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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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Introduction

The Eighteenth Dynasty (1550-1323 BC) marked the high point, if not the highest point, of the Ancient Egyptian Empire, both at home and abroad; it was a period of grandeur, of gorgeous pageantry and triumphant imperialism. It was also a time of great change and violent events, particularly in the final years of the reign of Amenhotep III and the swift accession of the ‘Great Heretic’ Akenhaten, when a bitter clash took place between religious ideologies at a time when the brooding menace of the Hittite Empire was making itself felt.

I was very fortunate in being given access to an ancient document which alleges to be, in the words of a more recent age, ‘the frank and full confession’ of a man who lived at the eye of the storm: Mahu, Chief of Police of Akenhaten and his successors. Mahu emerges as a rather sinister figure responsible for security – a job description which can, and did, cover a multitude of sins. This confession seems to be in full accord with the evidence  on Mahu that has been recovered from other archaeological sources – be it the discoveries at El-Amarna, the City of the Aten, or the evidence of his own tomb, which he never occupied. A keen observer of his times, Mahu was a man whose hand, literally, was never far from his sword (see the Historical Note here).

Mahu appears to have written his confession some considerable time after the turbulent years which marked the end of the Eighteenth Dynasty. He kept journals, which he later transcribed, probably during the very short reign of Rameses I (c.1307 BC). Mahu’s original document was then translated in the demotic mode some six hundred years later during the seventh century BC, then copied again during the Roman period in a mixture of Latin and the Greek Koine. His confession, which I have decided to publish in a trilogy, reflects these different periods of translation and amendment; for instance, Thebes is the Greek version of ‘Waset’, and certain other proper names, not to mention hieroglyphs, are given varying interpretations by the different translators and copiers.

In the first part of the trilogy, An Evil Spirit Out of the West, Mahu described the rise and fall of Akenhaten: that Pharaoh’s mysterious disappearance, the attempt by his Queen Nefertiti to seize power, and her brutal and tragic end. In the second part, The Season of the Hyaena, Mahu reflected on the mysteries surrounding such dramatic events. He and others of the Kap, now Lords of Egypt but bound by the close ties of childhood, were still haunted by what had happened and fearful of what might come. Mahu’s fears were more than justified. A great usurper, pretending  to be Akenhaten, appeared in the delta to raise the spectre of civil war. Mahu had to deal with this as well as search for the true fate of his former Pharaoh. In doing so, he discovered secrets which were highly dangerous to Egypt’s future, as well as scandals about Khiya, Akenhaten’s second wife, and was drawn into a deadly political rivalry with the cunning Lord Ay. In the end Mahu paid the price for such opposition, being placed under house arrest for years. He was recalled to court for very sinister reasons: the young Pharaoh, Tutankhamun, was suffering from a serious mental illness . . .


The Year of the Cobra now resumes Mahu’s tale: Tutankhamun is unwell, but there is no heir apparent. Egypt’s enemies, the Hittites, are advancing through Canaan, and Ay still plots, like the spider he is. The web is woven, the traps set . . .


Aakhu-t: the fiery cobra on Pharaoh’s crown
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Prologue



She who lights the fire to stir the embers 
with sharp flames, quick in killing without hesitation. 
She against whom there is no protection. 
She by whom no one can pass without harm; 
the one that rears up towards her Lord.


 




She sharp as knives, 
Mistress of the Two Lands, 
who destroys the enemies of the tired heart, 
who arouses trembling before the Sinless One.




 



I often quote these verses from the Book of the Dead. They describe the soul’s progress through the Am-duat, the underworld, past the Devourers, the drinkers of blood, the gobblers of flesh. I don’t believe a word of it, yet I do like the poetry, its description of fiery lakes which lap desolate shores on which the cities of the dead rise in ghastly splendour. Why do I like it? Well,  it seems to describe my life, or at least most of it. True, I have walked through the Fields of the Blessed where the blue and white lotus opens and shuts at your command, where the air is sweet with hyacinth and the fresh green smells of spring. Where the white ibis soars beneath blue, rain-washed skies, where the sun and moon, and all the blossoms of the night, hang in perpetual glory. Such blessedness is mine. I have drunk from gold cups heavy with precious stones, sipping the wine of Charou and Canaan. I have eaten the most succulent meats, the freshest honey-drenched bread and the choicest fruits. I have known the bodies of the most beautiful women with their perfume-drenched wigs and sloe-eyes, ringed with blue, green or black kohl, all bright and sparkling with passion. I have held them in my arms, their glittering jewellery flashing and tingling as they turn and twist in the Netchenet, the sexual paradise.

I have strolled in palaces and been adorned with all the regalia of power as a servant of four Pharaohs. I have been spy, traitor and warrior. I have eaten the dust-clouds of battle as the chariot squadrons thunder in. The hideous clash of the Menfyt and Nakhtu-aa and Maryannou, the strong-arm boys, the braves of the king, as they fought with spear, sword, shield and club out in the Redlands or along the marshes of the Nile: such bloodshed is no stranger to me. I have fought in the cold blackness of the desert nights and under a sun so searing the rocks have splintered and cracked. I have wandered across battlefields where the dead bloat, burst and stink and the earth seems carpeted with feathery winged vultures. I have known the terror  of being hunted by night prowlers, by assassins, the disciples of the redhead Seth, with blades snaking out of the darkness or the unexpected arrow whipping through the air. Why? Because I am Mahu of the Medjay, formerly Chief of Police under the great heretic, he whose name is proscribed for ever, Akenhaten.

