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  Egyptian Glossary & Historical Notes


  Seasons/Time


  Years- these were based on the regnal reign of the monarch.


  Seasons- the Egyptian calendar had three seasons each of four months, each with three decans of ten days. Additional ‘holy days’ were added at the end of the year. Akhet- Season of Inundation. Mid-July to mid-November. Peret- Season of Growth. Mid-November to mid-March. Shemu/Shomu- Season of Harvest. Mid-March to mid-July.


  Hours of the day- The Egyptian day began at dawn.


  Measurements


  Area/length


  Cubit- linear length of a man’s arm to the elbow. Approx 52cm or approx 20.5 inches.


  Ta- square measure, 10 cubits by 10 cubits.


  Arura- measure of land an ox-drawn plough could work in a day, approx 2,500 m2 or 1/2 an acre.


  Weight


  Seniu- 1/12 of a deben. 7.6 grams (1/4 oz).


  Deben- Equal to 10 kit. 91 grams (3.2 oz).


  Volume


  Ro- 4ml (1/2 of a UK fluid ounce, 4 teaspoons).


  Hin or Henu- (‘Jar’) 1/10 of a hequat, or about half a litre (approx 1 UK pint).


  Hequat- Barrel or bushel of 4.8 litres (approx 1 UK gallon).


  Oipe- A ‘large bushel’ of 19.2 litres (approx 4 UK gallons).


  Khar- 4 Oipe or 76 litres (approx 16 ½ UK gallons).


  Miscellaneous terms


  Ankh- symbol of life.


  Ba- A person’s ‘soul’. Ka- immortal part a being, the ‘life force’.


  Bekhen-stone - a highly prized green stone used for bowls, statues, amulets etc.


  Cartouche- Pictograms creating a name surrounded by a round-edged border.


  Canaan & Phoenicia- Modern Palestine and southern Lebanon.


  Deben- measure of weight. 91 grams (New Kingdom). The standard measure of value. Classical Egypt had a barter-economy and no coinage.


  Double-crown (Pschent)- The Crowns of Upper Egypt (the red Deshret) and Lower Egypt (the white elongated conical Hedjet) placed together to form the composite Pschent crown.


  Duat- the Underworld of the Afterlife, where the dead pass trials and are judged.


  Faience- glazed ceramic, usually green or blue.


  Kalasaris- a style of woman’s dress.


  Kemet/Kmet. ‘The Black Land’. Also ‘Egypt of The Two Lands’. Expression of the land and people of combined Egypt- both Upper and Lower Egypt.


  Kenbet/Quenbet- Judicial courts.


  Khamsin/Khamseen- Rstyw- sandstorms occurring usually March-May.


  Khopesh- the Egyptian name of the Canaanite ‘sickle-sword’.


  Klafta- the most common headgear of a fabric square worn by men.


  Gorgerine- an assembly of metal discs worn on the chest.


  Hieratic- cursive form of hieroglyphics used by scribes. At this time the writing form demotic had not been developed.


  Hieroglyphics- writing form using stylised pictures, the earliest form of Egyptian writing.


  Hs- excrement.


  iaw-rA- breakfast.


  Ibeh- dentist.


  Idnw- Deputy or assistant.


  Iry, Imy, Imy-r - Senior ranks (set out in ascending order).


  Lower Egypt/Upper Egypt- Terminology was based on where the Nile rose. Upper Egypt in the south, Lower Egypt in the north.


  Mastaba- underground tomb with an above-ground building used for burials of those of middle importance.


  Medjay- Nubian mercenaries who were Necropolis guards.


  Megaron- the principal living room of a Greek-style mansion.


  Menat- musical instrument. Castanets.


  Miswak- natural toothpaste from the salvadora plant, the toothbrush tree.


  Natron- carbonate salt mixture used in mummifying.


  Nemes headdress- headdress of starched linen with stripes worn by males of the immediate royal family.


  Nome- administrative region, governed by a hereditary Nomarch.


  Nomarch- a hereditary, and largely ceremonial, ruler of one of the Nomes.


  Obelisk- tall narrow stone monument.


  Pectoral- large ornament which sat on the upper chest.


  Pylon - Greek term for monumental gateways of Egyptian temples.


  Ramesseum- ‘House of millions of years of Usermaatra-setepenra that unites with Thebes-the-city in the domain of Amun’. Ramesses’ funerary and memorial temple built on the Nile valley near the Malkata Palace at Thebes.


  Ramesses the Great. Ramesses II. After his accession Ramesses was named Usermaatra-setepenra.


  rekh nesu- ‘Known to Pharaoh’- honorific.


  Sea People- generic name given to those nationalities given to raiding and piracy in the Mediterranean.


  Senet- board game.


  Shadoof- a mechanical device used for lifting water by bucket, a wooden beam with counter-weight.


  Sistrum- musical instrument. A rattle.


  Shendyt - male hunting-kilt allowing free movement, unlike the starched and pleated formal SnDwt kilt.


  Sherden- (also known as Serden or Shardana) one of several groups of ‘Sea Peoples’, some of whom were employed in the Royal Bodyguard.


  Snaw- Civil Police. Sasa- Civil Policeman.


  Swnw- doctor.


  The Great Field- The Valley of the Kings. ‘The Great and Majestic Necropolis of the Millions of Years of the Pharaoh, Life, Strength, Health in The West of Thebes’ or more usually, ‘Ta-sekhet-ma’at’ (the Great Field).


  Uraeus- golden cobra headdress, used as a brow-ornament by Pharaoh and his immediate family.


  Ushabti/Shawabti- figurines used as funeral goods.


  Vizier- Chief Minister of the administration.


  Was sceptre- symbol of power. A staff with a stylised head and forked base.


  CITIES & LOCATIONS


  A number of cities are now known by the Greek names used in later Ptolmaic times. I’m not consistent in my approach to usage, as some names are so well known that to use the proper Egyptian name will cause confusion (eg Thebes). However, some cities names are so obviously non-Egyptian that I’ve drawn the line-principally those with the suffix ‘polis’. Some locations require the use of the Arabic name, when the Egyptian name is either not known or not in normal usage.
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  CHAPTER ONE – MEMPHIS


  Year 52. Month Ipi-Ipi. 3rd Shomu. Mid-June 1223 BC


  Nikolas straightened up from his work bench, pushing the mortar and pestle aside. He rubbed his right hand through the close-cropped stubble of his hair, wiped off the sweat glistening on his brow before brushing his palm down the side of the brief loincloth that was his sole clothing. He was twenty-five years old – no longer young but his face, still smooth from his shave a few hours before, was largely unlined. He knew that within a few hours his swarthy features would be sporting the shadow of new growth, and wondered briefly yet again if he should give up the struggle and grow a beard like most of his Cretan forebears. No, just like long hair, a beard would be intolerable in the constant heat of Lower Egypt. If he had to sacrifice his naturally curly dark locks for the comfort of a close-cropped head, there would be no way he could stand having a beard – even a few days of growth was too uncomfortable. Better to continue to visit the barber stall on the street outside each morning.


  Nikolas was a man a little above medium height, of slight build but with muscles kept firm by his visits most mornings to the exercise yard of the local barracks, where he worked out both with the troops and his own guards at weapons drill and wrestling. The physical labour around the warehouse and daily long walks to the Pr-anx, the House of Life temple scriptorium, also helped keep him trim. He stood with his hands on his hips, flexed his back and silently cursed the horse-riding accident as a youth that caused him to stiffen and left him partially lame. His bad back and leg were not usually as painful as this but he had fallen from a step-ladder in the warehouse several days before and aggravated the usual low level of discomfort he suffered from his old injury.


  He sighed as he looked at the long line of sealed jars containing powders of various colours on the shelves above the bench. The air was heavy with the scent of the goods stacked in the warehouse beyond the doorway of the workroom; the sourness of spilt wine mixed with the sweetness of honey and pungent spices. The light in the workroom was quite dim, the wooden shutters of the small windows of the building being closed against the heat outside. Sweat soon began to again trickle down his brow and he again cursed the heat of the early afternoon summer’s day.


  On the workbench stood three crucibles filled with liquid, each being heated by the flame of a small oil-lamp. One, as it bubbled away quietly, gave off noxious fumes that in the close confines of the workroom were giving Nikolas a headache. Using a small mortar and pestle he carefully ground into a fine powder first one and then another dried plant leaf, measuring accurately the powder in minute quantities on a small set of brass scales, before adding them to the third crucible. One by one the resulting decoctions were carefully decanted into small pottery jars and sealed with wooden stoppers and beeswax before being stored on a shelf.


  ****


  Unbeknownst to Nikolas, at that same time he was being discussed at the Memphis Palace in the office of imy-xnt per aa Zineb, the Royal Chamberlain. Zineb, a small elderly man thin to the point of emaciation, was sitting at his desk reflectively rubbing his large hooked nose. Seated opposite him was another elderly man, thickset with a spreading stomach partially flowing over his starched formal SnDwt kilt. This individual wore a heavy black formal court wig and looked quite uncomfortable in the heat, perspiring freely and mopping frequently at his brow with a piece of linen cloth. Zineb indicated to a hovering servant to pour cups of wine and to then leave. There was a plate of honey-coated pastry delicacies on the table, to which the larger man helped himself, licking his fingers after popping each morsel in his fat mouth.


  After Zineb dismissed the servant he sat back in his chair with a sigh. “So, Khonsirdais, you’ll no doubt have heard of our little problem here this morning?”


  Khonsirdais smiled with faint amusement before dryly replying. “I’d hardly call the death of Ra-em hotep, a royal prince and fourth in line to the throne, ‘a little problem’. I understand that the palace is in uproar and Pharaoh is demanding instant action and the head of the perpetrator. It was poison, I believe,” he continued, popping another pastry in his mouth.


  Zineb’s mouth tightened at the accuracy of Khonsirdais’ information. “Yes. I’m under a certain degree of pressure and Divine Ramesses is not best pleased with events, which is why I’ve asked you for your help.”


  Khonsirdais waved a chubby hand cheerily; after all it was not his problem. “I’ve heard that he’s threatened to have your balls if you don’t do something useful by nightfall, so I would say that does constitute a ‘certain degree of pressure’. But I fail to see what this has to do with me. I’m the imry Pr-anx, Director of the Royal Scriptorium, and hardly suited for any investigation. Anyway, it’s your problem, not mine.”


  Zineb nodded rueful agreement. “True, but you know every senior scribe in the Two Kingdoms. All the best have passed through your Scriptorium at some time and you are a renowned teacher,” he said, flattering the larger man. “I’m sure that you can recommend somebody suitable.”


  “Not the secret-police?” queried Khonsirdais.


  Zineb winced. “Please, I want somebody with intelligence, not somebody who is content to earn twenty copper deben a month. Anyway, it needs to be somebody outside the palace.”


  “Do you really want this man to succeed? What qualities are you looking for?” asked Khonsirdais.


  “Well, as to success, depending on what he finds, perhaps a certain degree of…discretion may be needed; perhaps also some degree of…expendability. Somebody intelligent, with a good questioning mind, determined and not easily put off. Preferably with a knowledge of poisons, or alternatively access to a good source of information on that subject. No involvement with palace politics and no preconceived axe to grind; all of which show you why the secret-police would be useless.”


  Khonsirdais smiled again and spread both hands. “You expect me to find this paragon? How long do I have?”


  “Anytime in the next half an hour would be fine,” replied Zineb. His face was calm but he was perspiring with tension.


  This time Khonsirdais laughed outright. “You really do expect me to pull your balls off the chopping block for you, don’t you?” Khonsirdais rubbed his temples with both palms and his eyes slid out of focus as he thought deeply. “Has to be somebody here in Memphis because of the timeframe, which rules out anybody from Pi-Ramesses or Thebes. Those are the places where our best people are. Hmm… does he have to be an Egyptian? I have somebody in mind, but he’s a Greek; he lives down near the docks.”


