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Praise for Paul Doherty’s historical novels

‘Teams with colour, energy and spills’ Time Out

‘Deliciously suspenseful, gorgeously written and atmospheric’ Historical Novels Review

‘Supremely evocative, scrupulously researched’ Publishers Weekly

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

‘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


About the Book

An exclusive full-length digital novel from Paul Doherty, the master historian. Roman soldier Manoletus must face the most formidable creatures yet, and his time is running out . . . A must-read for all Paul Doherty fans.

Germany, A.D. 9. Highly esteemed Roman soldier, Manoletus, finds himself trapped, immersed in Varus’s camp surrounded by dead comrades, but manages to flee. Thinking himself safe, he encounters a more fearsome enemy than the German army: the Tenebrae and its Ataru. This deadly, cloaked, blood-sucking killer and keeper of the Underworld, capable of slaying villages of people, trains its gaze upon Manoletus.

The Tenebrae are born from Cleopatra’s death, and Manoletus’s path becomes tied with the legend and is drawn to Egypt to delve deeper into the mystery of these immortal creatures.

Still on the run, Manoletus meets a late comrade’s daughter and vows to protect her. When the Tenebrae send her back to Rome, Manoletus is determined to make his way home to her. But will Manoletus find her before the Tenebrae find him?

Don’t miss Paul Doherty’s upcoming Sir Hugh Corbett novel, DARK SERPENT, out August 2016.


Historical Characters


	Rome

	Octavian/Augustus	First emperor of Rome, victor of the civil wars following Julius Caesar’s death.

	Mark Antony	Roman general; former ally of Octavian then, in alliance with Cleopatra, his most deadly enemy. Committed suicide after his naval defeat at Actium.

	Tiberius Claudius Drusus Nero 	Descendant of the Claudians; son of Livia, adopted as son and heir by Octavian/Augustus.

	Livia	Octavian/Augustus’s wife. Mother of Tiberius.

	Quinctilius Varus	Governor of Germany, commander of the XVIIth, XVIIIth and XIXth legions, defeated and annihilated by Arminius.

	Lucius Aelius Sejanus	Tribune, later commander of the Praetorian Guard. Tiberius’s first minister, prefect of Rome.

	Naevius Cordus Sutorus Macro	Tribune in the Praetorian Guard.

	Drusus	Tiberius’s son.

	Livilla	Drusus’s wife.

	Antonia	Daughter of Mark Antony; grandmother of Caligula.

	Germanicus (Nero Claudius)	Stepson of Tiberius.

	Agrippina	Germanicus’s wife.

	Caligula (Gaius Caesar)	Son of Germanicus and Agrippina.

	Drusilla	Daughter of Germanicus and Agrippina.

	Germany

	Arminius	So-called friend of Rome; commander of Rome’s auxiliaries; architect of the defeat and annihilation of Quinctilius Varus.

	Marobudus	German chieftain.

	Egypt

	Cleopatra	Last pharaoh of the Ptolemaic dynasty; Queen of Egypt. Lover of Julius Caesar, then Mark Antony; she was the latter’s ally against Octavian, who defeated them. Committed suicide in 30 BC.




Historical Note

In 30 BC, the vicious civil war that followed Julius Caesar’s murder over a decade earlier drew to a close. The stage had been cleared of all rivals and contenders except for Octavian, Caesar’s heir, who later styled himself Augustus. Octavian had defeated his opponent Mark Antony at the Battle of Actium, which brought to an end over two thousand years of pharaoh rule in Egypt. Mark Antony committed suicide; his ally and lover, Cleopatra, prepared to copy him, but not before she unleashed terror against the power of Rome . . .


Prologue

Egypt, 31 BC


gerh en khed ta: night of the ceremony of ploughing up the earth after it has been soaked in blood



Egypt was dying. Cleopatra, ‘the Father-Loving Goddess’, had barred herself in the majestic two-storey mausoleum close to the Temple of Isis in Alexandria. She had chosen her day, her time, her place and her method. She would go into the never-ending West. She would walk free and immortal in the ever-green fields of Yalou. Rome, like a pack of wild dogs, snapped at the threshold. Murder lurked by the doorway to her chamber, a hideous beast hungry for fresh prey. Antony was dead! Once the colossus of her world, he had taken the soldier’s way, and now she was ready to join him. The Roman Octavian and his baying pack roamed the streets of Alexandria. They had visited the Canopic Way and the Soma, gawped at the embalmed corpses of Alexander the Great and her own god-like ancestor Ptolemy Soter. Cleopatra, however, had sheltered in her towering windowless stronghold. She did not trust the Roman wolf and his sweet promises. Octavian wanted her for his triumph! She would be betrayed, seized, draped with gold and silver chains and forced to walk behind the conqueror’s chariot through the streets of Rome. A puppet show to please the masses. Afterwards, along with the other prisoners, she’d be strangled in the dark, dank dungeons of the Janiculum.

