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AUTHOR’S NOTE




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 1479-8 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 this  political platform, in 1479 BC, that the young Hatusu emerged.

By 1478 BC Hatusu had confounded her critics and opponents both at home and abroad. She had won a great victory in the north against the Mitanni and purged the royal circle of any opposition led by the Grand Vizier Rahimere. A remarkable young woman, Hatusu was supported by her wily and cunning lover Senenmut, also her First Minister. Hatusu was determined that all sections of Egyptian society accept her as Pharaoh-Queen of Egypt. Hatusu, like all great Pharaohs, had to ‘bare her arm’ and ‘deal out judgement’ to Egypt’s enemies. She proved to be equal to the task. She spread Egypt’s glory well beyond its frontiers. Egypt saw itself as the centre of the world and all other kings as vassal princes. The events of this novel are a fictitious interpretation of Hatusu’s work to win glory abroad.

Paul Doherty
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Anubis: based on a very ancient Egyptian god, 
‘Imy-wt’ – ‘He-who-is-in-his-wrappings’.




PROLOGUE

Silence shattered the Temple of Anubis which lay to the north of Thebes within bowshot of the shimmering, snaking Nile. The evening sacrifice was finished. The god had been put to bed, the naos doors closed. The flagstaffs which surmounted the soaring pylons on each side of the principal gateways were stripped of their coloured pennants. The conch horn wailed: night was fast approaching. The great sanctuary with its black and gold statue of the jackal-headed god was now empty except for a young novice priest. He sat cross-legged, half asleep, savouring the fragrant incense which curled like a forgotten prayer through the temple.

He started and stared fearfully across at the throne of Anubis. Wasn’t that the howling of dogs? He relaxed with a sigh. He was new to the temple. He had forgotten about the great pit where the pack of wild dogs sacred to Anubis were kept. A fanciful notion of the high priests: the dogs were savage, a gift sent by a tribe south of Nubia. The young priest had visited the pit once: a great rocky cavern where the dogs prowled in the caves and  were fed morning and night by the Dog Master. The novice priest remembered himself. He dipped his hand into a nearby stoup of holy water and rubbed his lips with the tips of his fingers, as an act of purification before bowing his head in silent prayer. It was his task to keep vigil. He must pray for the temple, its high priest and hierarchy of scholars, librarians and priests. Nor must he forget the Lord Senenmut, Vizier, some people even whispered lover, of the Pharaoh-Queen Hatusu. The Temple of Anubis had been chosen as a meeting ground where Senenmut could negotiate with the envoys of the Mitanni king Tushratta. A great peace treaty was planned. Tushratta would give his daughter to one of Hatusu’s kinsmen in marriage. The Mitanni king’s armies had been decisively defeated by Hatusu and, despite his arrogance, Tushratta desperately needed the peace. Egyptian armies now controlled the Horus road across the Sinai desert. Chariot squadrons, Egypt’s best, massed along Mitanni’s borders. Tushratta could fight but common sense dictated peace.

The novice priest had listened very carefully to the temple gossip. The Pharaoh-Queen was now accepted at home. She had usurped the throne after her half-brother and husband’s mysterious death. Once Tushratta signed the treaty, Egypt’s most powerful enemy was publicly accepting her, so in time the Nubians, the Hittites, the Libyans and the rest would bow the knee and kiss her sandalled foot. The novice priest dreamed on.

The Anubis temple settled for the night. The great hypostyle hall with its blue ceiling and gold star-bursts was clear of pilgrims: its sacred walls, covered with  inscriptions to Anubis, were no longer studied. The repellent, evil animals and reptiles, hacked by daggers to keep them immobile, stood in silent watch. The columns, decorated at base and top in green and red and garlanded with banners, stood in shadowy rows. Elsewhere in the temple, all was locked and bolted with clasps made from the finest Asiatic copper. Only soldiers, wearing the insignia of Anubis, stood on guard, spears and shields in hand. The scholars of the House of Life had doused the lights. The works they were copying or reading, the books and great parchments sheathed in pure leather listing spells for the overthrow of the Evil One or the repelling of crocodiles, had been stowed away: they would not be reopened until the following morning. Tetiky, the captain of the guard, in bare feet because he was on sacred ground, patrolled the mysterious portals, the small side chapels, the House of Delectation where banquets were held; the House of the Heart’s Desire where, during the day, the handmaids of the gods waited; the raiment room where the sacred cloths were held. Satisfied, the captain passed on. The sanctuary and libraries were secure, as were the granaries stocked with barley and oil, wine, incense and precious cedarwood from Lebanon.

