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About the Book

At the divine temple of Horus, a crowd gathers to celebrate the triumphant return of Hatusu, the widow of Pharaoh Tuthmosis II, after her successful battle against the Mitanni.  Hatusu’s achievements confound her opponents who refuse to believe that a woman is capable of ruling Egypt, but she cannot silence the court gossips who whisper that Hatusu’s stepson is the true heir to the throne.

Hatusu is determined that all Egypt will accept her as the first Pharaoh-Queen, but she needs to win the favour of the gods. When a spate of savage killings takes place in the Temple of Horus, the priests interpret this as a sign of celestial disapproval of Hatusu.  Only one man, Amerotke, a respected judge, can be trusted to find the truth among the intrigue surrounding the deaths.
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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 their religion around Ra, the Sun God, and the cult of Osiris and Isis. Egypt had to resist foreign invasion, particularly the Hyksos, Asiatic raiders, who cruelly devastated the kingdom. By 1479-1478 BC, when this novel begins, 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 Queen-Pharaoh: 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 Egyptian worship of the Sun God and their desire to create a unity in their religious practices. The Egyptians 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 1479 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 Hyena’; a royal palace was the ‘House of a Million Years’. Despite its 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 his 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. Hatusu was determined that all sections of Egyptian society accept her as Pharaoh-Queen of Egypt. Like all revolutions in ancient Egypt, the favour and support of the priests were vital.

Paul Doherty
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Eater of Hearts: a demon in the Egyptian Hall of Judgement.

PROLOGUE

The sand-wanderer climbed down from his dromedary; its yellow and red saddle and harness were covered in fine dust, rather tattered and battered since the sand-wanderer had taken it from the corpse of a royal messenger who had lost both his way and his life in the arid Red Lands to the east of the city of Thebes. The sand-wanderer, a scout sent forward by his tribe, plucked a small horn bow from his back and made sure the quiver of arrows was close at hand. He was dressed from head to toe in dirty, ragged, grey cloths. Only his eyes peered out across the strange purple-blue dusk of the desert.

He had reached the oasis of Amarna but had been attracted by the sound of chariot wheels and voices on the desert air. He had to be careful. The scrublands were never as empty as they looked. Chariot squadrons and scouts from Thebes often came here, not to mention the hunting parties. All these had to be avoided. They were usually well-armed and well-provisioned. Moreover, Theban nobles always made their anger felt so  the sand-wanderers only attacked if they were sure of an easy victory. The desert contained other dangers. Chatter and gossip passed from mouth to mouth among the tribes. How, in the oasis of Amarna, a huge, golden-maned lion had appeared, a man-eater that preyed on the desert people, often attacking campers at night.

The sand-wanderer notched an arrow to his bow and crept forward. The chariot stood by itself, its T-shaped bar resting on the ground. But where were the riders? The horses? He peered through the gathering darkness and noticed the marks of another chariot, the one he had heard so recently, galloping back towards the city. The sand-wanderer pulled down the cloth covering his mouth and nose. He smelt a fragrant perfume and savoured it. It reminded him of the day his tribe had camped outside Thebes and he had gone into a pleasure house. He would always remember that sinuous dancing girl with her oiled wig, dangling earrings and copper-skinned, perfume-drenched body. He had paid well for the use of it, an experience which, even now, made him swallow as his mouth watered.

The sand-wanderer edged forward. He caught the fragrance of cooking smells. He saw the remains of a fire, a broken cup and a wineskin. More confident, he approached the chariot. The leopardskin sheath which housed the throwing spears was empty. The bow and quiver of arrows, which usually hung on a hook on the bronze rail, had also been taken. But where was the owner? The sand-wanderer studied the chariot carefully. The wickerwork was dyed blue, embossed with silver stars; the four small wheels were red, the axle a smart black – not a war chariot but the plaything  of some Theban nobleman. Behind the sand-wanderer, the usually docile dromedary snorted with fear. Its long neck was shaking, head going up. The sand-wanderer was torn between fear and greed. The chariot was worth something and Theban noblemen in their cups could be easy prey; their armour, clothes and jewellery would command a good price in the many markets along the Nile. Yet he had to be careful.

Suddenly on the night air, faint but clear, came the words of a song:

When I clasp my dear one near,

I am like a man who has sailed to Punt,

The whole world’s a flower,

Burst in a shower of roses!

The sand-wanderer recognised the words: a favourite love song often sung by the troops. He had once served as a scout in the Horus regiment when it had marched north, only a short time ago, to crush the Mitanni.

The dromedary was now kicking at the cord which hobbled its front legs. The sand-wanderer moved forward, crouching down. He stared across the desert and faintly made out where the singer must be. The sand-wanderer’s tribe always stayed away from there, a man-made maze in the desert, called the Hall of the Underworld. The Ancient Ones claimed that the cruel Hyksos, who had ravaged Egypt and occupied its cities, had built a huge fortress to command the oasis. After an earthquake, the Hyksos had pulled down the granite blocks of the fortress and formed this tortuous labyrinth. The grey slabs, some eight to  ten feet high, had been laid out to form a maze which stretched at least a mile across. Few people dared go in yet the sand-wanderer knew, from camp fire gossip, that Theban noblemen would often try to thread their way through as a feat of courage. Were the owners of the chariot there? How soon would they return? He stared up at the sky which seemed so close, the stars brilliant against the purple-tinged darkness. He ran his hand along the bronze rail. He couldn’t leave it here. He turned. The dromedary was now kicking up, screaming in fright. But what was the source? He heard a low growl, a dark shape moved through the night. The sand-wanderer muttered a prayer:

I have sat among the fiery gates.

I have passed by the House of the Night Barque. Almighty God protect me now from the Eater of Flesh, The Crusher of Bones!

These were the names given to the man-eating lion. The sand-wanderer sniffed the night air. He caught the smell of carrion just as the great lion bounded out of the night towards him.

The Divine House of Horus, the huge temple, built on a more ancient site, lay on the banks of the Nile to the south-east of Thebes, that garden city, the home of the gods, with its golden gates. The Temple of Horus was regarded by all as a holy place. Its complex of sprawling buildings was protected and ringed by a high wall with guard towers over the gates facing out. At the centre was the broad sanctuary containing  the Temple of the Barque, the Naos, or tabernacle, housing the statue of the god Horus. Around this, stretching like spokes of a wheel, were the side chapels. The sanctuary itself could only be entered through the Hypostyle, its Hall of Columns fashioned out of faded red granite. Outside this lay the other principal buildings: the House of Silver, its treasury; the House of Devouring where beasts were slaughtered both for food and sacrifice; the House of Life, the academy for scholars. Each was ringed by beautiful paradises, man-made gardens, shaded by palm trees, sycamores and acacias, where exotic plants and flowers thrived in the rich, black soil brought specially from Mesopotamia.

The temple boasted vineyards and orchards, all irrigated by cunningly devised canals which brought in water from the Nile. A rich, powerful place, its House of Stores contained jewellery, precious stones, stands of flowers, incense, casks of wine, sacks of grain, grapes, beans, figs and dates, and huge wickerwork baskets full of the choicest vegetables, cucumbers, leeks and herbs to make more delicious the meals served to the temple priests.

Now, however, the Horus gardens and houses were empty. The priests, the hesets, or dancing girls, its choirs and guards had all thronged down to the main entrance. Hatusu, Pharaoh Queen of Egypt, escorted by her Grand Vizier Senenmut, was about to arrive to sacrifice to the gods as well as to gain the approbation of the priests. Hatusu had been driven to the temple in a chariot of blue electrum pulled by two milk-white Syrian mares. Behind her, in a gorgeous river of colour,  streamed her nobles, advisers, the commanders of the regiments.

Hatusu was the Pharaoh Imperial, King and Queen of the Two Lands, possessor of the Land of the Nine Bows. She had destroyed all enemies both within and without but, so the gossips prattled in the marketplaces, she was still a woman. Could there be a Pharaoh Queen in Egypt? The signs and portents had been good. The Nile flowed free and heavy. The crops looked thick and rich. Trade routes had been re-opened and strengthened. The garrisons from the Nile Delta to the south, beyond the First Cataract, had all felt her power and determination to rule. Chariot squadrons patrolled the desert to the east and west of Thebes. Tribute flowed in from the Libyans, the nobles of Punt, the leopard-skinned warriors of Nubia. Even the Mitanni, who lay across the great Sinai desert, had bowed their necks in submission. All of Thebes had accepted her glory. Temples and palaces, the Houses of Adoration, were being refurbished and developed. Lapis lazuli, amethysts, gold and silver flowed from the mines of Sinai and the air was rich with the fragrance of incense sent as peace offerings from the Land of Punt. Yet was it only a passing phase?

Hatusu had destroyed all opposition. Nevertheless, shouldn’t the crown be worn by Hatusu’s six-year-old stepson? The gossips whispered that the true ruler must be the male heir of Hatusu’s husband, Pharaoh Tuthmosis, whose mummified corpse now lay in its specially built House of Eternity in the City of the Dead across the Nile.

If such doubts disturbed her, Hatusu showed none  of it. She stepped down from the chariot dressed like a goddess. The oiled wig on her head was bound by a gold band decorated with precious rosettes. At the front of it reared the Uraeus, the spitting cobra of Egypt, wrought from costly turquoise, its fiery eyes the brightest rubies. Heavy rings like sun discs hung from her ears and the tresses of her wig were gathered in jewelled silver sheaths. She was dressed from head to toe in the costliest gauffered white linen. A gold and silver pectoral decorated with carnelian, turquoise and lapis lazuli hung round her neck. Its blue, inlaid medallion depicted the goddess Ma’at, ostrich plumes in her hair, worshipping before her father, the Sun God Ra.

A handmaid knelt down to ensure the gold sandals were properly bound then Hatusu, holding the crook and flail, climbed the long range of steps to the altar decorated with masses of hyacinth, lotuses and acacia leaves. Alabaster jars full of the costliest fragrances perfumed the air. Priests and priestesses clashed cymbals and shook the sistra, the sacred rattles, while a choir of blind singers intoned a divine hymn:

To Horus, Golden Hawk,

Giver of breath to the right,

Taker of breath to the left.

You who dwell in the fields of the eternal West

Glory of the heavens!

Hatusu allowed herself a brief smile as she reached the top of the steps. Were they singing about Horus? Or really about her? She stared up at the soaring white  figure of the hawk-headed Horus, which stood behind the altar. Not yet past her twentieth year, Hatusu kept her thoughts to herself. She did not truly believe in the gods of Egypt. True power lay in her chariot squadrons and massed ranks of foot soldiers, in the Red House and the White House, the treasuries of Upper and Lower Egypt, and in the man standing next to her, so silent yet so close. People called him her shadow, the manifestation of her Ka, or soul. Hatusu’s sloe eyes crinkled in amusement.

‘We offer incense, Senenmut,’ she whispered. ‘I who am a god pray to a god!’

Senenmut bowed, his harsh-lined face impassive but his eyes full of adoration for this young woman who was both his Pharaoh and his lover.

‘You must do it according to the rite,’ he hissed. ‘We have everything but the priests. We need their favour.’

Hatusu’s lips puckered in disdain. In a few hours the high priests from all the great temples of Thebes would gather, ostensibly to discuss the change in government, in fact to debate whether a queen could wear the double crown of Pharaoh, as well as the vulture coronet of the Queens of Egypt.

Senenmut gazed back down the steps to where Hani, High Priest of the Temple of Horus, stood waiting. A bald-headed, middle-aged man, Hani’s narrow, shaven head, close face and light-blue eyes concealed a brain as sharp as a razor. He and his wife Vechlis had remained silently supportive during Hatusu’s rise to power. Now Senenmut was determined that his Pharaoh should receive the public acclaim she was due from the priests. 

He stepped closer to Hatusu. ‘Your love,’ he whispered, ‘holds me captive and my heart sings with yours.’

‘I think only of your love. Your heart is bound to my heart,’ Hatusu whispered back as she bowed towards the statue.

A collective sigh rose up from the priests below. The choir of blind singers began to hum as Hani climbed up the steps, a bowl of incense in his hand. Hatusu, at Senenmut’s quiet instruction, went down the steps and, as a courtesy, escorted him up. A murmur of approval rose from the priests gathered below and cymbals clashed noisily. Before the altar, Hatusu allowed herself to be incensed, a sign that she was purified. Then, with Hani on her right and Senenmut on her left, she made offerings to the gods.

A few hours later the Temple of Horus lay silent, its pure white halls, painted pavements, its walls covered in glazed tiles and beautiful hieroglyphics filled with nothing but shadows. Beneath the temple, however, in the ancient underground passageways and galleries, Neria, librarian and archivist in the House of Life, the school attached to the Temple of Horus, threaded his way towards the Hall of Eternity. Every so often he stopped to light one of the passageway oil lamps from the lamp he carried. The flames danced and grew, throwing his shadow larger, more menacing. Neria smiled. Only the chief priests were allowed down here. Now it was deserted. But why shouldn’t others come? These caverns and passageways had once been the hiding place of Egypt, during the Season of the Hyena, when the cruel Hyksos invaders had swarmed  across the Nile and devastated the city with fire and sword. This was a holy place and, at its centre, lay the Hall of Eternity.

Neria hastened on until he reached the hallowed centre, the narrow doorway of this underground temple guarded by statues of the gods Apis and Horus. Here he fired a pitch torch and entered the cavernous chamber.

The floor was tiled with fire-glazed slabs. Every inch of the surrounding walls was covered by a frieze or detailed picture depicting the history of Egypt. The mummified corpse of Egypt’s first Pharaoh, Menes, founder of the Scorpion dynasty, lay in its huge black marble sarcophagus in the centre of the room. It was a tomb of striking beauty, at least eight feet high and three yards across. Gold cornices decorated each corner; the walls of the sarcophagus were covered with magical symbols in electrum and silver. On one side a door had been painted, surmounted by two red, staring eyes so that the dead Pharaoh could, when he wished, stare out into the land of the living. On the top of the sarcophagus rose a marble vulture with outstretched wings. At one end was the god Osiris, at the other his wife Isis.

Neria stopped to marvel. This was indeed a holy place! He bowed towards the sarcophagus then hastened over to study the frieze in a corner of the chamber. He sat and crouched for a while, holding the torch up so he could make out every detail. Yes, he was sure, what the frieze depicted was what he had seen in the library. What if this became known? Neria smiled to himself. He could just imagine the plaudits of the court, the patronage of the new Pharaoh. Neria touched the  tattoo on his thigh for good luck, bowed once more to the source of his undoubted future prosperity and hastened out of the Hall of Eternity, back along the passageways. He reached the foot of the stone staircase and began to climb, his steps echoing. He remembered the oil lamps he should have extinguished and turned. The door at the top was abruptly flung open. Neria started in astonishment. A shadow stood against the light, a leather bucket in its hand.

‘What . . . ?’

The figure, a mask of a dog over its face, brought up the bucket and, before Neria could step back, drenched him with oil. Neria slipped on the steps. He looked up. A burning rag was falling towards him. Neria fell down the steps, scoring his ankles and wrists. The flaming rag caught the oil and within a few heartbeats the figure of Neria was turned into a living torch.