No, Cleopatra would die the Pharaoh-Queen in her own chamber. She wanted to be laid out in her Mansion of a Million Years, sealed behind the double doors of the House of Egypt. Her funeral chamber would be like those in the ancient pyramids at Sakkara or the rock-hewn caverns of the royal necropolis on the west bank of the Nile facing Thebes. Yes, she’d be buried in the Valley of the Kings, laid to rest with her ancestors. Her departure must be imminent. She had bathed and perfumed herself with kiphye, the exquisite perfume of the blue lotus. She had dressed in a sheath of the finest gauffered linen; amethyst, gold, silver and turquoise dazzled on her wrists and fingers, glistening jewelled serpents circled her arms, a pectoral of the finest cornelian blazed around her neck, and on her dark oiled hair sat a tiara of pure silver. Charmian had painted her face: blue kohl ringed her sloe eyes, her lips were carmined, her nails painted an imperial purple. Cleopatra rose from the acacia stool and sat on the edge of the splendid couch, with its cushions of Tyrian purple tasselled with ivory.

‘It is time, Divine One,’ Charmian urged. ‘Ahmose the courier has taken your sealed message to Octavian. He has now gone to light the beacon fire.’

‘He is coming,’ added Cleopatra’s second maid, the sharp-eared Eiras. ‘Divine One, the Roman is coming! Octavian will sit here, that narrow face with its jug-shaped ears staring at you like some great cat. He has a sinister heart; mercy is unknown to him, compassion a stranger. He is no Caesar, no Antony. Octavian called you a piece of gristle left on the side of other men’s platters.’

Cleopatra smiled and caressed her maidservant’s face. ‘Tongue like a viper,’ she murmured. ‘Sharp as a thorn.’

She picked up the yellow jasper goblet carved in the shape of the ram’s head of Amun. She drank deep of the opiate, letting it seep through her as she stared at the green-skinned gods painted on the far wall. Yes, this was a place to die: its rafters sheathed in gold, its floor of onyx, the doors inlaid with tortoiseshell, their panels glittering with ebony and ivory.

‘Is it night?’ She asked. ‘Tenebrae facta?’ she added in a whisper. Has darkness fallen?

‘The sun has set,’ Charmian replied. ‘Darkness covers the whole earth.’

Cleopatra closed her eyes.

‘The servants of Seth will be gathering. Ahmose has given the signal. Yes,’ she stroked the imperial flail and rod lying next to the silver bowl of figs on the table beside her, ‘yes, they’ll be there now. I failed them once. I shall not fail them again. They will have opened Rekmire’s tomb, taken and read the Book of the Dead.’

Charmian picked up the Nenes, the golden cloth of glory, and draped it around her mistress’s shoulders. Cleopatra jerked and trembled as she slipped into a drugged trance, ready to meet those waiting for her: Mark Antony, eyes hot, his cheeks all wine-flushed; Caesar with that cynical gaze and ever-smiling mouth: Ptolemy, her half-brother, the garrotte cord still fastened tight around his plump neck . . . She startled as Charmian shook her.

‘Mistress, I am sure . . .’

Cleopatra waved her hand, her heart hungry for more visions and dreams. She was in her palanquin, being taken down the Sacred Way. On either side the crowd thronged in a blaze of colour. Cymbals clashed. Trumpets brayed. The hesets, the beautiful, sinuous temple maidens, shook their sistras, the clattering rattles. A golden haze swirled in. The fan-bearers moved closer, their perfumed flabellas of ostrich plumes sweetening the dry breeze full of dirt and the pungent sweat of the crowd. Cleopatra glanced to the left and right. A sea of ghost faces stared back, eyes all black, mouths open in a silent scream, except one, a small boy whittling a piece of wood. He was long-faced, olive-skinned, his dark brown eyes challenging, his little body slightly misshapen, one shoulder higher than the other. He stood before the palanquin, looking warningly at her, then he was gone. The crowd too disappeared in a swirl of boiling bloody dirt. The dream-stalkers, night prowlers and dark wanderers closed in, faces all hideous. A churning mist gathered thick about them, then thinned and separated. Cleopatra was no longer in the city but out on the red lands, where the pounding, burning heat of the great eastern desert pressed heavy. Before her opened the secret path, illuminated by fire-belching serpents, stretching down to the Cavern of Lost Souls. Around her rose the chilling cries of those who made terrifying supplications to the Ataru, the Blood Drinkers, the Breakers of Bones, the Gobblers of Hearts, the Guardians of the Gates, all gathered in that terrifying blackness at the end of the path.

‘Divine One! Divine One!’

Cleopatra broke from her reverie. Eiras lay sprawled beside the couch, the cup of poison slipping from her hand. Charmian pressed her fingers against her mistress’s lips. Cleopatra pushed them away. She wanted to return, to descend into the halls of the Underworld, travel the vast landscape of Hades to the forbidden region of Seker, guarded by the hawk-headed men.

‘Dreams, dreams and dreams again.’ Charmian hissed. ‘Listen! The wolf snuffles at the door!’

