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Poison was not an assassin’s tool of which he approved, but in this case Archias the Exile-Hunter could see no alternative. Just one reason had forced him to the low door in a fetid backstreet of Tarsus: the assassination had to look as if it was a natural, lingering death. That this should be the case, Archias could understand; however, what he could not comprehend was why his current employer, Harpalus, should want the man dead.


A childhood friend of Alexander’s – he had shared his exile when forced to flee from his father Philip’s suspicion – Harpalus remained high in the great man’s affection. Despite being cursed with a club foot, he had not been ostracised by his peers as a cripple due to his ability to charm. Unable to do military service, Alexander had made his lame friend his treasurer, responsible for the entire wealth harvested as he rode east to steal an empire. Temptation getting the better of Harpalus, Alexander had recently persuaded him back from exile in Megara whither he had absconded with twenty talents of gold, forgiving him and even reinstating him.


With that in mind, it made no sense to Archias why Harpalus should wish to have Andronicus, the warden of the treasury at Cyinda, murdered. But he was being handsomely remunerated for his work and so he did not dwell on the subject. If Harpalus wanted to have Alexander’s own appointee to the wardenship of the largest treasury in Anatolia killed then he must have a good reason. That he should want it to look like a natural death, so as not to attract any tiresome enquiries, was only, well, natural.


There was, however, a tight schedule to be observed for the task had to be completed on the night of the full moon, as that was when Harpalus was due to arrive in the river-port of Tarsus. He would only be staying long enough to withdraw one thousand talents in silver coinage and two hundred and fifty talents in gold from the treasury to take to Alexander to help finance the siege of Tyros, now entering its fifth month. The poison had to be administered before Harpalus arrived at the treasury so that Andronicus would be already suffering from its effects as he countersigned the requisition order and handed over the money. News of his death would therefore reach Alexander in Tyros after Harpalus had arrived there; he would have already expressed his concerns as to the health of the warden and thus the news of his demise, a day or so later, would come as no surprise. If Alexander did suspect foul play, suspicion would not fall on Harpalus as Andronicus was already ill when he had arrived. At least, that was the plan.


Slow-acting poison was, therefore, the only option, and in Tarsus there was rumoured to be the finest brewer of fatal potions and manufacturer of toxic salves in the western part of the now crumbling Persian empire. The wives and daughters of satraps and generals came from afar to her door to purchase the means to rid themselves of little problems or to buy antidotes and remedies should they feel that they were being threatened by a rival. It was a female-only service as men, in general, used cleaner, more direct means of ridding themselves of their own nuisances.


It had taken Archias and his seven Thracian henchmen four days to track down Uparmiya, as she led, for obvious reasons, a secretive life. After some extensive enquiries – which had been eased by the threatened use on bodily extremities of the Thracians’ two-handed curved blade, the rhomphaia – they had tracked her down to this street in the north of Tarsus, a stone’s throw from the Cydnus River that bisected the city. A brief correspondence had secured him a private consultation.


Arriving with just two of his Thracian companions, so as not to draw too much attention, he hammered on the door of what looked to be nothing more than a hovel. The slave who opened the door had already assessed Archias through a viewing slat, and, upon hearing the correct password, had let him in with a bow.


‘But only you, master,’ the huge, bull-necked guardian said, looking down even at Sitalces, the leader of Archias’ Thracians and a large man in his own right.


Archias could see no advantage in argument. ‘You and Rhoteces stay here, Sitalces. I’ll be fine.’


Sitalces scratched his wild, ginger beard as he eyed the doorman and then looked at the slighter form of Archias. ‘He looks as if he could eat you alive.’


‘Then let’s just hope that he’s had a good breakfast and doesn’t fancy a mid-morning snack. I won’t be long.’ With a nod to the giant, he entered.


He stepped into a far larger area than the exterior promised: the door was in a corner of the room with the walls falling away at right-angles so that the interior expanded until it wrapped itself around a central courtyard whose plants and fruit trees belied the filth of the street outside. It was an elegant abode – the owner evidently not short of money – secreted away in an unprepossessing quarter of the city.


Furnished with grace, but not cluttered, Uparmiya’s villa was everything that should be expected of the major purveyor of poisons in Cilicia.


‘You are welcome, Archias,’ a weak and aged voice hissed from the far side of the room. ‘Please, sit.’ A stooped, thin woman, whose face was etched with age-lines, shuffled forward from a bench upon which she had been working. She indicated to a couple of chairs next to an empty hearth, the room already overly hot from both the weather and the fire burning next to Uparmiya’s workbench over which a cauldron hung, steaming copiously. ‘I won’t offer you refreshment; for some reason, people generally feel uneasy eating or drinking anything in my house.’


Archias’ round, boyish face broke into a smile; he appreciated humour.


She pointed over her shoulder with a thumb towards the cauldron. ‘It’s a trust issue.’


Still smiling, Archias pulled back his hood to reveal thick and luxuriant dark brown curls and took the seat indicated. ‘“A man can trust nothing more than his children.”’


‘Euripides was wrong on that point, as some of our Kings of Kings and their satraps have discovered to their distress in the past. More than a few of their daughters, as well as their wives and concubines, have sat where you are now sitting, and I don’t suppose that will change just because Alexander is sweeping all before him. Wives, lovers and children; trust none of them.’


‘I’m not blessed with any.’


‘Then you’re blessed not to be so blessed.’


‘In my trade I can afford to trust no one.’


And that was indeed the case, for Archias was a professional assassin; he had been so now for a year since giving up his former profession as a tragic actor, having found murder far more lucrative. Babrak, a Pathak merchant, not understanding theatre, had assumed Archias really was the character he portrayed on stage and offered him a couple of thousand drachmae to avenge a slight. Archias had struck a deal with the Thracians, who had been chasing him for an unpaid debt of a thousand drachmae, and together they had fulfilled the contract. Archias had also seen a way to make more money on the side of the job, a folly that had brought them to the attention of Alexander for they had stolen from the harem tent belonging to Darius, the King of Kings, as Alexander had defeated him at the battle of Issos. Alexander had spared his and the Thracians’ lives on the condition that should he ever need their services in the future they would be given freely and willingly.


Since that time, the previous year, Archias and his Thracians had been working together. This current job for Harpalus, however, was the most lucrative yet: a whole talent of silver was the reward, half in advance and the balance paid on the news of Andronicus’ death arriving at the siege lines of Tyros.


‘The reason for your visit must be pressing,’ Uparmiya observed as she sat opposite Archias. ‘I’ve heard you were none too gentle in obtaining news of my whereabouts.’


‘We have a tight schedule.’


‘Then I’ll not delay you in unnecessary chatter. What do you want?’


It took but a moment to explain his need.


Uparmiya nodded in thought. ‘How long after the poison has been administered would you wish the death to occur?’


Archias shrugged. ‘Three days, four days?’


‘You need to be specific; it makes a difference in the compound and therefore the price.’


‘Alright, four days then.’


‘And the subject should get progressively worse over that time?’


‘Yes, he should be visibly ill but able to function for the first couple of days and then deteriorate.’


‘I see. When do you need it by?’


‘Two nights’ time.’


‘Come at noon on that day.’


‘The price?’


‘Five hundred drachmae.’


I wonder if Harpalus will reimburse me, Archias mused, keeping a straight countenance; it was a colossal sum but nothing compared to what they expected to be paid. ‘I’ll be here.’





 


 


 


It was with urgency that Archias wound his way through narrow streets to Uparmiya’s house at the appointed hour; his men were mounted and ready, waiting for him at the northern gate, for they would leave as soon as he had made the purchase. Waiting with them were two of his former colleagues, Paris and Leonidas, whom he called upon when the business required subterfuge as well as, or instead of, force.


To cut matters fine was not something he relished, but there was no choice if he wished to get the perfect tool for the job. There was now need of haste for Harpalus had arrived in Tarsus that morning and would be travelling to Cyinda the following day. Andronicus had to be beginning his final journey to the Ferryman by then.


The door-slave bowed, letting Archias in again. ‘My mistress is expecting you, master.’


‘Indeed I am, Archias.’ Uparmiya held a mule’s hoof. ‘You have the money?’


Archias took a weighty purse from under his tunic.


‘Give it to Histanes.’


The door-slave, with surprising dexterity, counted its contents. He nodded to his mistress.


Uparmiya held out the hoof. Its top was a metal lid which slid to one side. Within was a white, waxy ball the size of a thumbnail. She offered it up. ‘Smell.’


Nervous, Archias paused.


Uparmiya held it to her nose and inhaled before offering it again.


He sniffed. ‘Nothing.’


‘Good. That’s the beauty of this: it’s tasteless and without scent. Undetectable. However, it’ll cause irritation if it touches the skin undiluted, which is why I keep it in a hollowed-out mule’s hoof. Dissolved in water it is very efficacious; this could kill forty people if they all drank from the same bowl.’


‘What do I do with it?’


‘Add it diluted, ten parts to one, to your target’s drink. To be extra sure, rub some around the cup’s rim.’ Her lined face creased into a smile as she handed over the hoof. ‘I wish you luck, Archias. Should you ever need another service you know where I am.’


‘My thanks, Uparmiya.’ Archias left, confident that a chance to administer the poison would present itself, for his plan was to spend the night at the treasury as a guest of his intended victim and dine with him.





 


 


 


Ten leagues upriver from Tarsus stood the fortress of Cyinda. Ancient in any terms, it had been the main treasury in the west for the Achaemenid dynasty as its positioning meant that it was far enough away from the sea to be safe from pirates but close enough for ready access via the Cydnus River. High walls studded with towers surrounded a complex whose main area was subterranean; the vaults were dug deep into rock.


‘Who approaches?’ a guard above the gate called once they were within hailing distance.


Archias motioned Paris and Leonidas to either side of him; cloaks spread over their mounts’ rumps, linen tunics, calf-length riding boots and wide-brimmed leather sunhats gave them an air of high status. ‘Orestes of Abdera, emissary of Harpalus, son of Machatas of Pella,’ he answered, lengthening his vowels and talking more from the back of his mouth in a very passible Macedonian accent.


‘Your business?’


‘My business is Harpalus’ business, not yours. Bring Andronicus to the gate.’


The haughty address was enough to send the guard scuttling away. Archias turned to the Thracians behind him. ‘Remember, you’re my bodyguards, so act the part.’


‘We know,’ Sitalces grunted, ‘we’ve done this before.’


‘Yes, and the last time you did I had to remind you to stop smirking as you thought pretending to be something else was amusing.’ He indicated to Paris and Leonidas. ‘Can you see them smiling and winking as they masquerade as my assistants?’


‘But they’re professional actors.’


‘And you’re professional killers so be professional: no giggling.’


Further dispute was interrupted by Andronicus appearing above the gate. ‘What do you want, Orestes of Abdera?’


Archias waved a scroll. ‘I come with a commission from Harpalus. He requires me and my assistants to check and weigh the one thousand talents of silver and two hundred and fifty of gold that he’s due to take delivery of tomorrow.’
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