See, I have proclaimed his name. The Great Heretic! Now he is gone, him and the rest. I am an old man brought back to Thebes with my journals written in my own terf shta-t, secret writing. The Divine One, Rameses, Mighty Bull, Most Fitting of Forms, Horus in the South, Smiter of the People of the Nine Bows, wishes my life to be told, for his own secret purposes or, perhaps, not so secret. I am Pharaoh’s bridge to the past because the rest have all gone into the never-ending darkness. Only old Mahu remains from the glory days of Egypt’s past. I am to write what I know.

I use my journals but I also call on the dead. The Ancient Chronicles describe how, many decades ago, before a Pharaoh died, he had a priest strangled and sent before him to prepare his journey. I heard of a similar story during my exile, which reminds me, I’ve met some eerie characters on my travels. One in particular springs to mind, a scholar from the kingdom of Punt, which borders on the Great Green to the East. He had wandered south, past the Cataracts, before turning west into the great jungles to meet the tribes who live along the far coast. He told me of one chief who, when he wished to communicate with his dead father, had a dozen slaves strangled and sent into the netherworld to ask for advice. I asked this scholar why  the chieftain had a dozen slaves executed. The man smiled, wrinkling his face in amusement.

‘Just in case one of them got lost in the darkness; out of twelve, one of them was bound to find his or her way.’

‘And how was the advice brought back?’ I asked.

‘Ah,’ that teller of great lies replied, ‘the chief would have a dream, and if he didn’t, twelve more would be sent.’

A droll story, yet all I can send into the eternal night is my soul, even though I doubt I might have one. If I have, will the other souls be waiting for me? All my companions: Huy, Maya and the rest?

They have taken away what I have written, yesterday. The Chief of Scribes, Overseer of the House of Secrets, came down to interrogate me: a fat, arrogant fellow, puffed up with his own importance, like a cobra is with poison. He brought his personal secretary to take down the words from my mouth, a young fellow who stared at me in astonishment. He may well do so! My eyes are sunken, my teeth blunted, my skin yellowing and coarse. My black hair is now white as a lily pod. I suppose he hasn’t met many men in their eighty-sixth year who can recall so vividly the sterling days of the Great Heretic. The Chief Scribe, I forget his name, calls himself the Eyes and Ears of Pharaoh. I was about to reply how blind and deaf his master must be, but I bit back the reply. He wants to summarise what I’ve written. He settled his fat arse on a cushioned chair and gazed sorrowfully at me. I lounged on cushions, half drunk from a goblet of wine, head slightly turned, as if I was more concerned about  a rat-hole, the one the servants had tried to block with roasted cat fat mixed with snake oil.

‘You are Mahu of the Medjay,’ he began. ‘Your mother died when you were young? Your father was a colonel in the desert police? You lived with your aunt Isithia; you hated her and hired another to kill her?’

‘I hate rats.’ I glanced away from the hole in the wall and peered at him.

‘Mahu, you must answer my questions.’

‘Why?’

‘Because the Divine One, may life, health and blessing be upon him, may he enjoy a million jubilees, may Osiris anoint him, wishes it.’

‘Why does he wish it? Oh ripest of pork?’

‘Insults are chaff in the wind, Mahu.’

‘Lord Mahu to you.’

‘Those were the old days.’

‘Those were my days, fatty!’

‘The Divine One could have you impaled.’

‘I have been threatened with worse.’

‘You are a heretic.’

‘Don’t insult me.’ I made to rise. ‘Don’t threaten me, fatty!’

‘So you are not afraid to die?’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘But Pharaoh would reward you. More wine – perhaps a heset, a temple girl, to warm you at night?’

‘What about two?’

‘It’s possible.’

‘I’ll answer your questions, fatty, and I’ll try not to insult you.’

‘Good – then to repeat my first question—’

‘There is no need. You are correct about my mother and father. Yes, I did hate Isithia – she killed my mother—’

‘You have no proof?’

‘She was a bitch. I told Sobeck, my old companion, that it was she who betrayed his love affair with a royal ornament, a concubine from the imperial harem. He was exiled to a prison oasis, and his lover torn alive by a wild animal.’

‘She was a concubine of Amenhotep III, the Magnificent, father of the Great Heretic?’

‘Yes.’

‘And Sobeck had grown up with you in the Royal Nursery?’

‘Like me, he was a Child of the Kap in the House of Residence at the far side of the Malkata Palace outside Thebes. Sobeck later escaped from the prison oasis. He became Lord of the Underworld, King of the Slums of Thebes before he was restored to favour.’

‘And the other children of the Kap?’

‘Huy later became Overseer of the House of Envoys, Fan Bearer on the Right of Pharaoh, King’s Son in Nubia.’

