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Historical Note




This story is set during the reign of Pharaoh Akhenaten (c. 1353–1336 BC), one of the most controversial figures of Ancient Egypt. Akhenaten is best known for introducing a radical form of monotheism centred on the worship of the Aten, the sun disk, which displaced the traditional gods, particularly Amun. He moved the royal court from Thebes to a new capital, Akhetaten (modern-day Amarna), and many temples of the old gods were defaced or abandoned. 

The events in this novel unfold in the tension of that religious revolution, a time of political unease, social suspicion, and spiritual confusion. Although Akhenaten claimed to bring peace and divine truth, his reign saw upheaval across Egypt’s administrative and priestly institutions. After his death, the old religion was gradually restored, and his successors attempted to erase his memory from history.

The Valley of the Kings, tomb building, and the workers’ village are based on archaeological realities. While the murder investigation and most of the characters are fictional, the social, religious, and architectural backdrop is rooted in known historical detail.

This novel imagines how one man might struggle with duty, faith, and loyalty in an age when the gods themselves seemed to be at war.

Mark Ellott, July, 2025










  

  
Dramatis Personae




The Investigators 

Ramose – Former charioteer, called out of retirement.

Tiaa – Ramose’s wife and daughter of Minhotep.

Khaemwaset – Commander of the Medjay.

Kiya – Wife of Khaemwaset.

Panehsy – A scribe and assistant in the investigation. 

The Court

Akhenaten – Pharaoh of Egypt.

Nefertiti – Queen of Egypt.

Kasen – Vizier to Pharaoh.

The Temple

Semenkh – Ramose’s old comrade, turned priest.

Tayat – Priestess and keeper of hidden knowledge.

Nayari – Scribe-priestess

The Workers and Artisan Village Residents

Amenhotep – Architect in charge of the tomb worksite

Kha – Assistant architect

Pa-Aten – Chief carpenter

Userhat – Supervising carpenter

Quen – Apprentice

Panefer – Ramose’s old comrade.

Siahotep – Ruthless gang leader

Horemheb – Stonemason.

Hapu – Foreman of the tomb site.

Nakht – Artist and painter.

Ptahhotep - Stonemason

Other Players

Minhotep – Ramose’s former commanding officer and father-in-law. 

Sutekh – Inspector of the Medjay, Khaemwaset’s second in command.

Huy – A Nubian spy.










  

  
Glossary of Terms




People and Titles 

Pharaoh – The ruler of Egypt, considered a living deity and the ultimate authority in all matters.

Vizier – The Pharaoh’s chief advisor and administrator; head of government and judiciary.

Scribe – An educated elite responsible for writing and recordkeeping.

Commander – Senior military officer in charge of campaigns or garrisons.

Priest/Priestess – Religious officials serving temples and managing rituals.

Artisan – Skilled labourer, often working on tombs, statues, or temple decoration.

The Medjay – Pharaoh’s personal guard and paramilitary police force.

Gods and Religion

Aten – Sun disk deity promoted by Akhenaten as the only god.

Amun-Re – Supreme god of Thebes; his cult was suppressed during Atenism.

Heresy – Defiance of religious orthodoxy, particularly worship of outlawed gods under the Atenist regime.

Afterlife – The eternal realm reached after death; preparation for it defined much of Egyptian ritual and daily life.

Per Ankh – Literally “House of Life.” An institution in ancient Egypt attached to major temples. It served as a centre of learning, record-keeping, and manuscript copying, often associated with priestly education, medicine, and temple administration.

Places

Thebes – Ancient capital of Upper Egypt; religious and political hub.

Akhetaten – Capital city founded by Akhenaten for Aten worship (modern Amarna).

Nubia – Southern region often contested in military campaigns; source of gold and soldiers.

Time and Calendrical Units

Hour – Day and night divided into 12 variable hours each, adjusted for the season.

Decade/Decan – A 10-day Egyptian week; three decades/decans made up a 30-day month.

Seasons:

Akhet – Flood season (July–November)

Peret – Planting/growing season (November–March)

Shemu – Harvest season (March–July)

Weights and Measures

Weight

Deben – Standard unit of weight (~91 grams / 3.2 oz). Used for metal, bread, goods.

