison chaplain, clad only in a loincloth, stirred restlessly on the makeshift wooden platform erected in the middle of the enclosure, the only shade against the burning sun a thin awning of striped cloth which drooped inertly in the heat. He paused, glancing quickly to his right then to his left at the Guardian of Shadows, the prison keeper and his standard-bearer, squatting on reed mats either side of him. He blew out a breath, hoping to cool the sweat on his face, and stared across at the execution stake, which soared at least five yards high. From it the dying prisoner hung head down, blood pouring from his wounds. The chaplain fingered the bracelet specially smeared in the hair, fat, gall and excrement of an ibex and prayed for release against the oppressive heat. He wondered when the prisoner would die, when the fiery sun would dip and the cool night breezes rise. Not for the time he deeply regretted his own indiscretions, the theft of sacred scarabs from the sanctuary of his temple back in Thebes. Such disgrace had led to his exile as a prison priest in this boiling antechamber of the Underworld. He just wanted to escape the fierce heat as the hapless prisoner hanging before him had tried to do. Escape brought no hope, not from the Oasis of Bitter Bread, where fiends roamed and the power of Seth the Destroyer was all-pervasive. The condemned man had been recaptured, then whipped and lacerated before  being hung upside down in full view of the prisoners and their guards, a dire warning to all. The Oasis of Bitter Bread was their world, guarded by all the monsters of the Am-duat, the Underworld, and to escape meant certain death.

The unfortunate prisoner now swayed lightly, arms and head hanging down; the leather thongs around his ankles rippled, causing the victim to bounce eerily up and down. The chaplain continued his chant a little faster, fingering the al-haggar-al-hurra, the white cat’s-eye stone which he wore on a cord around his neck for protection against nightmares. He stared around the compound, at the reed-topped huts, the palm trees clustered around the precious waterhole, the guards in their leather kilts and baldrics, shaven heads protected against the sun by striped headdresses. The prisoners, some forty in number, were not so fortunate. Clad only in loincloths, they had all been manacled to goree sticks fashioned from tree branches. These were forked at one end and fastened around the prisoners’ necks by a strip of leather.

The prison chaplain licked his dry lips; aware of the growing frustration of the Guardian, he gabbled his prayer to a finish. Immediately the Guardian rose, grasping his metal-studded mace, and started across the compound to the condemned man. All fell silent; there was nothing but the buzzing of flies, and the occasional dust devil, spurts of sand lifted by the hot wind to sting the eyes and clog the throat. Above them, black wings spread against the deep  blue sky; the vultures circled as if Nekhbet, Mistress of the Scavengers, had summoned them to the impending bloody banquet. One of the guards hastened to hold the swaying man still. The Guardian approached, cheap bracelets and finger rings glinting in the light, oil-drenched thighs brushing against each other. He stopped before the prisoner, now held still by the guard, then grunted and drew back the mace. The condemned man whimpered a prayer or plea, but no one cared; even the gods had deserted this place. Only Seth, red-haired and green-eyed, together with his legion of demons, visited the Oasis of Bitter Bread. The Guardian brought the mace down, shattering the prisoner’s skull, the bone cracking like a dusty jug against a rock. The man jerked a little, then hung still, blood and brains soaking the hot sand beneath. A collective moan rose from the prisoners. The Guardian waddled back to the makeshift dais and, taking a ladle of water, splashed his face and wetted his lips, provoking more groans from the watching men and women baking under the relentless sun.

‘Know you,’ the Guardian shouted, pointing at the dead man, ‘the sentence for escape! The Guardians of the Fiery Lake prowl this oasis, Pharaoh’s justice on you, filth under her sandalled feet.’ He paused, relishing the thought. He had never looked upon the face of Hatusu, the She-King, Pharaoh of Egypt, but he’d heard about her beauty and terrifying majesty, as magnificent as an army in battle array. He took  another sip of water, aware of the excitement in his loins, the usual effect of any execution, then threw the ladle down.

