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

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

Paul Doherty
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HISTORICAL NOTE

The first dynasty of ancient Egypt was established about 3100 BC. Between that date and the rise of the New Kingdom (1550 BC) Egypt went through a number of radical transformations which witnessed the building of the pyramids, the creation of cities along the Nile, the union of Upper and Lower Egypt and the development of 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 
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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.’
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