Kite – 1/10 of a deben (~9.1 grams)

Length & Distance

Cubit – ~52.5 cm (20.6 in); primary unit for measuring buildings and fabric.

Royal Cubit – ~52.5–54 cm; used in official and sacred architecture.

Distance

Iteru – ~10.5 km (6.5 miles); used to measure distances along the Nile.

Double-Iteru – ~21 km (13 miles); another common measurement for journeys.

Cloth and Area

Cubit of cloth – Linear cubits used to measure fabric length (not area).

Substances and Materials

Henna – Reddish-brown dye used for hair and body.

Cassia – Spice used in incense and perfumes.

Lotus oil – Common perfume and skin treatment oil.

Opium – Sedative used for pain and subduing; sweet and earthy in scent.

Natron – Saline substance used for embalming and purification.

Kyphi - a compound incense used in for religious and medical purposes

Texts and Symbols

Scroll – Papyrus document containing religious, legal, or coded messages.

Crypt – Hidden chamber in a tomb or temple, often with religious or secret significance.

Ibis – Sacred bird symbol of Thoth, god of wisdom and writing.

Lion, Falcon, Crocodile, Cobra – Animals symbolising kingship, power, or divine protection.










  

  

Chapter 1

Egypt, 1378 BC Second Decan of Shemu





The Nile was quiet at this time, and many of the villagers were in the fields gathering the harvest. The floods had yet to arrive, bringing with them the life-giving silt for the crops, and the cycle would start again. The harsh sun beat down like a curse from the gods, glinting in bright spots of light on the slow-moving water of the great river, which hurt the eyes when looked at directly. The air was heavy at this time of the day, and near the banks of the river, it smelled of silt and fish. Dragonflies and damselflies wafted on the still air, seeking their prey of mosquitoes, their buzzing a faint hum that mingled with that of the cicadas. By the water’s edge, crocodiles waited for any unsuspecting prey. Their eyes half lidded, like shuttered traps as they remained motionless, yet ready to strike with alarming speed when some unfortunate animal, or man, should stray within reach. 

On the river, brightly decorated, broad, flat-bottomed boats with large square sails carried goods such as grain, pottery, and stone from the quarries. Occasionally, a royal barge would sweep by, powered by oarsmen, pushing through the water, taking dignitaries on important business, leaving ripples in their wake that lapped the shore, ruffling the reeds. Sometimes, military vessels would pass by, carrying troops for a campaign in Nubia.

Ramose and Semenkh were ten years old that year. Boys growing up destined to serve the state. Ramose was determined to join the charioteers in the fight in Nubia, as his father now was. Semenkh was determined that he would ride alongside his friend, and they would bring glory to Egypt and their Pharaoh, Amenhotep III.

They ran alongside the riverbank as a military boat swept past, the oars breaking the water, creating star-spangled ripples that sent the egrets flapping into the sky. The boys waved their wooden swords and shouted encouragement to the soldiers on board, who waved back with smiles and laughter.

“Come and join us!” One called out. “We need good, strong men.”

“One day, Semenkh, we will be on one of those boats, one day, just you wait and see. I will be a great general, and you will be my second-in-command. They will sing songs about our bravery, and we will be honoured by Pharaoh.”

“Why must I be your second in command?”

“Because, Semenkh, I can run faster than you.”

As they ran, skipping and jumping over rocks and fallen branches, Ramose stumbled.

“Ow!” He limped and reached down for his ankle, his face twisted in pain. He lay on the ground, screaming in agony. “It is burning, Semenkh. It is burning inside me.”

“What is it?” Semenkh said, his heart skipped a beat, and he felt the blood pounding in his temples. He rushed forward and dropped to his knees.

“Something bit me,” Ramose said.

Semenkh looked around and saw the dark movement among the dead palm leaves, then down at Ramose’s leg. Two bright red pin pricks oozed blood on the olive-coloured skin.

“A viper!” He dropped to his knees beside Ramose, pulling his knife from his belt. “Quick! Give me your leg.” Ramose stretched out his leg, revealing the two small punctures. The wound was already beginning to swell, and Ramose was sweating and shaking. Semenkh cut the wound, drawing a fresh flow of bright red blood, causing Ramose to yelp sharply. “Ah! What are you trying to do, kill me?”

Semenkh reached down and started sucking blood from the wound, spitting it onto the ground. “The opposite, old friend.”