‘Demons with deadly claws ever ready to slay,’ he continued, his words rolling out across the dusty compound, ‘watch you day and night. The slayers of souls and the boilers of flesh will trap you in so many ways.’ He flung up a hand, pointing to the circling vultures. ‘They watch and they report on any living thing which crawls on the sands beyond. They decide who shall be your executioners, the lions, the hyaenas, the snakes . . .’ He paused for effect. ‘Or the Libyans, sand-dwellers, desert wanderers . . . or the followers of Seth, outlaws and bandits who show no mercy. And if they do not dog your heels, the Devil of Thirst, the Demon of Hunger, the Fiend of the Sun, or the Terror of Icy Nights will surely trail your every step. Be warned!’ He gestured at the dead prisoner. ‘No burial rite for him! No help with his journey through the Am-duat, where Apet the Great Snake awaits him. Cut him down! Leave his corpse out on the sands.’ He lifted his hands dramatically, and pointed once again at the vultures. ‘The watchers await their banquet.’

The Guardian slumped down on to the cushions, congratulating himself on a job well done. Two prisoners, trusted ones, hastened across with fans to cool his sweaty face and body. The Guardian grunted with pleasure and slurped another mouthful of water, then he turned to his standard-bearer. ‘The  master of prisons will be pleased: no escapes, no mistakes!’ He closed his eyes, which were almost hidden in rolls of fat. He could just imagine the report he would dictate to his superiors in Waset, the City of the Sceptre, Thebes. Perhaps that would secure him promotion. The custody of a greater prison, closer to the city, away from this dunghole, which was at least a week’s march from Thebes. Nevertheless, there were still comforts. The Guardian moaned quietly with pleasure. Tonight he would eat fresh meat brought in by the hunters, spiced quail, and, perhaps, a juicy melon purchased from a passing Kushite merchant. Afterwards he would relax with that female prisoner so desperate to earn his favour.

‘Master?’

He opened his eyes.

‘The prisoners?’ The Guardian’s standard-bearer gestured across the compound.

‘Ah, yes.’ The Guardian mopped his face with a wet cloth. He felt magnanimous. ‘Release them from the yoke, no manacles; a stoup of water, a bowl of bread and dried meat for each one.’

He stared across at the cowed, huddled group of men and women, herded here from all parts of the empire. He searched out that pretty, long-haired Memphite woman. She was gazing longingly across at him. At last she had succumbed!

‘Two stoups of water.’ The Guardian clambered to his feet.

‘Even the Rekhet?’

‘Yes,’ the Guardian smiled, ‘even the Rekhet.’

 

The prisoner known as the Rekhet, or Number Ten according to the prison roster, sat by himself on the collection of dry rags that served as his bed in the shadow of the palisade. Glad to be free of that hideous yoke, he lifted the cup of precious water, sipped carefully, then chewed on the piece of dried antelope meat the guards had flung at him. He lifted a hand against the dust and flies ready to cluster around his mouth or coat his cracked fingers, then stared up at the sky. The heat was dying. At last the sun was beginning to slip, the air was cool, the night winds offering some relief. He drew in a deep breath and gagged at the fetid smells. He had to escape! He had witnessed the execution, yet it had not deterred him. Tonight the Guardian would celebrate. The guards would drink until they dropped. He would never have such an opportunity again.