‘Yes, yes, and the others?’

‘Maya – the man who wanted to be a woman, lover of Sobeck, the most brilliant financier the land of To-Mery ever had.’

‘You must remember other names.’

‘Mery-re the priest.’ I shrugged. ‘Horemheb, mighty as Montu in war, and Rameses, his lieutenant, soldiers through and through, killers to the bone.’

‘As you were?’

‘Still am; you’d better be careful.’

‘So you all grew up together in the Kap with the Great Heretic?’

‘No – I met him by chance. His father banished him to an isolated mansion in the palace grounds and forced him to hide his face. I called him “the Veiled One”.’

‘Yes, you did.’

‘That was before his older brother Tuthmosis was poisoned,’ I added.

The fat one lifted his hand. ‘And the Great Heretic,’ he declared, ‘became Pharaoh. He owned the double doors of the Great House.’ He paused, wafting his fan before his plump, sweaty cheeks. ‘This nonsense of his about one God, the Aten, his rejection of Egypt’s gods, particularly of Amun-re, the God of Thebes? He moved from the Waset to build a new city hundreds of miles to the north. You supported all this?’

‘Read my confession.’

‘I have read your confession. You said it was all due to the influence of the Heretic’s mother – Queen Tiye – and what you call the Akhmin Gang.’

Ah, there he had it! What they were all searching for: the real truth.

‘The Akhmin Gang.’ I smiled. ‘Many years ago the Hyksos were driven from Egypt.’

‘I know my history.’

‘Shut up and you’ll learn more. Anyway, among the Hyksos invaders were the Apiru – shepherd kings – and one tribe in particular, Israar. They had a notion of One God who had chosen them to produce a Messiah.’ I shrugged. ‘The Apiru, with its clan of Israar,  were eventually driven from Egypt with the rest of the Hyksos. However, they returned, peacefully, by way of the Valley of the Shadows in the eastern Redlands. They used its caves to bury their dead and draw pictures of their history.’

‘Ah yes – you destroyed all that, didn’t you?’

‘I had to, to protect the people I loved.’

‘That would be Djarka, your servant, and Mert, his wife. They were of the Apiru. Where are they now?’

‘Dead, I hope, well beyond your reach.’

‘Let’s return to the Akhmin gang,’ the fat scribe declared smoothly. ‘The Apiru settled down in the city of Akhmin. They became wealthy nobles, more Egyptian than the Egyptians, dedicated to the city’s god. What was it now? Ah yes, Min, the God of Fertility. Though secretly,’ he narrowed his eyes at me, ‘though secretly they nursed their dreams of One God and a Messiah who would deliver them and give them their own land flowing with milk and honey.’

‘That’s true of some of them,’ I replied, trying to curb my panic. ‘Particularly Tiye, a truly beautiful woman who caught the eye of Amenhotep III, the Magnificent. He refused to marry any foreign princess, so besotted was he with her. Tiye became his Great Queen. She produced two sons and three daughters, of whom only Ak—’ I stopped myself just in time. ‘Only the Great Heretic survived into adult-hood. Amenhotep’s father had always been against his son’s marriage with Tiye, as had the priests of Amun at Karnak and Luxor. They knew all about the legends of Apiru, their One God and this mysterious Messiah.’

‘And Tiye brought all that with her when she married Amenhotep?’

‘Yes, disguised behind the idea of the Aten, the Sun Disc rising in splendour. The Aten was already accepted as a god in Egypt; Tiye simply developed the idea. Amenhotep kindly indulged her in this as he did in everything else.’

‘And then the Great Heretic was born.’

‘Yes, he was born with a strange face and limbs – the priests called him the Grotesque.’

‘He was strange,’ the Chief Scribe mused. ‘That long face and jaw, those peculiar eyes, the woman’s breasts and thighs. I’ve seen the paintings.’ He sighed. ‘Or the few that still exist.’

‘I thought they’d all been destroyed – like his statues, his inscriptions, his prayers, even his city?’

‘All dug out,’ the Chief Scribe replied, ‘though a few escaped.’ He picked up a cup of apple juice and sipped carefully. ‘As did a few individuals, like yourself. Do continue. You were talking about the Grotesque.’

‘The priests wanted to kill the Great Heretic at birth. Tiye successfully pleaded for his life and raised him, instructing him in the secret knowledge about the One God.’ I pulled a face. ‘It wasn’t hard. The Great Heretic hated the priests of Amun as well as the father who’d rejected him. I became his friend. I helped destroy his enemies and, yes, I supported him as Pharaoh.’

‘And the attack on Thebes – the priesthood of Amun? The disgrace and fall of his father’s ministers? The move to the city of Aten?’

‘Yes, yes, yes.’

‘But there is more to it,’ the Chief Scribe lisped,  ‘than what you’ve said. We know that from the other Children of the Kap. Oh, by the way, you missed one name out when you listed them.’

‘Horemheb, Rameses, Huy, Maya, Sobeck, Mery-re – which one?’

‘Pentju the physician.’

‘Ah yes,’ I replied offhandedly. ‘I’d forgotten him.’

‘Had you, Mahu?’

‘At this moment in time, yes.’

‘But there was more to the Great Heretic? His wife?’

‘Of course . . .’ I let my voice trail off and peered at the window, watching a fly crawl along the sill. The wooden shutters were closed, the sun pouring through in rays of light, like in one of Akenhaten’s paintings. Of course, I reflected, there was always her – there always had been, there always would be: part of my soul, part of my heart, the beautiful woman, Nefertiti, with her red hair like a cloud about her golden face, those strange blue eyes, lips so sensuous, her languorous walk, head tilted back, heavy eyelids half closed.

The scribe leaned over and touched my knee.

‘Did you love her, Mahu? You confessed as much.’

‘Yes, I loved her.’

‘Even though you killed her?’

‘I didn’t kill her!’ My voice rose to a shout. The mercenaries lounging at the door stirred; the Chief Scribe waved his fingers and they drew back.

‘I carried out her legitimate execution,’ I explained, ‘at the command of the Royal Circle – the very people she’d plotted to destroy.’

‘Such scheming!’ the Chief Scribe wondered aloud. ‘Even her father?’

‘Ay!’ I interjected. ‘The source of so many problems.’

‘Why is that, Mahu?’

‘Ay was leader of the Akhmin Gang. He joined the Great Heretic when the Heretic married Nefertiti. Ay was Great Queen Tiye’s brother. When the Akhmin Gang swept into Thebes, Hell must have been emptied of its demons.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘They all came to work for Ay,’ I replied. ‘He became the Great Heretic’s First Minister, his vizier, his chapel priest, anything his son-in-law wanted. Ay plotted with a skill and panache second to none. I’ll say his name – I cannot keep calling him the Great Heretic: Akenhaten became Pharaoh, Nefertiti his Queen. They tried to convert Egypt to the worship of the Aten – the One God. They shook off the dust of Thebes and founded a new city. You know what happened next: Akenhaten had five daughters by Nefertiti.’

‘They say Ay, her own father, was responsible for them.’

‘So they claim. However, Nefertiti’s downfall was that she failed to produce a son; that and her arrogance in believing she was equal to Pharaoh.’

‘And Khiya,’ the Chief Scribe whispered, leaning forward. ‘The Mitanni princess, small and plump, Akenhaten’s refuge – you must remember her, Mahu? Nefertiti blocked her womb with poisonous potions. Your friend Pentju the physician purified her, and she conceived a son by the Great Heretic.’ The Chief Scribe shrugged prettily, like Maya would have done.

‘Khiya also,’ he continued evenly, ‘conceived an illegitimate son by Pentju, a son whom they hid amongst  the Mitanni. Ay hunted him down and brought him back to Thebes to die. He lies buried somewhere out in the Valley of the Kings, doesn’t he?’

I just stared. Some secrets they would have to discover for themselves.

‘So Khiya drove the Great Heretic and his wife apart.’ The Chief Scribe flailed his fly whisk. ‘Nefertiti was exiled to the northern palace in the city of the Aten, and then it happened . . .’

‘Oh yes, then it happened!’ I recognised what the fat scribe wanted to know: the true fate of Akenhaten. Was he murdered by his wife or his daughter? Did he escape into Canaan from where an imposter emerged claiming to be him?

‘So,’ the Chief Scribe moved restlessly on his cushions, ‘Akenhaten went into the dark, and you and others killed Nefertiti; even her own father, Ay, gave his assent.’

‘Yes.’

‘And you all settled down to rule Egypt in the name of the young Tutankhamun, the Great Heretic’s son by Khiya. He was betrothed to his half-sister Ankhesenamun, the daughter of the Great Heretic. Was she so like her mother Nefertiti?’

‘As one lotus to another,’ I laughed. ‘Oh, by the way,’ I gestured with my fan, ‘I never ruled Egypt – Ay and the rest did that. I was simply the guardian of the young Tutankhamun.’

‘Until Ay sent you into exile. He summoned you back when . . . ?’

Ah yes, I reflected: when Tutankhamun had reached his sixteenth year and developed alarming and disturbing  changes of mood, lapsing into the actions of a child rather than those of the Wearer of the Two Crowns, the Holder of the Flail and the Rod, the Beloved Son of Amun-re.

‘What happened next?’ the Chief Scribe asked softly.

‘What happened next?’ I rocked backward and forwards on the cushions. ‘You know what happened! Ay and his gang had been busy destroying the devotions to the One; Akenhaten’s city was left to rot. The old gods of Egypt, led by Amun-re, were restored. Egypt’s armies crossed the frontier to fight their enemies. The gold and silver, the tribute of foreign princes, poured back into Egypt.’

‘What happened?’ the Chief Scribe repeated meaningfully. ‘What happened . . . you know, towards the end?’

‘That is what you want me to confess, isn’t it?’

The Chief Scribe, his eyes never leaving mine, nodded.

‘You will write.’

‘Oh yes,’ I rasped back. ‘I shall write!’
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Aarutankhuat: the cobras of the underworld who 
burn up the souls and shadows of the dead

Chapter 1

Yes, I shall write! I shall call up all the ghosts as if this place, this time was the Gerh-en-srit-sapt; the night of counting the dead. I shall drink wine and, on its power, flow back down the years to the second week of Parmouthi – the first month in the season of the planting, the ninth year of Tutankhamun, Horus in the South, Strong Bull, Pleasing of Birth to the Two Ladies, the Effective of Laws who Placates the Two Lands, Golden Horus, Young of Appearance who Pleases the Gods, Son of Re, Beloved of Amun, the One who Appeared in that Other Throne of the Living Horus, Smiter of the People of the Nine Bows, Owner of the Great House, Lord of Jubilees . . .

I remember the herald proclaiming such titles as the Royal Circle, the Supreme Council of Egypt, met in the beautiful mosaic Dolphin Chamber at the heart of the Malkata Palace. All were present: General Horemheb, Chief Scribe of the Army, and his  lieutenant Rameses, both powerful men of war, dressed in light half-armour, with their swagger sticks, their precious collars and medallions winking in the light; Huy and Maya in costly gauffered robes; Pentju, Royal Physician, Guardian of the Left and the Right Ear, who had arrived late, much the worse for drink; and, of course, Ay, with his dark patrician looks, beside him his rekhit, ‘shadow god’, or, as Ay secretly called him, Hui, which means ‘he who is ready to shoot venom’: Chief Scribe of the Armies of Thebes, Ay’s younger brother Nakhtimin, ever ready to do his brother’s will, a killer to the heart, a slayer to his very soul. Finally there was Sobeck, Chief of Police of East and West Thebes. He had dressed elegantly for the occasion, a green cornelian necklace around his throat, with matching rings and bracelets, and a gauze-like linen robe over his padded kilt and sleeveless vest. Like the rest, he had left his sandals in the antechamber. Sobeck was now very much the man of leisure, even betraying a small paunch, his hard face made gentler by lines of fat. The truth was, he had married and found some measure of happiness.

No soldiers were present, none of Nakhtimin’s killers. Horemheb had insisted on that. Everyone, including myself, had left their retinue sunning themselves in the courtyard or gardens around the chamber. I had told my lieutenant Djarka to keep our mercenaries well away from those other great lords. No one trusted anyone. We were hungry hyaenas padding around making sure no individual became more powerful then the pack. The meeting had been summarily called and I could tell from Ay’s clever face  that there was mischief being planned and plotted. A stole priest of the Royal Chapel intoned a desultory hymn, incense was burnt, and rosewater scattered on the floor. Afterwards the chamber was emptied of all except for the Royal Circle and its confidential scribes.

A trumpet blared in the corridor outside. Tutankhamun, garbed in white robes and a blue and white head-dress, a floral collarette around his neck, came into the room resting on a silver cane. Beside him, gorgeous and resplendent, the voluptuous Ankhesenamun, dressed in snow-white linen, coloured braid in her wig, which was bounded by a gold jewel fillet. A string of precious stones shimmered around her beautiful neck and a multicoloured sash emphasised her narrow waist. She walked languidly, carrying a small, half-finished floral wreath in her hand composed of hyacinth and other early flowers. She swung this backwards and forwards, looking slightly cross as if she was more interested in her flower-arranging than in business of state.

Our young Pharaoh looked in good health, clear-eyed and composed, with that serene, smiling look I shall never forget. Oh yes, he truly was the innocent surrounded by the guilty. The gentle protected by the cruel, the child in the midst of killers. He took his seat on the throne in the centre of the dais, Ankhesenamun squatting beside him. I went and sat on his right just below the dais. Tutankhamun came swiftly to the point of that council meeting. Of course, we’d all heard the rumours. Ay, as Overseer of the House of Secrets, had listened to the dusty pedlars and merchants as they flocked into the city with a litany of stories and  tales. All of Thebes had grown alarmed as the news spread like some invisible smoke through the streets. A great battle had been fought in Canaan. The Hittites, under their leader Suppiliuma, had brought their lumbering war chariots, hordes of spearmen and archers on to the plains near Amki and enticed Egypt’s ally, Tushratta of the Mitanni, to battle.

‘A dreadful defeat for our allies,’ Ay declared at that meeting. ‘Tushratta and all his chiefs and princes were either killed or captured. Those who survived were led into the Hittite camp, captives in the dust of the enemy’s victorious chariots, their tongues pierced with rings. All were later decapitated or impaled.’

‘So,’ Horemheb had declared, ‘the Mitanni are no more.’

‘The Hittites will sweep south,’ Rameses predicted. ‘They have allies amongst the chieftains of Canaan, not to mention—’

‘Not to mention,’ Maya interrupted, ‘those heretics who worship the Aten, exiles in Canaan under our former companion and high priest Mery-re.’

Ay did nothing to silence the hubbub which broke out as we turned and discussed the news with each other. Mery-re had been a Child of the Kap, raised with us, a treacherous, slithering priest who had toadied to Akenhaten and become Chief Priest of the Aten cult. He had not accepted Akenhaten’s fall and fled Egypt, stirring up trouble wherever he could.

‘You’re forgetting someone!’ Horemheb shouted. ‘You know who I am talking about.’

Pentju, who’d sat swaying backwards and forwards, glanced up.

‘I know who you are talking about,’ he snarled at Horemheb. ‘Our glorious Pharaoh Akenhaten. You still fear him, don’t you, General?’

‘We must invade Canaan,’ Horemheb replied, ignoring the insult. ‘We must check Hittite influence, and yes, if necessary, seek out and destroy those heretics of the Aten, whoever their leader is.’

‘We were all heretics once,’ Pentju retorted. ‘Don’t you remember, General, years ago when Akenhaten ruled the Great City to the North, we were part of his circle, we all supported him, we all grew fat and rich.’

‘And drunk.’ Rameses smiled back.

‘Egypt is now restored.’ Nakhtimin, usually quiet, now spoke up. Horemheb lowered his head to hide his grin. If Nakhtimin was going to urge war, then Ay had already agreed to it.

‘Our treasuries are full,’ Nakhtimin continued. ‘Our granaries replenished. Thebes is strong. Lawlessness has been suppressed. We should send troops across Sinai.’

‘Is that the will of Pharaoh?’ I glanced up at Tutankhamun, who had already been rehearsing his reply.

‘It is the will of Pharaoh, the command of my father Amun-re that my sword be drawn, that the vile Asiatic,’ the young king’s voice grew stronger, ‘and all the People of the Nine Bows feel our strength.’ Tutankhamun finished, eyes fixed on the mosaic of silver boats on a golden sea at the far end of the chamber.

‘Pharaoh has spoken,’ Ay declared. ‘It is now the Season of the Planting. Our troops should be across  Sinai very soon, but first we shall talk. Let us discover what the Hittites intend. Whom shall we send?’ Ay stared malevolently at Pentju. There was deep rancour between them for a myriad of reasons, ranging from Pentju’s hostility towards Nefertiti to the fact that the physician owned the Cup of Glory once held by Amenhotep the Magnificent, an object much coveted by Ay. For a while Pentju held Ay’s gaze, then he belched loudly. Ay smirked and gestured at me. ‘I propose we send Lord Mahu, Overseer of the House of Scribes, to the Hittites. What say you all?’



His Majesty proceeds as he is the male of masculinity 
He slid from the outflow between 
the Goddess’s thighs, 
That is why his name is Jackal of the Light. 
He broke from the divine egg, 
He oozed out like the godlike essence, beautiful is he 
like the Ibis of Thoth . . .




The choir of twelve Kushites, three male, three female, three eunuchs and three children, sang the refrain of the hymn from under the shade of the outstretched sycamore in the Garden of the White Lotus at the edge of the Malkata Palace. Nearby, an orchestra of Nubian dwarfs, under the direction of their overseer, played liltingly on oboes, lutes, lyres and harps. Across from them, under the shade of blue-dyed ostrich fans, Tutankhamun and Ankhesenamun, dressed in all their finery, were hunting on the edge of the artificial canal dug in from the Nile. The broad strip of water, purified  and filtered, had been fashioned to represent all the beauty of the great river with its marshy, grass-filled edges, hardy bushes and papyrus groves. The stench from the oozing mud was hidden by the perfume of every type of flower, as well as the gusts of incense, cassia, frankincense and myrrh, burnt around the gardens, not to mention the fragrant kiphye in which the sheltering fans had been soaked.

Pharaoh sat on a chair fashioned out of ebony and ivory with a cushioned footstool for his sandalled feet. Beside him lounged his tame lion cub Khonsu, sleeping and twitching whilst his master readied to shoot his bow, waiting for the beaters in the grove to flush out the moorhens nesting there. Ankhesenamun, resplendent in her coloured robes and ornamented head-dress, her necklace of the sun dazzling in the light, was trying to help him. A short distance away her confidante and principle lady-in-waiting, Amedeta, was holding up gold-fringed parasols against the sun. Tutankhamun ordered the fan bearers to move away as a flock of birds burst from a grove in a flurry of sound and colour. Ankhesenamun handed her husband an arrow. Tutankhamun loosed the one he was already aiming, turned to grasp the next, but caught sight of myself and Djarka standing with the chamberlain in the shadowed portico leading into the garden.

‘Uncle Mahu, Uncle Mahu!’

The hunting was forgotten, both bow and arrow dropped from his hand as if he had become totally oblivious to his quarry now whirling and shrieking in the sky above the canal. Ankhesenamun grimaced in annoyance but Tutankhamun was already gesturing us across.  The chamberlain, an official of the Golden Chamber, waddled forward pompously, white wand in hand. Tutankhamun was already shouting stridently for his throne to be moved round, cushions brought and both choir and orchestra to be quiet. Djarka and I knelt on the cushions, pressed our foreheads against the footstool then sat back on our heels. Tutankhamun gazed down at us, his beautiful almond-shaped eyes bright and hard. He was smiling though he looked distracted. Pentju should have been there: Tutankhamun looked pale, heavy beads of sweat coating his brow beneath the blue-gold head-dress. Ankhesenamun leaned against the throne, sensuous lips pouting, eyes watchful, her beautiful head tilted back, a gesture so reminiscent of her mother.