In the council chamber of the Temple of Horus the high priests of Thebes took their seats for the first session of their important conclave. They were powerful men, dressed in the pure linen robes and leopard skins of their office. Gold gorgets and bracelets decorated their throats and wrists; their shaven heads and thin, narrow faces gleamed with precious oils. They were the holy ones, those who went into the sanctuary of the gods and offered sacrifice before the sacred Naos, or tabernacle, containing Horus’s likeness. They were men of power who ruled their temples with a rod of iron.

They sat on gold-fringed cushions before small tables of acacia bearing manuscripts, rolls of papyrus and writing pallets. They openly preened themselves; not  only was all of Thebes watching them but the divine Hatusu, the new Pharaoh, had asked for their advice. Had any woman ever sat on Pharaoh’s throne, worn the double crown and held the crook, the flail and the rod? Hatusu had swept to power by her own cunning as well as her great victory in the north. Now she sought their approbation. It was well known in the city that this approbation would be grudgingly given, if at all. Here, in this chamber, its walls decorated with scenes from the life of Horus, the golden, hawk-headed god, they would debate the matter. Their words would run like fire through the stubble along the broad highways and narrow streets of the city.

At the top of the chamber sat Lord Hani, High Priest of the Temple of Horus; next to him was Lady Vechlis his wife, much younger than he. A tall, imperious woman, Vechlis’ shaven pate was covered by the most gorgeous wig, her athlete’s body draped in the softest linen. A woman of power, chief concubine to the God Horus, Vechlis now sat tapping her purple-painted nails, half smiling to herself. These two were regarded as Hatusu’s only real supporters. The rest of the high priests, known by the gods they served, waited to begin: Amun, Hathor, Isis, Anubis and Osiris. Grouped around each of them were scribes and clerks, experts in theology, temple worship and the history of Egypt. Hani clapped his hands and, bowing his head, intoned a prayer.

‘Shall we begin?’ He looked to his left where his chief scribe Sengi sat, stylus poised, ready to transcribe the proceedings.

‘We know why we are here,’ High Priest Amun spoke  up. He glared round the assembled company. ‘Let us start with the question from which all else will follow.’ He paused for effect. ‘Has there ever, in the history of the people of the Nine Bows, been a woman ruler on Pharaoh’s throne? Can anyone provide proof of this?’ He smiled in triumph at the deep silence which greeted his question.
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Ma’at: Egyptian Goddess of Truth, often depicted as a young woman kneeling in prayer.

CHAPTER 1

In the Hall of Two Truths, in the Divine House of the goddess Ma’at, Pharaoh’s justice was about to be pronounced. Amerotke, Chief Judge of Thebes and Lord President of the courts of Egypt, friend of Pharaoh and a sworn member of the royal circle, sat erect in his judgement chair, a tall, severe-looking man with deep-set eyes and a sharp nose, his generous lips pulled into a tight line. Amerotke was dressed in a white-fringed robe and sandals of the same colour to symbolise purity. Around his neck hung a gold and turquoise pectoral depicting Ma’at the Goddess of Truth kneeling before her father Ra.

The court was silent. All eyes were on the judge’s solemn face and stern mouth. Now and again Amerotke would touch the lock of black hair which hung down against his right cheek. He would play with the gold bracelet on his left wrist or stare at the judge’s ring on the little finger of his right hand. He breathed in. Always an early riser, he had not eaten except some dates and honey cake. Instead he had wandered the  markets, his diminutive manservant, the cheeky-eyed, disfigured Shufoy, hopping beside him. Shufoy carried his master’s parasol, ever ready to protect Amerotke against the early-morning sun or proclaim, for all to hear, that Amerotke, Chief Judge of the Hall of Two Truths, was approaching. Amerotke usually told him to shut up but Shufoy was irrepressible. He always liked to see the stir his master created, whether it be checking the scales, weights and measures of the marketeers or visiting the lesser courts which were held in the antechambers of the temple: the Kenbet, Saru and Zazat.

Amerotke was always on time for his own court. The sun had barely touched the gold-tipped obelisks and the temple choirs were still singing their morning hymn to the rising sun when Amerotke took his seat to dispense the justice of Pharaoh.

Amerotke licked his lips. This was a solemn moment. He just hoped his stomach wouldn’t rumble or some messenger, a Rabizu, hot and dusty, arrive from the House of a Million Years. Amerotke had received secret information that Pharaoh Hatusu and her Grand Vizier Senenmut wished to have words with him. Amerotke was angry. The case he had just listened to had filled him with rage and disgust; nevertheless, he remembered the teaching of the priests: ‘Fly into a rage only when a rage is necessary.’

He lifted his head and stared at the prisoner, scrawny-faced, cruel-eyed and mealy-mouthed, his lithe, tanned body covered by a dirty robe, sandals of woven reed on his calloused feet. Amerotke believed in demons and that they could take up residence in the souls of men.  This, surely, was the case here. The prisoner appeared calm, poised, despite the overwhelming evidence which convicted him of bloody and blasphemous murder on at least two, if not four, occasions. The prisoner was mocking him, daring him to do his worst.

Amerotke stared round the court. On his left, through the porticoes, he glimpsed the gardens and fountains of the temple: the green meadows where the flocks of Ma’at grazed and the ibis bird sipped at the holy water under the shade of the palm and acacia trees. Amerotke wished he was there. He wished he could think, reflect, but everyone was waiting. On his left, squatting on cushions, writing trays resting on their thighs, were his Director of the Cabinet and Keeper of Petitions and their six clerks, including his kinsman young Prenhoe. They all sat, styli poised, tense, waiting for judgement to be given.

At the far end of the court, near the doorway, clustered the temple guards led by the brawny Asural; he now stood as if he was on parade, leather helmet couched under his arm. On Amerotke’s right was Maiarch, the queen of courtesans, leader of the Guild of Prostitutes. She knelt, hands extended, her fat, painted face wet with tears which made the mascara and kohl run in dark rivulets down her quivering cheeks. Amerotke repressed a smile. Maiarch was a consummate actress. Since the case had ended she had knelt like that, her wig slightly awry, stubby fingers raised as if she wanted to drag divine justice from the heavens. Now and again the effort would be too much and she’d move in a jingle of bangles and the small bells sewn onto her robe.

‘My lord,’ Maiarch quavered, her reedy voice breaking the silence. ‘We cry for justice!’

‘Nehemu.’ Amerotke leaned forward, his left hand touching the small statue of Ma’at on its plinth at the side of his chair. ‘Nehemu, I ask you once more, is there any reason why sentence of death should not be passed against you?’

The reprobate just grinned back. ‘Amerotke!’ he sneered.

A collective hiss ran round the court. Nehemu was intent on blasphemy, depriving the judge of all his titles and proper courtesy.

‘You will address the court in a proper fashion!’ Amerotke snapped.

‘Amerotke, Chief Judge in the Hall of Two Truths,’ Nehemu snarled, ‘do you have anything to say before sentence of death is passed against you?’

Amerotke didn’t move but Prenhoe and the other scribes sprang to their feet. Asural came forward, hand going to the copper wire handle of his sword.

‘If you wish to add to your list of crimes,’ Amerotke’s voice thundered. ‘Then do so!’

Nehemu’s head tilted back, eyes half closed. ‘I am of the Guild of Amemets,’ he rasped.

Amerotke repressed a shiver of fear. The Amemets were a guild of assassins; they worshipped the terrifying killer goddess Mafdet, who was represented as a cat. Was Nehemu one of their survivors? Nehemu clicked his tongue, savouring the consternation he was causing.

Amerotke made up his mind. ‘Nehemu, you are a wicked man! You live and skulk in the Necropolis,  the City of Dead, like the jackal you are. On at least two occasions you have taken a heset girl, a singer, a dancer, a member of the Guild of Prostitutes—’

‘Dirt under my feet!’ Nehemu sneered.

Asural was now striding forward, a broad leather belt in his hand. He quickly placed this round Nehemu’s neck, pulling it tight.

‘Shall I gag him, my lord?’ he asked.

‘No, no, not for the moment.’ Amerotke waved his hand. ‘Nehemu, listen, this court will have its say.’

‘And so will I! And so will my guild!’ Nehemu taunted, finding it difficult to talk with the broad leather strap round his throat.

‘Take the strap away,’ Amerotke ordered.

Asural did so reluctantly. He remained behind the prisoner close, ready to restrain any outburst or sudden movement. Such scenes were rare. Prisoners, particularly those like Nehemu charged with dreadful crimes, usually hoped for a merciful death – a cup of poisoned wine or the quick release of the garrotte string. Nehemu had now forfeited these.

‘You took these young women,’ Amerotke continued, ‘you slew them for your own pleasure. You strangled them and tossed their corpses into that part of the Nile where the crocodiles gather and feast.’

Nehemu tutted as if in self-mockery.

‘You deprived them of life and, in desecrating their bodies after death, deprived them of a safe journey into the West, to the Fields of the Blessed.’ Amerotke leaned forward. On the small sycamore table before him lay the papyrus rolls containing the judgements of Pharaoh as well as the insignia of his high office. He picked up a rod  made out of terebinth wood, its end carved in the shape of a scorpion. The court breathed a collective sigh of relief: sentence of death was about to be pronounced.

Maiarch lowered her hands and touched the floor with her forehead in grateful submission.

‘This is my sentence.’

The clerks were now busy writing.

‘Nehemu, you are a wicked and vile man. Your crimes are terrible. The captain of the guard is to take you to the same place where you slew your victims. You are to be bound and tied and sewn alive in the carcase of a pig still wet with blood. This carcase is to be taken and thrown into the Nile.’

Nehemu’s face sagged. He blinked at the hideous sentence passed against him.

‘You will know the full horror of your own crimes,’ Amerotke continued. ‘Captain of the guard, take him away!’

Nehemu had regained his wits. He lurched forward, mouth snarling. Asural, helped by the other guards, picked him up and dragged him away. Amerotke lowered his head, placing the scorpion wand back on the table. He wished things had been different but what could he do? Life had been taken in a sacrilegious way. Pharaoh’s justice had been mocked.

Amerotke heard a shout and looked up. Nehemu had broken free of his guards. He’d seized a dagger from one of their sheaths and was running towards the judge, arm raised. Amerotke didn’t move. He didn’t know whether it was courage or fear. All he could see was Nehemu racing towards him, knife in his hands, face contorted with rage. A bow twanged. Nehemu  was almost upon him when he flung his hands up, dropping the dagger. He staggered forward, one arm going behind his back as if to pull out the feathered shafts embedded there. He slumped to his knees before the table, blood mixing with his spittle, eyes rolling. He opened his mouth to speak, a gargling sound, then muttered a word; Amerotke wasn’t sure whether it was ‘Revenge’ or ‘Remember’. Then Nehemu crashed down against the table, knocking the scrolls and books onto the floor.

For a short while confusion reigned. Amerotke stood up, clapping his hands.

‘This matter is ended. Justice has been done.’ He smiled thinly. ‘Albeit speedily and unexpectedly. Captain Asural, clear the court. Take this corpse down to the river and let sentence be finished. There will be a short adjournment.’

The court remembered itself and bowed. Amerotke bowed back and left. Once inside the small side chapel he closed the door, leaned against it, sighed and let his body sag.

‘You should have been an actor, Amerotke,’ he whispered.

His right leg wouldn’t stop trembling, his stomach pitched, he felt slightly sick, hot and cold at the same time. He glanced down at his robes and thanked the gods there was no sign of blood. He took off his sandals, pectoral, bracelet and ring of office and placed them on the small draughtboard table just inside the doorway. He then took a pinch of natron salt, mixed it with holy water from the stoup and liberally cleansed his hands, mouth and face. He sat down on the cushion before  the Naos. Its doors were open; the statue of Ma’at knelt there, hands joined, serene-faced, ostrich plumes, the symbol of truth, sprouting from the stone coronet round her brow. Amerotke found this the easiest place to pray. He had deep reservations about the gods of Egypt; deeply interested in theology, Amerotke was more and more attracted to some of the theologians who argued that God was an eternal spirit, the Father and Mother of all creation, manifested in the sun, the source of all light. Ma’at was part of this and the truth remained constantly pure. Amerotke closed his eyes and whispered his favourite prayer.

‘Oh, Lady of the Land of Nine Bows, Beloved Word of God. Keep me in the truth, consecrate us in the truth. I give you thanks for my life and for that of Norfret my wife and my two sons Curfay and Ahmose.’

Amerotke opened his eyes. The high cheekbones of the goddess, her slanted eyes and smiling mouth always reminded him of Norfret. So serene and yet, when they were in their secret room, so ecstatic in her lovemaking. Amerotke hastily remembered himself and, leaning forward, arranged more tidily the vases of flowers, jars of perfumes and small dish of food which one of the priests had placed in front of the Naos. He heard a knock on the door.

‘Come in!’

The door swung open. Maiarch, queen of the courtesans, stood on the threshold, fleshy jowls quivering, eyes beseeching.

‘I come to give thanks, Lord Amerotke.’

He smiled. ‘Come in.’

‘I am not pure, I am not purified.’

‘The same could be said of all of Egypt,’ Amerotke replied.

The fat courtesan beamed with pleasure at the compliment. She bustled through the door in a wave of costly perfume, bangles jangling. She lowered herself onto the cushions against the wall, reminding Amerotke of a hippopotamus sliding with pleasure beneath the water. He had considerable time for this fat actress of a courtesan. She was kind, looked after her girls and bore herself with pride.

‘I came to thank you, my lord.’

‘There is no need. I am sorry for the girls.’ He gestured at the shrine. ‘The gods are all compassionate. Maybe their Kas will reach the Field of the Blessed, be taken over the Far Horizon.’

Maiarch nodded, blinking back her tears. Now and again she delicately wiped one of her eyes. Amerotke noticed how her fingernails were painted a brilliant red; they were so long they turned her hand into a claw.

‘You’ll always be welcome, my Lord Amerotke, at our house of pleasure.’ Maiarch’s fat face creased into a smile. ‘My girls could play a game with you . . .’

Amerotke shook his head. ‘I thank you, my lady, but I have one woman, one wife.’

‘Ah, yes, the Lady Norfret. Beautiful as the moon on a starlit night.’ Maiarch waggled her plump shoulders and rose in a jingle of bells and bangles. ‘In which case, my lord . . .’

She had hardly shuffled out when Asural marched in, Prenhoe behind him. The captain of the temple guard didn’t stand on ceremony; his eyes, small and black as pebbles, glared furiously at the chief judge.

‘The mess is cleared up but you shouldn’t have allowed that. I’ve told you before, Amerotke, prisoners should be bound.’

‘He died a quick death.’

‘Was he a member of the Amemets?’ Prenhoe asked anxiously. He sat down on the cushions, a woebegone expression on his face. ‘I dreamt last night I was swimming in the Nile with a naked girl on my back. Her breasts were small and firm—’

‘I wish I had dreams like that,’ Asural interrupted.

‘No, no.’ Prenhoe’s thin, narrow face was a picture of anxiety. ‘I was swimming and a snake entered the water. I asked Shufoy what he thought of it. He replied that the dream was an augury of great danger threatening someone close to me.’ He stared round-eyed at his kinsman. ‘Shufoy was right,’ he whispered.