The Rekhet fingered the rough placard fastened around his neck bearing his name and his number. He was now known to everyone by that name, as if those crimes he’d been accused of in the court of the Temple of Ptah had, like Hags of the Night, clung to his very soul, following him here to this prison oasis. To be free of his manacles was a rare event, whilst the other prisoners always kept well away from him. It mattered little what he said or did; they believed in his reputation, whatever the truth  of the matter. Even these malefactors and brigands regarded him as an evil man. He had scarcely been in the prison compound a month when six prisoners had died. He’d vainly pleaded that the cause of their deaths was foul food or brackish water, but he had still been singled out as responsible, and if it had not been for the prison chaplain, he would have been torn to pieces. In a sense this had been transformed into a blessing. He had been left well alone, and so he could plot. He’d now collected all the things he needed, hidden beneath his collection of rags: a waterskin, reed sandals, some grains of silver, a piece of cloth for his head, a pack of dried meat, a dagger, a piece of flint, some twine, even a crude map. Now he squatted and reflected. He’d not decided who in Thebes was responsible. Hutepa the heset? Or someone else who’d bribed the passing sand-dwellers and desert wanderers to visit this oasis, secretively seek him out and pass these forbidden items on to him? Somebody wanted him to escape, though who it was remained a mystery.

Once again the Rekhet stared up at the sky, longing for night to fall so he could go. No more days in this desolate place of torture with its cruel tedium, the petty brutality of its jailors and the cold ostracism of his fellow prisoners. At night, his dream-soul floated out back to Thebes, to walk in the flowered gardens of the Temple of Ptah, to savour their perfumed breezes, revel in the sheer beauty of the elegant columns washed by the moonlight, the  sacredness of the sanctuary, the all-inspiring beauty of the Palace of a Million Years. In his dreams, he visited the library, smelt the fragrance of sandalwood and frankincense, scrubbed papyrus, thick ink and rich leather. In other dreams he sat by the pools of purity and watched the lotuses open. On such soul journeys he passed through the soaring pylons fronting the temple with their gorgeous standard poles, elaborate inscriptions and vivid drawings either side of the huge bronze doors. Other scenes would come swirling in. Heset girls in their gauze-like veils and robes, perfumed, oil-drenched wigs framing pretty faces, beautiful limbs moving sinuously to the clatter of the sistra and the beat of the tambourine. Fresh food piled high on platters, finest wines slopping in jewel-encrusted goblets. But his dreams often turned to nightmares. The arrival of the Medjay at his lodgings, his arrest, the vision of his comrades’ corpses, foully poisoned, sprawled on the floor of that chamber. The horrific accusations had been hurled thick and fast: that he was a professional poisoner responsible not only for these deaths but for many more throughout Thebes. They claimed to have found his secret cabinet of powders and potions. The indictment had been drawn up damning him, leaving him no choice but to either throw himself on the mercy of Pharaoh or face immediate trial and summary execution.

The prisoner closed his eyes. He sat for a while rocking himself backwards and forwards humming  a tune, as he always did at this time of the day, his only prayer that the gods would once again turn their faces to him and smile. When he opened his eyes, the sky was beginning to redden, the sun turning from a molten gold to a fiery disc, slipping quickly into the west. The prisoner recalled his days as a priest physician; how he would prostrate himself and pray to Osiris, Master of Yalou, Lord of the Evergreen Fields in the Eternal West. Until he escaped, if he escaped, there would be no more gods, no meadows of heaven, nothing but this hideous hell of a prison oasis.

The darkness came flowing in like a cloak. The heat cooled. The noises of the oasis changed as prisoners and guards relaxed, ready to enjoy a night of pleasure. A woman screamed, the sound broken by the raucous singing of the guards. The prisoner waited. The moon, the Khens, the Great Runner of the Dark Sky, rose full and clear. The stars, the flowers of the night, gleamed like precious jewels against a dark velvet background. The night air echoed with the howls of the night prowlers beyond the palisade. The prisoner, however, was not worried. He had studied the star maps at the Temple of Ptah; he had his own illicitly acquired crude diagrams. He could recognise the position and shape of the blossoms of the night: Sothis the Dog-Star; Mesekhti shaped like the Great Bear. He would use all this knowledge to plot his way out. He dug into the folds of rags and prepared himself. The drunken chanting  of the guards was abruptly interrupted by a clear voice breaking through the strident din.

‘How soft your hands, petals of your skin . . .’