He continued for several minutes before finally looking up at Ramose, who lay silent but was breathing more shallowly than usual. Semenkh tore off the hem of his tunic and tied it around the wound, but not too tightly. Hopefully, he thought, he could slow the spread of the venom through Ramose’s body until the healer could treat him.

“Can you get up?”

“I think so.”

“Well, we had better get back. Old master Beket will know what to do now. Hopefully, I’ve got most of the poison out.”

With Ramose leaning on his friend’s shoulder, they hobbled back to the village.

Semenkh called out to a farmer working in the fields as they got closer.

“Quick, quick! Go get master Beket, Ramose here has been bitten by a viper.”

The man dropped his tools and ran off to find the physician.

By the time they reached Ramose’s house, his mother, Teo, and Beket were waiting. Teo promptly scolded the boys for being so close to the river, but Beket hushed her and hurried his patient into the house.

“What type of viper was it, boy?” he said to Semenkh.

“I could not say, Master Beket. All I saw was a dark movement.”

“Hmm, well, I will prepare a poultice to ease the pain. You did well, boy, slowing the fire through his body. If he survives this night, then he will live.”

He breathed deeply, kneeling beside Ramose as he prepared a poultice of willow, garlic, frankincense, and honey. Having cleaned the wound while watching Ramose, taking note of his pallor and breathing, he placed the poultice on the wound and bound it with fresh linen. “The gods do most of the healing, boy. The rest is down to simple souls such as I.”

Once he had made his patient comfortable, he offered a prayer to Isis and placed an amulet on the wounded ankle.

“As Isis protected Horus, I call upon her to protect this child.”

He sat back and looked again at his patient, who by now was sleeping lightly. 

“His breathing is shallow but steady. All we can do now is wait.”

The following morning, Ramose woke from his slumber. His ankle hurt, but otherwise, he was alive and well. Semenkh called out to Teo.

“He is awake.”

“Thank Isis for that.” She reached down and embraced her son.

Ramose looked across at Semenkh. “I owe you my life, Semenkh.”



      ***Akhenaten’s Tomb Construction Site, Egypt, Third Decan of Peret, 1348 BC, Thirty Years Later.

Dust drifted in the hot air along with mosquitoes and midges that drifted up from the nearby Nile as Userhat walked up the steps of the timber platform, his hand trailing along the timber, checking for splinters and weaknesses in the joints. Below, he could hear the rhythmic thud of chisels on stone as the stonemasons carved effigies and patterns into the blocks. The sound mingled with the shouted orders, muttered curses, and the slapping of sandals on the ground. From time to time, he slapped at the biting insects as he moved along the platform.

He paused halfway up where two beams met and inspected the joint. He frowned and listened. He thought he heard a creak, but whatever it was, it had gone now. He shook his head and resumed his inspection.

“Good job,” he said to one of the young carpenters, whose face lit up with a broad beam at the compliment before returning to smoothing the timber.

“Thank you, master Userhat.”

He heard footsteps behind him and looked up as the foreman, Hapu, climbed up the steps to join him on the platform, his squat form tense like a boar waiting to charge. Userhat looked up and groaned inwardly, his brow furrowed.

“This work is too slow, Userhat. Get your men to work faster. If the painters cannot start in three days, I will be the one making my excuses to Master Amenhotep, and I have no desire to be the one dealing with his wrath, mark my words, Userhat. Mark my words.”

Userhat raised an eyebrow and looked at the squat little man with a barrel chest that was now thrust out, reminding him of the cockerel his wife kept at home. The one whose neck he threatened to wring at dawn every morning. He stifled a smile at the similarity, for Hapu was not known for his humour and would be unimpressed by the allusion. He leaned against the wall where a mural was being sketched out for the painters and stared at Hapu.

“Then perhaps, Hapu, how about you look after your men, and I do the same?”

“I am the foreman here, Userhat.”

“Indeed, you are, Hapu, and I respect that. Really, I do. However, I am in charge of the carpentry and, as such, am not under your authority. I answer only to Master Pa-Aten. So, I repeat, you look after your area of work and I will see to mine.”

Hapu placed his hands on his hips, fists clenched and pushed out his chest even more, causing Userhat to stifle another smile.

“I have work to do, