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“May you be in favour with Amun-Ra!” the caravan master called out the traditional greeting in a loud and clear voice. He threw his arms wide in a grand gesture, the billowing sleeves of his robe swirling, and nearly fell off his donkey. “Khaemweset greets you!”

Aharon and Chione stopped walking as the camels of the caravan slowed to a halt before the city gates. The two were standing half a dozen camels back from the front, their position in the line was the same as it had been since the caravan had begun moving at dawn.

A city official stepped away from the brick gate-house. He was not carrying a weapon, for he had no need of one. Not with the spear-wielding guards who stood flanking the open city gate, looking at the approaching caravan with curiosity.

The city official wore a full linen tunic, finely pleated, and a jewelled pectoral. “You stand before the Gates of the Thunderbolt, entrance to Koptos,” the official announced in a loud voice, “ever-grand City of Two-Falcons, starting point of the grand caravan routes to the Twin Ports.”  He paused for a moment, staring down his nose at the caravan master. “I am Nakhu-m-Maut, Master-of-fifty. In the name of the Eighth Ruby Pharaoh, Amenhotep III, identify yourself and show your documents.”

“Of course, oh ever-vigilant Master-of-fifty.” Khaemweset waddled forward, away from the donkey upon which he had ridden and waddled stiffly towards the city guards and the officer standing at their head. “I have nothing to conceal from your honourable eyes, or those of the glorious Eighth Ruby Pharaoh and the All-Powerful Gods of Khemet.” He eyed the ranks of guardsmen—the men wore linen kilts, leather-strap armour, but no helmets in the mid-day heat—before returning his full attention back to Nakhu-m-Maut.

A caravan of camels emerged from the city gates and began to wind its way along the road.

Khaemweset eyed the other caravan master, then turned his attention to the bundles strapped to the back of the camels.

The other caravan master waved his hand.

“Khaemweset is desperate to search those bundles,” Aharon commented softly.  “You can see the hunger in his eyes.”

Chione laughed softly.  “He fears that he might miss a deal.”

Two scribes approached Nakhu-m-Maut. One carried a flat board, the other was laden with quills and ink and papyrus.

Nakhu-m-Maut cleared his throat. “For inclusion in the all-knowing archives of Koptos, I would know what is your name and your occupation?”

“Khaemweset, happily born resident of Koptos. Caravan master by both trade and profession.” The corpulent man waved a be-ringed hand towards the lines of bundle-laden camels standing on the road behind him, alongside their handlers. His deliberately loose tunic swirled as he continued to gesture grandly. “We have travelled the Tu-en Bekhan from the grand port of Kuser, upon the Sour Sea, along the Wadi Hammamat. We arrive at the gates of the City of Two-Falcons bearing many treasures. I have all the necessary documents,” he added a moment later. “As do my labourers and guards.”

“Of course they do.” Nakhu-m-Maut snapped his fingers and one of the scribes dipped a quill into the ink. “You will show them to me.”

“You will find me eager to please, oh Master-of-fifty. For I am truly the most honest of merchants.” Khaemweset gestured again and his own slight-figured scribe hurried to his side, carrying a small basket of rolled parchments.

Chione leaned closer to Aharon. “The world will come to an end before the scribes run out of papyrus.”

“Hush, Chione.”

She giggled at his expression. “The scribes would make Apep himself sign in triplicate should he appear before the city gates to sow chaos upon Khemet.”

“Aharon serves as one of my guards.”

Aharon scowled as he looked up as his name was called out by the caravan master.

Nakhu-m-Maut was looking at him.

Aharon stared back.

The Master-of-fifty turned back towards Khaemweset as the caravan master continued to list the names of his guards and drovers.

The scribe made notes on his papyrus.

While Khaemweset continued to drone on, Aharon allowed his gaze to move along the city walls. The city of Koptos sprawled along both sides of the Great River Of Eternal Vitality, though far more of it had been built along the eastern shore. The outer edges of the city were guarded by thick walls made from clay bricks. Many gates pierced them—he knew this from past visits, though he could only see one gate from where he stood—opening the city to trade on the roads which passed by farms.

“What cargo and goods have you to declare?” Nakhu-m-Maut cleared his throat as he moved closer to the caravan master. “The appropriate taxes must be determined.”

“The ingredients of alchemy mostly. Spices and wood.” The caravan master gestured, his robes once again billowing as he gestured grandly.

His scribe held up a rolled parchment.

“All my wares are recorded herein.” Khaemweset continued to gesture.  “No, I do not bring elixirs and potions...but rather the ingredients from which some might be brewed. I am no alchemist. I am a master of the sands, the leader of a simple band journeying along the Way To The Sour Sea, facing bandits and monsters.”

“Monsters?”  The Master-of-fifty was frowning now. “You claim to have encountered monsters on the Tu-en Bekhan?”

Khaemweset nodded his head eagerly. “Many threats abound upon the lonely road. I spent valuable debens hiring the services of these guards and that was a bargain given what we encountered. We ventured through a rock cut, boulders and ravines aplenty upon our flanks, and from those shadowed depths, the beasts struck!”
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“TO ARMS!” AHARON SHOUTED as he hacked at the snarling beast again. “ Upuaut-Nafar! Defend yourselves!” He had scrambled to grab the hilt of his khopesh and draw it as the first Upuaut-Nafar appeared from the shadows and now he took a moment to readjust his grip.

The beast snarled at him again and bared its yellowed fangs.

Aharon loosed a loud curse, chopping at the hyena-headed creature with his khopesh as it lunged around a large boulder. The sickle-sword was short, with a curved blade best suited for slashing attacks, and the beast yelped as its blade cut through its chest.

“Upuaut-Nafar!” Someone further back in the caravan echoed his warning cry.

Aharon stepped over the corpse of the creature he had just slain. The ambush of the caravan had been well-timed, the pack of Upuaut-Nafar bursting out of one of the ravines which lined the hard-packed dirt of the Tu-en Bekhan. The hyena-headed beasts were a head taller than the men they attacked, many with scavenged axes and knives gripped in their clawed hand-paws. Their bodies were covered in stripped reddish-brown fur which became shorter on their muzzled faces and hands. Yellowish fangs gleamed in their mouths.

Shouts rose from further back in the caravan as the other hired guards there fought desperately. Camels grunted loudly, like coughing lions. Someone screamed.

Aharon glanced over his shoulder.

Chione was half-crouched near a boulder, holding a bronze-bladed dagger in her hand. Her eyes were wide.

“Upuaut-Nafar!” Kaemweset's voice rose above the clamour. “Gods preserve me!”

“It will be okay!” Aharon called to Chione.

“We're going to earn our pay after all,” she replied dryly. “I dared to hope that this would be another boring trip.  Look out!”

Aharon whirled and slashed at another beast as it lunged at him. Black blood sprayed from the wound his khopesh had caused.

The camel handlers cried out with their own prayers to the gods.

Chione cried out as one of the Upuaut-Nafar crawled over the boulder and reached for her.

Other guards shouted curses. Two of them stepped forward, stabbing bronze-tipped spears towards the same Upuaut-Nafar.

Gasping for breath, Chione slashed at the Upuaut-Nafar as it snarled at her. Its yellow eyes narrowed and it lunged at her again. She dodged its claws, giving up a blow to protect herself.

Aharon swung his khopesh and hamstrung one of the Upuaut-Nafar. “Ammit devour you!” he snarled as the beast fell to the ground. He chopped at its throat.

“Defend me!” Kaemweset's voice cried out from somewhere in the middle of the caravan. “You will not be paid a single deben if I die!”

Chione dodged a claw-tipped paw as it flashed past her head. She slashed out with her dagger, drawing a line of blood.

The Upuaut-Nafar hissed in rage.

A camel screamed as one of the hyena-beasts tore out its throat with its fangs.

Aharon hurried towards the boulder and slashed his khopesh through the monster's arm.

The Upuaut-Nafar howled and other howls answered from the darkness.

“Defend me!” Khaemweset screamed.

Aharon grunted as his khopesh slashed through another of the creature's furry chest. Small rocks shifted under his sandals. Claws racked across his chest, but the scales of his leather armour protected his chest.

Chione stumbled backwards as another Upuaut-Nafar lunged towards her. She continued to back away, frantically trying to keep her balance as she parried, desperately hoping that she would not trip over some rock or corpse.

The Upuaut-Nafar was massive, a head taller than her, and half again as broad. Its long arms gave it greater reach. Its red eyes were filled with hate and blood-lust, and spittle and foam dribbled from its snarling mouth.

“It wants to eat me!” She was certain of that. I don't know if I can stop it. She lifted her dagger to ward off the beast.

Aharon leapt in front of her. His khopesh cut the claw-tipped paw from the Upuaut-Nafar as it slashed at Chione. He saw a look of shock twist across the beast's face, as it felt the pain.

Instead of turning to run away, it bared its yellowish fangs in a snarl.

Then time seemed to slow for Aharon. He moved at normal speed but everything around him moved at half its usual pace. He raised his khopesh and before the Upuaut-Nafar had time to respond, he separated its head from its shoulders.

Chione gasped.

Aharon strode forward into the fray once more, killing more of the beasts as he went.
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“I STILL HAVE THE HEADS of those slain Upuaut-Nafar if you are interested in purchasing them,” Kaemweset's calm voice cut short Aharon's memories of that sudden ambush. “Or perhaps the ever-wise nomarch of the City of Two-Falcons has placed a bounty upon the foul beasts?”

“No, he has not.” Nakhu-m-Maut paused for a moment. “You would receive unofficial thanks from many here for ridding the Tu-en Bekhan of a threat though.”

“Perhaps these thanks will equal copious amounts of drinks in a fine tavern within the city,” Khaemweset said, rubbing his hands together.

“Perhaps the taverns will be generous, Caravan Master.”

“They should be. There are many threats for travellers to face. All know that the Al-Dabeyoun tribes are horrific half-men, half-hyenas who attack people at night and suck the blood from their necks.”

Aharon chuckled softly. “The Upuaut-Nafar attacked us in daylight. They were not Al-Dabeyoun, no matter what wild stories he tells.”

“We were an easy target to their eyes,” Chione replied. She rested a hand on her sheathed dagger.

“A hard-fought battle but my guards are among the best,” Khaemweset continued boasting.

“It was wise of you to spend the coin upon capable guards.”

“Wise indeed,” Khaemweset agreed. “My wisdom leads me well. There have always been many threats on the road for honest merchants. But it is still an expense nonetheless.”

“Your documents seem to be in order.” Nakhu-m-Maut turned away from Khaemweset and gestured towards the gates. “Welcome to Koptos, the City of Two-Falcons.”
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The limestone blocks of the caravanserai 's walls loomed around the open courtyard. Small windows were placed high on the walls and arched doorways led to storerooms and stables. Guards stood beside the only portal large enough to allow camels to pass through.

Aharon stood impassively next to Chione as bare-chested labourers scurried towards the camels. Their own small bundles of personal possessions already lay at their feet. The caravanserai was crowded and busy, keeping traffic moving between Khemet's many cities.

Khaemweset shouted orders in his blustery voice while an official stood at his side. “Unload those sacks carefully! I will break your fingers if you damage any of the cargo!”

The labourers took no notice of the shouting; they were long used to it.

Aharon was trying, unsuccessfully, to mask a smile. “How long before he pays us?”

“He will hold onto his coins for as long as he can.”

Khaemweset was wailing loudly to an official about taxes and the beggaring of his children while a scribe stood nearby taking notes of the packs being unloaded.

“Does he even have children?”

“Not that I have ever heard him speak of,” Chione replied. “Save when he complains of handing out coins and thus leaving these mysterious children to be beggars.”

Khaemweset fell silent for a moment as the official spoke and gestured towards the growing pile of cargo. “The rates have risen!” he shouted to the man. “You are a thief!”

“The nomarch has issued the decree in the name of the Ruby Pharaoh.” The official maintained a calm voice. “Would you deny paying your fair share?”

“Never would I deny the gods, nor the Ruby Pharaoh, their fair due.”

“Of course not, Caravan Master.”

Khaemweset grunted.

A man walked towards them.  Linen bandages were wrapped around his arm.  His head was shaved smooth and his torso heavily muscled.

“Jomana.”  Aharon nodded his head to the other man.  He had been one of the chief guards from the caravan.

“You fought well on the road.” Jomana's voice was deep.  “You both did. I would be pleased if we signed up with another caravan to travel again some time.”

“As would I.” Chione offered him a smile.

“Take care of that wound.”

“I will see a doctor later today.  The wound is not serious.”

“Think about my words. I will watch for you on the road.”

Khaemweset looked towards Aharon and Chione, then back to the scribe.

The scribe handed over several carved ivory tablets and the caravan master stuffed them into a pouch.

*      *     *
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AHARON HAD HIS KHOPESH sheathed on his back and a coin purse jingling at his belt. He and Chione walked along one of the city's busy streets. Buildings stood two and three stories in height, relying on their neighbours' walls for the support. The ground floors were places of business, the upper floors used for living.

Chione was eyeing her companion as they walked. The brightly painted leather scales of his armour made him stand out compared to the mostly kilt-clad people in the street.

Aharon glanced towards his companion. “You have a question for me? I can see it on your face.”

“How is your leg?” she asked him.

“Sore.” Aharon knew that he was walking with more of a limp than he usually showed. “I may have strained myself in that ambush.”

“You must take better care of yourself.”

“I will ask the Upuaut-Nafar to be less vigorous when they next attack us.”

The two paused in their journey and stared down at the harbour.

Docks extended out into the slow-moving river, busy with cargo barges and kebenit sea-faring boats. The docks in any city were always busy with trade, but Koptos was a crossroads of trade and busier than most.

Sailors shouted bawdy boasts to whores walking the city docks, or sang songs of foreign shores while they made their ships ready for another long journey towards the sea.

“Should we seek passage aboard a ship?” Aharon asked. “Offer our services against river pirates? We could venture down to Avaris and sign up with the navy. It is said that more than three hundred ships a season pass through that harbour.” He paused for a moment. “Or we could return to the port of Kuser and serve in a ship patrolling the Sour Sea? We could join traders sailing all the way to exotic Pwenet...I've never been to that land before.”

“Nor have I.” Chione kept a hand resting on the pommel of her dagger as she watched several raggedly dressed men pushing and shoving at each other in the mouth of a dirty alley. She did not know if it was better to keep it sheathed or if she should carry drawn in her hand.

“Should I be concerned with protecting you?” Aharon asked, his tone half-serious. He gripped the hilt of his khopesh, the sickle-sword hanging at his side as it always did.

“This is not a safe place,” she replied over the grunts of the combatants as they hurried past. “There's too much misery, too much anger in the streets.”

“The local nomarch does not concern himself overmuch with the concerns of his peasants.”

“When riots break out, the governor will have too. It is his duty.”

“The city will burn. Or the peasants will be culled. It will be a bloody business should either come to pass.” Aharon grimaced. “A very bloody business.”

“Profitable for some though, should nomarch Nakhtpaaten wish to keep his own soldiers blameless.”

“Not an easy price to live with after earning it.” Aharon grimaced again. “I wish to have no part in such an act.”

Chione glanced over her shoulder. “We are not here to take sides in a civil war between the nomarch and the common folk.”

“Not at the moment,” Aharon said. “But should our skills be hired then....”

“Even then, I would say no.”

“As you wish.”

“We might be merely common mercenaries, but we do not sell our honour. You were once part of the Medjay.”

“Once,” Aharon replied. “Those days are past.”

“As you say.”

Chione walked on in silence. She listened, and after a moment she could hear Aharon's soft footsteps behind her. His limp is pronounced today. I hope we do not have to wander far through the city before finding shelter for the night. Or for however long they would stay in Koptos.

“Should we seek to hire on with another caravan then?  As Jomana suggested? The tales of the beasts we slew while on the Tu-en Bekhan will spread soon enough.”

“We could ask more coin for our services then.”

“Yes, but where do you wish to travel? Ghizeh? Khasut?” Koptos was a centre of trade, with many caravans coming and going every day.

“We should seek out the richer districts of the city.”

“Too seek out a new patron?”

“We will need one.”

“In time...we were well paid..”

Men in linen shendyts—pleated linen kilts, belted at their waists—thronged the streets, as did women in simple dresses.

“The richer districts will be near the city's centre.”

“Or closer to the Great River for the breeze mayhap.”

A rotund tavern-keeper opened the doors of his establishment as they walked past. He studied the crowds in the street and then muttered a prayer for a good day’s custom.

“The more interesting places will lay to the west.” Aharon rubbed his chin, stroking a hand through his beard. The western shore of the Great River Of Eternal Vitality was associated with death, after all, while the east was associated with life and rebirth.

Flat-topped ziggurats and slender obelisks were scattered throughout the city, standing in squares, where major roads met, and often surrounded by immense statues representing the gods. The statues were humanoid, with the heads of different animals.

“We have missed the Season of Inundation...and the Season of Harvest is not yet here.”

“There will be other caravans departing soon.”

“Once the harvest is made, we will find no shortage of caravans seeking guards.” The roads were far from safe for travel, despite the efforts of the local viziers who ruled each city. “I have heard that Koptos's soldiers patrol the nearby roads. The job which the Medjay should be about.”

“We saw little evidence of that. Even as we approached the city, we saw few soldiers marching.” Chione stopped to watch a street juggler.

“I know,” Aharon agreed. “The nights camping at the caravanserai were quiet too.”

Chione could hear a young mother singing a lullaby for her baby. The woman wore a kalasiris Chione noted that the dress was the same fashion as her own, though hers had more decorative bead-work around the bodice.

“We need to find a source of employment. Our payment from Khaemweset will not last forever in our purse.”

“You worry too much. We have barely ended our service with him. Our pay will last for some time. She paused for a moment. “For all of his complaining, he does pay well.”

“We earned it on this journey.”

A trio of men hurried past them. They looked ill, with pale skin marred by rashes; they were sweating profusely but shivering constantly as well. One stumbled, falling to his knees and dropping the sack he was carrying.

A horrific skull rolled into the dirt.

Chione gasped. The skull was that of a pig, but one with the horns and ears of of a goat.

The fallen man cried out a curse and hastily snatched the skull from the ground and stuffed it back into the sack before staggering back to his feet.

“Fool! Tetinefer will be furious if you broke any of them.”

“I tripped, Mersu.”

“Silence yourself, Khonsu.” The speaker was looking around, grimacing. “We don't wish to attract undo attention. Tetinefer is paying for discretion.”

“I know that, but—”

“Remember what befall Baahir!” Mersu snapped. “Come quickly!”

The trio hurried further down the street, vanishing into the crowd.

“Any thoughts as too our finding a future employer?” Aharon prompted.

“What?” Chione asked distractedly. “Oh, “we can could gain travel with another caravan most likely.”

“So we should return to the caravanserai?”

“There are a great many of them to choose from within the city. We do not need to hire back on with Khaemweset.”

Aharon continued to limp along the street. “He pays well enough, despite his complaints, and we know his habits. There is something to be enjoyed about already knowing the caravan master's preferences. He knows our skills and would no doubt be more favourable in his terms.”

“Perhaps. I dare think he would prefer to save his coins for cheaper guards than what we might charge.”

“He might wish to save his coins, but he will knows the value of such an investment.

“He will not dare risk the roads without guards.” Chione kept her voice soft. “Especially after we fought off that pack of Upuaut-Nafar.”

“But do you want to return to Kuser so soon?”

“I enjoy the act of travel.”

“Which makes us both somewhat unusual.” Aharon chuckled. “Few people wish to travel far from their homes.”

“Someday the thrill of travel will end and I will settle down somewhere.”

“Will you?

“Ï will not wander the world forever.
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[image: ]


TWO TALL OBELISKS STOOD as a gateway to the marketplace. Carvings on all four sides named the ruling dynasty of the city's nobility and called upon the blessings of the gods.

Beggars called out to passers-by, pleading for a coin or a crust of bread.

The marketplace was crowded, with many shopkeepers and potential customers haggling over prices and goods. Poles held brightly coloured cloth over the stalls, giving some shade from the sun.

Servants gossiped between the market stalls, or haggled over the price of melons or grain.

“...only the finest linen....”

“Wines from the Levant.”

“It's very busy,” Chione commented.

“The market of an important city like Koptos should be busy.”

Chione turned her head.

The man who had spoken was looking at her with a wide grin. He wore the leather shirt and kilt of a guard. “If the market is not busy, then there would be a problem.” His eyes were constantly scanning the passing crowd—he gave Aharon, dressed in similar leather armour, a careful look. “It is the beating heart of the city, pumping the economy.”

“You speak like a poet.”

The man shrugged. “Something I've overheard. This has been my posting for many seasons.”

A thief jeered softly at the oblivious city guard as he made good his escape with spoils of his craft.

“I watch every one within the market.”

“And no doubt you do a fine job.”

“Chione?”

Aharon was a few steps further ahead. He had stopped, noting Chione's absence from his side, and turned back. “Are you coming?”

“Of course.” She pressed forward, into the crowd.

Aharon rested his hand on the hilt of his khopesh as he followed her.

Two lovers walked past, arguing over some imagined slight.

“A moment of your time, oh vision of the sands!”

Chione paused in mid-step and turned her head towards one of the stalls. “You said something?”

“Yes, I dared to address a woman of such beauty,” the merchant replied with a bow. “Might I propose to you a sample of my wares?” He spread his arms wide.

“What do you offer?”

“I offer the most enticing of cosmetics?”

“Why would I want such?”

“To attract the eyes of men?”

She scoffed at the thought.

Aharon chuckled at the merchant's look of dismay.

“I have many things to aid in the maintenance of your beauty.”

“No, thank you,” Chione told him. “My beauty requires no falsehoods.”

Musicians played with great enthusiasm and with equal skill.
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SEVERAL STALLS AWAY, Chione haggled briefly with a merchant, before handing him several deben. She placed a clay jug of kohl into her bag. “It looks like good quality.”

“He charged you enough.”

“It is worth the cost...as you well know.”

Aharon nodded his agreement.

“You will find no richer honey!” a merchant called out from another stand. “Only the most energetic of bees laboured to produce this sweet bounty.”

“Dates and figs?”

––––––––
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THE HEADY SCENT OF sandalwood filled the air as they walked past another stall.

“So many people,” Chione mused. “It is as that guard said: 'the beating heart of the city' indeed.”

“Every market is busy. That is the nature of markets.” Aharon grunted. “Just like those of home.”

“I do not wish to think of home,” Chione told him in a cold tone.

“Very well.” Aharon fell silent and remained so for several steps. “Koptos is a wealthy city. There will be many opportunities here for us. “If you are unhappy staying in Koptos, then we can head north to the delta and then journey even further away from these lands. No matter where we travel, our services will be in demand. There are many dangers in the world and people who are eager to hire skilled guards.”

“We must find a scribe to update our passports before we leave the city.”

“Bureaucrats.” Aharon spoke the word like a curse. “Writing everything that any one might wish to attempt...if they scribes had their way, we would spend more time writing than doing.”

“A talisman of luck?” a merchant called out. “Only the finest amazonite is worth carving and I only carry the very best.”

The shopfront was filled with hanging pendents and amulets.

“An amulet, good lady? Amulet of Thoth's Favour? Guaranteed to grant wisdom.” The merchant gestured towards a malachite amulet. “A blessing of protection?”

“Ignore this charlatan!” another merchant interrupted from his own booth. “You are people of taste, I can tell from the lady's gown. This amulet offers health and healing. Note the intricate carving in the turquoise.”

“Topaz, the most beloved gemstones of Amun-ra. These amulets will repel evil spirits.”

“Without proper blessings from a priest, they are nothing more than decorative trinkets.” Aharon was dismissive of the charms' claimed holiness. “Let us not waste our pay on such, Chione.”

“As you say.”

The merchant glared at them for a moment, before turning away to attempt to entice another shopper.

“We should find an inn and enjoy the evening to come. We've been on the roads for too long now.”

“You would spend our money on a night's comfort?”

“Hopefully more than just one night,” Aharon replied. “The caravanserai would have been cheaper.”

“But not as comfortable perhaps.”

Aharon said nothing.

“Patrol.” Chione gestured.

The group of ten men weaving their way through the marketplace wore linothorax armour. The laminated linen covered them, tunic-style, from shoulder to upper thigh. Six carried spears and boar-hide shields, the others carried khopeshes, the sickle-shaped swords tied in sheathes on their backs.

“The nomarch seems intent on maintaining order.”

“But is he effective?” Chione asked. “Or is this all just a show? Will he need to hire new guards?”

They walked past an old man. He was weeping softly, mourning the wife he’d lost the year before.

Aharon shook his head. “This is the chief city of the fifth nome. It is an important place. The nomarch will have plenty of trained soldiers. He will spend no wealth on hiring the two of us.” They walked a bit further along the street in companionable silence. “We would have to formally enlist in the army and with my leg.....”

Chione made no comment to that. She could tell how he felt, on any given day, by how much he was limping.

“The nomarch does need to send troops to patrol the roads.” Aharon pushed through a group of haggling merchants. “The Upuaut-Nafar are growing too bold.”

“They are,” Chione agreed, “but how do you plan to convince the nomarch of the need?”

“He will hear complaints from the caravan merchants. Khaemweset will not keep silent. He will wave those heads around every tavern he enters, seeking free drinks.” Aharon laughed. “Well, he would if he still had them.”

“I do not see any tavern-keeper being happy with the heads of corpses being waved around the common room.”

Aharon laughed. “He will weave tales of the battle though, and with little mention of how he cowered and hid while others fought. No doubt he will claim to have slain the pack entirely on his own.” No one would truly believe those stories though.

“He will complain about the danger of more packs. It will take time for those complaints to work their way through the city bureaucracy.”

“And during that time, we will find more work for us on the roads.” Aharon handed a small coin to a merchant and accepted several pieces of roasted duck from him. He handed a leg to Chione.

She took a bite of the crispy fowl as they walked, leaving the marketplace and stepping into one of the city streets.

“We are being watched.” Aharon made that comment suddenly.

“Someone important?” Chione asked.

“Not from what I can see.”

Chione turned her head.

A young boy approached them. His face was not very clean in appearance, his kilt worn but not ragged. “You Aharon the sellspear?” he asked.

“I am.”

The boy held up a rolled piece of papyrus. “I was told to give this to ya.” He looked at Chione with a grin.

“Give us what? Told to do this by whom?”

“He gave no name. He described you and ya lady. Said you'd be here when I came.”

Aharon frowned.

Chione reached for the scroll.

The boy waited until she had taken it into her hand, and then he turned and darted quickly into the crowded alley.

Aharon watched, but the boy had already vanished. “What does it say?”

“I don't know yet.” Chione eyed the symbols on the wax seal. “I do not recognize the cartouche.”

Aharon looked at it. “Not do I.”

Chione broke the wax seal and unrolled the small piece of papyrus. A small piece of rose-coloured quartz slipped out as she did so, almost falling to the ground before she caught it. It was carved with the same ornate cartouche as the wax seal. She tried to read the writing.

“Let me see that. I can read better than you.” Aharon took it from her. His military training had given him the gift of literacy and he carefully studied the markings on the papyrus. “We are summoned to a meeting at the Wind Whispering Through The Grain Ale House by someone calling himself the 'Weaver-of-Many-Nests'. Tomorrow at mid-day.” He paused for a moment. “Show this stone to the tavern-keeper and we need not pay for our drinks.”

“Free drinks. I like that deal.” Chione then frowned. “A curious thought strikes me.”

“And one strikes me as well.”

“We have only just arrived in the city and already someone is interested in us....”

“We must be cautious.”

Chione nodded. “This seems an overly elaborate means of arranging a meeting.”

“Someone has a flair for dramatics.”

“Lucky us.”

“We will go, but we will exercise caution and care.” Aharon rubbed the hilt of his khopesh. “If someone plans a trap for us, they will be sorry.”
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Chapter Three
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Chione tied the ends of the leather strap carefully. The cord had been threaded through a mix of silver and copper rings—an easy way for her to carry some of their payment from Khaemweset  The rest would remain safely hidden.

Still seated at the table, she then opened a small clay jar and applied a perfume. Fragrant spices and herbs had been mixed with oil...she could smell cardamom, mint, and juniper in this mixture.

Chione rose to her feet and adjusted the shoulder straps of her kalasiris, the white linen dress hanging almost to her ankles. Ready to face the day's tasks, she walked towards the door of her small room.

––––––––
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THE RECEPTION-ROOM was furnished with mats, stools, and a few chairs.

“It is good to have bathed,” Aharon commented as Chione joined him at a small table. He had shaved his head bare. He was not wearing his leather armour, nor did he carry his khopesh. He wore a loose linen shirt, tied at his waist by a sash.

“I missed such opportunities while on the road,” she agreed. The caravanserai along the road always had wells to supply fresh water, but were not always equipped with proper bath houses. Dumping buckets of water over my head is not the same as enjoying a proper bath.

“I've already ordered breakfast for us.”

“So I see.” Chione reached for a piece of melon. There were platters of fresh-baked bread and fruit on the table, along with mugs of beer.

Men at another table were playing a game of hounds and jackals.

“Why should we venture out for our meeting?”

“We have plenty of time yet.” Aharon chewed on a piece of duck. “Enjoy the meal for the gods know when we will get the next chance.”

Chione tore a piece of bread from a loaf. She ate in silence.

Aharon eyed her, but said nothing and continued eating.

“I have seen it with my own eyes!” a man protested from where he sat at a nearby table.  His voice was loud. “The Oasis of Eternal Life.”