The prisoner smiled to himself. He recognised that hymn, sung so delicately in this hellish place: it was a heset psalm from his own temple. The words and the melody were the prisoner’s final spur. He would go tonight or die here in this place of horror, even if he had to use his skills to concoct some potion so that his ka could break free from his body and begin its awesome journey into the Eternal West. Whatever happened, he would escape or die in the next few hours.

The prisoner left in the third quarter of the night. He scaled the palisade, no real obstacle; the real keepers of the oasis, as the Guardian had proclaimed, lurked in the blackness beyond. He dropped into the hot, soft sand and stared up at the sky, recalling those star maps and the desert charts he’d consulted at the Temple of Ptah. From these he had learnt where the Oasis of Bitter Bread was situated. He would use this information to travel north-east, and break out of the hot sands on to the hard gravel land that stretched up to the tributaries of the Nile. Once there, he was safe.

The prisoner made his way carefully forward, a dark shape flitting across the sand. Roars, coughs and the growling of night prowlers rang out, though these were now busy tearing the flesh of the felon executed earlier. The prisoner didn’t fear any pursuit,  not yet. The guards who walked around the palisade would be slumped down in beer-drenched sleep or hiding in the shadows ready to be pleasured by the prisoners they’d selected. It would be at least noon tomorrow before the Guardian and his guards realised what had happened; early in the evening before they organised any pursuit. The prisoner slipped across the sand. Now and again he’d stop and stare upwards, studying the blossoms of the sky. The desert air was freezing cold but at least he was free. Somewhere to the east lay Thebes and the Palace of a Million Years. Only when he arrived there could he seek out Hutepa, demand justice, and take vengeance for what had happened to him.
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MEN: ancient Egyptian, ‘poison’

CHAPTER 1

‘Ptah, Man God, when you show your face all the birds which were as dead spring to life. The beasts browse content in their pastures! Trees and plants grow luxurious. The birds fly and wheel under the sky, wings uplifted in worship of you. The deer spring up at the glory of thy power. Life-giving Ptah, turn your face towards us . . .’

The temple choir of Ptah, clad in brilliant white robes, paused in their paean of praise. The cymbals clashed to the rattle of the sistra and the joyful blaring of trumpets. The vast crowd gathered in the great precinct below the steps of the temple sighed in astonishment at the hundreds of pure-white doves that burst out from the massive pillared front of the building. These fluttered in a snapping of wings, joyful to be free, then turned and whirled like the innocent souls of the dead beneath the blue canopy of Nut the Sky God, soaring and dipping over the  towering walls, pylons and broad bronze gates of the temple. Finally they flew out across the sacred complex of chapels, courtyards, sanctuaries, shrines, statues and gardens of Ipet-sut, the Most Desirable of Places, the temple city of Karnak in Thebes. Once they were gone, the choir continued their hymn:

‘Fair of face and lovely of form are you . . .’

The crowds waved fans of palm fronds to cool their sweaty faces, and strained to stare up at the sacred precinct of the temple. Dazzling in the sun, this beautifully exquisite facing of pillars and columns of honey-coloured sandstone and pink sculpted limestone overlooked the broad, sweeping steps leading up to it. Maryannou and Nakhtu-aa now guarded these steps, an elite corps of the Imperial Army resplendent in their blue and gold headdresses and linen kilts of the same colours. From the belts of these soldiers dangled the khopesh, the killing sword; their right hands grasped blue and gold shields displaying the Horus hawk, while in the other was a long spear with a pointed barb. Beyond these guards, at the top of the steps clustered the leading priests of the temple in their gauffered robes, shoulders draped in the glossy, gleaming skins of leopard and panther. The celebrants moved in clouds of the most fragrant incense, curling up in prayer to the Man God Ptah, whose gigantic statue stared stonily down at them.

To the right of the priests sat Hatusu, the Glory of Egypt. She was garbed in the jewel-encrusted  vulture headdress of Nekhbet, the lunging Uraei, the Spitting Cobra, around her brow. Her lovely shoulders were draped by the Nenes, the Coat of Glory, her long legs swathed in a long linen kilt. She sat on the Throne of Majesty, its golden arms carved in the shape of leaping lions, its silver legs ending in the sculptured heads of Egypt’s enemies, the vile Asiatics, the Prowlers on the Great Green, the rebels of Nubia, and other foes amongst the People of the Nine Bows. Hatusu, her beautiful long face exquisitely painted, sat elbows resting on the arms of the throne, sandalled feet pushing against a footstool of silver and gold. She gripped the flail and rod and suppressed a smile. She only hoped the Libyan war chiefs, squatting on cushions on the other side of the precinct, did not notice the carvings on the front of the footstool: they depicted their warriors kneeling in submission, arms bound behind them, tufts of hair specially tied up so that Pharaoh, Horus in the North, the Mighty Bull of the South, the Glory of Amun, the Living Incarnation of Montu, might smash their skulls.

Hatusu wetted dry lips, and her sloe eyes, ringed in black and green kohl, glanced across at the five living sacrifices awaiting their fate. They knelt at the top of the temple steps like the carvings on the footstool, garbed only in loincloths, arms bound behind them tied at the elbow, shaggy heads hanging down, their faces hidden by bushy beards. Hatusu stilled her own qualms. Across the forecourt of the  precinct squatted Naratousha, the principal war chief of the Libyan tribes who roamed the Western Desert, the disputed Redlands. She had to demonstrate to him and his council that the power of Egypt was invincible. As the hymn proclaimed: ‘She is like the hawk lord on the wing who takes what pleases her at a glance of an eye, like the Jackal of the South, Lord of Quickness, the runner who crosses over the Two Lands, like the War God Montu who crushes the furthest perils . . .’ The Libyans and others must accept the message of the paintings, carvings and inscriptions on the walls, columns and pillars around them, all summed up in one line of hieroglyphics edged gloriously in gold: ‘Egypt will set its boundaries where she will. Pharaoh will crush the people of the Nine Bows.’ In other words, squadrons of imperial war chariots must go where they wished in the western Redlands. Egypt’s merchants and traders and those of its allies must trade unmolested as far west as the Mountains of the Moon and north to the coast along the Great Green.

Hatusu felt beads of sweat prickle her brow. She glanced quickly to her right but her Grand Vizier, First Minister and lover, standing behind her, the shaven-headed, craggy-featured Senenmut, had already anticipated her. He raised a hand and the fan-bearers to the left and right moved a little closer. The huge flabella they carried - ostrich feathers fluffed and dyed many colours before being soaked  in cassia and kiphye - gently wafted away the hot sandy air and the ever-marauding flies. Hatusu felt Senenmut’s fingers brush the skin at the back of her neck. He was encouraging her, telling her to be strong. Again she glanced to her right at her row of ministers, her secretary, chamberlain, Keeper of the Cabinet and, next to these, in his blue and gold headdress and gauze-like robes, the Chief Judge in the Hall of Two Truths, Lord Amerotke, adorned with the necklace, pectoral and rings of Ma’at, the Goddess of Truth. It was Amerotke who had condemned the five sand-dwellers to be sacrificed. Marauders, murderers and thieves, twice warned, they had still attacked and captured an Egyptian merchant. Today these five condemned men would die as a sacrifice to the righteous anger of Pharaoh, a public warning to the enemies of Egypt and a grim reminder to the Libyan war chiefs. Hatusu breathed in. The moment was approaching; the choir was drawing to a close.

‘We sing thy praises in the House of the Double Doors. We lift our hands in the Mansion of a Million Years. Glorious are you, Ptah . . .’