‘Uncle Mahu, are you leaving? Will you meet with the Hittites?’ Tutankhamun began. ‘Do they grow their hair long and have cruel, parrot-like faces and talk like chirping birds?’ He clicked his tongue in imitation.

‘So they say, your Majesty, but more importantly,’ I urged, ‘are you well? Djarka and myself have come to say farewell.’

‘Djarka!’ Tutankhamun beamed down at my lieutenant. ‘You are of the Apiru, are you not? General Rameses often questions me about your people, so I have asked Uncle Ay all about them. They say,’ he continued, blinking furiously, ‘that’s where my father learnt,’ his voice dropped to a whisper, ‘all about the Aten. Is that true, Uncle Mahu? Is my father still alive, hiding in some cave in Canaan after he learnt he was not the expected one?’

‘Hush, hush,’ Ankhesenamun quickly intervened.

‘No, no.’ Tutankhamun raised his fly whisk  imperiously, then, lifting his head, ordered the fan bearers, the holders of the royal sandals, the King’s Perfumer and other flunkies to stand even further back.

‘God’s Father Ay,’ he whispered, ‘claims my father left secret knowledge about the Aten, the One God, as well as the Great Messiah who is to come. He left it with people called the Watchers – who are these, Uncle Mahu, who are the Watchers?’

Djarka moved restlessly beside me. Tutankhamun may have had lapses, and sometimes his soul might drift, but he could also be sharp and decisive. He had placed his finger on the heart of the problem. Akenhaten had turned everything on its head, proclaimed the new God, built the great city, and shaken Egypt to its very foundation. However, after the great plague had swept through his new city and his queen had been disgraced, he had disappeared. Had he survived in Canaan? Was he plotting a return? Years earlier, Generals Horemheb and Rameses had certainly supported him. Once Akenhaten had fallen, however, they had returned to the old ways. More importantly, they wished to destroy any idea of the Aten, both root and branch.

I knew General Rameses was quietly compiling records on the Apiru and their legends about a Messiah. I too had studied these. I had learnt the stories, how the Apiru and Israar tribes would one day leave Egypt to occupy that land flowing with milk and honey, Canaan! Of course, Egypt would never allow that. Any attempt to snatch Canaan out of Pharaoh’s rule would be fiercely resisted. From Canaan flowed a veritable river of tribute, precious stones, metals and, above all,  timber for Egypt’s buildings, palaces and ships. My nightmare was that if General Rameses learnt everything, he’d argue that Egypt was nursing a viper to its bosom. A purge would be launched to destroy the Apiru and Israar, pull them up by their roots and wipe them from the face of the earth. If that happened, Djarka, his lovely wife Mert and their children would be no more. Little wonder that at that meeting in the Garden of the White Lotus, Djarka betrayed his agitation; even Ankhesenamun’s sullenness had disappeared. All members of the Royal Circle knew what was going on but few dared voice it. How could they? Ay and his family were of the Apiru tribe themselves, whilst General Rameses would never be strong enough to launch any challenge, not as long as Tutankhamun ruled.

‘Your Majesty,’ I kept my voice light, trying to dissipate the tension, ‘I too have heard similar stories,’ I hid my lie behind a smile, ‘but I do not know, truly, whether they are fact or legend. Yes, I’ve heard that your father left knowledge with people he called the Watchers, but who they are,’ I continued in a rush, shaking my head, ‘I do not know.’

Tutankhamun leaned back, caressing the side of his head, his boyish face crumpled with disappointment. ‘Then you must go, Uncle Mahu. Pharaoh wishes you well.’

‘Life, health and blessing, O Divine One.’ I pressed my head against the footstool and rose to my feet.

‘Goodbye, Uncle Mahu.’

‘Take care!’ Ankhesenamun smiled brazenly at me.

I backed away, then glanced up at Tutankhamun.  He sat staring sadly at me. I bowed and turned away. As the scrutineer of hearts knows, I left him a doe among the jackals. It was the last time I saw him alive.

 



‘Where are we going?’ Djarka, sallow face sharp with anger, posed the question as our war barge, with its lion-headed prow and raised stern carved in the shape of the Horus falcon, turned midstream. The oarsmen chanted as they rested on their oars watching the great blue sail being unfurled to display the golden ram’s head of Amun-re. The stench of the river mud mingled with that of the fish drying on the skiffs and other small craft which bobbed around us like leaves. Across the river drifted odours from the monkey and gazelle pens on the quayside; beside these, a group of Danga dwarfs, garbed in coloured rags, indulged in a vigorous dance to the music of lyre and cymbal. I thought of Horemheb, who always loved to have dwarfs in his retinue, though not so publicly now he was Great Scribe of the Troops, Commander-in-Chief of Egypt’s Army.

‘I asked where we are going,’ Djarka repeated crossly.

I leaned against the taffrail and patted his hand. ‘You needn’t have come.’ I smiled at him. ‘You left Mert and your two children. I could have taken Sobeck.’

‘Too fat,’ Djarka scoffed. ‘Too slow. He is going to end up a plump, pompous Theban merchant, just like his wife’s family.’