Cleopatra forced herself to concentrate. The pounding of the drums of the Underworld was really a ram smashing against the great cedar door leading down to her chamber. Octavian! Rome had read her message and understood. She would not be walking in his triumph. Octavian had hastened here to seize her, so it was best if she was gone. She steadied herself, picked up the pot of juicy figs, removed the fruit and plucked out the asp buried there. The snake curled long, thin and vicious, still sluggish from its sleep.

‘The needle,’ Cleopatra murmured.

Charmian passed the sharpened sliver of gold. Cleopatra drove it into the snake curling around her wrist. The asp struck once, twice and then again. Cleopatra fell back on the couch even as Charmian made her own preparations. Voices echoed sharp and incisive. Romans in their white tunics, some armed, clustered around the dying queen. A man was bending over her. Cleopatra smelt the perfume of his robes, his wine-scented breath. Octavian stared down, but she was falling deeper and deeper into an endless warm sleep. She smiled up at the man who wanted to be her conqueror and mouthed her threat. Octavian leaned closer.

‘Revenge,’ Cleopatra whispered. ‘Revenge gathers like a storm, so bend before its fury . . .’

The secret path to the Cavern of Lost Souls ran deep in the eastern desert. No one ever travelled along it. Even seasoned sand-dwellers and desert-wanderers never strayed on to that lonely strip of rocky shale that cut through the scorching wasteland. Some said the path was all that remained of a broad highway that once ran through a fabled city guarded by sphinxes and giant hyenas. Others claimed it led to the burial ground of Rekmire, Egypt’s greatest magician, a warlock who had visited the twelve halls of the Underworld and spoken the words of power to the janitors of the darkness. The path itself, whatever its origins, baked burning hot during the day. At night, the freezing cold made the shale crack and split so it seemed that a legion of lost souls wandered aimlessly, crying in terror against the horrors thronging in. Bereft of any oasis, stunted palm tree or rocky outcrop, it was truly a haunted place. No vultures winged over it during the day; no night prowler, be it lion, hyena or fox, ever hunted there. No life, no light, except on the night Cleopatra died: the Night of the Drop, of Ploughing the Earth, of Weighing the Words for the Company of the Dead.

On that night, torches gleamed in the rocky mouth of the Cavern of Lost Souls. More cressets fixed to the sides of the cavern’s walls illuminated the steps going down into the abode of the Rekhet, the slayers from the slaughterhouse. They’d gathered, thirteen in all, their blood fever now sated. Knives as cold as the dawn had slit the throats of their victims: poor unfortunates snatched from the villages to the west, or hapless travellers ambushed as they journeyed along the Horus road to the north. Innocent virgins, they had watched in horror as their families were ruthlessly butchered. Afterwards, drugged and bound, they’d been brought here. No mercy was shown, no attempt made to ease their terror-glazed eyes as they looked on those who wanted to drink their hearts’ blood.

Some of the victims had heard the frightening stories about the red lands and the hideous horrors that haunted them. They had dismissed these as legends, campfire stories, ghostly tales to tingle the blood and sharpen the nerves. Before their gruesome deaths, they had confronted the terrifying truth: ghost figures, male and female, garbed in funeral robes, faces hidden by grotesque masks – dog-faced Anubis, sharp-featured Nekhbet the vulture, Sobeck the crocodile, Montu the bull, Sekhmet the lioness. Each of the captives had been chosen by one of these nightmares and sacrificed on the altar stone, her throat gashed, her heart plucked out and ground as if it was a grape until every drop of fluid had oozed into the waiting bowl. The blood had been drunk; now the twelve guardians stood beside Horus, their leader, beneath a cleft that cut up through the cavern to reveal a strip of night sky. Horus watched intently through the eyelets of his hawk mask, straining to catch the very essence of that dreadful night.

‘The Queen is dying,’ he intoned, his gaze never leaving the strip of sky. ‘We have made the sacrifice, drunk the blood and sworn the oath against Rome.’ His powerful voice rang through the maze of tunnels and blood-splattered caves. ‘We have opened Rekmire’s tomb and read the Book of the Dead. We have unlocked the gates of the Underworld. We have summoned the janitors with the great words of power.’

None of his companions answered. They stood cold and impassive, the drugged wine soothing their wills, opening the doors of their own damned souls to whatever evil seeped in. They knew it would come, must come, that malignancy, lurking on the edge of the desert. The sun had set, so now it would be hurrying towards them. A distant crack of thunder heralded its arrival. They followed Horus up the passageway to the entrance of the cavern, and stood garbed in bloodstained robes, their faces sweat-soaked beneath those terrifying masks. They stared out into the visions of the night. The desert storm was fast approaching: black clouds racing towards them, before a pelting rain churned the ground to a soggy mess. Lightning flashed. Jagged cuts of fire illuminated the night.

‘They are here,’ Horus whispered. ‘They are here.’ He raised his hands in welcome to the shadows, darker than the rest, sheltering in the storm hurtling towards the Cavern of Lost Souls.
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