  “How good is he?” asked Zineb, who by this time would probably have accepted a well-recommended crocodile.


  “He’s good; speaks pretty good Egyptian; youngish. One of the best minds I’ve come across. Very purposeful and organized. Noble birth, so he’ll fit in with those he’ll be questioning. A bit touchy, though. He’s a pharmacist. He comes up to the Scriptorium most days and I’ve got to know him quite well. A trustworthy sort of a fellow.”


  “And being a foreigner he’ll have no involvement in local politics, no local favourites and no preconceived ideas. And if necessary he would prove an expendable scapegoat if the investigation fails. I like it! Give me his name and address and I’ll send for him. Thank you for your great assistance, my friend. You may well have saved a part of my anatomy to which I am very attached!” said Zineb, concluding the conversation.


  ****


  Nikolas turned as he heard heavy knocking on the street door. Moving to the entrance of the workroom he looked across the dimly-lit warehouse with its shuttered high-set window openings, covered with bars against thieves. He gestured to two of the guards standing in the warehouse to open the door and then moved forward as light streamed in, silhouetting six shapes standing at the doorway.


  Nikolas stopped in mid-stride as he saw that several of the figures carried spears, and then indicated to the two remaining guards that they should also move toward the door; they picked up stone-headed clubs as they went. One of the figures outside stepped in through the doorway, a short and brawny individual with an elaborate headdress. Nikolas recognized his dress as the uniform of an officer of the Pharaoh’s Guard. Two soldiers followed the officer into the room; the others remained outside and turned to face the roadway. They were grizzled veterans, several with battle scars on their arms or torsos, and were well turned out with starched white linen kilts, leather wrist-bracers and leather helmets. The troops’ faces were devoid of expression as their eyes automatically moved to take in the room and identify any threat.


  Feeling somewhat dishevelled and underdressed, Nikolas inclined his head politely and made an expansive gesture of welcome with his right-hand. “How may I be of assistance?”


  “You are Nikolas, the Greek?” demanded the officer. Nikolas again inclined his head politely in agreement. “Dress at once and come with me!” said the officer, jabbing his thumb towards the doorway.


  Nikolas arched one eyebrow in surprise. “Come where, Sir?”


  “The palace,” was the abrupt reply.


  “And am I permitted to know why?”


  “You’ll be told there. I don’t know,” replied the officer impatiently, not used to having his orders questioned.


  “May I bring servants?” asked Nikolas. The officer gave an abrupt nod in reply.


  Rather confused by this staccato and unsatisfactory conversation, Nikolas turned to Amos, the hugely-built Egyptian guard standing to the right of the door, and gave instructions. “Rouse Djedi and three of the off-watch and tell them to be ready. Give these men some beer, and the officer wine.”


  The officer waved his hand in a negative gesture, but Nikolas nodded for Amos to do as instructed and then turned and went up the wooden stairs leading to the living quarters located above the warehouse. In his sleeping-room he quickly slipped on a sober but high-quality Greek-style tunic over his head, strapped on leather sandals, put several rings on his fingers and placed a small leather purse at his belt. He also strapped a small knife to his forearm, the knife in its leather scabbard hidden by the sleeve of his tunic.


  After just a few minutes he hurried down the stairs and saw his servants were ready and that the soldiers looked less officious. He grabbed a walking stick and his broad-brimmed hat from the stand by the doorway, crammed the hat on his head and indicated for the soldiers to lead the way. Nikolas was pleased to see the soldiers preceded him to clear a path through the crowd, rather than following – indicating that despite the peremptoriness of the summons he was to be a guest and not detained. As Nikolas passed through the doorway from the relative darkness of the warehouse into the harsh brightness of the afternoon sun, he squinted his eyes against the intense light reflecting from the dirt road and the whitewashed buildings nearby.


  ****


  The soldiers pushed their way roughly through the crowded streets of the city, using the blunt end of their spears where necessary to force a path through the throng, making their way northwards along one of the many roads that ran parallel to the river; Nikolas and his men followed in their wake. Nikolas limped somewhat painfully behind using his walking stick, forcing the soldiers to slow their pace; he was in no hurry.


  Despite the heat the streets were crowded with Egyptians of all classes thronging the thoroughfares. Here and there foreigners, mainly Hittites and Canaanites by their dress and hairstyles, could be seen moving through the crowd. Donkeys, some laden with huge bundles of wares, moved slowly despite beating from their drivers. A cacophony of sounds met the ear; the bray and bellow of animals, the rattle of cart wheels and the cries of street vendors joined together with the general hubbub of a great city on the move. Dye shops and tanneries, butcher’s stalls and slaughterhouses crowded the way. The stench of offal, dye-vats, tanneries, sweat and excrement assailed the nostrils. Flies swarmed on fresh animal droppings and rose to torment whatever target they could find, human or animal.


  As they left the factory-quarter the streets became less odourous. Here weavers, basket-makers, tailors and potters toiled, some in their shops and others seated cross-legged on the edge of the roadway, forming obstacles around which the moving tide of humanity flowed. An occasional jeweller’s stall with armed guards nestled amongst shops offering less luxurious merchandise. Shop owners and hucksters shouted their wares to passers-by; naked children played and shouted; street urchins chased a mongrel dog, throwing stones and yelling with glee when their aim proved good. On one occasion a duck, escaped from some cage and with its wings bound to prevent flight, ran through the crowd being chased by two shouting youths.


  It was the height of the hot season, yet despite the afternoon sun blazing down from a cloudless sky Nikolas didn’t feel particularly uncomfortable as he walked along. It was a dry heat and, apart from where the leather head-band of his hat touched his skin, any perspiration dried instantly.


  Nikolas talked to Djedi as they walked along behind the soldiers. “Tell me, is there something some of our men have been doing I don’t know about, or some problem you’ve been keeping from me?”


  “No problem I know of, Master. The men have only been in the usual trouble; tavern brawls, pregnant servant girls and the like. Nothing to cause us an ‘invitation’ to the palace.”


  More confused than ever Nikolas turned to the large man striding alongside. “Amos? What about you?”


  “Just that fight down at the docks last week. Nobody was killed that I know of. Only a few broken heads. They’d be taking us to the police stationhouse for that, not the palace, and our escort would be Sassa and not Palace Guards. There was that thing last week when Nimlot kicked the crap out of that moneylender who was threatening his brother-in-law. Nothing serious.” He shrugged his huge shoulders. “Beats me…Still, if we were in real trouble these boys,” jerking a thumb at the soldiers who marched on ahead impassively, “wouldn’t just be walking with us. They’d have put the boot in and dragged us there,” he concluded.


  “No theft?” asked Nikolas, somewhat surprised at the extent of trouble the ‘heavy men’ of his guards had got into recently.


  “Only from you,” said Djedi with unusual candor – perhaps he was more worried that he seemed. “The occasional jar of wine, sack of grain…the usual stuff employees do.”


  Nikolas frowned and grunted. “That stops now. Tell the men that they’re paid well. I don’t steal from them. If they steal from me, they’re out on the street. That includes you!”


  The journey to the palace took about twenty minutes. As well as being confused by the whole situation, Nikolas felt apprehensive as he was ushered though a small side-gate set in the huge whitewashed mud-brick wall surrounding the palace.


  Rather than entering the main complex, the party was lead to a side annex and passed into a large hall filled with minor officials sitting cross-legged on the floor, scribing on sheets of papyrus from the pallets of ink and pens placed on the floor before them. A buzz of industrious conversation filled the room. Despite obviously being a workroom for minor officials, the walls of the hall were painted in multicoloured hues and with frescos that Nikolas noted were of reasonable workmanship.


  Just inside the hall the officer turned and raised a hand to stay Nikolas’ companions. “You stay here in the hall with my men. You,” pointing at Nikolas, “come with me.” He gestured for Nikolas to follow him towards a door at the side of the room. By now Nikolas wasn’t sure whether to be worried by this unexpected series of events or angry at the way he was being treated. Either way he was not happy.


  Through the doorway was a small and more lavishly decorated room. Zineb was seated on a stool behind a low table. After a brief pause he put aside the sheet of papyrus he had been reading and rubbed the palm of his right hand over his eyes, massaging his temples briefly with the unconscious action of a man who has been reading cramped writing for several hours. “Well, Greek, are you Nikolas?” he demanded, tilting his head in enquiry. He remained seated as Nikolas stood before the table.


  Nikolas bridled. “Well, Egyptian, I am Nikolas the Cretan. Who may you be?”


  “I am imy-xnt per aa Zineb, Chief Chamberlain of the Royal Household,” came the reply. Zineb paused theatrically, clearly expecting his statement to cause wonder and fear. By now Nikolas was thoroughly annoyed but was reining in his temper at the cavalier attitude being displayed to him.


  “Well Zineb, I am Nikolas, second son of the Lord of Kydonia in Crete. We Cretans don’t appreciate being called Greeks, but do accept the use of the general term ‘Achaean’. Frankly, your welcome leaves me somewhat underwhelmed. I’ve come to expect better from Egyptian hospitality. Unless you have some specific complaint about me, I’ll take my leave and return home.”


  Zineb paused before replying, astonished at this treatment of his great magnificence. “I understand that you are Nikolas the Apothecary, and Pharaoh requests your assistance.”


  “Indeed? Then why isn’t he asking me?” demanded Nikolas.


  “I, and others, handle such matters for him,” replied Zineb blandly, looking down at the table and brushing off some crumbs with a gesture of distain.


  “Things are much easier dealing with a king who doesn’t think he’s a god,” Nikolas muttered. Zineb’s face darkened with anger. Nikolas continued. “If you want my assistance, what is this for?”


  “The Divine Ramesses’ fourth son, Ra-em hotep, has been found dead with no apparent cause.”


  “Has he indeed? What has that to do with me?” demanded Nikolas, musing to himself ‘The gods know Ramesses has enough children to populate a city! He should hardly miss just one.’


  Zineb’s face darkened further. “It is believed he may have been poisoned, and it has been suggested that you should be consulted for your opinion.”


  Nikolas said “Given your attitude, and sending armed soldiers drag me here with no warning and no polite message, I think indicates to me you don’t want my ‘opinion’.” However, Nikolas’ interest was piqued. Being asked to investigate a royal death could only be described as unusual. He continued. “I am Nikolas and I’ve made a study of plants, herbs and other substances. Whether I can be of assistance…depends.”


  “Depends on what?”


  “Your attitude, mainly; and what assistance I’m expected to give, and what assistance I receive.”


  Zineb paused, inspected his fingernails and without looking at Nikolas he took a deep breath as he obviously mentally reviewed his instructions before continuing. “Divine Ramesses’ wish is that you view the body and advise what you find.”


  “And what’s in it for me to be involved in the machinations of Court?”


  “Pharaoh is most generous,” replied Zineb, spreading his hands palms upwards, his whole manner indicating disdain and arrogance.


  “Can we be more specific here? You’ve indicated you want to perhaps a couple of hours of my time. I really don’t see that there’s a lot to be generous about, or to justify whatever risk I may have in finding whatever I may find. If I find the prince was killed, I’m at risk from whoever did it. If I find nothing, what is there to be generous about?”


  Zineb repeated, with emphasis but more politely, “Pharaoh is generous, and requests your assistance.”


  Nikolas paused and considered the words and tone used, and the current circumstances including the soldiers in the hall outside. He quickly came to the conclusion ‘requests’ meant ‘requires’. At least the tone of the conversation had improved. “Very well; I’ll view the body and advise Pharaoh of what I find. For that I seek no reward but will make no further commitment. My report will be to Pharaoh, not you. I don’t want any misunderstandings about whatever I find, and I don’t want to be involved in palace politics. I do ask one thing; my use of the Egyptian language is reasonably good, but for this…complex…situation, where clear understanding is needed, I need somebody to assist in translation. Please arrange this.”