The choir finished. The Keepers of the Stake, the executioners, clad in red, faces hidden by Seth masks carved in the form of a dog, moved out of the shadows of the pillars. The chief executioner carried the sacrificial apron; his assistant the gold-handled war club of Pharaoh. Horns rang out, cymbals clashed, trumpets bellowed. The captives, despite the drugged  wine they’d been given, moaned and stirred. The executioner’s guards moved closer. Naratousha and the other Libyan war chiefs leaned forward, eyes glittering in their sharp, high-cheekboned faces. Hatusu rose. The chamberlains wrapped about her the thick, silver-edged apron embossed with the hawk head of Horus. Hatusu gripped the war club and, escorted by Senenmut, walked across to the line of captives. Again the trumpets shrilled, horns brayed, gongs boomed. Pharaoh walked carefully, slowly, wary of the lapis lazuli dust, glittering blue and gold, strewn on the floor. As she stood next to the first captive, her heartbeat quickened and she prayed quietly to Horus-Who-Burns-Millions. She must remember that these sand-dwellers had defied her, and murdered and raped her subjects. She was now Sekhmet the Lioness, the Devouress, the Destroyer. She ignored the stench of sweaty fear from the captive and grasped the specially prepared tuft of hair, then swung back the club, bringing it down with a hideous crack on the right side of his head. The sand-dweller collapsed, coughing on his own blood, body jerking, but Hatusu had already moved to the second captive. The eerie silence of the temple forecourt was broken only by the slither of her silver-edged sandals, the gasps and moans of the remaining captives and that hideous noise as war club shattered bone and brain.

At last Hatusu was finished, but instead of returning to the throne, she side-stepped the line of sprawled, bleeding captives to stand on the edge  of the top step, her apron now bloodied, war club slightly raised, her left hand up, palm forward in blessing. Senenmut, who had been caught by surprise, gestured at the trumpeters, who blew a long blast, then his powerful voice echoed.

‘Behold Hatusu, Red-eye Horus in the North and South. Beloved of Amun, Mighty of Montu, Glory of the Kingdom of the Two Lands, Possessor of Men’s Necks, Protector of All, Sekhmet the Destroyer, the living incarnation of the God . . .’

For a few heartbeats the vast concourse simply stared up at this woman, queen, warrior, avenger and vindicator, then the silence erupted in a thundering wave of cheers, praise, paeans of victory and showers of flower petals. Where possible people prostrated themselves, noses to the ground, before this beautiful destroyer, fair of face and most fitting of form. Ministers and officials on the forecourt fell to their knees as Hatusu swept back round to allow the chamberlains to remove the apron, club and specially woven golden-edged red gloves from her hands. Naratousha and his chieftains were also on their knees. Hatusu, face impassive, winked at Senenmut and walked back to her throne. She glanced quickly down the line of ministers. Amerotke was kneeling, though lost in his own thoughts.

Once more there were clarion calls, and hesets sprinkled flower petals. The corpses were removed, the floor cleared and sanded. Hatusu made herself comfortable and the ceremony continued. A small  naos was brought containing the treaty rolls, the freshly sealed peace terms between Pharaoh and the Libyan tribes. It was placed on the sacred table, its gold-plated doors of Lebanese cedar open, and flowers were arranged around it. Ani, the High Priest of Ptah, and his two assistants Hinqui and Maben incensed the scrolls. The three principal Libyan envoys came before the altar, and Ani handed them the beautiful bowl of turquoise faience threaded with gold holding the sacred wine. Each drank, then the bowl was given to the three Egyptian scribes who had negotiated the terms, leading figures from the House of Envoys, Nebseni, Menkhep and Kharfur. These too drank from the bowl, then knelt on cushions beside their new-found Libyan friends.