His companions laughed equally loudly.

Aharon and Chione looked at each other.

She shrugged.  “An old story,” she commented softly.

“I tell you plain truth, Saadah!”  The talker was even louder.  “The Oasis was there, lush and beautiful just as the stories all tell.  Tall date palms clustered around the pool of impossibly clear water.  Statues of the gods, carved from gleaming marble.  Larks singing in the trees.”

His companions laughed again.  “The Oasis is a myth.”

“Drink of the water and one will gain eternal life. That is what the legends say.”

“So why did you not drink of it?”

“Perhaps I did, Khnurn.”

Saadah and the other men at the table laughed again.

Chione finished the last of the bread.

Aharon set his empty clay mug onto the table. “We should leave now so we can be on time for our meeting.”

“Do you know where this ale-house is?”

“Yes. I have talked to people and obtained directions.”

“Are you taking your armour and your khopesh?”

“This is a meeting in a higher class ale-house, not a battlefield ambush.”

“What better place to set an ambush?”

Aharon laughed. “Very well. I will go armed with more than just a dagger.  A moment then, while I prepare for the battle to come.”

*      *     *
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THE STREET WAS CROWDED with people.

Chione walked along the street at a steady pace.  Not too brisk, but not slow either. A woman with a place to be, an appointment to keep.

A few people in the crowd gave her a second look.

Aharon trailed after her.

“People think you are my guard.” Her tone carried amusement. “They will think I'm important.”

“You are.” He chuckled at her. “Is that the true reason you wanted me in armour?” He rested his hand on the hilt of his khopesh and glared towards three men who eyeing Chione. They hurriedly backed away into the crowds.

Musicians played on a street corner.

“They're not performing that song very well.” Chione shook her head as she listened further.

“It sounds fine,” Aharon replied.

Chione said nothing, but continued walking.

Aharon followed after her.

Chione looked over her shoulder.  She frowned when she saw how slow Aharon's pace was.  “You're limping badly.”

“I slept poorly.”

A murder of crows cawed loudly as they launched themselves into the sky from a rooftop.

“What purpose do you think this 'Weaver-of-Many-Nests' wants from us?”

Chione shook her head.  “We shall learn that soon enough.”

“That we shall.”  Aharon grunted.  “And I would learn why he is spying upon us.”

“Does he spy upon us?”

“He sent us that message for this meeting mere hours after we arrived in Koptos. How else would he know of us?” Aharon rubbed his chin, frowning. “How did he know to send that street-rat to where we randomly stopped to eat?”

“He must have been watching us the entire time.” Chione gave the crowded street a look. “He could be watching us even now?”

“He could.”

“But why bother?  We are headed to meet with him openly.”

“I do not care for how this feels.”

*      *     *
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THE WIND WHISPERING Through The Grain Ale-House was crowded, but relatively quiet. Grapevines climbed trellises to provide shade for part of the room. The walls of the common room were freshly lime-washed.

Chione sipped beer from her pottery cup and looked around.

Men were dicing in the corner.

Serving maids moved through the room carrying trays. They were graceful, taking small steps so that the pottery cups and jars did not make a single clink.

“This is not our usual haunt,” Aharon commented softly as he sat at a low table. He picked up his clay mug and took a drink.  “It is a much nicer place than we usually frequent.”

“We are not paying,” Chione reminded him. “That is why it's nicer than our usual ale-houses. This is where you said we were told to wait.” She reached out and snatched a date from among the fruit on the platter on the table. “Our drinks were already covered.” The tavern-keeper had accepted the carved stone with a small grunt. Chione turned her head to look through the room.

A man at another table called for more food.

The tavern-keeper was eyeing their table.

Aharon was the only patron who wore armour.  His khopesh had drawn looks when he entered the room.

Chione was merely one of a dozen female patrons, and far from the best dressed. Middle of the room, she thought to herself. She took mental notes on how people were dressed.

“I am told that the latest arrivals at the docks should be well laden with silks and other fine cloth,” a well-dressed man was saying to his companions. He spoke loudly enough for his voice to carry to other patrons. “The docks of every city are crowded with ships bringing trade from far distant lands. Copper and tin. Pottery. Spices and oils. Ivory. Gemstones. Hardwood. Incense. Foodstuffs.”

“You tell us nothing we do not already, Fadil.” That speaker was well-fleshed.

“Yes, brag more loudly so that all might hear your boastful wisdom.”

“Next you will tell us that the river trade is always brisk.”

“True words, Jumoke, even if I do not speak them.” Fadil chuckled and leaned back from the table. “As is the land trade along the roads.”

“There are fewer bandits on the river.”

“More wild beasts, Pili, far more.”

The fat merchant shrugged. “Crocodiles and hippopotamuses can be avoided by careful sailing...it is far more difficult to avoid a pack of Upuaut-Nafar.”

The other two men nodded their agreement.

Chione turned back towards Aharon.

Aharon sipped his ale.  “This is very good beer.”

“Enjoy it...it likely costs more than our usual jugs.”