  ****


  After sitting in a waiting room for several minutes while arrangements were made, Nikolas walked into the annex where Ra-em hotep’s body lay, flanked by Zineb and several of the latter’s minions. The room was of middling size, bare of furniture except three large tables, on one of which a naked body lay face upwards. A cloud of incense drifted from a censer burner on a side table, its sharp perfume hanging heavily on the air. Nine men, three in priest’s robes, were crowded into the room, standing on the far side of the table bearing the body.


  As Nikolas passed though the doorway, he stopped short, closed his eyes and looked upwards as if seeking divine assistance. “What’s going on here?” he demanded sternly.


  “Ra-em hotep is being prepared for the afterlife,” replied Zineb evenly, with a small frown as if he didn’t quite understand Nikolas’ question.


  “Yes! And has been stripped, washed and anointed! How am I expected to find anything when the body has been messed with?”


  “Do as you are told, Greek!” barked Zineb aggressively, his face reddening with anger.


  Nikolas turned and approached Zineb, bending to thrust his own face within inches of that of the official. “You seem determined to make sure that there is no finding!” he said quietly, before continuing and looking at the faces of the three accompanying officials as he did so. “Perhaps you have some interest in the matter?”


  Zineb turned apoplectic. “Godless, whoreson, motherless Greek!” he shouted.


  Nikolas smiled, tilted his head as he considered and paused before replying with a small smile. “None right out of four insults isn’t too good, but mainly you need to get better rhythm in your cursing and abuse. I’d have thought you’d have had more experience and be better at abusing people. Most street prostitutes of my acquaintance could do better! I’ll examine the body and report. We’ll see what happens after that.” Nikolas was thinking that it was clearly time to end his Egyptian studies and return home to Crete.


  After a slight delay, Nikolas was allowed into the room and approached the catafalque. ‘All right, no need to worry about clothes. They’re gone,’ he mused. He examined the front of the body closely, and turned. “I need a scribe as note-taker,” he said, and saw a scribe in the corner nod in acknowledgement. Nikolas indicated the scribe should move next to him. “Have we found a translator yet?”


  Zineb nodded and motioned for a young female attendant to move forward. “Lady Lorentis, a hand-maiden of the Princess Abana. She speaks Greek and can assist.”


  Nikolas raised a hand slightly in a gesture of welcome, looking vaguely in her direction without paying much attention. He was finding it increasingly difficult to cope with the complexities of what was happening and the situation into which he had suddenly been thrust. He addressed Lorentis. “Please listen to what I say. If it doesn’t make sense, tell me. Scribe – take notes: Large heavily-set middle-aged adult male. Obese. Initial observation, without incisions. No obvious body spasms. Observations of head – no obvious abnormalities. No rictus, bruising, swelling or abnormalities of facial appearance. Face not blue. Observations of mouth; appears to have bitten tongue and cheeks in extremis. Tongue and throat not swollen.”


  Nikolas bent closely over the body and sniffed the mouth. “No noticeable smell in the mouth, but the perfumed unguents already used on the body make detection of faint smells impossible. Torso; no obvious abnormalities. Belly; several apparent flea bites. Genitals; no obvious abnormalities.” Lorentis blushed prettily when translating. “Legs; slight swelling. Turn the body over.” A pause as this occurred. “Post-morbid lividity indicates death was face up. Skin overall perhaps slightly pink.”


  “Excuse me, what does that mean?” asked Lorentis timidly.


  “The appearance of a body changes after death, with different characteristics showing at different times. In this case, you’ll see that the back of the body is darker in colour, meaning that the blood has flowed down from the front of the body after death. Pink skin indicates death may have been caused by asphyxia – not being able to breathe.” Nikolas turned to Zineb and asked, “Did the prince have a florid complexion, or does the skin appear more red than usual to you?”


  Zineb paused and replied. “No, he had a swarthy complexion.”


  Nikolas continued. “Head; normal. Neck; apparent puncture mark, possibly from insect bite, near left shoulder. Back, buttocks and legs; no apparent abnormalities.” He placed his hand flat on the torso and attempted to move the arms and legs. “Rigor mortis is present and the body cold, or at least as cold as it can be in this weather. He’s been dead at least six hours. At what time was he found?”


  “Shortly after sunrise, when servants went to wake and bathe him,” Zineb replied. It was now mid-afternoon, perhaps nine hours later.


  “Are the servants here now?”


  “No, they’re currently being detained and questioned.”


  “I must know details about the initial presentation of the corpse. Please see that they are present when we inspect the room.”


  A longer pause. “One of the servants has not survived the questioning and I understand that the other two are not in very good condition,” said Zineb.


  Nikolas scowled. “I must know the details of the appearance of the body when it was first seen. Fetch them – and make sure that there are no more fatalities amongst the witnesses. I’ll also need full details of what the prince ate and drank, and when. I trust that the kitchen staff and waiters have all survived?” he asked sarcastically.


  “I’ll have to make enquiries of that,” said Zineb blandly.


  “I presume that the prince will be prepared for the Afterlife in the normal way?” Nikolas asked. Zineb nodded. “I want to attend and see the contents of the stomach on removal and the removal of the body’s organs.” He then walked towards the door. “Now let’s see the room where he was found.”


  They entered the prince’s apartments. They were large, airy and lavishly decorated with beautiful, sometimes graphic, formal frescos of hunting scenes. Nikolas stopped at the doorway and began to dictate to the scribe what he saw. Lorentis occasionally interjected, after brief discussions in Greek with Nikolas, to clarify comments.


  “From the entry, view of reception area. Table and four chairs. Basket of fruit on the table; place fruit on one side for further examination. Inner sitting room; table and another four chairs; decorations; two large bouquets of flowers in vases. Basket of dates and grapes on the table; jug of liquid refreshment – full.” Nikolas approached and sniffed “Fruit juice. Six unused mugs, placed upside down. Place juice and fruit aside for further examination. Three bedrooms; one apparently used by guards, three sleeping pallets used; one bedroom unused. Main bedroom; large wooden bed, feather mattress, wooden neck-support, side tables and two chairs. Bed has been stripped of linen. Zineb, why has everything been interfered with? What was the bed like? Was it soiled?”


  Zineb called out to somebody waiting in the hallway near the door.


  A few moments later two men in loincloths were partly dragged and partly assisted into the room. Livid bruises and smeared blood covered their bodies. They moved with difficulty and needed assistance to stand. Nikolas was disgusted. ‘I must remember not to be a witness in a criminal case in this land’ he muttered to himself. He repeated his question to the servants.


  “No, sir,” they both said, in unison.


  “Body clothed or naked?”


  “Naked sir, as was usual,” said one.


  “And alone?”


  “Last night yes, but not normally. He said he was not feeling well and wanted to rest.”


  “Zineb, by Zeus’s hairy balls! Do I have to drag every shred of information out? Why can’t I be provided with the information you have? Clearly you already know these basics!” Nikolas paused to regain control, breathed deeply three times and then continued to address the servants. “Describe how you found him.”


  “He was lying on his back, appearing to be asleep but his eyes were open. The linen sheet had been kicked aside and lay on the floor,” said one of the servants.


  “Did you touch him?” asked Nikolas.


  The taller of the servants looked at him as if he was mad. “Of course not, Sir! None but a body servant may touch royalty. We called for the Royal Physician,” he added, nodding towards a tall and thin gloomy individual in a slightly dirty white robe standing in the room to one side of the door.


  “I’ll speak to him in private shortly,” said Nikolas.


  Further questioning revealed that the final meal of the prince had been a favourite dish of his; marinated quail with wheaten bread, fried broad beans and green salad, eaten shortly after dark the evening before with a small dinner party. None of the other diners appeared to have suffered any ill-effects. The kitchen staff were not available for Nikolas to question. Several had died under questioning, some had fled before arrest and the remainder were ‘indisposed’. This time Zineb related the story of the food from preparation to delivery to the room and stated himself satisfied that no interference with the food had taken place. The drink was another matter; the palm-date wine, another favourite of the prince, had been stored in an area generally accessible to servants and after being drawn from the amphora the jug had been left unattended for a short while.


  Nikolas continued his inspection of the room. “Jug of liquid on the table by side of the bed, nearly empty.” He approached and sniffed. “Smells like palm-date wine. Zineb, I’ve viewed the prince’s body and the room where he died. Your own people have questioned the servants and others about the origin and handling of the food and drink. Now I need a place to examine the remaining food and drink and to talk to the physician.”


  Nikolas was lead to a nearby small room and the food items and jugs were placed on a table. There were two chairs. Nikolas took one chair and indicated to Lorentis to take the other. She deferred until another chair was brought for Zineb. The fruit was carefully examined, piece by piece; the grapes took a long time. Looking at the jugs of juice and palm-date wine Nikolas asked “Do we have any monkeys or other animals to try these on?” Zineb nodded and indicated to a servant to take the jugs away.


  Nikolas inclined his head towards the Royal Physician, who had been pacing up and down the corridor outside impatiently. On questioning he advised his name was Pa-ra-em-hat and was wer swnw per aa, Chief of Doctors supervising the small team of doctors to the royal court. His own speciality was the belly. His co-doctors were Dehuti-necht, a chest specialist and surgeon, and Ausas, the royal swnw irty or eye doctor. There was also Paser, a ibeh dentist who was not a doctor and was much looked down on by the swnw. All were swnw per aa Doctors of the Palace, with Pa-ra-em-hat having held that position for the four years after his return from the Hittite Court where he has been sent by Ramesses as a favour to Karunta, King of the Tarhuntas. As Nikolas couldn’t view the scene of death as it had stood at the time he had to obtain the vital information through the eyes of those who had been there, so he questioned Para-em-hat closely.


  Yes, the body had been unclothed, lying on its back with the linen sheet apparently kicked aside. No, there had been no signs of struggle. No, there had been no vomiting, diarrhoea or signs of muscle spasm, including no contraction of facial muscles. Yes, rigor mortis had by then started to set in on the upper body and the skin had started to go purple on the lower side of the body, the blood coagulating. Yes, the eye corneas had gone opaque; pupils were dilated. No, he couldn’t agree that this indicated that death had likely taken place about six to eight hours before the initial examination – he had no idea what it meant. No, the guards stated that they’d heard nothing until called by the servants after dawn. Again, the guards were not available for questioning.


  The most interesting answers came when Pa-ra-em-hat was questioned about Ra-em hotep’s health. Middle-aged, he had suffered from arthritis. The physician had prescribed aconite paste rubbed into the joints for its joint heating and anaesthetic properties. The prince also suffered bowel problems for which he had been prescribed hellebore and also took hemlock as a sedative to help his sleep.


  Nikolas said to Zineb “It’s late and now dark. I wish to retire. Please provide me with an escort home.”


  “You are to remain within the palace and resume your enquiries in the morning,” said Zineb abruptly.


  Nikolas was not happy, but replied, “So be it. Have your people show me and my people to my quarters.”


  ****


  ‘Well,’ thought Nikolas. ‘I can’t complain about the lodgings.’ Quarters similar to the prince’s, but slightly less ornate, had been placed at his disposal.


  “Amos, one man on guard by the door all night. Did you bring weapons?”


  “Just a knife each and one for you.”


  “Better than nothing. Thanks, but I already have a knife. Please set the guard.”


  Moments later there was a knock on the door. Nikolas indicated to Amos to open the door and for the others to be ready. A young captain of the Royal Guard stood in the corridor, with several servants behind him carrying trays of food. “Captain Kahun, at your service!” he said cheerfully. “Apparently I’m required to assist you.”


  “Welcome, Captain! Please come in and take a seat!”


