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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




About the Author

Paul Doherty is one of the most prolific, and lauded, authors of historical mysteries in the world today. His expertise in all areas of history is illustrated in the many series that he writes about, from the Mathilde of Westminster series, set at the court of Edward II, to the Amerotke series, set in Ancient Egypt. Amongst his most memorable creations are Hugh Corbett, Brother Athelstan and Roger Shallot. 

Paul Doherty was born in Middlesbrough. He studied history at Liverpool and Oxford Universities and obtained a doctorate at Oxford for his thesis on Edward II and Queen Isabella. He is now headmaster of a school in north-east London and lives with his wife and family near Epping Forest.
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Praise for Paul Doherty

‘Teems with colour, energy and spills’ Time Out

‘Paul Doherty has a lively sense of history . . . evocative and lyrical descriptions’ New Statesman

‘Extensive and penetrating research coupled with a strong plot and bold characterisation. Loads of adventure and a dazzling evocation of the past’ Herald Sun, Melbourne

‘An opulent banquet to satisfy the most murderous appetite’ Northern Echo

‘As well as penning an exciting plot with vivid characters, Doherty excels at bringing the medieval period to life, with his detailed descriptions giving the reader a strong sense of place and time’ South Wales Argus
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HISTORICAL NOTE

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

By 1479 BC, Egypt, pacified and united under Pharaoh Tuthmosis II, was on the verge of a new and glorious ascendancy. The Pharaohs had moved their capital to Thebes; burial in the pyramids was replaced by the development of the Necropolis on the west bank of the Nile as well as the exploitation of the Valley of the Kings as a royal mausoleum.

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

Egyptian religion was also being developed, principally the cult of Osiris, killed by his brother, Seth, but resurrected by his loving wife, Isis, who gave birth to their son, Horus. These rites must be placed against the background of the Egyptians’ worship of the Sun God and their desire to create a unity in their religious practices. 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 Hyaena’; a royal palace was ‘the House of a Million Years’. Despite the country’s breathtaking, dazzling civilisation, however, Egyptian politics, both at home and abroad, could be violent and bloody. The royal throne was always the centre of intrigue, jealousy and bitter rivalry. It was on to this political platform, in 1479 BC, that the young Hatusu emerged.

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

Egyptian society was bound up with life after death. The ancient Egyptians did not have the modern fear of what lay beyond death. They saw it as an adventure, as a journey into a land more wonderful, a paradise under the rule of the Lord Osiris. They talked of ‘going into the Far West’, and it was the duty of every Egyptian to prepare himself for this next stage of his existence. The journey, however, would have its perils. The dead would have to travel through the Underworld and into the Hall of Judgement, where their souls would be weighed in the Scales of Truth. The ancient Egyptians saw the heart as the symbol of the soul. Only those with a clean heart would be allowed into the Eternal Fields of the Blessed. The journey, therefore, posed its own dangers, but these could be overcome or circumvented if certain rituals were followed. The body had to be embalmed, purified and buried according to the Osirian Rite.

Beyond the grave the dead would need goods, servants, food and drink, and these were buried with them. The Necropolis on the west bank of the Nile offered a wide range of funereal goods, and the ancient Egyptians travelled there, on what we would term their holidays, to inspect the coffins, caskets and other paraphernalia. The priests of the various temples also did a roaring trade; their prayers were essential both before and after death to ensure everything went well. There was no exception to this rule; it was all-encompassing, from the lowliest peasant to the Keeper of the Great House, Pharaoh himself. Indeed, part of the succession rite was that a Pharaoh had to supervise the funeral of his predecessor and then ensure that the royal tombs and sepulchres were carefully preserved and protected.

The discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb in the 1920s illustrates what treasure houses these royal sepulchres truly were. They literally contained a king’s ransom in precious goods, from alabaster jars to beds, couches and chariots. The temptation to steal is as ancient as the world itself, and it is only logical that the exact location of these tombs was regarded as a state secret. Royal architects went to great lengths to conceal entrances, and even placed traps to catch the unwary. Nevertheless, the lure of such riches was irresistible. We know from contemporary sources that one night’s raid could make the lucky thief a millionaire. Of course, getting into a tomb, stealing the goods and transporting them away carried its own hideous risks. If a thief was caught he could expect little mercy and would face an excruciating death, impaled alive, either on the cliffs above Thebes or at the entrances to the royal valleys. Nevertheless, there were always those cunning and greedy enough to try their luck. The Pharaohs saw such pillaging as a direct attack upon themselves and their own greatness and strength. The Valley of the Kings and the other royal sepulchres are now a great tourist attraction, but in the reign of Hatusu they were also the scene of a deadly game of cat and mouse . . .
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KERH: ancient Egyptian, ‘darkness’




PROLOGUE

The violaters of the Houses of a Million Years could not believe their luck. They had swept into the Valley of the Nobles, a deep gully to the right of the soaring peak of Meretseger, the Silent One, which overlooked the Necropolis on the west bank of the Nile, opposite the temple complex of Karnak. The tomb guards had posed little problem, nothing which a silent knife thrust or the tight cord of a garrotte string couldn’t resolve. Their leader had given them precise details regarding the princely tomb they were to ransack. Once inside the valley, garbed in black from head to toe, they had swept like ants along the branching trackways. None of them knew or recognised any of his companions. They were united by one stark purpose: the pillaging of a tomb, the rifling of treasures of the ages from a House of Eternity whose owner had long gone across the Far Horizon into the Eternal West.

Now they were finished, sweeping up the moon-washed valley. They had enough light to see their way, a long line of fast-moving figures laden down with booty, so excited they were oblivious to the roars, grunts and growls of the night prowlers, the lions, the hyaenas and jackals which lurked on that broad wasteland between the City of the Dead and the scorching desert which stretched like an eternity. They’d thought their night’s task was finished when their leader paused, holding up his dagger. Abruptly he left the narrow track, plunging down the shale and sand, sending dust flying as he moved between two jutting crags on to an unseen ledge and a carefully masked cleft which concealed the door to another tomb. The leader gestured for the rest to follow, calling them down by imitating the ‘yip, yip’ of a night fox. The violaters, who took the name of the demon Sebaus, would never have dreamed of searching for such a place.

The group gathered in the small porchway and quickly dug away at the plaster-covered entrance. Once inside, the pot of fire was brought, pitch torches, taken from a sack, quickly lit and pushed into crevices along the wall. The Sebaus had long lost their fear of the Kingdom of the Dead. They glanced around, realising that the tomb consisted of four roughly hewn chambers, a main one with three storerooms leading off. The tomb had been hastily prepared. No paintings on the wall, no dried-out baskets of flowers, whilst the plaster coating hadn’t been properly finished or smoothed down. Nevertheless the burial chamber and adjoining storerooms were full of costly artefacts: precious game boards, ivory shabtis, mother-of-pearl boxes, chairs and stools of the finest wood inlaid with precious metals, boxes of precious oils, caskets of brilliant jewels, trinkets, bracelets and floral collarettes. In the far corner a collection of costly weapons lay heaped: knives and swords in jewelled scabbards, a magnificent bow of honour. Next to this was an exquisitely carved wooden casket containing the canopic jars, but the real prize was the red quartzite sarcophagus with the wadjet, the Eye of Horus, painted on each corner. The Sebaus’ leader, a former scribe, crouched down and read the hieroglyphs.

‘Rahimere,’ his muffled voice grated, ‘former Grand Vizier of Egypt. Well, let’s see what this lordly one holds.’

Using crowbars and mallets they prised the lid loose, letting it fall to the ground with a crash, ignoring the great crack which appeared along the side. They climbed up on to the side, staring down at the luxuriously painted coffin casket within. Tools were hastily brought, the lid wrenched off and the casket inside brought out and thrown unceremoniously to the ground. The Sebaus leader wrenched off the beautiful face mask, ordering one of his men to break it up while the rest began to plunder the mummy, unwinding the bandages, fingers probing and searching for the sacred jewels and amulets.