The city's merchants do a brisk trade.”

Chione shook her head as she lifted a clay mug to her mouth and sipped at the ale.  “I have never cared for the gossip of women or merchants.”

“Without merchants, we would have little wealth to aspire too. ”

“We would waste our money quickly on something.”

“As you said, it is a good thing that we are not paying for this meal.”

“True.”  Chione laughed.

Fadil was boasting again about his recent most successful trading.

“May you be in favour with Amun-Ra,” a man said in a polite tone. “Do you wish to know the path of your future, oh Vision of the Sands?”

Chione turned her head. “What?” she asked, startled.

The slender man offered her a careful bow, and then a wide smile spread across his olive-skinned face. “Show me your truly delicate hand, and a shiny coin or two, and I will reveal to you a portion of your future.”

“Sorcery?”

“Palmistry.” He offered her another bow. “Everyone wishes to be granted the gift of a hint at his, or her, future. And no one is better at parting the fog which shrouds the mysteries of said futures than Rasseneb, blessed of Shai.”

Aharon snorted.

Rasseneb spared the other man a condescending smile. “Do you doubt my talents as a diviner of the future?” he asked. “Or do you doubt that the God of Fate is generous with hints of the future?”

“Does Shai speak to you often?” Aharon asked.

“Often enough.”  Rasseneb turned back towards Chione.  “I can part the mysteries of the future for you.”

A cat brushed past Chione's ankles.

“So be it.” Chione dug out a ring-shaped coin from her pouch. She held out her hand, palm towards the ceiling, the ring-shaped coin resting on it. “Part the fog for me then.”

––––––––
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RASSENEB SAT ACROSS the table from Chione. He gripped the amulet hanging around his neck—it was an emerald carved with a serpent-headed pig—while he closed his eyes in a quick prayer. He opened his eyes, glanced at Aharon for a moment, palmed a fig from the platter and popped it into his mouth, and then reached for Chione's hand with his free hand.

Aharon rolled his eyes.

“Oh Shai, grant me a sign of that which is ordained,” Rasseneb intoned.  “Do not set your heart upon seeking riches for there is no one who can ignore Shai.  Do not set your thoughts on external matters: for every man there is his appointed time.”

Chione was silent.

The man inhaled sharply.

Aharon frowned.

Rasseneb muttered something under his breath.

Chione cleared her throat. “What do you see, Rasseneb?”

“Shadows...so many shadows.” His face had gone pale and he gripped his amulet more tightly. “Death.”

“Death?”

“It surrounds you, like a blanket.” He shivered, his eyes gone round and wide. “You are shadowed. Darkness! Apep himself rises around you and snares you in his coils. Shait blind me!” he cried out and pushed himself to his feet. He let go of his amulet and held both of his hands towards Chione,a s if to ward her away. “Spare me from further nightmares!”

Aharon watched the man stumble away from their table, other patrons turning to stare in surprise at the spectacle. “He was entertaining to watch at least.”

Chione blinked.

Aharon was frowning.

“What horrors did he see?” she asked. “Darkness and shadows?”

“A charlatan with no gift.” Aharon ate a fig. “Babbling a wild story just to entice coins from the unwary.”

“I don't know...I felt...something when he took my hand.”

Aharon looked at her for a moment, then picked up his mug.

Chine stared at her hand.

Aharon set his empty mug onto the table. He waved at the tavern maid. “Another!” he called out to her.

Chione popped the last fig into her mouth.

A short, slender man approached their table. He had a narrow face and beady eyes. He studied the faces of Aharon and Chione for a long moment.

Aharon stared back.

“May you be in favour with Amun-Ra,” the man said, offering the pair the traditional greeting. “You are Master Aharon and nebet Chione?”

“Yes. You know our names...what is yours?”

“I am Ankhhaf, chief servant of the most-illustrious Weaver-of-Many-Nests.”  He kept his voice soft, so as not to carry across the tavern.

Aharon and Chione exchanged glances. “And now we get to it,” Aharon finally said. He leaned forward slightly. “Be seated then, Ankhhaf. We have been expecting you.”

The man settled himself onto a bench.  “My esteemed master extends his numerous apologies for requesting that you wait here, without his being able to join you in person.”

“The drinks provided more than make up for any possible inconvenience.”

“That knowledge pleases me as it will certainly please my master.”

Chione cleared her throat. “And what service does your master wish of us?”

“My master would summon you into his presence to discuss this private matter in person.”

“We are not meeting him here?”

“Alas, no. My master wishes to talk in a place that he knows is free of prying ears.”

Aharon frowned.

“The most-illustrious Weaver-of-Many-Nests has many matters he oversees throughout Khemet and there are many who might wish him harm. He places much trust in me to first examine new hirelings before escorting them to his home.” Ankhhaf paused for a moment. “A precaution only, a rule which is imposed upon everyone.”

“I understand security precautions,” Aharon replied. “I served in the army. There were many rules to be followed.”

Ankhhaf bowed his head.

Chione cleared her throat. “Where does the Weaver-of-Many-Nests










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
AAAMAAMMALALEE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