‘Shufoy is always right,’ Amerotke declared. ‘You haven’t told him, have you?’

‘I couldn’t find him,’ Asural answered. ‘I suppose he’s busy somewhere selling amulets and scarabs.’

‘He’s not interested in that any more,’ Prenhoe said. ‘He says the markets have become too crowded with tinkers and traders and the Scorpion Men have the monopoly on the sale of precious trinkets.’

‘So, what’s he selling?’ Amerotke asked. ‘Come on, Prenhoe.’

‘He’s bought an old papyrus on medicines.’

‘Oh, no!’ Amerotke put his face in his hands.

‘He’s offering a wide range of remedies,’ Prenhoe continued. ‘For burst lips, sore ears—’

‘What about the Amemets?’ Asural cut across the chatter. He glanced disdainfully at the young scribe.  ‘And, by the way, wasn’t your pallet of writing pens upset? Shouldn’t you be looking after it?’

Amerotke nodded at the door as a sign for Prenhoe to leave. The scribe made an obeisance towards the tabernacle, sighed and left, muttering under his breath.

Asural closed and locked the door behind him. ‘The Amemets,’ he repeated. ‘Was Nehemu a member of that guild of professional killers?’

Amerotke stared across at the statue. ‘I thought they had all been destroyed.’

‘Why did you think that?’ Asural demanded as he knelt down across from this enigmatic judge.

‘No reason.’ Amerotke closed his eyes. ‘I’ve clashed with them before.’ He recalled those dark galleries beneath the pyramids at Sakkara, the crumbling masonry, those black-garbed figures hastening towards him, only to be crushed by falling slabs of granite.

‘There’s more than one guild, you know,’ Asural warned. ‘What if Nehemu was one of them?’

‘He murdered a temple girl,’ Amerotke snapped. ‘He killed alone.’

‘I don’t know.’ Asural got to his feet. ‘The motto of that guild of snakes is an attack on one is an attack on all. But if Nehemu was bluffing,’ Asural shrugged, ‘then it was nothing but sand in a desert wind.’

‘And if he wasn’t?’

‘Look out for a carob seedcake smeared with cat dung and the blood of some animal,’ Asural replied. ‘The Amemets send it out as a warning that their goddess Mafdet is hunting you.’

‘So they at least extend the courtesy of saying they  are coming?’ Amerotke joked, hiding his fear. ‘Can’t they be bought off or threatened?’

‘No.’ Asural walked towards the door. ‘They have their own bloodthirsty rules. If they send a sign, they will try twice to kill you. If they don’t succeed, they will regard you as sacred to Mafdet and never again will they raise their hand against you.’

‘But I’ve got you to protect me, Asural,’ Amerotke teased.

‘And I am your loyal guard dog. But remember, my lord, Mafdet always hunts by night.’ Asural left.

Amerotke knelt back on his heels; the threats of the Amemets did not concern him, not really. He put his trust in Ma’at. He was used to fighting in the battle line and, as a judge, he faced threats every day.

Somewhere in the temple a conch horn blew, a signal that the court was being reconvened. Amerotke bowed his head towards the statue, rose and put on his insignia of office, the pectoral, ring and bracelet. He adjusted his robes and, moving across, opened a sandalwood box and picked out a small turquoise-glazed hand mirror.

‘The face of a judge,’ he whispered. Amerotke remembered the advice of his teachers: ‘A judge will feel many emotions but he must not show them.’ He straightened the pectoral and applied two rings of kohl round his eyes. He heard a knock on the door. The Director of his Cabinet came in.

‘All is ready, my lord. The three supplicants are waiting.’

Amerotke looked askance.

‘The case concerns a woman who has two husbands,’ the Director explained.

‘Ah yes.’ Amerotke rubbed his hands. He had read the papyrus scroll on this case. He walked back into the court. All sign of the chaos caused by Nehemu had been removed. The black marble floor shimmered, catching the reflection of the silver flowers painted on the green ceiling. The table stood straight before the judgement chair and the scribes were sitting between the pillars, Asural and his guards taking up their positions near the door at the far end.

Amerotke took his chair and stared at the people kneeling before him.

‘Your names?’

‘Antef, my lord,’ the man on Amerotke’s right spoke up. He was tall, sunburnt, with a soldier’s face, a wiry body. He held himself proudly but his eyes were arrogant as if he not only expected justice to be done but done quickly.

‘And you are?’ Amerotke asked.

‘I was, my lord, an officer in the Nakhtu-aa.’

‘Ah yes.’ Amerotke smiled. He knew all about the ‘strong-arm boys’, veteran foot soldiers who followed the chariots into battle. ‘Of what regiment?’

‘The Anubis, my lord. I fought with the Vulture squadron at Pharaoh’s great battle in the Delta.’

‘I was there,’ Amerotke replied slowly. He wanted to win the confidence of all three people, as well as show the court that Nehemu’s attack had not disturbed him.

Amerotke placed his hands on his knees and stared at the soldier; memories flooded back of that long, thirsty  march and the bloody clash of battle when Hatusu, ferocious as the lion goddess Sekhmet, had smashed into the Mitanni and crushed their power.

‘And your name?’ He turned to the young woman, a pretty little thing with a doll-like face, cheeks heavily painted, eyes rimmed by kohl. She wore a silver-edged wig, the long tresses almost touching the white shawl across her shoulders.

‘Dalifa.’

‘And you are?’

‘She’s my wife,’ the soldier answered for her.

The young man on Amerotke’s left lifted his hands as a sign to speak. ‘My lord, she isn’t!

‘I am Paneb,’ he added hastily. ‘Scribe in the Hall of Truth at the Temple of Osiris.’

The young man reminded Amerotke of Prenhoe. He could see that he and the young woman were deeply in love. Amerotke sat back. He loved such cases; no killing or bloodshed but deep, tangled relationships which either held people together or cut them asunder.

He made a sign and the chief scribe read out the background to the case. How Antef, in the Season of Planting six months previously, had marched north with Pharaoh’s armies where he had received a blow on the head, lost his memory and stayed in the Delta until he recovered. Months later he returned to Thebes only to find that his pretty young wife, believing she was a widow, had, with the permission of the priests, now married young Paneb.

Amerotke scratched his chin. ‘And I am to rule whether the first marriage is still valid and the second should be dissolved?’

Antef nodded vigorously.

‘Do you love Antef?’ Amerotke asked Dalifa.

‘I never loved him.’ Her voice rose. ‘My marriage was arranged by my father.’

‘And where is he?’

‘He was an incense merchant,’ the woman replied. ‘He died two months ago of a rotting disease in his lungs.’

Amerotke nodded sympathetically. He saw a look of desperation in Paneb’s face.

‘Was your father rich?’

‘Yes, my lord,’ Dalifa replied. ‘And I am his sole heir.’

A sigh ran round the court. Amerotke smiled. Antef didn’t just want his wife back, he thought, he also wanted a share of her inheritance.

‘Is this a matter of love?’ Amerotke asked. ‘Or wealth? Antef, would you be satisfied with a portion of your wife’s inheritance?’

‘It is not his,’ the young woman interjected.

Amerotke raised his hand to silence her. Antef was too wily to step into the trap. ‘This is a matter of love,’ he replied coolly, ‘Not treasure, my lord. I wish my wife back.’

‘He wants the money!’ Paneb screamed, his face suffused with fury. ‘You know that, my lord.’

‘I know nothing,’ Amerotke replied. He thrummed his lower lip. If he decreed that the young woman could stay with her second husband, Antef would appeal, using the influence of his officers. Senenmut liked to overturn a judgement now and again, just to make his influence felt.

Amerotke studied Antef. ‘Where was this wound to your head?’

The soldier turned and Amerotke glimpsed the scar on the left side. ‘A Mitanni war club,’ he declared proudly.

‘And what happened then?’

‘I was knocked unconscious, my lord. When I came to, I had been left for dead. A woman combing the battle field found me and took me to her village near the oasis. I stayed there before travelling to Memphis. I gave thanks to the gods that my memory returned. I remembered my wife and journeyed home to Thebes.’

Amerotke glanced down to hide his unease. He had been on that battlefield. The Maryannou, the ‘Braves of the King’, had supervised the collection of the penis of every dead enemy warrior. Hatusu herself had insisted on this. She had sent them as a mocking, grisly trophy to her opponents in Thebes as well as to show how many Mitanni warriors she had slaughtered.

‘I find it strange.’ Amerotke lifted his head and caught the shift in Antef’s eyes. Was the soldier telling lies?

‘Why is that, my lord?’

‘Well, you were a member of the strong-arm boys, brave warriors all. You wore the arms of the Anubis regiment. Why didn’t they, when they combed the battlefield, find your body?’

‘I was away from the rest, my lord,’ Antef replied. ‘You may remember, the battle spilled out across the desert. A corpse was discovered and they thought it was mine.’

Amerotke nodded.

‘I am a soldier,’ Antef continued. ‘I fought for divine Pharaoh. Is this the thanks I receive? Dalifa is my wife.’ Anfet glanced round the court for support. ‘Cannot the warriors of Thebes leave their wives to fight Egypt’s enemies without finding another in their bed and sitting at their table when they return?’

Amerotke saw the look of pain in Dalifa’s eyes.

‘I do not love him.’ She stretched her hands forward beseechingly. ‘He was a cruel man, a bully. My lord, I have found my heart’s desire. I would share my wealth to stay with Paneb.’

Amerotke nodded. ‘The justice of Pharaoh will not be hurried. A man’s wife is a man’s wife,’ he declared.

Dalifa put her face in her hands and began to sob.

‘But which man’s?’ Amerotke added mischievously. ‘It is a matter for this court to decide. And, until it does, I declare Dalifa’s house be sealed. The young woman is to stay in the Hall of Seclusion in the Temple of Isis.’ Amerotke glanced quickly at Antef and, for the second time that morning, saw murder in another man’s eyes.
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Pehtes: the Egyptian black hound.

CHAPTER 2

Out on the Red Lands, the broad-winged vulture, feathers ruffling in the desert breeze, hovered like a herald of death above the small oasis near the sprawling Hall of the Underworld. The vulture could sense the spilling of blood even before it happened. Trained in the ways of the desert, constantly hovering over the killers, the vulture had glimpsed the man-eater, the cruncher of bones, slinking its belly along the ground. The lion was stalking a pedlar who had stopped at the oasis to water his donkey and wipe the sand and grime from his own eyes and mouth.

The pedlar, a former soldier from Memphis, journeyed up and down the Nile selling copper rings and other ornaments. He was totally unaware of his approaching death. True, the oasis was quiet. The palm leaves above him hardly stirred as the heat haze shimmered, distorting the desert landscape. The donkey, however, was restless. The pedlar glanced up, narrow-eyed at the vulture.

‘Not today, Pharaoh’s hen,’ he muttered.

He leaned down and lapped at the water like a dog, letting its coolness soak his face. He pulled his head up, opened the linen parcel on the rock beside him and chewed some of the dried dates. The donkey, a grey-muzzled veteran of the trackways, stood with its ears pricked. Now and again it threw its head up in a whinny. The pedlar got to his feet. He retied his shabby head shawl so it would cover both his nose and mouth and walked out to the edge of the oasis.

Sand dwellers, desert wanderers, he wondered? To be sure, such thieves could attack but this oasis was not far from the city. He gazed up: the vulture was still hovering. The trader felt uneasy and returned to the pool. He squatted and listened carefully. He recalled the stories about the demons who lived out in desert: the gobbler of blood, the plucker of eyes, the taster of flesh. His mouth became dry so he removed his head cloth and once again immersed his head in the pool. It was so enjoyable. He lifted his face and stared. For the first time he noticed something lying between the oasis and that ominous labyrinth. Were they fragments of bone? Was that the remains of a chariot? It looked as if it had already been pillaged by those who lived out in the sandy wastes.

The pedlar got up. Suddenly his donkey whinnied. He swung round. He went cold with terror, even as his donkey brushed by him and galloped furiously away. A huge, tawny-maned lion seemed to have emerged from the heat haze. Was it a lion or Sekhmet the Destroyer? The beast just stood, one paw slightly forward, its whole body frozen. It wasn’t a vision but a skilled hunter who had slunk slyly up so the wind couldn’t  carry its stench. The pedlar had never seen such a fearsome beast.

The lion sank down. It was cautious. It had hunted man before and knew the danger of the sword, dagger or bow, its scarred flanks bore the traces of such weapons. However, the lion knew the panic it could cause. A fleeing victim was easier prey. Its upper lip came back and it roared. The pedlar broke free from his fear and fled. He had never run so swiftly. A second roar shattered the silence. He looked round. The lion had become trapped in the bundles and harness he had left on the ground. The pedlar fled on. He was now out under the blast of the sun, the sand burning his ankles and feet. He ran towards the labyrinth. He knew the stories and legends but what else could he do? He turned quickly, the lion was in pursuit.

The pedlar reached the mouth of the labyrinth almost welcoming the cool darkness of its awesome black stone. He didn’t care where he would go or what he would do. If he could only get lost, hide from the fury now roaring behind him. He fled deeper into the maze. He could tell from the sounds behind him that the lion had followed. The pedlar cursed and sobbed as he tripped and crashed against the stone walls.

Above hunter and hunted, the great vulture soared. There would be blood-letting, flesh and scraps to eat. It was always the case with the man-eater. The vulture could see both quarry and pursuer. A draught of air caught it so it rose, wings and head steady, neck out. The vulture circled and swooped but, confused, broke free of its fall and climbed again. The vulture couldn’t understand. Any quarry, be it a rock rabbit or a baby  gazelle, hid and took refuge. This was different. The labyrinth below him was quiet. The vulture could no longer glimpse the running pedlar or the pursuing lion. It was as if both hunter and victim had disappeared from the face of the earth. Nothing: no sound, no fight, no struggle. Only the labyrinth, the Hall of the Underworld, sprawling silently under the searing heat of the sun.

In the Hall of Two Truths Amerotke, Chief Judge of Thebes, stared down at the floor. He was trying to control his temper. In the space of a few hours, he had been insulted, almost killed, and now this arrogant soldier was refusing to accept his verdict. Antef knelt, staring hot-eyed at him. Amerotke took a deep breath and glanced up. He could dismiss Antef . . .

‘You were an officer in the Nakhtu-aa?’

‘Yes, my lord.’

‘And you served under General Omendap in the Anubis regiment at the great battle against the Mitanni?’

‘Yes, my lord.’

‘How old are you, sir?’ Amerotke tried to remain polite.

‘About twenty-seven summers.’

‘And you, Dalifa?’

‘I have just passed my twenty-fourth summer. I was born—’

Amerotke gestured for silence.

‘And how many years have you been married? At least,’ he added hastily, ‘before this happened?’

‘Nine years.’ Antef replied.

‘Nine years?’

Amerotke, intrigued, forgot his temper. He studied Dalifa. She was very pretty with her smooth cheeks, soft neck, plump breasts and narrow waist. She knelt elegantly and stared shyly at him from under long eyelashes. Shufoy would call her a ‘toothsome piece’ or ‘a merry bed fellow’. Paneb, the young scribe and her new husband, looked innocent enough. Amerotke caught a slyness in Dalifa’s face. There was undoubtedly a bond between her and Antef: Amerotke was determined to discover what it was.

‘You’ve been married nine years,’ he declared. ‘And were they happy years? Have you ever been to court? Have the police been called to your house? Have your kin intervened in any quarrel?’

‘My only kin,’ Dalifa spoke up quietly, eyelids blinking, reminding Amerotke even more of a lovely turtle dove, ‘was my poor father. He has now died.’

‘And you, Antef?’

‘I am not from Thebes, my lord. I come from the Delta.’

‘Your kin?’ Amerotke asked.

The judge noticed how Dalifa became agitated, just a little as she moved on the cushions, fingers up to her mouth. Antef, too, looked disconcerted.

‘What is the matter?’ Amerotke asked, his curiosity aroused. ‘Antef, you have kin?’

‘I was brought here by an aged aunt, together with my twin brother.’

Amerotke stared back. The rest of the court, the scribe, the Director of his Cabinet, the police near the door, caught the judge’s impatience and stirred restlessly.

‘I wish you’d answer my questions bluntly,’ Amerotke demanded. ‘So, you had a twin brother. Where is he now?’

‘My lord.’ Antef spread his hands. ‘I have been waiting in your court for some time. I have heard the gossip . . .’

‘Would you please answer my question?’

‘I had a brother,’ the soldier replied quickly. ‘He was a gambler, a wastrel. I joined the regiment: he became a mason but spent most of his time in the taverns and the brothels along the quayside. He was drawn into a quarrel and picked up a wager.’

‘Yes?’ Amerotke asked. ‘What was this wager?’

‘That he could pass safely through the Hall of the Underworld.’

A loud sigh swept the court. The scribes, their writing trays on their knees, looked at each other and smiled. Amerotke kept his face impassive.

‘You know about the Hall of the Underworld?’

‘Yes, my lord, I do.’

Amerotke raised his hand. ‘We do not wish for one case to run into another. I do not wish for a description or an explanation about that labyrinth, just the outcome of your brother’s wager.’

‘He went out to the Hall of the Underworld. I took him there at night. I gave my word as an officer that he would go through whilst I would wait for his return.’

‘And?’

Antef spread his hands. ‘My lord, he never came out. He was the last of my kin. I cannot see what he has to do with my marriage.’

‘Yes, let’s return to your marriage.’ Amerotke agreed.  ‘You were married nine years. You saw service with Pharaoh’s army?’

‘Yes, my lord, minor campaigns in the Red Lands.’

‘But the battle against the Mitanni?’

‘That was different.’

‘Yes it was,’ Amerotke agreed.

How could anyone forget that long, hot, dusty march: Hatusu desperately seeking out the Mitanni army: the treachery of some of the Egyptian troops. Hatusu, fierce and relentless as a panther, had shown she was her father’s daughter. She had crushed the enemy, returning in glory to Thebes but, this man hadn’t. Amerotke sat, fingers to his mouth, and stared at the couple. Something was very, very wrong. Here was a young soldier who had covered himself in glory but had lost his memory, wandered about the cities of Egypt before he returned to find his wife, now a wealthy woman, had married someone else.

‘And you, Dalifa?’ Amerotke smiled at the young woman. ‘Let us examine what your husband has said.’

‘He is not my husband!’

‘That is for this court to decide!’ Amerotke snapped. ‘So, let us go back to those frenetic days when the army left Thebes. You said farewell to Antef? You kissed him sweetly?’

The young woman nodded.

‘You wished him well? Please answer.’

‘Yes, my lord, I wished him well.’

‘And in which temple did you pray for his safe home-coming? ’ Amerotke continued sweetly. ‘That, surely, is the custom of soldiers’ wives, isn’t it?’

‘My father gave me incense to pray.’ The words came  out in a rush. ‘I made an offering at the Temple of Osiris.’

Amerotke ignored Prenhoe’s grin.

‘Ah, that’s where you met young Paneb?’ Amerotke asked. ‘Though he’s a scribe, not a priest.’

‘I was very concerned,’ Dalifa replied. ‘I wanted to find out where the army had gone. He showed me maps. He was kind to me.’

Amerotke looked threateningly at the scribes, now laughing behind their hands.

‘Paneb.’ He smiled at the scribe. ‘Did you know Dalifa was a married woman? The wife of one of Pharaoh’s brave soldiers?’

The young man sat, tongue-tied.

‘He was honourable in all his dealings,’ Dalifa broke in.

‘How’s this?’ Amerotke asked. ‘He is now your husband, at least in your eyes. True, it is the custom for a widow to marry again, especially one as young and comely as you.’

Dalifa simpered back.

‘But why the haste?’

‘I waited for news,’ she replied tearfully. ‘We heard of glorious Pharaoh’s marvellous victory. When the Anubis regiment returned and camped outside Thebes, I discovered Antef was not among them. An officer informed me he’d been killed.’

Amerotke held his hand up.

‘I am sorry,’ he said. ‘You were definitely told that your husband had been killed? So a corpse had been found? Where is this officer?’

Dalifa fluttered her pretty fingers.

‘I cannot tell you, my lord. I . . .’

The Director of the Cabinet rose to his feet, a sheet of papyrus in his hands.

‘My lord, I have a list of the dead from the Anubis regiment.’

Amerotke nodded and the scribe walked across. The judge studied the list closely. He made out the hieroglyphics for Antef, beside it ‘mutilated: killed in action’.

‘What does this mean?’ he asked. ‘Mutilated: killed in action?’

‘It describes the state of the corpse, my lord,’ the scribe answered. ‘As you now know, we try to give an honourable burial to all our dead.’

‘So, Antef’s corpse was recognised?’

‘Oh yes, my lord. We have summoned the regiment’s doctor.’

Amerotke had to wait while the ponderously girthed physician lumbered into court, holding an ornate hand fan and a small bowl of perfume. He kept sniffing at this as if he found the rest of the world unclean and contagious. One of his sandals had broken and this slapped against the floor. It gave him the appearance of a clown. He stared threateningly around at the murmur of laughter which greeted his appearance. He bowed towards Amerotke who waved him to the cushions set aside for witnesses. Wheezing and gasping, the physician lowered himself down. Amerotke found it difficult to imagine such a man marching with the regiment, enduring the burning dry wind, the glare of the sun, the haste and terror of an army deploying for battle. Then Amerotke remembered seeing him during the campaign. Of course, the man had never marched  but been carried like some regimental trophy in one of the carts.

‘Your name?’ Amerotke asked.

‘Baki, regimental physician.’

Amerotke lifted his hand to hide the smile. Baki spoke like a professional officer.

‘And you were with the Anubis?’

‘My lord, I was with the regiment, it was a great victory.’

‘And afterwards?’ Amerotke asked.

‘As you know, my lord, we soldiers, after such a great victory, rest and rejoice . . .’

‘Yes, go on!’ Amerotke urged.

‘My task was to tend the wounded. These are divided into serious cases—’

‘And not so serious.’ Amerotke finished the sentence for him.

‘Most perceptive, my lord,’ Baki murmured.

‘And the dead?’ Amerotke glared at him.

‘They are brought in on stretchers, arranged in rows according to regiment and brigade, we then try to identify them. Sometimes it’s easy, an arrow wound, a sword thrust but, in other cases, the body may be crushed by a chariot or the face pounded by the hooves of a horse.’

‘And the soldier known as Antef?’

Baki stared at the soldier kneeling not far from him.

‘Well, my lord, for a corpse he looks remarkably alive and vigorous.’

Amerotke waited for the laughter to subside. ‘But you recognised this corpse?’

‘No, my lord. I thought the corpse was Antef’s. Remember the battle had taken place near an oasis then it spilled out, followed by the rout and pursuit of the Mitanni. Corpses were strewn for miles. The task of collection didn’t begin till the following dawn. During the night, the hyaena and lion packs had been very busy. Several of the Nakhtu-aa from the Anubis regiment were missing. Corpses were brought in wearing their insignia and we had to fill the gaps. I thought one was Antef’s.’

‘My lord, that can’t have been.’ Antef held up his wrist guard depicting the jackal head of the Anubis regiment. He also tapped the small copper gorget round his throat.

‘Are they personal insignia?’ Amerotke asked.

‘Yes, my lord, they give my name and former regiment. ’

‘So, these couldn’t have been found upon the corpse?’ Amerotke asked Baki.

‘No, my lord, they couldn’t have been. I made a mistake.’

‘Before you go.’ Amerotke stretched out his hand. ‘How was the corpse?’

‘Cut and mutilated.’ Baki narrowed his little eyes. ‘Especially the face and side of the head. One sandal was missing. He certainly wore the loin cloth and kilt of the Anubis regiment. Somebody else thought it was Antef. I can’t remember who, but you know what clerks are like?’ He smiled falsely across at the scribes busy recording his words. ‘Every corpse must have a name and that was given Antef’s.’

Amerotke thanked him. The little doctor got to his  feet and waddled out. The judge stared down the court as if lost in thought. In reality he was trying to hide his own unease. There was something very wrong here. Taken separately, each part of the story made sense yet, put together . . . ?

‘Antef, how long were you away from Thebes?’

‘A matter of months, my lord.’

‘You were surprised to return and find your wife married?’

‘Very,’ the soldier scoffed.

‘And Dalifa? You recovered quickly from your mourning? ’

‘I spent the prescribed seventy days.’ She retorted haughtily. ‘But I was distraught. My father had died and Paneb did prove,’ her sloe eyes shifted to her new husband, ‘to be a source of comfort and support.’

‘I am sure he was!’ Antef roared.

‘Silence!’ the chief scribe bellowed.

‘Where are you staying?’ Amerotke asked the soldier. ‘Have you returned to your regiment?’

‘No, my lord, I have an honourable discharge.’ Antef waved his hand. ‘The faces of my companions provoked memories I would like to forget. I have hired a chamber above a wine shop while I await the decision of the court.’

‘It will be a difficult one.’ Amerotke scratched his chin. ‘I mean, you may want your former wife but she certainly doesn’t want you. The court could grant a divorce?’

‘In which case,’ Antef’s voice was almost a snarl, ‘I would demand heavy compensation from my former wife.’

Amerotke stared at the Director of his Cabinet, an expert on such matters. The scribe only pursed his lips and shook his head sorrowfully. Amerotke studied both Dalifa and Antef. Paneb he dismissed as a bright-eyed young scribe much taken by this nubile, wealthy widow. But Antef and Dalifa? A loving couple? He went off to war and returned to find his so-called widow someone else’s wife. Amerotke noticed how the couple hardly looked at each other. Was Antef so in love? Or was he just after his wife’s new found wealth? This matter certainly needed further investigation.

He gestured at Prenhoe to bring across one of the transcripts of the case. Amerotke read this quickly.

‘Antef, you describe how you fought and received a head wound? A local woman found you and took you to her village?’

‘Yes, my lord.’

‘And what did you do there?’

‘I tilled the ground, tended goats.’

‘And how long for?’

‘Three or four months,’ Antef replied.

Amerotke caught a betraying flicker of the eye.

‘My memory came back.’ Antef snapped his fingers. ‘Not immediately, more like water trickling through a wall, at first little drops, then it gathered apace. I had poor sleep and nightmares. However, once I recalled who I was, I decided to leave.’

‘And can you produce witnesses for this?’ Amerotke asked. ‘Or?’ he added with a smile, ‘is your memory still impaired?’

‘My lord, the woman who found me has since died. I tried to thank her.’

‘But the village is still there. Someone will remember you.’

Amerotke made a gesture for silence.

‘My original decision still stands,’ he declared.

This time Antef looked at the floor. Dalifa glanced at her former husband, her eyes full of a passionate hatred. Paneb put his face in his hands as Amerotke pushed back his chair.

‘The session’s ended.’ The judge announced. He spread his hands in a form of prayer. ‘May the power of Pharaoh be sustained and strengthened.’

‘Amen!’ The line of scribes chorused.

Amerotke walked into the side chapel. He closed the door behind him and leaned against it. Somewhere in the temple a priestess was singing. Amerotke smiled, it was one of his favourite chants.

‘Speak truth for the Lord of Truths.

Avoid doing evil.

The righteousness of a good man

Goes out before him then dies

But, truth itself, lasts for an eternity!’

Amerotke stared across at the carvings on the wall: a mummy-case of gold with a mask of lapis lazuli was being taken into a tomb chamber, its pillars were made of red and green stone. Amerotke recalled the reference to the Hall of the Underworld. He would soon have to deal with that but what about Dalifa and Antef? If truth was more than a matter of words, a being, an essence, an entity, a goddess? Did not the same apply to the opposite? Did a lie have a life of its own? Exude its  own dreadful fragrance? Amerotke was sure this was the case here, both Dalifa and Antef were lying and bound by that lie. Amerotke chewed the corner of his mouth. He would need help, it was time to seek out little Shufoy.




[image: 008]

Apophis: the Dweller in Darkness, enemy of the Egyptian Sun God.

CHAPTER 3

Amerotke, fly whisk in hand, walked out of the Temple of Ma’at onto the great paved concourse which lay baking under the hot noon sun. Prenhoe had checked the water clock and proclaimed the hour, and Amerotke had announced a recess during the heat of the day. The crowds thronging the stalls had also thinned as people hurried home, down to the riverside or into the public gardens for shade and respite from the heat.

Amerotke paused to watch the Viceroy Kush walk by in solemn procession, a golden parasol held above his head, to the House of a Million Years, the royal palace near the river. The Viceroy’s bodyguard, white earrings glittering about their broad, swarthy faces, swaggered alongside, dressed in white pleated garments with panther skins hanging down their backs. Short, green and gold wigs, adorned with feathers, covered their shaved heads. The Prince of Kush, dressed in costly lynx, was ostentatious in his finery; silver bangles covered his arms and, on top of his golden wig, sat an absurd little crown like a clown’s cap. In front of  the Viceroy, professional flatterers announced who he was and, every so often, would throw themselves on the ground, arms raised, shouting their deference.

‘Hail to you, Prince of Kush! Beloved of Pharaoh! Grant us breath! Grant us life!’

Amerotke watched them go and then moved among the stalls. A courtesan in a gorgeous wig and white diaphanous gown, a baby cheetah on a silver leash trotting behind her, came up to whisper sweet salutations. She recognised Amerotke and turned hastily away. The judge walked deeper into the market, sniffing at the air sweet with the fragrant odours from the aromatic balm, bark, cinnamon, herbs and other costly products on sale. This was the wealthy part of the bazaar where precious ornaments and costly cloths were available at exorbitant prices. Amerotke wondered if he could buy something for Norfret and decided on an ivory statuette of a leaping panther.

He moved out of the market across the concourse. Shufoy should be here. At last Amerotke found him beneath a palm tree on the corner of one of the thoroughfares leading to the temple area. The little man was asleep, arms crossed, his parasol tied by a rope to his wrist. Amerotke crouched down. He studied the dwarf’s rather wizened face, the hideous scar where his nose had been. Shufoy had been the victim of a terrible injustice. Amerotke had taken him into his household as an act of reparation and Shufoy had repaid this with loyalty and good humour. Amerotke was amazed at Shufoy’s knowledge, his determination to amass a fortune through one scheme after another.