The leader returned to the sarcophagus. He swung himself up, lowered himself gently down and searched around. His hand grasped a costly leather case. He picked this up, opened it and took out a book wrapped in the finest linen. He had been expressly ordered to look for this and leave the case deliberately on the floor. He climbed out and gazed round the burial chamber. His companions, faces and heads masked and hooded, were now seizing whatever they could carry. Baskets were emptied, chests and coffers kicked over, sacks and pouches hurriedly filled. The leader of the Sebaus wiped the sweat from his brow and smiled contentedly. He knew none of his companions; he had simply been given his orders, precise directions, where to go and what to do, and had memorised every detail. He rejoiced in the great honour shown to him. Just before midnight he had gone out to the Dried Oasis to the north of the valley and met the Khetra, their silent, secretive master. The Khetra had stood hidden in the shadows, as he had done when the Sebaus leader had last met him, on that desolate island of Khnum to the north of Thebes. As usual, he had relayed his orders through another, so softly the leader couldn’t decide whether the Khetra was man or woman. He could detect nothing but moving shadows and that pervasive smell of jasmine. Was the Khetra a woman? In the past the Sebaus leader would have found this disturbing, yet didn’t Egypt have its own Pharaoh Queen? Wasn’t the Khetra a deep fountain of knowledge about the Valley of the Kings and all its treasures? What did it matter! He or she was making all of them rich beyond their wildest dreams.

The Sebaus leader, cradling the book wrapped in linen, wondered where the Khetra could have acquired his knowledge about a hidden tomb like this. How could he have possibly known? Yet the orders had been quite precise, to follow the trackway above the two crags, reach the middle point and plunge down to the waiting ledge. The leader watched one of his gang empty a pure alabaster oil jar which had been filled with pearls. The wealth of this tomb spoke for itself. He recalled what he knew of Rahimere. Hadn’t he once been the Grand Vizier who’d opposed Pharaoh Hatusu and been given no choice but to drink poisoned wine? His family had been disgraced and must have chosen this lonely, hidden spot to protect Rahimere in the afterlife. There were scores of such tombs; some were discovered by accident, but others would remain as they were, a hidden hoard of treasures.

The Sebaus leader, cradling the linen parcel, walked over to the wall and unwrapped it. The book itself was composed of papyrus sheets sewn together with a strong twine; the writing was that of a learned scribe. The Sebaus leader, who had knowledge of such writing, began to read carefully, and as he did so, his heart skipped a beat. He hastily closed the book and rewrapped it in its linen sheet. The pitch torches were burning down and, going to the entrance of this man-made cave, the leader peered out. He glimpsed the stars low against the blackness of the heavens. His orders had been quite precise: to ransack this tomb and return to the Dried Oasis, where the Khetra would be waiting.

‘Enough!’ He turned to his companions. ‘Take what you have.’ He held up a hand, his wrist bracelet glistening in the light. ‘Remember, nothing must be withheld, nothing taken. Theft by one of us is a danger to all.’

The gang nodded in understanding. The Khetra was ruthless; any theft meant instant death.

They left the tomb, slippering and slithering up the shale. A number of objects were dropped, but the leader, distracted by what he had read in the book, ordered them to be left. Speed was the order of the night; although it was still dark, they had to reach the oasis before dawn. They left the lonely valley, climbing over the limestone gullies, sinister shapes, the only sound their grunts and groans as they carried their heavy burdens. To their left glowed the lights of the Necropolis, and across the river was the shadowy mass of Thebes.

The Sebaus leader urged his men on, although he remained distracted. He was frightened, for deeper fears had now been stirred. The robbing of the royal tombs had already caused scandal in the city. The Medjay police and the chariot squadrons were being deployed, and troops would soon be dispatched. The situation was growing more fraught by the day. The leader climbed a rocky outcrop, skirting the tall posts driven into the ground bearing impaled corpses, now only tattered remains after the vultures and desert prowlers had taken their share. The lights of the city had disappeared. They were now on the borders of the Red Lands, yet they moved carefully, wary of foot patrols or chariot squadrons camped in some ravine. On the night air throbbed the heart-chilling roars of the night creatures.