Hatusu relaxed; Senenmut beside her deliberately breathed out noisily. Fresh hymns were sung, flowers sprinkled, incense burnt. Hatusu was about to whisper, ‘It is over . . .’ when she heard a sound, a cough, strangulated and agonising. She glanced in alarm at the three Egyptian scribes. Kharfur was lunging forward, hands to the floor, coughing and retching. Nebseni and Menkhep were also in difficulties, as if each was choking on something. Kharfur was now convulsing, all ceremony forgotten. He lay sprawled on his left side, limbs jerking, white spittle bubbling between his lips. One of the assistant high priests had grasped the fallen man’s hand. Hatusu watched in horror as Senenmut gestured for the trumpets to sound and a squadron of Silver Shields  to deploy along the top steps to screen this abomination. The crowd in the concourse below sensed something was wrong, but only the former prisoner known as the Rekhet realised what was truly happening. He stood shaven and oiled on a plinth of a courtyard wall and stared at the chaos on the temple forecourt before the horror was sealed off by a phalanx of Silver Shields.

 

The House of the Golden Vine was an exquisitely stately mansion. It stood in its own grounds, protected by a high curtain wall and a massive double gate. It belonged to Ipuye, a leading merchant who imported spices from the land of Punt and whose fat, greasy fingers dabbled in so many pots. His house of dreams was the envy of his neighbours, even in that chosen spot amongst the lush vegetation which grew along the east bank of the Nile north of Thebes. The house itself was one storey with a rising middle section built on a solid brick platform. It stood on a slight mound, its walls gleaming white, the cedar front door screened by wooden pillars painted a cooling green as if they were rushes sprouting fresh from the Nile, their base coated a rich brown, the flowery capitals silver and gold. The gently inclined ramp leading up to these pillars was broad and sweeping. The lintels of doors and jambs of window grilles were of the best imported timber, decorated in malachite and painted a reddish brown to lessen the glare of the sun. Nevertheless, the real glory of  the House of the Golden Vine was Ipuye’s exquisite garden. Most of its soil was rich and black, imported from Canaan and watered by ribbon-thin canals brought in from the Nile. Along these sprouted every kind of herb and flower: poppy, cornflower, mandrake and fat water lilies nestling between their waxen green leaves. Throughout the garden many varieties of trees were specially cultivated: pomegranate, date palm, doum palm, castor oil, sycamore, oak, acacia and terebinth.

All these beautiful trees could be viewed from the finely decorated summer pavilions with their pillared porticoes and cool rooms behind. These were decorated, both ceilings and walls, with bunches of black-gold grapes, which sprouted amongst brilliant silver-green leaves. Other, smaller resting places nestled in cool arbours approached by arching pergolas, climbing plants trained across their latticed timbers. Birds of all kinds nested in the garden: rock pigeons, swallows, turtle doves, cuckoos, pied king-fishers, geese and ducks, as well as gloriously plumed birds from south of the Fourth Cataract.

Ipuye was very pleased with his garden. He had even imported frankincense and myrrh trees from the land of Punt. He was particularly fond of the latter, which grew like low spreading cedars with gnarled grey branches, their small tufted leaves and white and yellow flowers often proving a talking point with guests. Ipuye had developed his garden to include a whole range of different features:  orchards, brightly coloured paths, ornate flower terraces, rich vineyards, fountains and pools. It was a veritable paradise. He was always quick to remind his guests that the infant Sun God was first born as a lotus and daily reborn out of a water lily in a garden such as his. Nevertheless, pride of place went to Ipuye’s lotus pool, as he called the T-shaped bathing lake he had constructed in the far corner of his garden. This was the heart of his paradise. Here the lawns rose slightly, giving way to luxuriant bushes and beautiful sycamores, placed so close together in the rich soil that their branches intertwined. These in turn surrounded a high trellis fence or palisade at least four yards high and fashioned out of blackthorn branches specially interwoven and painted a deep ochre. This exclusive bathing area could only be entered by a narrow double gate which opened up on to a carefully tended lawn, peppered with bushes and trees, which surrounded the pool, its brilliant ivory and rose-coloured stone specially imported from the mines of Sinai. It was edged with different-coloured tiles, on each of these a carving of some animal: porcupine, mongoose, dog, cat and red fox. The pool itself contained the purest water filtered from the channels dug in from the Nile. On the water floated ornate blue and white lotuses. Around the pool were comfortable stone benches with cushioned seats, and at each end was a garden pavilion, elaborately designed to represent a miniature temple, with steps and brilliantly coloured columns behind  which stretched small halls constructed so that their window vents could catch the weakest breeze and cool the guests who might wish to shelter within. The lotus pool was a place of beauty.