  The servants departed after leaving the food and drink on the table. Kahun was tall with short curly hair. He had a round pleasant face and spare build. A thin cicatrice from an old sword-wound showed on his bare chest. He was wearing a formal kilt and wrist-bracers. A bronze short-sword hung at his left hip.


  “I’ve supervised the food and drink preparation myself. It’s safe!” said Kahun with a smile. “Pharaoh is known to be hospitable. Do you and your men need company this night?”


  “I thank you, but think not,” said Nikolas, ignoring the scowls of his men.


  Just then there was another knock on the door. Lorentis, with an escort of two men, stood outside. Kahun waved the escort back into the corridor and said, “I asked Lady Lorentis to attend and assist if there were any language problems.”


  Amos and the others scowled again. “It’s alright for some…” Nikolas heard muttered.


  Being now less distracted than before, Nikolas was more appreciative than previously. Lorentis was small, of slender build. Her own hair was again hidden by a large formal Court wig of black human hair, which framed a beautiful elfin face with large brown eyes darkened with kohl makeup. She was bare-footed. As with most Egyptian ladies of high stature, her thin diaphanous dress hid very little at all. Nikolas found it very hard to look her in the eyes; his own eyes had a tendency to drop lower. “My lady,” he gasped.


  Kahun said, “Pharaoh is aware that you aren’t happy with the progress of your investigation and the assistance given, and has instructed me that you are to be given what resources are necessary. Specifically, I’m to be seconded to the secret-police and will work with you as required.”


  Nikolas indicated they should sit at table with the food, and handed the platters of bread, cold meat and vegetables firstly to his guests to help themselves onto their individual wooden plates, then helped himself before finally indicating to the guards to take the still-laden platters for themselves. Nikolas poured wine from a jug for himself and the guests. “Amos! Water or juice for the men.” More scowls. First sniffing the white wine, quite warm because of the weather, before then tasting, he thought ‘Hmm, not bad for a local vintage’.


  “Captain Kahun, I suggest we start by introducing ourselves. I’m Nikolas, second son of Arastas, Lord of Kydonia in Crete. I’m twenty-five. You’ll have noticed I suffered an injury in my youth, which leaves me somewhat slow of movement. I’ve studied herbalism in my own land and travelled to Egypt two years ago to learn of its herbs, and more particularly of the human body. I also have some knowledge of non-herbal substances. My own country views the human body differently and no study of it is really possible, so I came here to Egypt. I spend most of my time studying. I run a small apothecary’s practice and do some import / export to pay the bills.”


  “I’m Ahmose-Kahun, third son of Ankmahor the Nomarch of Atfih, near the Faiyum. I entered the army at fifteen and have progressed to captain. I’m now aged twenty-two.”


  Nikolas paused, considering the conciseness of the information, the obvious intelligence of Kahun and his progression in the very competitive ranks of the Royal Guard. While in the ancient world twenty-two was not young, captain was a very prestigious rank for somebody of relatively few years. “Married?” he queried.


  “No, but I have an ‘understanding’ with the family of a girl of suitable family, which will be taken up in due course.”


  Nikolas turned to the young woman who was sitting demurely on a stool next to the table. “I’m Lorentis, aged sixteen. Fourth daughter of Ptahmose, a minor noble at Sai in the Northern Shield Nome in the Delta. I’m second hand-maiden to Princess Abana,” she said without being asked.


  Nikolas paused, waiting for more information. When none was forthcoming he commented, “Speaking Greek is an unusual skill for a young Egyptian lady.”


  “My father believed in a wide education – for my brothers. I listened to the lessons and the pedagogue was good enough to spend some of his own time teaching me, as I was more receptive than my brothers!”


  “Indeed! And have you been with the princess for long?”


  “Six months so far. Twelve months is the usual time for such an appointment, but the princess is kind and I may stay longer.”


  Nikolas considered. “Any men in your life?”


  Lorentis coloured, looked down and shook her head demurely.


  Nikolas said, “Well Pharaoh would appear to expect the three of us to effect the virtually impossible, particularly when we have almost no information. I wasn’t sufficiently bad-mannered to mention to the Chamberlain that I understand the prince had a less than favourable reputation. I’ve heard he was a known philanderer, and no man’s wife was safe – not because of his fabulous personality, but because of his threats to use his power if sexual favours were not forthcoming.”


  Kahun added, “And the whole Court hated him. Khaemweset is the Crown prince and Pharaoh’s designated heir. He’s the High Priest of the Temple of Ptah here at Memphis. He’s done wonderful work for Egypt, but he’s over fifty years old – quite elderly and in poor health. Merneptah is the most likely to succeed. Ra-em hotep was also close to the throne. Ramesses’ long life and his vigour has blessed Egypt. Over fifty years wearing the Crowns of the Two Lands, nearly eighty years old and with a hundred sons to carry on after him. But the very benefit of his long life means many of his children are now already old and many have already died. Everybody loves Khaemweset, he’s caring and attentive to the needs of the Nation. Ra-em hotep was a shit, only concerned about his penis and his weird urges. As a member of the royal family Ra-em hotep was a disaster waiting to happen.”


  Nikolas considered. “So! For suspects to kill Ra-em hotep, we have the whole royal family and any other public-minded person in the country, plus anybody in a family which may have had a woman abused by him. That should make it easy to find the killer! If in fact he was killed…which we haven’t proven yet,” he added sardonically.


  After the guests had left Nikolas sat for several hours at a table with pen and papyrus, oily lamp-smoke thickening the air of the room. ‘Aconitine,’ he mused. ‘White powder that will only dissolve properly in alcohol or acid. Deadly poison. Similar symptoms to that shown by the prince. Possibly Hemlock, but the taste and smell should have caused concern. Not arsenic, because there was no vomiting or muscle spasms. Belladonna – maybe. Cyanide? Quails…what do I remember about quails?’


  ****


  Nikolas woke, momentarily disorientated by his unfamiliar surroundings. He thought ‘Noise; strange noise’. He tried to recall what it was that he’d heard which had caused his concern. His hand reached under the pillow and grasped the bronze knife hidden there, drawing it from its leather scabbard. He sat up and looked across the room, bathed in moonlight shining through the open window.


  A small leather bag lay on the floor near the window, seemingly flat and empty.


  Without moving his head, Nikolas cast his eyes around for any threat. A slight rustling sound came from the reed mat between the window and the bed. A small movement of the head aligned Nikolas’ eyes, which widened when they saw a sinuous shape moving across the room. Pitching his voice carefully, to convey urgency and evoke immediate response while not making too much noise, Nikolas called: “Amos!”


  A few moments later the door opened slightly and a sleepy voice said “Master…?” It was Djedi, his body servant.


  Nikolas said quietly, but intensely. “Have Amos get the palace guard outside the door to call for a snake-catcher. Have the rooms above checked and the guards in the courtyard below questioned and close the door now!”


  Nikolas had noticed another long shape moving along the wall near the door. He was sitting in the middle of the bed and slowly drew his knees to his chest to make himself smaller, putting his arms lightly around the knees, his right hand holding the single-edged knife. He heard commotion and shouting first in the corridor and then outside through the open window.


  A small hooded head slowly raised itself above the edge of the bed, just below where Nikolas’ feet were. It rocked slowly side to side, tongue flicking and tasting the air. The cobra had certainly not enjoyed being thrown into the room in the bag.


  ‘No movement; I’m not here; I don’t look like a mouse; you can’t eat me!’ he thought, semi-hysterically, but at the same time hyped-up and ready to strike with the knife if the snake rose further to strike at him. The head slowly lowered and disappeared. After what seemed like days, Nikolas heard voices outside. He recognized the voice of Kahun, followed by others he didn’t know and then that of Lorentis. The door opened slowly and a small man carrying a forked stick slowly entered, closing the door again behind him.


  “There are at least two,” said Nikolas. “I think one is under the bed. One was by the wall over there,” nodding towards the far wall. “I can’t see it now.”


  “Relax, Master. I am Mehny the snake-charmer. I do this all the time, although usually out in the desert. It’s fortunate for you that I was meeting with Pharaoh’s physician when the call came.”


  Mehny slowly glided across the room and with a quick stab of the forked stick caught one cobra behind the head, pressing down with the stick to hold the thrashing reptile immobile before he grasped it with his hand and put the writhing and coiling beast into a linen bag hanging from his belt. The snake was at least 3 cubits long, as long as a man was tall, and the bag beat against his thigh as he moved across the room, slightly impeding his walk. Mehny slowly bent and looked under the bed.


  “Yes, one there,” He slowly turned his head to carefully scan the rest of the room. “And one under the table. Either somebody doesn’t seem to like you, or you have an irresistible charm for snakes and should take up my profession!” he grinned.


  “No thanks; you’re welcome to it!” said Nikolas.


  “I’ll take the one under the table first. That one is easier,” said Mehny. Nikolas nodded. He’d have preferred the one under the bed, but thought ‘Life is full of little disappointments.’


  Mehny positioned himself near the table, reached under the table, slowly moved the stick, and …missed!


  Mehny cursed furiously. In his short stay in the country Nikolas had picked up a reasonable grasp of the more colloquial and colourful language and its curses, the latter mainly in low-class drinking houses, but many of these were words that Nikolas had not heard before and he momentarily regretted he didn’t have the time to discuss linguistics. He had the impression he was missing out on the best efforts of a master. The snake shot out from under the table like an arrow from a bow, straight at Mehny. Mehny threw a cloth he was holding in his left hand over the head of the cobra and, quick as a flash, grasped it behind the head. The cobra coiled itself around his arm, seeking to get purchase on his neck. Mehny calmly raised his arm and suddenly straightened it, cracking the snake like a whip. With a loud crunch of vertebra, the cobra stopped moving. Rather than placing it in the bag, Mehny casually tossed it out the open window.


  “One to go. Now this one is a real bitch; I can’t reach him with the stick and pin him down; all I could do is irritate him some more.”


  “Don’t irritate him. I got the impression when we ‘talked’ before that he already wasn’t happy.”


  Mehny grinned; evilly, thought Nikolas. “Perhaps he’s thirsty and we could give him milk?” said Nikolas hopefully. Mehny chuckled; evilly, thought Nikolas. “Maybe not,” said Nikolas.


  Mehny said, “We need to do two things. One is to get your little Greek arse out of this room alive, and the other is to catch the snake. We can’t have it running around the guest quarters and it’s easier to catch it if you know where it is!”


  “Frankly, I’m more worried about the first thing than the second.”


  “Ah! But professionally I’m more worried about the second. And I really don’t know you all that well!”


  Nikolas’ now hyper-sensitive hearing caught several conversations going on in the room next door, without being able to make sense of them, making it harder to concentrate. ‘Get focused!’ he thought. “Suggestions?” he asked.


  “Well, you could jump off the bed, race across the room and throw yourself out of the window and maybe beat the cobra. You may, or may not, survive the fall. It’s only two storeys. Or you can draw the snake out and maybe I can catch him before he bites you.”


  “So far you have a one out of two record of getting it right, that I’ve seen,” said Nikolas.


  “Oh! I am an absolute virtuoso. I’m just having a bad night so far. I’m sure it will get better,” said Mehny encouragingly. “Trust me.” Nikolas hated people telling him to trust them.


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “Make a scrabbling noise on the bed, like a mouse. When he sticks his head up to look, wham! I get him!”


  “Like a mouse?”


  “Yes!”


  “With respect, that idea stinks!”


  “Can you think of any other way to get off the bed without having your ankles chewed?”


  “Hmm.”


  “Just one thing. No using your knife. If we’re both going for the snake, a one-handed snake-catcher, looking for his lost hand, isn’t much good. Do you hear?”


  “It’s your way, or no way?” asked Nikolas.


  “Damn right!” said Mehny.


  “Let’s do it!”


  Nikolas used the nails on the fingers of his left hand to make scratching noises near the middle of the bed. His right hand firmly grasped the knife. No mad snake-catching Egyptian was going to make him give that up.


  Nothing happened in response to the noise.


  “What sort of noise does a desert mouse make? Should I be squeaking?”


  “They normally only do that when they are being eaten, so probably not a good idea at the moment! Try again.”


  Nikolas tried again.


  “By the boils on Seth’s shit-smeared backside, it’s working. Keep going!” encouraged Mehny.


  The hooded head slowly appeared next to the edge of the bed, tongue flicking evilly, as it curiously sought what was making the sound. With a swift dab of the arm, Mehny pinned the neck of the snake against the side of the bed. Nikolas shot off like an arrow from a bow and headed towards the door, before turning to watch the snake-catcher put the snake into his bag.


  “What do you do with them?” he asked.


  “Well, they fry up beautifully with onions and garlic,” said Mehny with a smile.


  Nikolas grasped Mehny’s right arm, then gave him a quick hug as the door opened and the room filled with people.


  “Kahun!” said Nikolas, as they grasped forearms. “We really need to do something about security around here! Anything found outside?”


  “Nothing in the chambers upstairs and the guards report nothing from the courtyard.”


  “So they are either very clever or somebody is lying. That bag was either dropped on a rope from above or thrown from below. At least we now know the answer about whether Ra-em hotep was murdered!” said Nikolas.


  CHAPTER 2 – INVESTIGATIONS


  Year 52. Month Ipi-Ipi. 3rd Shomu. Mid-June 1223 BC


  “Anything of use from the investigation of the servants?” asked Nikolas at breakfast the following morning.


  Kahun replied, “Two have disappeared, either crocodile food or frightened for their lives, five have been tortured to death uselessly by the secret-police – which means that those who ran knew what they were doing. Nothing from the rest. I’m not sure you are right about the palm-date wine,” he added.


  “Why?” asked Nikolas.


  “Zineb had some given to a convicted prisoner, he drank quite a lot and promptly became quite ill with breathing problems, gasping for air and so on…He survived, until he was finished off by other means. Well, he was going to die today anyway, certainly more painfully than with the poison, so why waste perfectly good expensive pet monkeys, as you suggested? The prince was generally in quite good health and a bull of a man. He was in much better health than the prisoner was. If something in the wine only made the prisoner ill, Ra-em hotep should have been able to either have shaken it off or at least been able to have called for help.”


  Nikolas shuddered to think at what had happened after his casual comment, although the option made perfect sense, from a certain point of view.


  “And no idea how the wine made its way to Ra-em hotep’s room?” asked Nikolas.


  “Any one of five servants could have drawn and conveyed it or had access to it in the room. One is missing, two are dead, one is not currently able to talk and the other denies anything, despite the most ‘rigorous’ questioning.”


  “The secret-police seem to be the biggest stumbling block in this whole investigation. We’re losing witnesses faster than we can find them! But the main thing is that the poison in the palm-wine was only marginally deadly. Not a sure thing.” Nikolas paused before continuing, “Kahun, after last night I must ask what are your sleeping arrangements, and those of Lorentis? We’re all at risk.”


  Kahun replied “Lorentis sleeps in an antechamber off Princess Abana’s own rooms in the Royal Chambers. She’s safe enough. I sleep in a room in the army barracks. Now, I’ll make sure it is a different room each night!”


  “Good, if we are to progress, all of us are important to finding the answer; after last night, clearly we all need to be careful of our own security!”


  ****


  Nikolas entered the Wt Preparation Room in the msxnt necropolis on the West Bank. Ra-em hotep lay naked on a granite slab in the centre of the room, surrounded by five chanting priests of Anubis, two of whom were wearing the dog-headed masks of their sect. The smell of incense hung heavy in the air, its smoke drifting across the room. The incense almost, but not quite, covered the sharp scent of preservatives and other liquids in open jars. Nikolas sneezed and wiped his nose on his right forearm. The heat and thick atmosphere of the room, as well as lack of sleep, was already giving him a headache.


  As Kahun had said Ra-em hotep had been a bull of a man, large and heavily-set with his body showing the signs of good living. The materials needed to start mummification, most noticeably the bath of natron, were at the side of the room.


  “Let’s get this raree show underway. Do the stomach first!” instructed Nikolas, drawing antagonistic stares from the priests. Nikolas’ previous evening and night had been such that he had little sympathy for the sensibilities of these time-servers, and his recently acquired knowledge of the deceased such that he had little reverence for the corpse.


  The copper blade bit into the flesh of the left side of the stomach, organs and intestines bulging out obscenely. The stench of offal immediately overcame the sweetness of the incense. The stomach was placed on the granite slab, rather than simply being placed in a canopic jar. Two quick slashes and the contents lay on the stone. With distaste Nikolas bent to sniff the contents and asked the priest “Palm-date wine?”


  The priest shrugged his shoulders unhelpfully. He was outraged at the presence of Nikolas during this holy event and had no intention of giving any assistance to the usurper. Nikolas carefully examined the body, confirming some of the observations of Pa-raem-hat. Others, such as skin colour, were now lost due to the passage of time.


  The procedure continued. The stomach was not ulcerated; the lungs perhaps a brighter pink than usual, indicated asphyxia; the kidneys were normal.


  Nikolas stared the priest straight in the eyes, shrugged and said, “Thank you for your great assistance. I’ll report it to Divine Ramesses personally,” he added, taking a cheap-shot. Anubis looked further outraged as Nikolas stalked out.


  ****


  Once back at the warehouse, Nikolas said to Amos, “I need to see Wahanhk the bag-maker about the bags for the next order for shipment of grain to Attica. Get me Kemuny and Nimlot as guards and I’ll leave shortly.” Moments later Nikolas was outside, grasping his walking-stick and limping along the road towards the merchant quarter, Kemuny in the lead and Nimlot following.


  It was early afternoon and the streets thronged with traffic. Moving with some difficulty in the crush of humanity, they passed through the Grand Market, with its stalls and hucksters shouting their wares. Beggars stood or lay at most street corners, showing deformed limbs and sores; young children, most naked as was usual, ran about shouting and calling to each other. Other children, mainly dressed in rags, were working at the stalls or workshops of family members; some were as young as four or five and looked about with big brown eyes as they performed minor menial tasks. The Eternal Nile glistened nearby, off to the right.


  When they reached Wahanhk’s shop, Nikolas walked straight in through the open doorway without knocking. He’d had a hard day and had little sympathy for sensibilities of others, particularly when he was the customer.


  Inside was complete chaos; tables and chairs were scattered across the room; grain and oil spilled from broken sacks and amphorae stacked along the walls. Wahanhk was usually the most fastidious of men. He lay huddled abjectly in one corner. Four huge ‘bashers’ stood over him, all holding large pieces of wood above their heads. A young woman, little more than a child, lay against the far wall; her dress was torn across the bosom and her long black hair dishevelled, with a large bruise rising on her right cheek. Her dark-brown eyes glinted with fire.


  After the happenings of the previous night Nikolas and his men had progressed from going out with hidden knives to having short-swords out of sight under carefully draped pieces of linen. When drawn the swords more than made up for their lack of numbers. More, both Nikolas and his men were trained and prepared to take out their frustrations on whoever was nearby and this showed in their eyes.


  “Hold hard!” said Nikolas in an even tone, waving a sword a few inches away from the eyes of the nearest thug. Nikolas and his guards were trained soldiers and handled their weapons with almost negligent ease and immense confidence. “Move and you’ll be talking through a second mouth – in your throat! Wahanhk, what seems to be the problem?”


  There was a long pause before one of the four thugs said, “Wahanhk has a debt which we are collecting.”


  Nikolas replied, “This seems a fairly aggressive manner of negotiation, using clubs to do your talking. Do you want to talk with us?” Nikolas waved the tip of his sword again, causing the thug’s eyes to cross as he stared involuntarily at its movement just inches from his nose.


  The thug shook his head very carefully.


  “What is the debt claimed?” asked Nikolas.


  “200 copper deben for gambling debts.”


  “Wahanhk, do you dispute the amount?” asked Nikolas. Wahanhk shook his head.


  Nikolas also shook his head, in his case in disbelief; 200 copper deben was ten times as much as Wahanhk could earn in a month – enough to buy two cows.


  “But we’ve found suitable goods to offset the debt,” said the thug, looking at the girl.


  Nikolas said, “You four, put the clubs on the ground; then sit against that wall so no accidents can happen. Wahanhk and the girl can sit in those chairs.” As the girl sat, she rearranged her torn dress to cover her exposed bosom. Partly out of consideration for the girl, and partly to get Kemuny to stop ogling her and concentrate on the men, Nikolas suggested to her that she change her dress. She rose lithely from her chair, crossed to a small wicker basket nearby and drew out another similar linen dress of mid-calf length, now grey in colour from repeated washing. As she faced the wall and pulled the ruined dress off over her head she revealed her nakedness and Nikolas saw that the back and thighs of her slender body were a mass of bruises, some quite recent and purple, others faded to a sickly yellow colour; clearly she had received vicious and regular beatings. She didn’t return to the chair she had vacated but turned and sat cross-legged on the floor near the basket, well away from her father.


  Nikolas gave Wahanhk a disgusted look, his eyes narrowed and lips pursed, before he again looked at the girl. She was about fourteen years old and only recently come into her womanhood, but just of marriageable age. She was of medium height, a little over five feet, slender but full-bodied and quite attractive despite her dishevelled appearance and recent treatment.


  Nikolas paused. Attractive, yes. Worth two cows? Probably not, but…


  “What is your name, child?” he asked gently.


  The girl raised her large brown eyes to meet his and replied, “Kiya, my Lord.”


  Nikolas said to the thugs, “I have come to discuss with Wahanhk my debt to him, which happens to also be 200 deben,“ he lied. “I’ll send my man to collect the debt and then you can be paid. Nimlot, go to Djedi, tell him to go to the counting room and remove 200 copper deben from the strong box. Come here with that amount and with four armed guards. Be as quick as you can. We’ll be waiting.” Nikolas and Kemuny stood with swords drawn, one on each side of the doorway.


  They had to wait for quite a long time until Amos, Djedi and four guards rushed through the door. “You have the payment Djedi?” asked Nikolas. Djedi nodded, hefting a small sack of copper rings. “You acknowledge the debt to these men, Wahanhk?” continued Nikolas.


  Wahanhk nodded and said, “Yes, Master, I do!”


  “Very well, here is the payment. Count it now and then be gone,” said Nikolas to the thugs, emptying the bag on the table and taking two steps back before gesturing for them to stand and approach. Now with eight of his own men in the room Nikolas was much more relaxed. The thugs were not prepared to enter a close count and quickly tallied the copper rings, scrawled a signature on a receipt and departed.


  “Wahanhk, this was not good! How could this happen?” asked Nikolas.


  “I’m sorry, Master, but the gambling fever sometimes takes me and I do not count the results at the time,” he said. “Kiya will go with you today and to expunge the debt. She will be your slave.”


  “No, Wahanhk! I don’t want a slave. Let this be a business debt that you can pay over time.”


  “No, Master! No! I am a weak man. If not today then later, maybe next week, others will be back seeking payment. These men today meant to sell Kiya’s services to a brothel in the docklands. She’s better off with you than she can expect with me. She is intelligent and hardworking and you need an assistant in your workshop. Teach her your trade. Have the scribes enter the record of her being sold to you.”


  Nikolas paused, and thought to himself ‘And that means you don’t have to pay me back! You obviously don’t think she is worth two cows!’ He turned to Kiya and asked, “What do you want from this?”


  “I wish to go with you, my Lord,” she replied, looking demurely down.


  Nikolas said to Wahanhk, “Well she can come with me. But I have no slaves and nobody in my service in debt to me. She can come with a clean sheet and we’ll see what we can do.” He turned to Kiya and said, “Child, collect your things and we will leave.”