‘I am not asleep, my lord.’

‘Then why don’t you open your eyes?’ Amerotke teased.

‘Is my lord well?’

Amerotke sighed with relief. Apparently Shufoy had not yet learnt about Nehemu’s murderous attack.

‘I am always better when I see you, Shufoy.’

The dwarf opened his eyes and bared his lips in a gap-toothed grin. He stared around and tapped the leather purse tied on a cord round his bulging middle.

‘A good morning’s work, master.’

‘What have you sold?’ Amerotke made himself comfortable.

‘A cure for loose bowels. Take a beetle, cut off its head and wings, bake it in snake fat, mix it with honey.’ The dwarf clapped his hands. ‘It will keep you away from the latrines for days.’

‘Aye,’ Amerotke smiled. ‘And what’s the cure for that?’

‘Take a beetle,’ Shufoy declared, ‘remove the head and wings, bake it with wheat sprouts, mix it with juice of figs . . .’

‘And you are back on the latrines?’ Amerotke asked.

Shufoy sighed and got to his feet. ‘Everyone’s gone, everyone’s resting. It’s true what they say, master, trade and gold depend upon the weather. Have you eaten?’ He looked at Amerotke. ‘You only had some cake this morning.’ He wagged a finger. ‘The Lady Norfret was strict—’

‘I have eaten,’ Amerotke replied.

A merchant passed, leading a sumpter pony, the panniers on either side decorated with bells which jangled noisily.

‘I could sell you some earplugs,’ Shufoy offered. ‘Master, why have you come to see me? Soon the crowds will return. I must do business.’

‘One favour, Shufoy. You know the boatmen along the river?’

‘One or two,’ Shufoy replied.

Amerotke grasped the dwarf’s hand and squeezed it gently. ‘They collect more gossip than fishermen do fish. I want you to ask them about a soldier. His name is Antef. He fought in the great battle to the north. He apparently lost his memory, stayed for a while in Memphis then came back to claim his wife and her new-found wealth.’

Shufoy pursed his lips and blew his cheeks out. He reminded Amerotke of the little god Bes, the mischievous sprite who was supposed to look after children and animals.

‘Can you do that for me, Shufoy?’

‘They’ll need paying.’

‘A precious stone,’ Amerotke offered. He glimpsed the hurt in Shufoy’s eyes. ‘Two precious stones, one for you and one for the man who brings me news.’ He turned to go away.

‘I’ll be here at dusk, my lord,’ Shufoy called out.

Amerotke didn’t turn.

‘There goes the great judge, the Lord Amerotke! Chief Justice in the Hall of Two Truths!’ Shufoy’s voice boomed. ‘A man who has just come to congratulate me on distilling a remedy for a sickly stomach. Come close! Come close!’

Amerotke hurried on as Shufoy attracted the attention of a group of priests.

‘I hope they like beetles,’ Amerotke muttered to himself. He quietly prayed that Shufoy would be careful. On a number of occasions Amerotke had punished quacks and pedlars who sold potions which did more harm than good.

He walked into the coolness of the temple, along the marble-paved corridors which led round to the back of the Hall of Two Truths. Prenhoe was waiting, hopping from foot to foot. He held a small papyrus scroll sealed with the royal cartouche of Pharaoh.

‘I’ve been waiting, master. The messenger said it was urgent.’

Amerotke took the scroll, kissed the seal and broke it. The message, written in Senenmut’s own hand, was curt. ‘Amerotke is summoned to the House of a Million Years. He must present himself for an audience just before sunset.’

‘Is it trouble?’ Prenhoe asked. ‘I had another dream last night, Master. Shufoy and I were sharing a girl . . .’

Amerotke went into the small shrine and closed the door on Prenhoe but the scribe didn’t give up so easily; in fairly colourful terms he shouted an account of his dream through the door. Amerotke quickly tended to his toilet, purified his hands and mouth, put on his insignia and opened the door.

‘One more word about your dreams,’ he warned Prenhoe, ‘and I’m going to send you back to the House of Life.’

‘Master, you can’t do that. I am taking my exams at the end of the Planting Season.’

‘Then study hard. Prenhoe, the court awaits!’

As soon as he took his seat and stared at the papyrus  sheets his Director of the Cabinet handed to him, Amerotke knew the case before him was both serious and sensitive. He glanced up. Everyone was in position; unusually, they were not looking at him but staring at the young chariot officer kneeling on the cushions in the place of judgement. Amerotke smiled at him. The young man looked nervous. He kept plucking at his tasselled robe or playing with the copper bracelet round his wrist which proclaimed he was an officer in the Panther squadron of the Anubis regiment. Amerotke had heard the rumours; Norfret herself had relayed the gossip, learnt from visiting friends in the city. Amertoke always tried to keep his mind clear of such tittle-tattle; he was wary of being drawn into conversation, of saying something which could be twisted. He glanced at his Director of Cabinet.

‘I thought this case was not ready to come before this session.’

The Director of Cabinet, a severe-faced man, shook his head and pointed to the judgement chamber. ‘I left a message there this morning, my lord, but the attack by that malefactor . . .’ His voice trailed off. ‘This matter,’ he added, ‘cannot wait any longer.’

Amerotke studied the piece of papyrus in his lap. The news of this case had swept Thebes, delighting the gossips and rumour-mongers. The young man before him, Rahmose, was the youngest son of Omendap, commander-in-chief of Egypt’s armed forces, a personal friend of Senenmut and Hatusu and a man who had played a vital role in Hatusu’s coup and subsequent seizure of power. According to the summation, Rahmose had been a close friend of two other young officers, Banopet and  Usurel. These were the twin sons of Peshedu, overseer of the House of Bread and of the House of Silver. One of Egypt’s wealthiest men, Peshedu managed both the sale of grain and the silver supply from the Nomachs and principal cities of the kingdom. According to the report, Peshedu’s sons had quarrelled with Rahmose. They had taken their chariot out into the Red Lands to the Hall of the Underworld, the great labyrinth built in the desert by the Hyksos. Rahmose had, allegedly, followed them into the desert to make his peace. He had driven his chariot to the Hall of the Underworld only to find his two companions had gone into the maze. Rahmose, as a joke, decided to unharness the horses from their chariot and bring them back to Thebes.

A day passed and the two young officers did not return. A search was made and the chariot was found, as well as the remains of a sand-wanderer who had been attacked by some wild animal. Scouts, despatched into the Red Lands, discovered the prints of a large lion. According to gossip around the oasis, this beast, nicknamed the ‘Cruncher of Bones’, or the ‘Eater of Flesh’, was terrorising the area. More importantly, however, no trace had been found of the two officers so Peshedu had accused Rahmose of killing them. Amerotke finished reading and glanced up.

‘Are you an assassin, Rahmose?’

‘No, my lord.’

The judge lifted a hand. ‘Why did your friends go out to the labyrinth? Did they take weapons?’

‘Yes, as well as wineskins and food,’ Rahmose answered nervously. ‘At a party recently they had boasted that they would go through the maze and come out.’

‘That shouldn’t be difficult.’

‘My lord judge, have you ever been to the maze?’

‘I’ve been near there.’ Amerotke glanced across at his chief scribe. ‘What is known of this maze, the Hall of the Underworld?’

‘According to legend, my lord,’ the scribe answered, ‘before the Divine House expelled them, the Hyksos built a great fortress out near the oasis of Amarna.’

The chief scribe, a pompous, squat man, preened himself at being able to display his knowledge. Amerotke beat a tattoo on his knee, a sign he was becoming impatient. The chief scribe, however, would have his moment of glory.

‘The gods of Egypt intervened,’ he declared sonorously. ‘The great earth snake, Apep, shuddered—’

‘In other words, there was an earthquake?’ Amerotke snapped.

‘The great snake shuddered,’ the chief scribe continued. ‘The fortress collapsed but the Hyksos King had a dark soul. Slaves and prisoners of war were driven out into the Red Lands and the blocks of granite were re-arranged to form a huge labyrinth. The Hyksos revelled in blood. Men, women and children were driven into the labyrinth without food, water or any form of sustenance. Many died, their skeletons whitening the gloomy alleys of the maze.’

A murmur of disgust rose at such sacrilegious practices. To kill a man then deny his body proper burial was the ultimate cruelty for it denied the soul the power to travel into the West across the Far Horizon.

‘Sometimes,’ the chief scribe continued, ‘wild animals  were released into the maze. They, too, became lost or had to depend on human flesh for sustenance.’

‘And now?’ Amerotke intervened. ‘Is it possible that wild beasts still occupy the maze?’

Prenhoe raised his stylus. ‘I doubt it, my lord.’ He smiled in embarrassment as the chief scribe clicked his tongue disapprovingly.

‘Continue, Prenhoe,’ Amerotke said.

‘The Hall of the Underworld is a tortuous labyrinth,’ the young scribe explained. ‘A wild animal, such as a lion or a hyena, might be able to get out but,’ Prenhoe put his stylus down on the writing table, ‘I doubt if they’d go in there in the first place.’

The chief scribe, eager to assert his authority, lifted his hands as a sign to speak. ‘There is one other factor.’

Amerotke nodded.

‘The House of the Underworld is a lonely place with an evil reputation. The desert dwellers and sand-wanderers never enter. But, over the years the young blades of the court, mischievous youths,’ his face creased into a disdainful smile, ‘sometimes go there to test their courage.’

‘And?’

‘Some come out, my lord. Others do not.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘They just disappear. Rumour has it that demons lurk there to capture both body and soul.’

Amerotke stared at the sunlight streaming through the portico, a ray of warm gold in which the dust motes danced. He would like to say he didn’t believe in demons, men didn’t just disappear from the face of the earth.

‘And has a search been made for these lost ones?’ he asked.

‘Oh yes, my lord judge, but no trace has ever been found. Only the skeletons of those the Hyksos killed.’

‘And this time?’ Amerotke tapped his foot impatiently.

‘Two young officers, the twin sons of one of Pharaoh’s chief ministers, have disappeared.’

Amerotke stared at Rahmose. Undoubtedly this man had acted foolishly but was he guilty of murder?

‘A thorough search has been made?’ he demanded.

‘Yes, my lord. I would call the officer in charge, with your permission.’

Amerotke agreed and the chief scribe rose to his feet and clapped his hands. ‘Let Kharfu present himself before the court!’

There was a movement at the back. Asural stepped aside and a tall, wiry man strode forward. He was dressed in a leather cap, riding boots which came up to his knees, a war kilt with bronze clasps and buttons, and across his naked chest a thick leather belt. Its pouches and sheaths were empty. Witnesses were not allowed to bring arms before the Chief Judge of Thebes. Amerotke pointed to the scarlet cushions near the small shrine of Ma’at. The man crouched down, put his fingers on the shrine and, closing his eyes, repeated the short oath a scribe read out. Amerotke studied Kharfu intently. A typical soldier, weather-beaten face, hollow cheeks, eyes narrowed from constantly gazing against the hot sun and desert winds. His muscular body showed scars now healed into pink welts. Amerotke noticed the tasselled wrist guards, the blue  and red feathers attached to the belt on his kilt. A soldier but also a dandy, he concluded. A man who liked to show off in the beer shops and catch the eye of the dancing girls.

‘You are Kharfu?’

‘Yes, my lord.’

‘Remove your cap in court,’ Amerotke said softly.

The soldier hastily obeyed.

‘You are a soldier?’

‘Chief scout in the Isis regiment, the Gazelle brigade. ’

‘And you were sent out to search for the missing men?’

‘I and a dozen others from the brigade. We left early in the morning following their disappearance.’

‘And what did you find?’

‘A chariot. Its spear, sheath and arrow quivers were empty.’

‘So the two officers took arms into the labyrinth?’

‘It would appear so, my lord. There were the remains of a fire, a broken cup, an empty wineskin. We also found the remains of what must have been a sand-wanderer, some blood, bone and tattered clothing, next to the tracks of a lion. The sand-wanderer had come from the nearby oasis, his dromedary had fled.’

‘Could this lion have attacked the missing men?’

The scout shook his head. ‘I sent one of my men around the labyrinth. We found no trace of any animal spoor.’

‘How many entrances are there to the maze?’

‘Five or six. We discovered no tracks except one, the nearest to where the chariot had been left.’

‘Continue.’

‘The tracks had faded but my boys are good. They detected that two men had entered.’

Amerotke pointed at the accused. ‘Could he have gone in?’

‘Perhaps, but we found no trace.’

‘How do we know that the two officers are not still in the labyrinth wandering around lost, weak, hungry, or crazed with thirst?’

‘I don’t think they are alive, my lord. Apparently Usurel carried an ornamental hunting horn. If they were lost he would have blown it. More to the point, I told some of our scouts to blow theirs. There was no reply.’

‘And then what did you do?’ Amerotke asked.

‘We were wary of going in. We were not frightened of the legends but there was a possibility that the man-eating lion was sheltering there. But some of my men fought in mountainous regions, they are good climbers, and the blocks to the maze are a man’s span apart.’

‘Ah.’ Amertoke smiled and shifted on the seat. ‘So you sent scouts on top of the blocks?’

‘Yes, my lord. They skipped and jumped from one to another. It was tiring but they could do it. They covered the whole maze. They found other skeletons, unfortunates who died there years earlier. But of the two officers Banopet and Usurel there was not a trace.’

‘So.’ The chief judge turned to Rahmose. ‘And your version of events?’

‘Two days ago, my lord, I and my two friends had an argument.’

‘About what?’

‘About courage. They wanted me to join them in threading the labyrinth. I refused. They called me a coward.’

‘Where did this quarrel take place?’

‘In a beer shop down near the Sanctuary of Boats. They said they’d go without me.’ The young man nervously fingered the gold chain round his neck. ‘The following morning they called at my house. I again refused. They drove off in their chariot laughing and jeering.’

‘And so you decided to follow?’

‘I did, my lord, but when I reached the Hall of the Underworld, it was late in the day. There was no sign of my two friends. But I heard singing – I think it was Usurel.’

‘Singing?’ Amerotke leaned forward.

‘Just the faint traces of a song on the breeze. I became angry. I thought I’d teach them a lesson. So I unhitched their horses and drove back to Thebes.’

‘Wasn’t that rather foolish?’

‘On reflection, yes, my lord, but it was meant as a joke. They’d proclaimed how tough and hardy they were. I thought a walk home would cool their pride. They were soldiers, well armed.’

‘But the lion?’ Amerotke asked. ‘The sand-wanderers?’

‘Sand-wanderers never attack well-armed soldiers,’ Rahmose replied. ‘And, as for the lion, my lord, I knew nothing of it.’

‘Still it was foolish.’ Amerotke tapped his finger and lifted his hands as a sign that he was going to pronounce judgement. ‘There is no doubt these two young men  have been killed. They are not the sort to flee, there is no good reason why they shouldn’t have returned to Thebes. Evidence indicates they entered the Hall of the Underworld, none exists that they ever came out. You, sir,’ he pointed at Rahmose, ‘acted foolishly and stupidly. It is my decision you have a case to answer.’ He waved a hand dismissing the scout.