Tetiky went into the heart of the temple, the warren of corridors around the Holy Chapel where the sacred amethyst, the Glory of Anubis, was held. He passed a priestess, a handmaid of the god, and turned to admire her sinuous walk, hips swaying, long hair swinging. The priestess carried a jug. Tetiky frowned, angry at not being able to recall her name. Ah yes! Ita, she was responsible for bringing refreshments to  Khety, the priest who guarded the door to the Sacred Chapel. Tetiky walked to the end of the gallery. Khety squatted there, leaning against the cedarwood door. Inside, the vigil priest, Nemrath, guarded the sacred amethyst. Nemrath kept the key; he would allow no one in until he was relieved just before the dawn sacrifice. A long night, Tetiky reflected, without food and drink. The captain shivered. His men talked of the god Anubis, jackal-masked, being seen walking his temple. Did he visit the Sacred Chapel and gaze on that gorgeous sacred amethyst winking from its statue? A sombre place the Sacred Chapel, with its pool guarding the door, its recessed walls and soaring roof. Tetiky remembered himself and coughed. Khety heard this, turned and raised his hand as a sign that all was well.

Satisfied, Tetiky went out into the gardens. He paused to savour the scent of resin and sandalwood. The temple grounds were a veritable paradise with their shimmering lakes, well-watered lawns, flowerbeds and shady trees dark against the night sky. Tetiky heard the sound of singing and grinned. A dancing girl, a heset, was probably entertaining a client. He walked on past the cattle-byres, the beasts within lowing vainly against the morning and the waiting slaughterer’s knife. He paused and bowed as a group of priests, in their linen kilts and panther shawls, passed by on their way into the city.

Tetiky returned to his post. He did not know it but heinous murder was to visit the Temple of Anubis that evening. Seth, the red-haired slayer, would make his presence felt yet the victim, the dancing girl in one of  the small garden pavilions, was full of life. She was naked except for a loincloth. Her hair, drenched in oil and fringed with beads, moved like a black veil from side to side as she swayed, shaking the sacred sistra. She glanced quickly at her customer. Was he one of the Mitanni? Male or female? All she could glimpse were arms; the rest of her customer’s body was hidden in a white gauffered linen robe, head and face hidden by that terrifying black jackal mask.

The heset had been approached earlier in the day whilst walking along one of the temple’s dark-shaded porticoes. She would have refused except for the silver bracelet the masked customer had offered. He, or she, now sat in the shadows but the bracelet lay shimmering in the pool of light from an oil lamp the girl had brought. The heset was a professional dancer, a singer in one of the temple choirs. She was also a courtesan, skilled in the art of love with both male and female, of enticing the most jaded customer to excitement. She danced and swayed, moving her oil-drenched body alluringly, turning her back, glancing coquettishly over her shoulder. She would earn the silver bracelet, boast about it then sell it in the marketplace. All she had to do was please this customer. She moved closer and began to sing a love song, one of the hymns the priests chanted to Anubis.

‘Thou art crowned with the majesty of thy beauty.

The light of your eye warms my face.

I will come to you and be one with you.’

The dancer paused.

‘Are you happy?’ she whispered into the darkness. ‘Am I not comely? Do I not please you?’

She felt a trickle of sweat run down from her neck as well as a pang of annoyance. She had danced and sung for some time. All she had heard was a grunt of approval but no clapping, no invitation for her to go out and lie in the darkness.

‘I am tired.’ She tried to keep the petulance out of her voice. ‘The day is finished. Shall we stay here? Or go out beneath a sycamore tree? The evening is cool.’

‘Then you should sleep,’ the voice whispered.

The dancing girl stepped back. There was something in the tone she did not like. She heard a long sigh and felt the quick prick of pain. What was that? She stood shocked; her hand went to her belly. Had she been poisoned? She turned towards the door but she was already dying. Her chest felt so heavy, a strange froth soured the back of her throat. She could hear a voice counting and then she collapsed. For a short while her body shuddered. Only when she lay quiet did her killer stop counting, get up and walk towards the corpse.

Sinuhe the traveller paused and glanced across the Nile. The inundation was now complete. The Nile had risen, flooding the fields around. Now it lay like some great ringed serpent basking in the sun. Sinuhe’s crinkled face broke into a smile. He clutched his leather bag more tightly. The papyrus book it contained was the treasure house of his journeys. He stared at the war galley, with its billowing white-and-green-chequered sail, its snarling prow cutting the water, the captain  on the raised platform in the stern. Around it clustered barges, punts, small fishing boats. Sinuhe closed his eyes and sniffed the morning breeze. It was tinged with the lush corruption of the Nile: the tang of mullet and catfish which the fishermen were now piling into a boat; the faint odour of oil and human sweat. Sinuhe prided himself on his sense of smell and sharp eyesight. He glanced down. Today he was dressed in his best red-capped sandals and thick linen robe. He’d even shaved his face, burnt dark brown by the sun, whilst his hair had been cut the previous evening. Sinuhe had sat, allowing the barber to gossip whilst the barber’s wife crumbled a bread loaf to make a mash to ferment beer. They’d been pleased with his custom. Everyone liked Sinuhe, or at least his tales. After all, Sinuhe had seen the world. Under the old Pharaoh, he had travelled beyond the fourth cataract, through Nubia, Kush and into the dark, impenetrable jungles of the south. Sinuhe had battled wild tribes who ate the flesh of their captives or made bloody sacrifice to grimacing wooden idols. He had been east to Punt and brought back precious herbs as well as tales about spices and gold jewels.