  Kiya gave a small shake of the head and replied, “There’s nothing that I want from this place. I’m ready to leave when you are.”


  Nikolas said to Wahanhk, “I originally came to order 500 sacks for grain. I’m prepared to pay the same as last time, delivery in two weeks.”


  Wahanhk nodded his agreement.


  ****


  As they stepped out of the gloom of Wahanhk’s house and into the bright sunlit street Nikolas saw that it was now late afternoon and he’d have to hurry to get home, change his clothing and present himself at the palace at sunset as he’d been instructed. They hurried along with Nikolas limping gamely on his stick, his left leg trailing slightly. The girl walked on his left. Djedi and the guards forged ahead, forcing a path through the thickening crowd; the cooler temperature of the late afternoon bringing more people onto the streets. They were bumped and pushed by the throng as they moved up the road.


  Nikolas missed a step, his sandaled left foot slipping on something wet and noisome lying on the street, and he nearly fell. Kiya moved to grasp his left arm to support him. As he twisted to his left he felt a sharp stinging pain across his right upper rib-cage. He jerked his head to the right and saw the bearded face of a stranger an arm’s length away. Time seemed to slow for Nikolas and incongruously he noticed the assailant had several missing teeth and wore a sweat-stained headband. The stranger leaned forward, bringing his bloodied knife up again. Nikolas swung his left arm to strike at his assailant’s head and yelled to the guards as he thrust out his right arm, knocking the oncoming knife up and to one side. Amos turned and drew his sword in one motion, his eyes flicking to take in the scene. The assailant turned abruptly, forced his way into the crowd and disappeared in a moment.


  Nikolas clasped his hand to the wound. “Nearly home!” he gasped. Amos and Nimlot grabbed Nikolas and half-carried him the remaining short distance to the warehouse and into the workroom; Kiya hovered behind. Once safely back in the workroom Nikolas sat on a stool, stripped off his robe and examined the long deep gash on his chest, which stretched a good hand-span in length from the centre of the chest to below his right nipple. If not for that opportune slip on the pavement the knife would have struck him full in the heart.


  “Well Kiya, your first piece of work! Are you a good seamstress? I need you to stitch me up, and I hope you can sew neatly! First wash the wound with oil of fir from that jar there and then apply that unguent. It has garlic juice, fir-resin and myrtle in a honey and moringa-oil base. Hold the edges together, without an overlap, and use the needle and cat-gut thread from that drawer in the bench.” Kiya did so, kneeling before him as he sat on the stool. Nikolas closed his eyes at the sharp stinging pain as the antiseptic was rubbed deep into the wound. Then Kiya, with the tip of her tongue protruding slightly between her teeth as she concentrated, carefully stitched the edges of the wound together. Nikolas’ jaw tightened in pain with each of the nineteen small stitches. “Very good, now apply the unguent from that jar on the left of the second shelf; there are clean bandages in that box over there.”


  When she had completed her work Kiya asked, “Aren’t you going cast any magic spells or make incantations to ward off infection and help the healing?” After Nikolas snorted and shook his head she said, “Well, you are the swnw, so you know best. I presume that doctors don’t need to incant aloud for themselves and can commune with Isis, Serqet and Sekhmet without the need to speak, and so increase the effectiveness of the magic?”


  Nikolas was tired and in pain, not having taken any medication that may dull his mental acuity when he later attended at the palace. He couldn’t be bothered to give a proper reply and answer the questions that would inevitably follow. Instead he took the easy course of just saying, “I say a prayer in my heart to all the gods of healing when I do my work. I don’t believe that it’s necessary for me to pray and chant aloud. I make my best effort and let the gods do their best as they see fit.”


  With half his chest wrapped in bandages, Nikolas felt like half a mummy, and about as lively. “Djedi, call a palanquin to take me to the palace. Amos – eight guards! Four ahead, one each side and two behind. Two attempts in one day is enough! You’ll need to call in the off-duty guards, otherwise this will leave only two here at the warehouse. We need to hire some more, but only those we’ve used before or who our men know. A one-month engagement, with the usual pay of twelve deben a month. Djedi, see to it at once.” He paused and added a further instruction, “Djedi, also get me some Egyptian robes when you can, so I don’t stand out so much in the crowd when I go out.”


  The off-duty guards and two new recruits arrived just before the palanquin. In the meantime Nikolas with Kiya’s assistance quickly washed using a bowl of water and a cloth, and after towelling himself off slipped on his best Greek tunic and some heavy jewellery. After all, you don’t visit a god every day.


  ****


  This time the palanquin went to the main gate of the palace. Darkness had fallen and he was late. As was the intention of the builders of all palaces Nikolas and all those who entered were awed by the magnificence of the public reception areas. On approaching the tall whitewashed mud-brick outer walls, a gate with massive polished bronze-covered doors gave access to a large stone-flagged open formal courtyard a hundred paces square, the inside walls painted with vivid frescoes. Djedi announced Nikolas to the Captain of the Guard at the gate, and after stepping down from the palanquin Nikolas was ushered inside, while his guards were instructed to remain in the courtyard. After passing through another imposing gate on the far side of the courtyard Nikolas and Djedi entered the palace proper, and were conducted down several corridors lit by oil lamps set in sconces on the decorated walls before being shown into a room off the main Audience Chamber.


  The room was empty. It wasn’t large but was beautifully decorated and well lit. There was only one chair, a regal affair with gold scroll-work. With a small smile Nikolas limped over to the chair and sat down before looking around. The Egyptians’ love of nature was reflected in the beautifully painted frescoes on the walls, with a river theme in greens and blues; several massive bunches of fresh flowers whose perfume filled the air stood in vases behind the chair. After carefully taking in the decorations Nikolas inspected his nails, brushed dust off his robe and did all the myriad of others things one does when sitting in a waiting room for an appointment. Then he settled back and dozed off. It had been a long day.


  Eventually after a long wait the door crashed open abruptly and a small party entered, headed by two guards armed with spears and followed by Zineb and Kahun. Behind them walked an elderly man, slightly above middle-height, thin and slightly stooped by age, with a strong distinctive face with a large hooked nose and prominent jaw. He was simply dressed but wore the royal nemes head-dress of starched linen in blue and white, with close-cropped red hair seen at the temples under the head-dress and a formal pleated SnDwt kilt. A step behind him trailed another somewhat younger but more lavishly dressed man, also wearing the nemes and kilt. Lorentis entered behind almost unnoticed except by Nikolas.


  Nikolas quickly rose to his feet and stepped away from the chair. Djedi leaned forward and whispered his ear, “Pharaoh, Prince Merneptah and Chief-Chamberlain Lord Zineb.”


  Ramesses spoke in a thin and aristocratic voice. “Well Nikolas, you have arrived at last and seem to have made yourself comfortable!”


  “I apologize for my tardiness Sire, but I had to have some running repairs after the second attempt on my life for the day. They got closer this time,” he added wryly, briefly bringing his right hand to touch his sore ribs. Ramesses raised one eyebrow in query. Kahun and Lorentis looked shocked. “A knife attack in a crowded street this time,” explained Nikolas dryly.


  “Well, you do seem to make yourself unpopular in several circles,” said Ramesses, casting a quick glance at Zineb. “Now, your report!”


  Pharaoh moved past Nikolas and sat down on the recently vacated chair. The old man flexed his shoulders and upper back in an obvious attempt to alleviate stiffness. He then folded his hands and began to work the fingers in such a way as to massage his finger-joints. Clearly the old man, who Nikolas knew to be eighty years of age, was in some physical discomfort.


  “Sire, as you will have already been advised, Prince Ra-em hotep drank poisoned palm-date wine. This was presumably provided by servants unknown at the behest of others, also unknown. The death was definitely not natural. I can think of two or three poisons that could have been used. There may be others peculiar to this region that I could ascertain after I have the chance to consult with a Wise-Woman I know. I feel that the two attempts on my life today, one within the confines of the palace, are confirmation that this is murder.


  “Time of death was between the tenth hour and midnight – six to eight hours before he was found. The clinical examination of the body and the reports of those who saw it shortly after the death was discovered confirm that death took place shortly after the prince had retired for the evening. Death was probably within half an hour of ingesting the poison – perhaps less, depending on the precise poison used. None of his guards were affected, which means the poison was in something that the prince ate or drank which was not shared with the guests or his guards. He’d eaten his evening meal with several guests, who ate from the same common dishes and drank wine from the same hin wine-jugs, and most of whom report having had no ill-effects. One did feel dizzy and unwell but attributes this to the quantity of wine he drank. Again, the assumption of the poison being in the palm-date wine consumed shortly before retiring would fit the facts, as Prince Ra-em hotep would not have shared that with guards who were on duty.


  “Examination of the body showed consumption of the palm-date wine, together with some food and probably some grape wine. The lungs indicated he died of asphyxia. That is, the lungs show that he was unable to breathe and that is what killed him. There are several drugs or poisons that have that effect and show similar symptoms. Complicating factors are firstly that the concentration of poison in the wine was probably not fatal. Also, he was receiving treatment from your Court Physician with three substances that, if taken in more than very small amounts, are also deadly. Perhaps more men are poisoned by incorrect taking of medicines than by those who wish them ill. Unfortunately, those who take medicine usually believe ‘more is better’, which is not a good philosophy to adopt when dealing with therapeutic substances that are also poisonous. However, exactly what substance killed him is probably of less importance than who is responsible.”


  Ramesses required clarification of several points and Lorentis briefly questioned Nikolas in Greek before she spoke in a flow of rapid Egyptian to Ramesses.


  “You will be aware that the secret-police have discovered no leads,” said Ramesses to Nikolas, speaking slowly and clearly. “A man’s body, or at least the part of one left by the crocodiles, has been found by the river. We presume this may have been one of the missing servants. Or maybe not, as the crocodiles take a number of people each week. But those are usually children or women working at the water’s edge, not men.”


  Nikolas tilted his head to the side in thought and gave a nod to indicate that this information was acknowledged. Ramesses went on, “Without a certain culprit, either I can accuse somebody, anybody who I want removed, or pretend the death was natural.” After a pause he added, “One of the dead servants was a slave given to me by Lord Horwebbefer, Nomarch of Nekheb in the Upper Kingdom. Horwebbefer also spent last evening with Ra-em hotep, along with others. He’s been plotting against my rule in his Nome, so he’ll do nicely. He also has large estates I can seize. Chamberlain Zineb, advise the secret-police accordingly. Don’t release the news just yet, until these three are more advanced in their investigations than they currently are. We don’t want the other rats associated with Horwebbefer to run down their holes.” Nikolas shuddered at this naked use of political will.


  Ramesses paused again before continuing “You three!” he said, pointing at Nikolas, Kahun and Lorentis. “We all know that it is most unlikely the man I have chosen is responsible. You will continue your investigations and discover the true culprits. Pharaoh will not accept the death of any of his family or loyal servants,” he added with emphasis. “Declaring Horwebbefer the culprit should make your task easier. When you discover the true culprit we can always announce Horwebbefer had accomplices. Kahun, I will have my Office provide a copy of my Seal as symbol of your authority to act.”


  Nikolas cleared his throat and looked uncomfortable. He’d had enough, and intended to return to his studies. Accepting a royal commission was too dangerous! “Sire, I have done what I had undertaken to Chamberlain Zineb and I have my own affairs to consider,” he said diffidently.


  Ramesses replied “You shall have 100 deben of silver for your efforts so far, and a further 500, again of silver, per month for the next twelve months – even if, as I am sure it will, the investigation takes less time. Further, Chamberlain Zineb will arrange to buy all the stock of wine, honey and oil that you import for the next twelve months, so you don’t need to attend to your business. Captain Kahun, you are now appointed idnw n mSa, ‘Best of One Thousand’ of the Royal Bodyguard. Chose whatever troops you feel you need to perform these duties. Lorentis, I settle on you 250 arura of land, to be held on your behalf by your father until your marriage, but with you to receive the income.” Ramesses clapped his hands, nodded and turned. As all made their obeisance he stalked from the room.