Rahmose leaned back on his heels, fingers to his face. The clerks stirred, whispering among themselves, nodding in agreement with Amerotke’s judgement. There were murmurs from the onlookers at the back of the court. Amerotke gestured to his cup-bearer who hastened across with a cup of Maru, a cool white wine. Amerotke sipped and handed it back. The clerks hurried forward to prepare the court for a formal hearing. Large cushions were arranged on the floor.

Amerotke glimpsed a movement at the back of the court. Valu, the royal prosecutor, dressed rather ostentatiously in a white gauffered linen robe, a brocaded shawl round his shoulders, waddled forward, his silver-tipped sandals slapping the floor. Valu was squat, he had hardly any neck and his face was creased into rolls of fat which almost hid his dark bright eyes. He always reminded Amerotke of a sparrow, constantly searching about. His arrival caused some muted laughter. Valu always painted his face like that of a woman, black kohl under his eyes, the eyelids daubed green, carmine on his lips and more rouge on his cheeks than any courtesan. He wheezed and puffed, knelt on the cushion provided and bowed towards Amerotke. The chief judge noticed how his fingernails were painted a dark green to match the bracelets on his wrists.

‘My lord,’ he simpered. ‘A true and wise decision.’

‘Welcome, Lord Valu,’ said Amerotke.

He studied the royal prosecutor. Valu would not let his guard slip. He loved to play the fool but he was a ruthless, ambitious lawyer, whose appearance belied a reputation for cunning that a mongoose would envy. Since he had left the College of Life, Valu had proved himself to be one of Thebes’ most eminent lawyers, the eyes and ears of Pharaoh, the searcher-out of conspiracies, the harrier of any enemy of the Divine House. The royal prosecutor presented all important cases. Valu did not care whom he offended. He’d turn and twist like a snake and claim he was only obeying Pharaoh’s will, and who could challenge that?

‘A good and wise decision, my lord judge,’ Valu repeated, ‘befitting one who holds high office in the Hall of Two Truths.’

‘I do not think it is a wise or a good decision,’ Amerotke retorted. If he had agreed that it was a good decision, that would have betrayed bias and deeply upset General Omendap.

‘My lord?’ Valu’s shaved eyebrows lifted in mock surprise. ‘I fail to follow you.’

‘What is wise and good the court will decide. My decision is just the result of cold logic. So, what have you to say, eyes and ears of Pharaoh?’

‘I have read the evidence,’ Valu responded, licking his lips, rubbing his hands together. He leaned back on his heels.

‘And?’

‘We know, my lord, that two young officers went out to the Hall of the Underworld. We have reasonable  proof that they encountered no wild beast or any other enemy in the Red Lands. We accept that they may have entered the labyrinth. But, if that is the case,’ Valu spread his hands, ‘they would either have been able to thread their way out again or become lost. We know they didn’t come out.’ Valu smiled. ‘And we know from the scouts that they are no longer there.’

Amerotke felt a chill of apprehension. The young man Rahmose could be accused of stupidity, of a foolish act but Valu was leading the court down a different path. He was teasing out a much more serious accusation.

‘I will not comment,’ Amerotke declared. ‘Lord Valu, state your case.’

Valu sighed and ticked the points off on his stubby fingers. ‘These two young officers did not come back to Thebes. They are not in the labyrinth. There is no evidence that they were attacked by man or beast. We have Rahmose openly admitting a serious quarrel, how jibes and taunts were passed between him and the two missing men.’ Valu raised his head. He leaned back, hands on his thighs. ‘I, the eyes and ears of Pharaoh, maintain that Rahmose did not only take away their horses, he went out and killed these two young men and their corpses still lie in the hot sands of the Red Lands.’

‘You accuse him of murder?’ Amerotke asked, stilling the clamour with his hands.

‘Yes, my lord, murder twice over!’
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Amduat: the Book of the Egyptian Underworld.

CHAPTER 4

In the garden tower of the Temple of Horus, the priest’s servant and guard Sato wearily pulled himself up the winding stone steps to the stairwell outside the top chamber. Sato was truly tired. Earlier in the day he had drunk more beer than was wise and then frolicked with a young whore in a pleasure house. She had been energetic and vigorous, her oiled body slipping and writhing beneath him. Sato could smell her perfume, still recall her smooth face and the oiled wig on her head.

Sato had come up here once already but then remembered the cakes and beer; he’d gone back to the kitchens and collected the tray which he’d left in a small cupboard at the foot of the steps. He was so tired!

‘I should be in my bed,’ he moaned.

But darkness was falling and the old priest, Father Prem, would be studying the stars before coming down to sleep. Sato would do the night watch. Sometimes Prem would wake in the early hours having seen visions in his dreams and would wish to consult the sacred books. On such occasions Prem always demanded a  jug of beer and some honey cakes. He had explained how astrology and astronomy, not to mention visions, sharpened the mind and whetted the appetite, but he had said this with a toothless smile and Sato wondered if he was laughing at him. A strange one, Prem. Such a little head, vein-streaked and bony, but a veritable treasure house of knowledge and learning. A man of ancient years who had studied in the House of Life and prayed in the Temple of Horus since he was a boy.

‘We need Horus,’ the old priest would say. ‘The Golden Hawk of Egypt with his diamond eyes. He is our protector. With silver wings outstretched, Horus protects Egypt against the sudden swoop of the Angel of Death, that black-ringed demon who comes hurtling out of the skies to spread pain, famine and war!’

Sato paused in his climbing, peering up into the darkness. This tower was old; built of sheer stone surrounded by gardens and trees, it soared up to the sky. Some said the Hyksos had built it as a fortress to keep the people of the Nine Bows subjugated. Now it was part of the academy used by those who studied the skies.

‘Ah well,’ Sato breathed.

He reached the stairwell, put down the leather bag he carried, undid the shabby war belt and threw it into a corner. Prem was a strange one. Some said that as a young man he had fought the last of the Hyksos; certainly he was frightened of this tower and the ghosts and demons which might haunt it.

Sato knocked on the chamber door. ‘Divine Father?’

No answer.

‘He must be up on the top,’ Sato whispered.

He climbed up. Sure enough, the door at the top of the tower was open. Sato pulled it aside and peered out. The night sky was blue-black, the stars quite clear. Prem was there, his back to him. His straw hat was on his head, protecting him against the cold night breezes, and a thick white shawl was wrapped about his hunched shoulders.

‘Divine Father, I am here.’

A hand came up in acknowledgement, the head went down. Sato sighed, closed the door and trudged down the steps. Prem was busy with his charts, his map of the heavens showing the different constellations. This was a lucky night, one marked by the temple as fortunate for such study. Prem would be searching for the ‘Head of the Goose’ or the ‘Star of the Thousands’ or even for one of those great shooting stars, licks of eternal fire, as Prem described them.

Sato eased himself onto a stool and stared at the strange paintings on the wall. Griffins with fiery eyes and darting black tongues chased lions and other creatures across a blood-red landscape. Men in strange armour rode chariots behind. Sato wondered if these were the Hyksos, cruel hunters, rapacious men. He heard a sound and drew himself up. Was it the night wind? Or some animal slithering on the steps? Sato gathered up his robes and anxiously looked around, searching the darkened stairwell and the steps leading to it for snakes, asps or scorpions. Nothing there. Or were they ghosts? The concubines, those chattering women, were always frightening the children with stories about the temple’s past, about the dark caverns and passageways beneath, which were said to be thronged  by the ghosts of those the Hyksos had slaughtered. Hadn’t he heard how the Hyksos had used panthers to hunt men? Sato sniffed. He wished old Prem would come down; they could both sleep and get some peace, for they were living in uneasy times. The high priests of the other temples had gathered, ostensibly to discuss theology, though everyone knew the real reason. Hatusu the Queen had proclaimed herself Pharaoh. Could the priestly caste accept this? The army adored Hatusu because of her victory. The merchants, bankers and traders fawned on her because trade had been restored and expanded. But the courtiers, those who had followed the now disgraced Grand Vizier Rahimere, still hoped to undermine her. Let her rule, they jibed, but did the gods favour her?

Sato heard the door at the top open, Prem’s wheezing breath and the sound of footsteps as he made his way carefully down. Sato got to his feet. Something clinked and rolled down the steps. Sato hastened after it, the ring bouncing ahead of him. It stopped. Sato picked it up and clambered back. Prem had already unlocked the door to his chamber and entered.

‘Leave it on the table,’ Father Prem whispered. The old priest was sitting on a stool with his back to the door. With his hand he indicated the table just inside the room.

Sato obeyed. He left the room and closed the door behind him and the old priest, as usual, pulled the bolts across. Sato settled down. He opened his leather bag and bit into the wheaten cake it contained and almost choked at the terrible scream which came from the priest’s chamber. Sato had never heard any human  being cry out like that. The sheer agony and horror! Sato dropped the cake, leapt to his feet and hammered on the priest’s door.

‘Divine Father! Divine Father!’

No reply. Sato hurried down the steps. He slipped and hurt his ankle. Cursing and swearing, he reached the bottom, threw open the door and ran out into the garden, screaming for help. He daren’t leave the tower. What if the assassin was still in there and tried to escape? He ran back to the doorway and stood bellowing at the top of his voice, only pausing when guards came racing across the grass, swords drawn. Others, too, were hastening towards him – priests from the different houses in the temple grounds.

‘It’s divine Father Prem!’

The guards shoved by him and up the steps. Sato followed. The staircase became thronged. Sato pushed at the door. It was still locked and barred.

‘Divine Father has been attacked,’ he gasped. ‘I heard him scream.’

‘The window!’ one of the guards shouted out.

‘Impossible,’ another shouted. ‘It’s at least ten spans from the ground.’

‘Haven’t you heard of rope?’ the captain of the guard sneered.

The guards hurried down. Sato was pushed out of the way, a sycamore log was brought and, under the direction of the captain, the door was pounded. The wooden lock on the other side snapped, the bronze bolts buckled and the door sagged inwards on its leather hinges. The guards clambered in, Sato behind them.

The chamber smelt of rose water, parchment and  something else, the iron tang of the slaughterer’s yard. Prem was sprawled on the bed; his old straw hat had rolled off onto the floor and that clever old head was drenched in blood which seeped out over the headrest and linen sheets. Sato turned away to be sick in a copper bowl in the corner. The priests arrived, led by Hani, high priest of the temple.

‘By Horus’s breath,’ Hani whispered loudly. ‘His head has been caved in.’

Sato came back to the bed. Lord Hani was correct: the old priest’s forehead had been crushed inwards. On either side of his face were long gouges like those from the claws of a huge cat.

‘It’s as if some animal was here,’ the captain of the guard declared.

‘But how?’ Hani asked.

Sato looked over his shoulder. The wooden shutters were closed. He went across and pushed them open. He gulped in the night air and looked down the dizzying drop. Guards holding torches peered up at him.

‘There’s no sign of anyone or a rope ladder,’ a soldier shouted. He pointed to the base of the tower. ‘The ground is wet and muddy but there are no print marks.’

Sato closed the shutters.

‘What did the guards say?’ Hani asked.

‘Your holiness, whoever killed the divine Father did not leave by the window.’

‘But that’s impossible,’ the captain snapped. ‘The door was still bolted on the inside.’

‘Check the top of the tower!’ Hani ordered.

The guards hurried out, clattering up the steps. They returned, their faces dejected.

‘Nothing, your holiness, but a small table and two cushions.’

The chamber fell silent. Sato could see what the soldiers were thinking. Demons haunted this tower. Had some force, some dark shadow of the underworld risen up and killed the divine Father in such a horrid fashion? Hani went over and drew a sheet gently over Prem’s blood-spattered face.

‘Have the corpse removed to the House of Death,’ he instructed. ‘Let the embalmers do their work.’

Hani swept to the doorway then turned round, head tilted back. His sharp nose scythed the air, heavy-lidded eyes sweeping the chamber.

‘I shall go to the palace,’ he declared. ‘This is the second death in our temple. Divine Pharaoh must be informed.’


Thy upper lip is Iris,

Thy lower lip is Nephthys.

Your neck is the goddess,

Your teeth are swords,

Your flesh is Osiris,

Your hands are divine souls.

Your fingers are blue serpents,

Your sides are two feathers of our moon.

You are our father and we are thy sons.

You are the staff of the old man,

You are the foster father of the child.

You are the bread of the afflicted.

You are the wine for the thirsty.

You are Egypt’s golden shield.



Amerotke knelt, forehead to the ground in the great Hall of Audience which ran parallel to the banqueting hall in the House of a Million Years. White clouds of incense rose from silver pots to mix with the bitter-sweet smell of herbs and the cloying fragrance from the roses and countless garlands placed around the walls. Before him on a dais, shaped like a shrine with stuccoed pillars, painted blue-green and yellow on either side, with a serried row of gold cobras along the top, sat Hatusu, Pharaoh-Queen of Egypt.

Amerotke half listened to the choirs standing on either side of the Divine Shrine. He felt uncomfortable but, to observe protocol and etiquette, kept his head down. The walls on each side of the hall glittered with precious stones, the silver stars on the light-green ceiling reflected and mingled with the sunbursts on the blue marble floor.

Amerotke realised that he was being shown great favour. Pharaoh had summoned him to this splendid audience so all Egypt might see how highly she regarded her chief judge in the Hall of Two Truths. The singing stopped, fading away like a song on the breeze.

‘You may kneel up.’

Amerotke did so, shifting for better comfort on the feather-down cushion beneath his knees. Hatusu sat on the great throne of alabaster ornamented with gold and ivory and studded with dazzling gems. Her jewel-encrusted sandals rested on a lion-footed stool. Over her shoulder, above the white sheath dress, hung the precious Nenes, the divine coat of the Pharaohs of Egypt. She had, this day, chosen to wear the vulture  headdress with its gold disc in the midst of gorgeously dyed ostrich plumes. Amerotke studied the olive-skinned, beautiful yet impassive face. Hatusu was only just past her twentieth summer yet she wielded the crook and the flail over the Land of the Two Kingdoms. Her kohl-ringed eyes stared out at a point further down the hall; her fingernails, painted an oyster pink, clawed at the arms of the throne, shaped in the form of leaping cheetahs. On her right stood Senenmut dressed in a white robe, his muscular, strong face wreathed in smiles. One hand lightly touched the throne, the other tapped the precious gold pectoral round his neck, proclaiming him to be Hatusu’s First Minister, Grand Vizier of Egypt.

Senenmut coughed and winked at Amerotke. The chief judge coloured in embarrassment. He had been shown great favour and he must respond.

‘I see your face, oh Divine One. Your radiance touches my heart. My soul is filled with pleasure at gazing on your majesty.’ Amerotke bowed.