Ipuye, a former sailor who’d even travelled on the Great Green, loved water, which he regarded as the greatest gift of the gods. He and his new young wife Khiat would often go swimming in the lake, eat, make love, sleep and swim again. He called his garden ‘the Paradise of the Far West’, and imagined that when he died, a very old man, his ka would go out towards the setting sun and enter the Green Fields of Osiris only to discover they were no different really from his own elegant garden.

Ipuye intended to leave his paradise to his heirs, not die barbarously in it. Yet on that unfortunate day, the seventh of the second week of the third month of the Shemshu, he and his young wife Khiat were found floating face down in the pool, lifeless as the plucked petals bobbing around them. Saneb, the Kushite guard who found their corpses as the sun began to set, believed it was no accident: his master and mistress had died suddenly, brutally. The red-haired God of Murder had passed their way, stealthily slipping through that paradise to snatch two souls in his pointed net, two lives plucked before their time . . .

 

‘Great are you, Your Majesty, Lady of the Two Lands. Your sacred hands exude the divine essence; you  exhale the sweetness of the divine dew. Your perfume reaches—’

‘Oh shut up!’ Hatusu tore the oiled wig from her head and shook her close-cropped hair free. She undid the necklace and pectoral from around her neck, plucked the rings and bracelets from fingers and wrists, snatched off her silver-edged sandals and piled all these on the table before her. Then she glared at the astonished face of the young acolyte priest.

‘I am sorry.’ The Lady of the Two Lands put her head in her hands and stared at the young man nosing the ground before her. ‘I’m truly sorry.’ She sifted amongst the jewellery and tossed a precious ring at the startled priest, who caught it nervously. ‘A gift from your pharaoh,’ she murmured. ‘Even the gods become tired.’

Hatusu glanced quickly at the two men sitting either side of her. Senenmut, with his clever tough face, his cheeks slightly reddened, snub nose sniffing the air, aggressive chin jutting out, was doing his best to conceal the fury seething within him at the blasphemy that had occurred in full view of the Libyans and the whole populace of Thebes. Hatusu could not deal with that. She had her own rage to curb. She glanced at Amerotke sitting on her left, serene, detached, and still garbed in his judge’s robes, though he’d removed all insignia of office. His face, she thought, could be described as harsh, with its deep-set eyes, sharp  nose, and firm mouth and chin. Nevertheless, it was redeemed by those crinkle lines of laughter around his eyes and mouth, that soft, dreamy look, and the way his fingers kept touching the lock of black hair, oiled and plaited, that hung down the right side of his face, tied at the end with a piece of red-gold twine. Hatusu used to wonder why he grew that; most people regarded it as a sign of youth not appropriate for a mature man. She had learnt, however, that it was a fulfilment of a vow concerning some hideous tragedy from Amerotke’s youth. The judge had never discussed it, so Hatusu had never questioned him. Now she turned back to the waiting acolyte priest.

‘Tell my lord Ani and his assistants that Pharaoh will show her face to them.’

The acolyte scrambled up and, head down, backed towards the door. Hatusu moved her cushion deeper into the alcove. Senenmut arranged more cushions along the floor before the slightly raised dais. Hatusu pressed her hot, sweaty back against the cold limestone wall and stared up at the shadows sent juddering by the flaming pitch torches. She had stayed in the Temple of Ptah after the tragedy had occurred, while Senenmut found this chamber, a secure room in a building belonging to the House of Scribes. It could only be approached by an outside staircase now guarded by members of the Imperial Bodyguard; a place where no eavesdropper or spy could lurk.
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