  Nikolas rubbed one hand over his eyes. It had been a long day. He turned to Zineb, Kahun and Lorentis. “It looks like we’re all in this together!” he exclaimed. “Zineb! I’ll leave you and Djedi to discuss prices, subject to my approval. As my stock is now your stock, I suggest you need to appoint some guards to look after it. I don’t see any reason to pay for that. Kahun and Lorentis, please meet me at the warehouse tomorrow morning to discuss what we do next.”


  ****


  It was near midnight when the palanquin deposited Nikolas back at the warehouse, guards surrounding him as he moved. He limped painfully up the stairs to the sleeping room where he disrobed. Because of the heat in the room he then climbed the ladder to the flat roof of the building where, like most of the city residents, he had a sleeping pallet located to catch the cooler night air. He pushed the insect-net aside, and settled down with a groan.


  The roof of the warehouse held not only a sleeping-pallet under a mosquito-net, but also many large pots growing fresh herbs, some under overhead covers that provided shade. Those herbs that Nikolas could not readily obtain in the market were cultivated by him in these pots. These were mainly plants he had imported from Eastern Europe, such as licorice, St John’s wort, lemon balm, hawthorn, yarrow and peppermint.


  After a few moments he heard a gentle call from near the top of ladder. “Master…I am frightened to be in this house with so many strange men. May I join you?”


  By this time all Nikolas wanted was sleep, so when he grunted consent he expected the girl to find her own place on the roof. The insect-net swirled as Kiya slipped into the bed and curled up beside Nikolas. A few heartbeats later her small hands gently parted his loincloth.


  Not unexpectedly, Nikolas rose to the occasion, although with his injured chest he let Kiya take the upper hand. Satiated they both drifted off to sleep.


  ****


  Next morning as the sun rose to shine in his eyes Nikolas heard Djedi moving around the roof, tidying up and watering the herb-pots before the heat of the day. Kiya slipped out of bed, being careful to let Djedi see her. Soon the whole household would know that she was the Master’s woman and she’d be safe from other attentions. She sat naked at the foot of the bed, combing her long straight black hair with her fingers. Nikolas enjoyed the domesticity of the scene. His experience with women since coming to Egypt several years ago had largely been negotiated by the hour.


  Since Kiya had walked away from her father’s house with literally nothing but the dress on her back, Nikolas asked, “Why didn’t you bring your things with you? One of the men could have carried them.”


  “I wanted nothing from my father and nothing to remind me of my time there. The last few years have not been a happy time,” replied Kiya briefly without elaboration.


  Nikolas rose from the bed and descended the ladder to the workroom. Kiya helped him to again dress his wound with the antiseptic and anti-bacterial unguent. While red and painful, it had no proud or swollen flesh and the sugar in the honey was drawing out the moisture from the wound. Nikolas was hopeful he’d escaped without infection.


  “You’ll need clothes and things for yourself. The strongbox is open, although somewhat depleted after yesterday. Take what you need,” said Nikolas.


  Kiya at first could not believe she was being given a free hand with Nikolas’ cash. She’d never handled more than a few scraps of trading-metal in her whole life and her own father had not trusted her with more than a few goods with which to barter food for the house or an occasional bolt of cheap cloth for her to make clothes for her father and brothers.


  Nikolas had no real concerns about giving Kiya free rein. He’d always lived a comfortable, Kiya would say luxurious, life where food and clothing was on hand and a handful of small change was neither here nor there. He thought himself a good judge of character and showing trust was important, as was finding out whether the trust was well-placed. Anyway, his wealth was in the goods sitting in the warehouse. The strongbox was just for loose change, or a place to store gold, silver and copper until it was turned into more tradable goods; and as he had said it was nearly empty at the moment.


  “While you’re at it, can you get some food? There are a couple of street vendors nearby who do a good take-away. I’ll get Nimlot to go with you; he can show you which ones to buy food from and also help carry things. We’ve some guests arriving shortly.”


  Kiya had looked around the living quarters and warehouse while Nikolas and the others had been at the palace the previous evening and had noticed the total lack of kitchen facilities. Despite his spare build, Nikolas appeared to have been living on take-away food and dining in beer-halls.


  Hesitantly she said, “Perhaps I can get some kitchen utensils and pots, so I can cook food here.”


  Nikolas nodded. “Good idea, although the men go home to eat, or bring their own food in.” He was still struggling with the idea of having a woman in the house and had no idea what to do with her, other than the obvious. Or what sort of relationship they should have, other than the one that Kiya seemed to wish. He certainly didn’t see her as a cook preparing meals for the other employees.


  “I may need as much as ten copper deben,” she said hesitantly. Nikolas was a merchant and knew about how much quality copper cookware cost. Two good pots would cost that much, with nothing left over for Kiya’s own needs. “Or I could take some of the bags of grain and trade them?” she suggested.


  Nikolas shook his head. She would need a couple of donkey-loads of grain to trade for what she wanted and he couldn’t be bothered. Maybe another time, to let her keep her hand in with bartering. “Take fifty deben. Get the best quality you can find; it’s cheaper in the long run to buy the best as they last longer. I don’t want any change. And don’t forget the food or your own things.”


  Kiya went to the strongbox and when she opened the lid was amased to see not just small bags of copper rings, but the glint of silver and gold and even the sight of small pieces of silver and gold from strange lands, with pictures and words she couldn’t read stamped on them – and this was when Nikolas said he was ‘strapped for cash’. However, she was sure that he was not a fool and knew to the deben how much the strongbox contained.


  The key was in the lock and after filling a small leather bag with fifty copper deben she locked the lid before she gravely handed the key back to Nikolas.


  It was not long after sunrise when Kiya and Nimlot reached the Grand Market. On the way they’d stopped at a small hawker’s stall near the warehouse to order a breakfast to be sent to Nikolas; Nimlot had indicated which one Nikolas tended to favour.


  In the market the first thing Kiya bought was a comfortable but stoutly-made pair of hemp sandals, and another lighter and more delicate pair made of tooled leather. After slipping the heavier pair onto her feet she was able to proceed much more comfortably. Next she examined several stalls with metal ware; two large pots; two fry-pans and three saucepans; a double brazier; ladles and spoons; knives, wooden plates and platters. Nimlot had begun to be burdened like a donkey, so they hired one and loaded that instead. Then on to the food market: vegetables and fruit, bread and cheese, fresh herbs. Meat was a problem as she didn’t know what Nikolas liked, so a fresh duck, half a kid goat and a fish. Each item was carefully examined for freshness and blemishes.


  Nimlot and the laden donkey returned to the warehouse while Kiya went shopping for herself. Never had she done so before and she hummed happily as she visited stall after stall, fingering the merchandise to feel the quality and trying on items from time to time. She ended up with three dresses in the shift-style, a shawl, a leather belt and personal grooming items such as hairbrush, comb and a few colourful baubles of ear-rings and bracelets of beads. Feeling quite the well-turned-out lady she tucked her parcels under her arms and headed back ‘home’.


  Once back at the warehouse she set up the brazier and other items on two tables in an unused part of the warehouse, near to a window for ventilation, and then gravely counted into Nikolas’ hand the six deben in change still remaining. With a smile Nikolas accepted this, acknowledging her excellent housekeeping.


  He was rather startled when Kiya then stripped off her clothes, put on a brief loincloth and started to clean the workroom. Kiya sang happily to herself as she worked, barely able to believe her good fortune. In the space of a day she had gone from being the daughter of a poor merchant, living in poverty and abuse, unpaid for her labours and on the verge of being sold by her own father to a brothel to pay off his gambling debt, to being the bed-partner of a seemingly kind, considerate, generous and wealthy man, who by taking her to his bed and allowing her to take over the domestic conduct of his house had, in the eyes of Egyptian law, at a single stroke made her his common-law wife with legal protections and entitlements. ‘Not bad for a poor girl from the slums,’ she thought. ‘And Nikolas is kind of cute, even if a little old for me. Still, all in all, a good day’s work for a working girl!’


  Shortly before lunchtime Kahun and Lorentis slipped quietly into the warehouse and Nikolas led them into the workroom so the guards couldn’t overhear their conversation. Once they were seated around a small table in the cramped room Nikolas poured each a cup of fruit juice and indicated they should help themselves from the platter of fresh bread and cheese placed on the table, one result of Kiya’s shopping expedition that morning.


  Kiya worked tidying and cleaning the bench, before using a small step-ladder on which to stand to wipe accumulated filth from the shelves. Because of the heat in the small room and the traditional wish of the Egyptians not to spoil their clothes when doing dirty work, she was dressed only in the brief loincloth, barely covering her bottom when standing. Nikolas absently patted her bottom once when it passed nearby at eye-height, exposed as she reached up. Lorentis gave him a haughty stare, Kahun a knowing smile.


  “I hope you won’t be too distracted to talk business, given you’re being well paid,” said Kahun. “I’m surprised she has so many bruises. I wouldn’t have thought you were like that!”


  Nikolas smiled sheepishly. “No, she was in that condition when she arrived. And you’re right; 6,000 silver deben over a year is a princely sum and worthy of careful attention. I’ve been giving some thought to the poison. Several poisons meet the criteria for symptoms shown both by Ra-em hotep. Hemlock is one. If it wasn’t hemlock, then it was probably cyanide. But it must have been added to the food as the wine wasn’t poisonous enough to kill with certainty. From the symptoms the prisoner suffered, what was in the palm-date wine was almost certainly hemlock. Alternatively, the Royal Physician may have got his medicinal doses wrong and accidentally killed the prince, but that’s unlikely given the subsequent attempts to kill me. In fact one of the three doctors is the most likely suspect. It’s not easy to get these poisonous substances.


  “Kahun, I suggest that you visit the various herb-sellers and apothecaries who may have supplied the poison. Also, arrange to have a full check and report done on the palace doctors. Who they see, what they do and where they go. Particularly Pa-ra-em-hat, since he spent a couple of years with the Hittites. The two substances are used quite rarely, and used only in small amounts by doctors. If it wasn’t one of the doctors, if we find a recent sale of a reasonably large quantity to a person who isn’t a doctor we will most likely have a lead on our man! The next problem is where do we go from here? What else do we know of Ra-em hotep? Most of the princes have certain duties. What were his?”


  “He was responsible for the operation of the mines in the south, around Aswan, and also the temple additions at Karnak and Abu Simbel. In fact he was due to travel south next week for several months to resume his duties,” replied Kahun.


  “Was he good at his job?” asked Nikolas.


  “Although you know I didn’t have much time for him, yes, he seems to have been reasonably competent.”


  “Corrupt?”


  Kahun chuckled. “Not in the sense of demanding money, no. He was a royal prince. He had as much wealth and land as he wanted. He had no need for bribes. Perhaps he would accept the occasional favour from somebody wanting to use his influence at court, but I don’t know for sure.” Kahun considered and then continued, “Until now we’ve only been asked to look at the death itself, which may be fairly simple to resolve. Even if we find who administered the poison that doesn’t mean that they were other than somebody else’s minion. The actual murderer, in the sense of the person who placed the poison in the food or wine, probably himself doesn’t have a motive. Who was actually responsible is obviously a much harder question. Ra-em hotep spent about half of his time here in Lower Egypt and most of the rest of the time at Aswan performing his duties. The answer should lie in one place or the other. You don’t kill a royal prince without a strong motive and Ra-em hotep most likely knew the person responsible. We need to investigate the people he was in regular contact with. Also those with whom he spent his last night and, as you suggested, also the doctors.