Senenmut clapped his hands softly, a sign that the audience was over. The guards in their stiffened blue-and-white headdresses, bronze cuirasses and metal-studded leather kilts turned and marched towards the door, spear in one hand, shield depicting the emblem of the Ibis regiment in the other. Amerotke remained kneeling. Two servants appeared and pulled a gold silk curtain across the dais, screening divine Pharaoh from mortal eyes. Still Amerotke waited. The hall was now being cleared of the keeper of the perfumes, the custodian of Pharaoh’s slippers, the royal  fan-bearer, the chamberlains and other court flunkeys. Amerotke peered over his shoulder. Only a few guards now remained near the silver-plated doors. Senenmut appeared, walking between the pillars towards him. He stretched out both hands and raised Amerotke to his feet.

‘A little trying,’ the Grand Vizier grinned, ‘but Her Majesty insists on showing her divine effulgence, as well as demonstrating to all of Thebes how much she treasures her chief judge of the Hall of Two Truths.’

‘It can be painful on the knees,’ Amerotke replied. ‘But it’s bearable.’

‘Hatusu will see you now.’

Senenmut led him along a narrow gallery, the walls decorated on either side in brilliant colours. Amerotke noticed with amusement how all the paintings were fresh, depicting Hatusu’s great victory over the Mitanni in the north a few months earlier.

Hani, High Priest of Horus, was waiting in an antechamber. Beside him sat his wife, Vechlis, tall and sharp-faced, her eyes heavily painted, her cheeks covered in rouge. A black, oily wig hung down to her shoulders, each tress tied in small silver tubes. She was an imperious, hawk-faced woman with glittering eyes and prim mouth. Amerotke had known her from childhood. He stopped and bowed.

‘It’s good to see you, my lady.’

Vechlis acknowledged the greeting with a smile. ‘And you, Amerotke. Your deeds and words are now famous throughout Thebes.’ Vechlis came forward and cupped his face in her hands. Her eyes were bright with tears. ‘It  seems only yesterday,’ she murmured, ‘when I walked with you, Amerotke, through the temple gardens to show you a singing bird. Such a quiet boy with eyes for everything! We need you, Amerotke. You must join the meeting in the Temple of Horus. Your presence will help both divine Pharaoh’s and my husband’s cause.’

Amerotke bowed and followed Senenmut into Hatusu’s private chamber. The walls were of unadorned white limestone. Hatusu had set aside all royal regalia. She was sitting on a cushion on the floor, her back against the wall. The window above her was open and she was plucking at her gown to catch the evening breezes.

‘By all that’s holy,’ she grinned, ‘power and majesty can be very tiresome! Senenmut, close the door.’ She raised her hand for Amerotke to kiss then gestured at some cushions. ‘Make yourself as comfortable as possible.’

Amerotke and Senenmut both squatted on the floor facing their Pharaoh. The chief judge felt slightly embarrassed. Hatusu now looked like any young woman, eyes bright, lips parted as if she had been dancing at some feast and had come here to relax. He recalled how, years ago, he used to meet her at her father’s court. They’d sit like this and tell each other stories. Now this young woman who had assumed the crown of Pharaoh, a veritable stickler for being accorded every dignity, sat like a woman in the marketplace ready to discuss neighbourhood gossip.

‘Do you wish something to drink?’ Hatusu asked. ‘We have white wine or ice-cold sherbet.’

Amerotke shook his head.

‘You didn’t kneel too long?’ she added mischievously.

‘Your Majesty,’ Amerotke replied airily, ‘it was worth every second.’

Hatusu threw her head back and laughed. She leaned over and poked his shoulder. ‘You are such a bad liar, Amerotke.’ Her face grew serious. ‘I heard about the attack in the court by that villain Nehemu. I’ve ordered his corpse to be displayed on the walls.’ Her eyes were now hard. ‘A clear warning that no one lifts his hand against Pharaoh’s officials!’ She picked up a fan and waved it against her face. ‘So, Omendap’s son has been accused of murder?’

‘That’s what the royal prosecutor maintains. He alleges Rahmose’s two companions did not become lost in the maze of the Hall of the Underworld but the young man killed them and buried their bodies in the desert. A short while later one of the sand-wanderers came, probably to strip the chariot of anything valuable, and was killed by a lion.’

‘And Rahmose took their horses? An assassin would not have done that,’ Hatusu said. ‘He admits he went out into the Red Lands looking for his two companions. Again, it is highly unlikely an assassin would confess to that.’

Amerotke shook his head. ‘That, my lady, is not the truth. Before I left the court, I studied evidence submitted by the prosecutor. According to this, Rahmose took the horses and rode back to Thebes. Night was falling. In the normal course of events he would have reached the city and no one would have been any the wiser. The royal prosecutor says he can produce witnesses that Rahmose told no one where he was going or what he was going to do. He simply informed one of the servants  that he was going for a short ride along the Nile and would not be away long.’

Senenmut’s face became grave; he glanced quickly at Hatusu.

‘But Rahmose’s chariot suffered some mishap on his return,’ Amerotke continued. ‘Nothing serious, a wheel became loose and he had to stop. One of the horses he had taken bolted and ran straight into a cavalry patrol. The scout seized it, followed the tracks back and encountered Rahmose who was on the point of leaving. According to the officer’s testimony, Rahmose tried to flee. He loosened the other horse he had taken and drove away as if chased by all the demons of the underworld.’

‘But the wheels became loose again,’ Senenmut broke in.

‘Yes, my lord, Rahmose was forced to stop. The cavalry patrol were now highly suspicious. They could see the horses Rahmose had taken were of high quality. In fact, one of them bore Peshedu’s brand.’

‘Why didn’t the officer responsible send out a patrol to this Hall of the Underworld?’ Hatusu asked sharply.

‘It was nightfall,’ Amerotke replied. ‘Their horses were winded and tired. They carried little provisions and they wanted to question Rahmose further.’

‘How many people know these details?’

‘By now, my lady, most of Thebes. It would appear that Omendap’s son tried to lie.’

‘So, so.’ Senenmut leaned his elbows on his knees and pressed his fingertips together. ‘We have Rahmose’s story and the royal prosecutor’s allegations. I can see where that wily little brain will lead the court. He’ll  paint a picture that Rahmose left Thebes by stealth. He went out to the Hall of the Underworld, killed his two companions, buried their bodies in the sand and took their horses, intending to drive them off. If the cavalry patrol hadn’t stumbled across Rahmose, the sand-wanderers, desert dwellers or Libyan raiders would have been blamed.’

‘I think so,’ Amerotke agreed.

‘Some mention was made of the missing men’s tracks being found leading into the maze,’ Hatusu remarked.

Amerotke stared through the window. Norfret would be waiting for him and he wondered where Shufoy had gone. Prenhoe had whispered that he had heard a rumour that Shufoy had been seen talking to the courtesan Maiarch. Amerotke sucked in his lips. He wondered if Maiarch had made the same offer to the little dwarf as she had to him.

‘My lord judge,’ Hatusu leaned forward, digging her painted nails into his knee, ‘we are waiting with bated breath.’

‘The tracks leading into the maze mean nothing,’ Amerotke murmured. ‘All they prove, if they are the footprints of the missing officers, is that they stood at the entrance.’

‘But could Rahmose kill two soldiers?’ asked Senenmut.

‘Why not?’ Amerotke wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. ‘Let us say he drives up in his chariot. His two companions are tired, perhaps drunk, they had taken a wineskin. They are at the entrance to the maze when Rahmose arrives. They come staggering out to meet him, jeering and cat-calling. Rahmose is a skilled archer. He pulls two arrows from his sheath;  you could measure the time in heartbeats before both men lie dead. Rahmose then clambers down. He quickly takes the bodies and buries them. The same is true of their weapons. Remember, apart from the wineskin and the cracked cup, nothing else has been found. The royal prosecutor could argue that Rahmose left Thebes, not intending to kill the young men. But a quarrel occurred and blood was shed so the corpses had to be hidden and Rahmose fled.’

‘So,’ Hatusu concluded, ‘the only way Omendap’s son can escape sentence is if the two officers can be found either dead or alive. If alive, there’s no further problem. If dead, Rahmose is still suspect until he is cleared of any involvement in their killing.’

‘Is that why I am here?’ Amerotke asked sharply. ‘Is divine Pharaoh going to give me the benefit of her far-reaching wisdom?’

Hatusu drew in her breath in a sharp hiss. ‘I do not interfere with my judges!’ she snapped.

No, no, Amerotke thought, not unless you have to. He fingered his ring of office. If Hatusu tried to force him, he’d resign his post and that would be that. He did not want to become a laughing stock in the beer shops, dismissed as Hatusu’s puppet, a man who had been bought and sold.

‘Peace now, Amerotke,’ Senenmut murmured, clasping his arm. ‘Ask yourself one question. Is Rahmose a murderer?’

‘I have met many a rogue, my lord, with a smiling face. They say the calmest waters hide treacherous depths. You are concerned, aren’t you? If Rahmose is found guilty you lose the friendship and support  of Omendap your commander-in-chief. If the case is dismissed, you lose the wealth and support of Peshedu, father of the two missing men.’

‘There can be no compromises?’ Senenmut asked.

‘My lord, we should wait until we collect more evidence and see if a compromise can be made.’

‘You’ll go out there?’ Hatusu asked. ‘To the Hall of the Underworld and search the place yourself?’

‘Of course, my lady. Only the gods know what lies in that labyrinth.’

‘But not too soon,’ Hatusu murmured. She pulled at her robe, letting it slip to reveal one perfectly formed breast tipped with gold paint. Amerotke looked away quickly and Hatusu laughed flirtatiously. ‘The Lady Norfret keeps you busy, my lord judge.’

‘Never as busy as you, my lady.’

Again a laugh, a girlish snigger.

‘Omendap’s son can wait,’ she said slowly. ‘I’ve ordered scouting patrols out into the Red Lands to see what they can find. I have other business for you, Amerotke. You’ve heard the chatter about the high priests?’

‘Ah yes, their meeting at the Temple of Horus.’

‘It is very important,’ Senenmut declared. He took off his pectoral, placed it over one knee and ran his finger delicately along the gold tracery depicting the god Osiris. ‘You know the situation, Amerotke. Hatusu is Pharaoh by divine decree. She inherits the throne as the daughter of Tuthmosis I, as well as her divine conception by Amun in her own mother’s womb.’

Amerotke kept his face impassive. Such propaganda had been proclaimed all over Thebes, in the temple paintings, on pylons as well as in prayers carved round  the shrines and royal monuments. Hatusu was not only of divine descent from her father but owed her conception to the intervention of the god Amun himself.

‘Our divine lady’s great victory in the north,’ Senenmut continued, ‘the annihilation of her enemies, the acclamation of the people have all confirmed her true destiny.’

‘You only await the assent of the priests,’ Amerotke finished, ‘and all will be complete.’

‘I want you to join their meeting tomorrow.’ Hatusu’s dark-blue eyes were full of laughter. ‘You will speak for me, Amerotke. You will champion my cause. You, the High Priest of Horus, together with his wife the Lady Vechlis . . .’

‘You have no more ardent supporters,’ Amerotke replied. ‘True, the business in the Hall of Two Truths can wait but what else?’

‘Why, Amerotke,’ Hatusu smiled. ‘One of your old friends has decided to intervene.’

Amerotke looked puzzled.

‘Murder,’ she explained. ‘The hand of the red-haired god Seth!’
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Ka: the ancient Egyptian for ‘spirit of the dead’.

CHAPTER 5

Amerotke had to wait for a while. Senenmut piled the cushions and arranged the chairs to make things more formal.

‘Appearances are everything,’ he murmured mischievously.

Hatusu sat enthroned, Senenmut and Amerotke on two stools before her when High Priest Hani and Vechlis were ushered in. Hatusu quickly dispensed with the formalities, allowing the high priest and his wife to kiss her sandalled foot before gesturing at the stools before her.

‘Your Majesty, we have come direct from the palace,’ Vechlis said. ‘The divine Father Prem has been horribly killed.’

She briefly described the circumstances surrounding his death. Her husband was visibly agitated. Officially known as Horus, Hani’s close face bore little resemblance to the falcon god he served. Vechlis was of sterner stuff; harsh-faced, her eyes glowed whenever she glanced at Hatusu. Amerotke listened fascinated.  Most murders were clumsy, malicious, with very little planning. This was different. When Vechlis finished, Hatusu looked at Amerotke.

‘According to the evidence, Chief Judge,’ she said, ‘the divine Father was killed by the blow of some wild cat. Yet,’ she glanced at the high priest, ‘was there any sign of such an animal in his chamber?’

Hani shook his head.

‘And would anyone want him dead?’

Again a shake of the head.

‘He was much loved,’ Vechlis spoke up. ‘An ancient scholar. Who would want to kill an old man in such a hideous way?’

‘And, of course, there’s the other death.’

‘Yes, my Lord Senenmut, there is,’ Hani said. ‘Neria, our archivist and chief librarian. He went down into the ancient passageways beneath the temple, a warren of galleries. At its centre, as you know, lies the tomb of the most ancient Pharaoh of Egypt, Menes of the Scorpion line. It was the day Her Divine Majesty visited the temple.’ Hani paused. ‘All our visitors and guests were resting after the feast. A servant saw smoke coming from the steps down to the tomb. The alarm was raised.’ He shook his head. ‘A terrible sight,’ he whispered. ‘Neria must have been returning up the steps. Someone opened the door, threw oil over him then set him alight. Nothing but charred, blackened flesh.’

‘And you think these murders,’ Amerotke said, ‘have something to do with the meeting of the high priests at your temple?’

‘Perhaps,’ Hani replied. ‘But they are holy men, my Lord Amerotke. They bear the names of Egypt’s gods:  Isis, Osiris, Amun, Anubis, Hathor. Five in all, six if you include myself.’

‘But,’ Amerotke insisted, ‘the murders only began when they arrived. How long have they been there?’

‘Two to three days. So far we’ve discussed mundane matters: revenues, taxes, the academies in the House of Life, the rites and rituals of different temples. ’ He looked shamefaced. ‘We, er, began with divine Pharaoh’s accession but, well, we could make little progress.’

‘So, who insisted that Her Majesty’s claim to the throne of Egypt be a matter for later debate?’

Hani shrugged. ‘I don’t really know, my Lord Amerotke.’

‘Oh, come, come,’ said Senenmut impatiently. ‘It is well known, my Lord Hani, that the high priests, apart from you and your wife, have not been enthusiastic in accepting the will of the gods. We,’ he glanced quickly at Hatusu, ‘decided to press matters by asking for their opinion.’ He shrugged. ‘Some people consider that a mistake. We do not. At least the matter is out in the open but,’ he added warningly, ‘we demand their support.’

‘They are traditionalists,’ Hani protested. ‘They have seen the turbulence caused by . . .’ he hesitated, staring fearfully at Hatusu.

‘Say it, my lord,’ she said firmly. ‘Spit out the words of your heart.’

‘The Hyksos have been repelled,’ Hani continued almost in a gabble. ‘For the last sixty years the Land of the Two Kingdoms has known peace, security, power abroad. Why should they accept a queen as Pharaoh, when there is . . .’ His voice faltered.

‘Your husband’s young son, Tuthmosis,’ Vechlis finished for him. ‘My lady, I merely speak as I find. The high priests believe that young boy should wear the double crown of Egypt.’