Sinuhe had also crossed the Red Lands to the west of Thebes, fought the sand-wanderers and desert-dwellers, the fierce Lybian tribes. He had even sailed across the Great Green, the huge sea into which the Nile debouched. And, of course, he had listened to other travellers. Men who described frozen lands to the north. Well, of course, they would be freezing, wouldn’t they, under the cool breath of Amun? On the coasts of Canaan he had talked to other seafarers about wild oceans to  the west, exotic civilisations to the east, places where dragons and monsters lived.

Eventually Sinuhe had come home. At first his tales had been listened to with wonderment followed by derision and laughter. He smiled and stared dreamily across at the sunburnt houses of the Necropolis, the City of the Dead. Sinuhe’s ambition was to buy a tomb there so that when he travelled west on that final journey to the eternal fields over the Far Horizon, he could sleep in peace. Perhaps he would take another woman to replace the concubine who had died three seasons ago. When was it? Ah yes, the Season of the Planting.

After she had died, Sinuhe had bought papyrus, a cake of black ink and a quiver of leaf pens and he had begun to write. Word had spread about his great work, people began to take an interest. Temple priests, merchants and now even the Vizier Senenmut, the Pharaoh-Queen’s First Minister, had visited his little house. Sinuhe had simply smiled and kept his manuscript secret. He knew what they were after: not so much his stories but the maps he described. What was it like beyond the fourth cataract? What paths existed? What dangers? And, in the Red Lands, the great deserts which sprawled on either side of the Nile? Oh yes, they might know about this oasis or that but Sinuhe knew more. He could describe the desert tracks, how to map their way according to the heavens, where water might be found. The same was true of the Great Green: Hatusu’s galley captains would love to know what he knew. When was the best time for sailing? Which seasons should be avoided? What dangers? What  islands? Did they have safe harbourage? And now, oh yes, Sinuhe hugged his leather bag like a mother would a child, even foreigners were interested. All of Thebes knew how Tushratta and his court were out at the Oasis of Palms whilst his envoys treated for peace in the city. Tushratta’s envoys had also sought out Sinuhe and offered him a fortune to see his book. The bartering had continued. Now Sinuhe was ready to hand it over. The person he was doing business with had told him to come to the derelict Temple of Bes the Dwarf God, further down the Nile.

‘It’s the best place to meet,’ the Mitanni envoy had declared. ‘Away from prying eyes.’

The envoy had come at dusk, staying in the shadows so her face remained hidden, though her perfume had been sweet and cloying.

At first Sinuhe had objected. It was all too dangerous, too lonely, but then he reflected. Of course, if anyone had seen him with the Mitanni, tongues would wag. Moreover, the Mitanni had left him a small ingot of pure gold which Sinuhe now carried in his wallet. How could he resist the lure of even more?

Sinuhe hurried on. Thebes lay behind him. He was now out in the countryside. Palm trees soared against the blue sky. The chatter of the fishermen carried on the breeze. Across the fields the peasants were out hacking the earth, preparing it for the planting. The sun was high, growing stronger, but the heat didn’t trouble a man like Sinuhe. He had known the torrid blast of the desert where the sand stretched as far as the eye could see! Sinuhe raised his head and glimpsed the ruins of the Temple of Bes. He had come here as a  boy and it brought back memories. All his playmates were now dead. Most of them had become soldiers. Two had fallen into disgrace: they had been in the slave gangs, marched out to the Valley of Kings to excavate the old Pharaoh’s tomb. They had never come back. Sinuhe shivered. Dead men didn’t tell tales! Pharaoh Tuthmosis I had been such a harsh and cruel man.

Sinuhe slipped into the ruins. Fallen columns lay about; every year the place grew more derelict. The copper clasps and any moveables had long been stolen by the peasants. He looked at the tidal marks on the walls showing where the Nile had flooded. The ground was still damp. Sinuhe went over and sat in a shady corner. The Nile gave life but it also carried death . . .

‘Have you brought the book?’

Sinuhe looked up. All his courage deserted him. At first he thought he was seeing a vision. Anubis, God of the Dead, who weighed souls with the feather of truth. Then the vision moved. Sinuhe noticed the fine sandals, the leather war-kilt; it was the jackal-headed mask which frightened him.

‘Have you brought the book?’ The voice sounded hollow.

‘Yes, yes, of course I have.’

Sinuhe pulled himself on to his knees and opened the leather sack. He felt a small prick at the side of his neck. A fly? Some insect? He raised his hand. His killer stood silently watching him. Sinuhe knew there was something wrong when the terrible pains began. He had never experienced the like in all his journeys. His fingers lost their feeling, the leather sack fell to  the ground. Sinuhe tried to rise. His killer approached. Sinuhe closed his eyes. He opened his mouth to beg. He could feel a terrible drumming in his ears; the pain felt like barbs of fire. He was in the jungle again and the warriors, black as night, were streaming across the clearing, faces daubed with paint, shields up. Death was coming!

The killer waited until Sinuhe’s body stopped convulsing. He took the leather sack and hid it in a crevice: dragging Sinuhe’s corpse by the ankles, he pulled it out of the ruins, down to the river bank and tossed it in. He then stood and watched the eddies of the river ripple and break against the thrusting snouts of the approaching crocodiles.
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