I laughed and turned to lean against the rail, pretending to watch the last glimpses of the sun dazzling the cornices and gold-capped obelisks of  Thebes. In truth, I was more keen to observe Iputer and his gaggle of high-ranking scribes, a gift from God’s Father Ay. Iputer was bald, with a bland face, opaque eyes and an ingratiating manner; in fact, the perfect spy. I had my own plans for him, as I had for Ay, that beautiful cobra! If he could plant his spies amongst me and mine, the least I could do was respond in kind. There was the scribe Amendufet, not to mention the Dog-Man of Lower Thebes.

I abruptly became aware of a small skiff pulling alongside, one of those prophets of doom, proclaiming his poem. I’ve heard the words since; they still create a sombre echo in my heart:


 




For your great crimes, oh Egypt, the gods have 
issued their blood-soaked decrees. 
Because you have sold the innocent 
man for silver and the poor beggar man for a pair of sandals. 
Because you trample on the heads of ordinary 
people – and push the poor out of your path. 
Because father and son have both resorted to the 
same girl. 
Because they have profaned the holy name. 
Because they have stretched themselves out 
before every altar. 
Because they have drunk the wine of the people 
who will be destroyed, both fruit above ground 
and root below. 
You are going to be crushed to the ground and the 
fleshing knives will be clogged with blood. 
Flight will not save even the swift. 
The strong man will find his strength useless.  
The mighty man will be powerless to save himself. 
The bowman will not stand his ground, 
the spearman will retreat. 
The horseman and charioteer will not 
save themselves. 
The bravest warriors will run 
naked on that day. Does the lion roar in the jungle if no prey 
has been found? 
Does the young lion growl in his lair if 
he has captured nothing? 
Does the bird fall to the ground if no trap 
has been set? 
Does a snare spring up shut if nothing 
has been caught? 
Does the trumpet sound in the city and 
the people not become alarmed? 
Does misfortune come to the city unless 
you have brought it upon yourselves?




 



I was about to intervene, tell the skiff and its cowled occupants to sheer off, when a voice spoke, clear and carrying.

‘Lord Mahu, Baboon of the South!’

I gazed over the rail. A second skiff had approached our barge, now riding midstream as we waited for our escort to gather about us. This skiff was expertly managed by the speaker, whose face was hidden under a grotesque temple mask displaying the features of a snarling monkey. In the prow, a squatting figure pulled a veil across to hide his own head and face.

‘Lord Mahu, we bring messages from the other world.’

The captain and his officers were elsewhere, waiting for orders; only because we were leaning against the rail was our attention caught.

‘Lord Mahu,’ the voice repeated, ‘we bring messages from the other world.’

Djarka bent down for the bow and quiver lying at his feet.

‘We come in peace,’ the harsh voice warned, and the figure threw something towards us. The copper scroll-holder twinkled in the sun as it fell to the deck. I picked it up and glanced down, but the skiff had already pulled away, hidden by the myriad of craft around us. I pulled the stopper off and, with Djarka staring over my shoulder, shook out the papyrus roll. It was a chart, a map cleverly executed to show valleys, a river, an enclosed lake or sea, but nothing else.

‘Do you recognise it?’ I asked.

Djarka shook his head. ‘A valley, a river and a plateau,’ he moved his finger, ‘and an inland sea. Somewhere in Canaan, I think, but who sent it? And why?’

I could not answer. I could do nothing but walk across the barge and stare out over the teeming river. On the far bank rose the peak of Meretseger, She who Loves the Silence, above eerie rocky cliffs which overlooked the City of the Dead, so busy with its embalming houses and coffin shops. From where I stood, I could smell the pungent odours from that antechamber of the other world. I moved the map from hand to hand and wondered why the mysterious messengers had been sent. That voice was so familiar. Akenhaten?

The captain of the barge bellowed out orders and our craft, its escort clustered about, began its journey. In those first few hours Djarka pestered me about the scroll and what it could mean. I could tell him nothing. Eventually we settled down to the daily routine of our voyage, and four days later, put in at a small village quayside, where I promptly ordered Iputer and his scribes ashore.

‘Go tell my Lord Ay,’ I shouted down at their surprised faces, ‘that I have no need for his scribes.’

‘Or his spies!’ Djarka muttered.

We left the surprised scribes standing on the wharf, the laughter of our soldiers and marines bellowing across the water.

We reached Avaris, that bustling city-port, by the end of the month. Here the Hyksos had set up camp so many years before, during the Season of the Hyaena, when they’d brought fire and sword to the Kingdom of the Two Lands. Now it was a busy military camp. Already Pharaoh’s writ had arrived, ordering a mustering of troops in preparation for Horemheb’s planned invasion of Canaan. The governor of the city had his Nubian police patrolling the streets dressed in their foxskin loincloths, feathers in their crimped hair, all armed with spear, club and khopesh. They were fierce-looking fighters, eager to impose order on the mercenary horde of Canaanites, Amorites, Libyans and even fair-skinned, blue-eyed Shardana from the islands across the Great Green.
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