The rest of the gang were climbing the rocky escarpment now, fanning out and peering down at the Dried Oasis below. The fire bowl was brought; a light flared, which was answered from the oasis, its bent, twisted trees black against the starlit sky. The Sebaus moved down the rocky outcrop and across to the oasis, where they squatted in a semi-circle, as they had been ordered to, around the crumbling wall of the old well. On the far side of this lurked other Sebaus who had not taken part in the raid, and somewhere in the trees beyond them was the Khetra. Orders were issued, the plunder collected, men were beckoned forward to be rigorously searched, the choice being indiscriminate. Once the Khetra was satisfied, rewards were distributed, the profits from previous raids, now converted into gold, silver and precious stones. Some of the robbers were selected to take the new plunder to certain places in Thebes. No home or person was named, only this pleasure house or that beer shop, or some other anonymous location. All they had to do was leave the treasure; it would be collected, and sometime in the future the price would be paid.

At last the Sebaus dispersed and the oasis fell silent. The leader of the tomb robbers had been given strict instructions to remain. He did so, still cradling the book wrapped in its linen shawl.

‘Come!’ a voice whispered through the darkness.

The Sebaus leader moved around the well.

‘Kneel.’

The tomb robber did so. He was aware of dark shadows coming towards him; the smell of jasmine was very strong.

‘You have what I told you to find?’

‘Yes, master.’

A pair of hands abruptly plucked the book away.

‘Did you read it?’

‘No, master.’

‘You lie. You opened it when you should have been watching those who were with you.’

‘Master, I—’

The Sebaus leader heard a faint sound, followed by the twang of a horn bow. The arrow took him deep in the chest, loosed so close it flung him back to lie coughing and kicking in the sand. The last words he heard, as he choked on his own blood, was the order for his corpse to be taken and buried deep in the desert.

Three days later a sweat-soaked runner raced up the Avenue of Sphinxes towards the soaring pylons of the Divine House, the Palace of Hatusu, Pharaoh Queen of Egypt. The runner, the swiftest in the imperial corps, was covered in dirt. He had to wash and purify himself before being allowed into the entrance porch, where he was anointed and perfumed in preparation for being taken into the Kingfisher Chamber – a beautiful room with light-green-painted walls. The kingfisher bird was everywhere, its vivid plumage accurately depicted in a number of scenes, perched above ever-blue water or plunging life-like into some reed-ringed pool.

Inside the door the messenger knelt. The man squatting on cushions on the dais at the far end of the room ordered the gauze linen curtains to be pulled aside to reveal a strong man, his balding head glistening with oil. He had a soldier’s face, with hard eyes and harsh mouth, and he was dressed in a simple white tunic, although costly rings glittered on his fingers. The messenger, beckoned forward, nosed the ground before the dais, then, grasping the step before him, gasped out his message to Lord Senenmut, Grand Vizier of Egypt, First Minister and, some claimed, lover of the Pharaoh Queen.

Senenmut threw down the map he was studying, hiding his alarm as he listened intently to the message. Once the runner had been rewarded and dismissed, he rose to his feet and strode through open acacia doors on to the balcony where Hatusu lay on a silver couch under a perfume-soaked awning. She was laughing and chattering with her maids, but broke off as Senenmut came across, catching his glance, and dismissed the maids.

‘My lord?’

‘They have found the tomb. Rahimere’s. It has been robbed and the coffin opened.’

The lovely faience goblet slipped from Hatusu’s fingers as she stared in horror.

‘It can’t have been,’ she whispered.

‘The tomb was robbed,’ Senenmut confirmed. ‘A leather case was found which must have contained the book. There’s no mistake. Rahimere died and took his secrets with him; now they’re in the hands of some tomb robber.’

‘So the Temple of Isis was right, the information they gave us.’

Hatusu crunched the broken glass under her sandal.

‘Enough is enough!’ she whispered. ‘Ask Lord Amerotke to be here by dusk. I’ll instruct him to root out these robbers. Somewhere in this city is a merchant or official who’s helped them; he can be easily broken . . .’
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