  “The secret-police have already been through Memphis like a herd of hippos and have sent some of the people we want into cover. I suggest that I stay here and that you, Nikolas and Lorentis, head south to check out Thebes and Aswan. The main problem with that is that this time of the year, depending on the wind direction, it can take a week to get there and at least a week to get back,” said Kahun.


  “Can’t we go overland?” asked Nikolas.


  “Well, yes you can; that’ll take at least as long, be considerably more uncomfortable and there’s the risk of bandits. It’s a damn long way through rough country. We Egyptians travel on the river for good reasons.” Nikolas and Lorentis agreed that travel up the Nile by boat was the best course.


  “I’ll get Zineb to provide you with a barge and a troop of soldiers and you can get going as soon as possible. My younger brother Pamose is an officer with the Osiris regiment. He’s an intelligent and personable young man and should be an asset to you.”


  Nikolas thought briefly and replied, “I don’t agree about the barge or the troops. I think we’d do better arriving unknown and making inquiries quietly, rather than on a royal barge with a horde of soldiers at our backs. What do you think Lorentis?” Lorentis agreed that they should travel inconspicuously.


  “I can wear Egyptian robes to make myself less noticeable, but nobody is ever going to take me for anything except a Achaean,” said Nikolas “I suggest we travel there on a commercial boat, posing as a merchant, his Egyptian wife and her male relative, with perhaps four or five guards of the rougher sort who definitely don’t look like soldiers.”


  Kahun pulled a wry face, but was reluctantly forced to agree that this was the better option. “Usually on a commercial barge passengers just sit and sleep on deck, or on the riverbank when the boat moors at night. If you pay extra, they’ll erect a small cabin which would provide some privacy. The trip will be quite long,” he said.


  Lorentis objected. “Just who would be using this cabin?” she asked, a flush of anger rising to her face.


  Kahun cleared his throat. “The merchant and his wife, and perhaps a servant?” he suggested with nervous embarrassment.


  “We need to consider who should be in the party,” said Nikolas. “Besides myself, Lorentis and Pamose, the wife would need a maid and we’d need a male servant. Whether we use four or five experienced soldiers or my private guards probably wouldn’t matter a lot, as long as the soldiers were rough enough to look unmilitary and authentic, and are reasonably competent with a sword. I need Djedi to stay here and keep an eye on things and make sure Zineb doesn’t cheat me too outrageously. Do either of you have a male family retainer, preferably with some ability with a blade, who would be suitable? Kiya can be the maid.”


  Kahun, with some obvious effort, kept a straight face and said, “We’ll be passing my family’s estates, probably on the second day of the trip; I’m sure we can pick up a suitable manservant or a maid if required.”


  Lorentis scowled. Clearly the whole plan was not to her liking. “At least Nikolas looks as if he’ll have an enjoyable trip,” she muttered. “Particularly if he brings his whore along.”


  There was a crash as a jar dropped from an overhead shelf, narrowly missing Lorentis’ head. Kiya gave Lorentis a flat stare as everybody looked at her. “This isn’t necessarily any more to my liking than yours,” said Kiya with asperity.


  “Let’s keep the cat-fights to a minimum,” instructed Nikolas with authority. “No woman of consequence would travel without at least one maid. You can have more if you want. Kiya is a woman of intelligence and some resource, not some silly peasant. She’ll be of assistance with what we are about. Anyway, you’ll need a chaperone.”


  Kahun smirked, “Yes I’m sure she would be perfect for that and to help ward off any unwelcome advances Lorentis may receive from her ‘husband’ on the journey.”


  Lorentis tried to keep up her bad graces but her natural good nature and sense of humour got the better of her and after a few moments she gave a slow reluctant nod of agreement.


  ****


  Later that day Nikolas noticed a cat run swiftly across the floor of the warehouse before it pounced on and devoured a mouse. It was a male desert-cat, tawny in colour with lighter cream-coloured bands and with the low-set ears and long tail of all desert-cats. Nikolas called for Kiya and when she came he pointed and asked, “What’s that?”


  “It’s a cat,” she replied with a straight face.


  “I know that! What’s it doing here?”


  “Catching mice?” After a moment she decided to stop playing innocent. “I thought that given the vermin in this place that it might be useful. It’ll feed itself.”


  Nikolas was aware of the Egyptian propensity towards animal worship but decided not to make an issue of the situation. “Alright – but no shrines to the goddess Bastet, and if it dies it gets thrown out on the rubbish tip, not mummified and buried in the Necropolis.”


  “Bastet is the goddess who protects homes,” Kiya pointed out.


  “No shrine to Bastet. If we’re going to have a shrine, and I don’t want one or feel it is necessary, it’ll be to my preferred deity, Zeus.” Nikolas then continued, “Now about the kitchen you’re putting together. As you can tell from my workshop, I believe that a worker needs suitable facilities. If you’re going to be cooking regularly, the usual brazier and a tiny bench in a corner isn’t good enough. I’ll get a stone hearth put in place, to minimize the risk of fire if a brazier is knocked over. Also a large stone-topped working bench, wooden chopping-block and suitable shelving and cupboards. You can have a small oven if you want one – they’re easy enough to construct, even if somewhat rare. Actually an oven would be a good idea as I like roasted meat which I can’t often get. You’ve chosen a place near a window whose shutters can be opened, so ventilation should be good; that’s something I have to be careful about in my own workshop since the medicines I prepare often give off noxious fumes during the process – not that I’m saying your cooking will give off noxious fumes!


  “There are two full sacks and a part sack of charcoal from Canaan, which I buy for use in my own workshop. Use what you want and let me know when the last sack is opened so I can get more. Similarly, use what stock of local herbs I have for your purposes as you wish, but let me know if we get low on supply as I often need them at short notice for medicines. I prefer fresh herbs, but also keep dried stock. I’ll take you to the dealers and after that you can order what we need and keep my working herb stock replenished. Actually, I need a few items so I’ll take you to the dealers tomorrow after I explain to you what stock levels I need. Don’t bargain closely on the price because I need the best quality, not the cheapest price. But of course neither of us want to be cheated. I’ll let you know what prices are reasonable, but we deal with reputable suppliers and if they say the price is up this month because of supply problems, then that’s what we pay. If you need any of the plants I’m cultivating in the pots on the roof, let me know and I’ll grow extra. I need most of what I grow.


  “Now as to food, don’t scrimp. Buy the best you can find – I can afford it and we deserve the best. It’s only a minor cost anyway. I prefer relatively plainly-cooked food and I don’t like fish. Any other meat is good. I have an allergic reaction to horseradish, so please don’t use that! Careful food preparation and storage is important. You obviously know the problems with meat that has gone off and that fresh meat needs to be bought daily, unless you’re using preserved meat. Store the grain or flour in the spare pots that I have from my import business. If you use the wine, oil or honey pots you don’t need to worry too much about getting them completely clean, as long as they are dry. All three are preservatives and won’t make any later contents go off. Put the stoppers in place and seal them with beeswax. Beeswax may be expensive, but we have plenty of it in the warehouse and we can recycle the used beeswax from amphorae I have imported and opened, so it won’t actually cost anything.


  “In particular, buy the best grain you can find – free of sand and other foreign particles. If you can see any sand, don’t buy it. Grind it using the large polished granite mortar and pestle in my workshop. When you’ve made the bread either bake it yourself or take it to the baker down the street, and insist you get your own bread back. The biggest health problem you Egyptians have is wear on your teeth from chewing gritty food. By the age of twenty most of you have already ground your teeth flat at the top and by thirty most people are in pain from having worn their teeth down to the dentine. I don’t intend to have that problem myself.”


  ****


  Three days later Nikolas, wearing an Egyptian kilt, approached the docks. Djedi walked at his side, Kemuny ahead and another guard followed. Nikolas’ right hand was on the hilt of the short-sword hidden under a cloth draped from his right shoulder, which also hid the bandages on his chest. He went to the dock-master’s office in a ramshackle building close to the thick brown waters of the river. Eventually gaining entry he asked obsequiously, “Honoured Sir, I’m travelling to Thebes and seek a well-built ship, able to make a comfortable and fast journey.”


  The thickset, grimy and sweating official gave an ostentatious pause before replying, “The best of a bad bunch at the moment would be Breath of Bubastis,“ pointing to a smallish vessel tied up alongside the dock. “Not the largest, nor necessarily the most comfortable, but reasonably quick with a following wind. Captain Hunifer is probably less avaricious than most.” Nikolas wondered whether Hunifer was a relative and how much the dock-master would receive for his recommendation. Nikolas slipped a small token of his esteem over the counter and went towards the indicated boat.


  The dock was crowded with workers loading and unloading boats and the air was redolent of the smell of sweat and the stench of the river. Every town along the way deposited its waste in the ‘Eternal River’ and the docks were located just downstream of the main sewer outlet for Memphis at the lower end of the river. Despite the early hour many sailors sat near the dock in patches of shade and dirty alleyways with jugs of beer. Painted ladies from the ramshackle brothels located just by the docks were waiting in the shadows for sailors disembarking from ships after arrival, calling out and sauntering onto the roadway to link hands with their customers as they paired up and moved off.


  On the water naked slaves polled or rowed small one-man boats made of bound papyrus reeds to ships in mid-stream, calling out the fresh foods and meats that they carried and seeking customers. A flotilla of similar craft used by fishermen bobbed about on the river; some fishermen stood and cast small nets, others used hook and line seeking a bigger catch. Here and there the occasional crocodile could be seen, with just the tip of the snout and eyes showing above the water, but the bustling activity of the river near the docks kept most of the monsters away. Despite the presence of the crocodiles children played and splashed at the water’s edge and women did their washing, beating clothes against large rocks placed by the local authorities at the edge of the water for just that purpose. Ferries of different sizes zigzagged across the water with sweating slaves pulling at the oars. And, over all, the burning sun beat down from a clear blue sky.


  A short and immensely fat man stood supervising unloading of the boat that had been indicated. Nikolas approached the gangplank, noticing the dilapidated appearance of the boat with its peeling sun-blistered paint and unclean decks. She had a mast amidships with a patched and faded sail hanging limply in the still and heavy air. The boat had two heavy steering-oars, both on the same side at the rear of the boat and joined together so that one helmsman could control both oars. The deck was busy with stevedores carrying bags of grain out of the hold and across a narrow gangplank onto the dock, where they stacked them onto a wagon that had two bullocks in their traces waiting for the job to finish and draw the load away. As he watched, one bullock defecated noisily, the excrement hitting the ground with a soft ‘plop’ causing an immediate swarm of insects.


  Nikolas called out, “Captain Hunifer, permission to come aboard?”


  Hunifer gestured for him to approach and then turned to snarl abuse at a worker who dropped a sack he was carrying, splitting it and scattering grain over the dirt. Spittle sprayed as Hunifer heaped insults on the erring worker.


  Judging his time between hurrying workers proceeding up and down the gangplank, Nikolas stepped quickly along the narrow plank, hopped slightly ungainly onto the deck and stepped aside as a figure stooped under a heavy sack headed towards the dock.


  “Captain, I’m seeking passage for my company to Thebes. Ten in all, with two of those joining us at Atfih. I’ll also bring twelve amphorae as cargo. My wife will be accompanying us and we’ll need a cabin erecting on deck. Are you interested?”


  Hunifer nodded. “150 copper deben,“ he said abruptly.


  Nikolas bargained as closely as possible and settled for 100 deben, with the travellers to provide their own food and bedding. Given the state of the boat Nikolas had reservations about eating anything stored onboard and any bedding was sure to still have other small previous occupants. He felt it safer to buy fresh provisions at each village where the boat would tie up at night and sleep only with those he chose. He’d bring his own supply of wine and refreshments as samples for sale as part of their cover, one benefit of being a wine merchant.


  The boat was to sail at sunrise in two days’ time.




End of sample
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