‘Where did such rumours begin?’ Amerotke inquired.

Vechlis smiled thinly. ‘We women are regarded as gossips yet we are nothing to a gaggle of priests.’

‘That is no way to speak of your brothers!’ Hani snapped.

Vechlis glared contemptuously at him and glanced away.

‘And how will the debate go?’ Amerotke asked. ‘What will convince this, as you call it, gaggle of priests that Hatusu rules by divine decree?’

‘A study of the past,’ Hani replied quickly. ‘A critical examination of the archives, the ancient manuscripts.’

‘Ah.’ Amerotke held a hand up. ‘So that is why Neria and Prem were murdered. They were scholars of Egypt’s past, yes?’

Hani nodded.

‘I would wager a pot of golden incense,’ Amerotke said, ‘that their sympathies were well known.’

‘They thought the same as we do,’ Vechlis responded. ‘That Hatusu was divinely conceived, that her outstanding victory against the Mitanni, as well as her triumphs over her enemies at home, are signs enough of the divine Hatusu’s right to rule.’

‘Hatusu controls the army, the people,’ Amerotke pointed out. ‘What can this coterie of priests say? That she has no right? Are they going to take away the crook and the flail, the crown and the Nenes?’

‘No, no.’ Vechlis played with the silver-edged tassel  of her wig. ‘I am sure that they would not be so bold or so stupid. Her Majesty knows what will happen.’

‘A whispering campaign?’ Senenmut spoke up.

‘Yes, my lord. Their opposition will not be a strong wind but a gentle, insistent breeze seeking out any discontent or dissent, looking for signs and portents.’

‘And, of course, these murders,’ Hatusu snapped, ‘will be regarded as symptoms of divine disfavour.’

‘Precisely, Your Majesty.’ Hani leaned forward. ‘Go into the marketplace, the quayside, the Sanctuary of Boats, the beer shops or cross the Nile to the Necropolis, even here in the House of a Million Years, and you will find the whisperers as busy as snakes, slithering about looking for their opportunity. They lie in wait.’

‘And I am to root them out?’ Amertoke asked. ‘Your Majesty, I am not a scholar or a theologian.’

‘You are a symbol of our divine will,’ Hatusu told him. ‘You have a sharp mind and a decisive wit. You will argue my claims and trap this murderer. Believe me,’ Hatusu clenched her fists and sat up straight, eyes blazing, ‘I’ll see whoever’s responsible crucified against the walls of Thebes!’

Amerotke turned his stool slightly to face Hani and his wife. ‘These deaths have a number of things in common,’ he said. ‘Both victims were members of your temple. Both had an interest in the history of Egypt. Both died in very mysterious circumstances.’

‘What are you implying?’ Hani asked.

‘That the killer must be someone who knows the Temple of Horus well.’

‘But you forget,’ Vechlis broke in. ‘Every priest in  Egypt has studied in our House of Life and its School for Scribes.’

Amerotke nodded; he had forgotten that. The Temple of Horus was famous for its scholarship and, because it housed the body of Egypt’s first Pharaoh, the mysterious Scorpion God, it was regarded as especially holy, a shrine, a place of pilgrimage.

‘You say,’ Amerotke played with the ring on his little finger, ‘that this debate about divine Pharaoh’s succession has caused much controversy among the priests – except for you, my Lord Hani, and your wife, who are well known as her fervent supporters.’

‘But who isn’t?’ Hani asked quickly.

‘The other high priests,’ Hatusu retorted. ‘They do not conceal their hostility.’

‘And who else?’ Senemut demanded.

‘You know full well, my lord,’ Lady Vechlis replied. ‘Sengi is chief scribe in our House of Life. He has made his opposition known among the scholars.’

Hatusu’s face mottled with fury at the mention of Sengi’s name. Even in the Hall of Two Truths, Amerotke had heard about this outspoken, brilliant scholar, patronised by Hatusu’s dead husband, the divine Tuthmosis II. Sengi belonged to no party but constantly questioned how a woman could sit on the throne of Egypt.

‘Sengi is helped,’ Vechlis went on, ‘by a wandering scholar, a man noted for his mastery of rhetoric and debate. This old friend of our chief scribe has hastened to Thebes to offer his assistance.’

‘Pepy!’ Hatusu exclaimed.

‘Yes, my lady, Pepy.’

Amerotke narrowed his eyes. He recalled his own days in the House of Life at the Temple of Ma’at. Ah yes, Pepy. A visiting scholar who flouted the fashions of priests and scribes by growing his own hair, beard and moustache; tall, thin, with mocking eyes and steely lips. The scholars whispered that Pepy believed in nothing. For him there was no Far Horizon, no gods, no Fields of the Blessed. He proclaimed the mummification of bodies was a waste of both time and precious treasure, that the dead became particles blown about by the desert wind.

‘I know this Pepy,’ Senenmut murmured. ‘They claim he is an atheist.’

‘My husband should have burnt him,’ Hatusu jibed.

‘He’s too clever, Your Majesty.’ Senenmut leaned over and brushed the back of Hatusu’s hand, a sign for her to keep calm.

‘Pepy is a brilliant scholar,’ Hani agreed. ‘Sengi paid for him to come from Memphis. Pepy is always attracted by gold, silver and precious stones.’

‘But why did you allow him into your temple?’ Hatusu exclaimed.

‘My lady, what could I do?’ Hani spread his hands.

Amerotke noticed how dry and wrinkled his long fingers were, like the claws of a cat.

‘Pepy is famous, a master of debate. True, allegations and accusations have been levelled against him but nothing has been proved. If I turned him away, I would have been accused of bias.’

‘Sengi,’ Vechlis sniffed, ‘is not a man who forgives easily. He’d claim the Temple of Horus was trying to stifle debate by your own silent decree.’

‘This Pepy,’ Amerotke asked, ‘now studies at your temple?’

‘He did so until a day ago,’ Hani replied. ‘Sengi and Neria allowed him into our library. Our archives hold precious manuscripts dating back many hundreds of years. It also has a collection of inscriptions, drawings, writings in languages we don’t even understand.’

‘You allowed such a rogue into so famous a library?’ Senenmut exclaimed. ‘Come, come, my Lord Hani, Pepy may be a famous scholar but his love of gold and silver is also well known. He has been accused by other libraries, colleges and Houses of Life of being light-fingered with their manuscripts.’

‘I thought the same,’ came the hot reply. ‘So, Pepy was only allowed into the library accompanied by two of the temple guards. They sat at the table with him, searched his bag and his clothing before he left. He did not come today.’

‘What do you mean?’ Amerotke asked.

‘He was given a chamber but Pepy likes, how can I put it, the finer things of life. Two days ago he apparently hired an upstairs chamber in a tavern down near the quayside.’

‘Typical of that whoremonger!’ Hatusu snarled. ‘A man of many tastes, so I understand.’

‘He was supposed to come into the temple today,’ Hani continued, now frightened by Hatusu’s anger, ‘but he did not.’

‘And?’ Amerotke asked.

‘I sent a temple guard down to the quayside to see if all was well. Sengi insisted I did. Pepy was  definitely there and, according to rumour, spending most liberally.’

‘Have you checked the library?’ Senenmut asked.

Hani looked frightened and shook his head.

‘Are you saying that Pepy may have stolen something? ’

‘It’s possible,’ Senenmut answered. ‘His fingers would itch at so many ancient manuscripts. Along the quayside he would find buyers – rich merchants, priests from other temples.’

‘I was going to organise a search,’ Hani stammered. ‘But the death of Prem, my visit here . . .’

Hatusu clapped her hands softly. ‘My Lord Amerotke, you have heard enough. The cases awaiting you in the Hall of Two Truths can, like a good wine, mature a little longer. Tomorrow morning the council of priests meets again and you are to be present. You are also to make diligent search for this Pepy. Find him and you may find the assassin.’ Her face became wreathed in smiles. ‘And you, my Lord Hani and Lady Vechlis.’ She stretched out her hand and opened her fingers.

Hani gasped. In the palm of Hatusu’s hand lay two small cartouches wrought of pure gold. They showed the hieroglyphics of Hatusu’s personal seal.

‘They are yours.’ Hatusu said softly. ‘Marks and symbols of my friendship. Bring this matter to a successful conclusion and you shall be proclaimed from the Balcony of Audience as close friends of divine Pharaoh.’

She made a movement with her hand, a sign that the meeting was over. Hani, Vechlis and Amerotke hastily fell to their knees and made obeisance. Even as he did so, Amerotke hid his deep, cloying fear. Hatusu was  correct. In the Temple of Horus lurked the destroyer, red-haired Seth, the god of sudden death and murder.

Shufoy believed he had crossed the Far Horizon and was in the Field of the Blessed. Maiarch, queen of the courtesans, had invited him to one of her select houses near the Sanctuary of Boats. This was no brothel or bordello but a true House of Love with cool halls and beautiful water basins set between the brightly-coloured pillars. Shufoy lay back on the couch. Concubines hovered about him, their slim, naked bodies carefully shaved and oiled, lips painted, eyes lined with kohl, finger and toenails coloured carmine. One brought him a bowl of faïence full of lotuses to gratify his nostrils, another offered sweet, iced melons to quench his thirst. Shufoy languidly thanked them both. He turned to where a group of naked ladies had placed a game board on a table and, with giggles and muted laughter, set out the enamelled terracotta pieces with the heads of gazelles, lions and jackals. Behind Shufoy, two concubines waved great ostrich plumes drenched in perfume. Shufoy gazed about and groaned with pleasure. The walls were covered in brightly painted scenes: birds fluttering over rose bushes, gazelles hiding among leaves, fish shooting through blue water.

From the back of this Hall of Love, harps and lyres echoed. A girl from the Land of Kush came, knelt beside him and began to sing:


She led me by my hand.

We went into her garden to walk.

She made me eat honey taken from the heart of the honeycomb.

Her reeds were green, her shrubs were covered with flowers.

Gooseberries and cherries redder than rubies.

Her shrubbery was cool and airy.

She gave me a present:

A necklace of lapis lazuli with lilies and tulips.



The girl finished her song and withdrew. The music grew louder; dancing girls appeared, their nipples painted blue, thick wigs tied back.

Shufoy closed his eyes. ‘This is the life,’ he murmured. ‘A man must take his rest and the body needs as much pampering as the soul.’

‘Shufoy!’

‘I know that voice.’ The dwarf opened his eyes.

Amerotke was bearing down on him, Maiarch trotting behind, fluttering her fingers.

‘My lord judge!’ she wailed. ‘If we cannot please you then at least let us pleasure your servant.’

Shufoy glared up at Amerotke. ‘Leave me here, master! Let me float like a lily upon a pond.’

‘I’ll give you lilies!’ Amerotke snapped. ‘Lady Maiarch? ’ He turned back to the courtesan. ‘The chief judge cannot take presents and neither can his servants. ’

As soon as the words were out, Amerotke knew they sounded both stupid and pompous. He turned back to Shufoy.

‘You may stay if you wish. I must be going home.’

The dwarf swung his little legs off the couch. He grasped Maiarch’s plump fingers and kissed them. ‘Some other time, Madam. I have business with my master.’

Shufoy collected his parasol and little bag. He made sure none of the ladies had helped themselves to any of his cures and hastened after Amerotke. The streets and thoroughfares were still busy. Fine ladies and gentlemen were taking the cool of the evening, the great ones of the earth coming out to mingle with the people of the streets in a many-coloured, chattering throng. Great nobles displayed their pride and high birth in the insolent luxury of their clothes and ornaments. Officials returned from work, long sticks in their hands, newly shaved and rouged, clothed in pleated mantles and floating skirts. Bald-headed priests, thronging together like chickens, sauntered by in clouds of white drapery and ostentatious jewellery. A group of soldiers stood outside a beer shop, bawling a military song:


Come and I will tell you of marching in Syria

And fighting in distant lands.

You drink foul water and fart like a trumpet.

If you get home you are just a piece of old worm-eaten wood.

They’ll stretch you out on the ground and kill you.



Amerotke pushed by these. Now and again he’d pinch his nostrils at the cloying, contrasting smells: the grease from cookshops, the oil from the seller of figs, who mashed the fruit and mixed it with olive oil and honey. In the narrow lanes and streets, muck-rakers cleaned open sewers and emptied latrines. Flies buzzed in great black hordes. Dogs barked, naked children ran out chasing each other with hollowed sticks. People shouted and yelled from upper storeys. Temple guards swaggered by.  At last Amerotke and Shufoy were free of this throng and made their way down towards the city gates. Amerotke paused and stared sadly down at Shufoy.

‘I am sorry,’ he apologised. ‘I truly am but I was tired.’

‘And I’m sorry as well.’ Shufoy, wrinkled his face in annoyance. ‘The tongue should tell the truth, heart should speak to heart.’

‘What are you ranting about, Shufoy?’

‘You didn’t tell me about the attack on you in the court this morning.’ Shufoy banged the parasol and almost did a dance of rage. He stopped and peered up. ‘I thought the Amemets were all dead.’

Amerotke took him by the shoulder and moved on. ‘The Guild of Assassins has crossed my path a number of times.’

Shufoy nipped his master’s wrist. ‘But you said they were dead, killed out in the desert lands.’

‘Some may have survived,’ Amerotke replied. ‘Pharaoh’s spies from the House of Secrets have informed me that the Amemets are being re-organised, recruiting new members.’ He tapped Shufoy on the head.

The dwarf struck his hand away and replaced his skull cap.

‘You know more about them than I do,’ Amerotke continued. ‘You listen to the gossip in the bazaars and markets.’

Shufoy nodded. ‘They worship Mafdet, the goddess who takes the form of a killer cat. If they pledge to kill you—’

‘Yes, yes, I know all about the carob seedcake,’ Amerotke interrupted.

‘I’ll make inquiries. The Amemets may love killing but they love gold even more.’

Amerotke fell silent as they approached the city gates. The captain of the guard bowed as he recognised the chief judge and they were let through untroubled, out onto the highway.

‘Do you really think Nehemu was one of them?’ Shufoy asked.

‘He may have been bluffing,’ Amerotke replied. ‘We can only wait and see. You’ve asked your friends along the river to make careful inquiries about Antef?’

‘Oh, yes, I was coming back from there when Maiarch met me. And what about this other business out at the Hall of the Underworld?’

‘We’ll see. We’ll see.’ Amerotke stared out across the river, still busy as barges and ferries made their way to the city quayside. ‘It will be good to be home,’ he murmured. ‘And once again, Shufoy, I am sorry about the ladies.’

Shufoy decided he had scolded his master enough and began to tell him a salacious story about a priest, a dancing girl and a new position she had offered him. Amerotke half listened. They passed the grey, crowded huts which housed the workers who flocked to the outskirts of the city looking for work and cheap food. An arid, smelly place. A few acacias and sycamores provided some shade; the ground was peppered with piles of refuse, the field of fierce battles waged by dogs, hawks and vultures. Men were at work rebuilding their frail brick houses damaged by a recent storm. Idlers stood along the path staring with swollen eyes or smiling in a display of teeth spoiled by bad flour  and rotting meat. Amerotke paused to give alms. All the time Shufoy was talking.
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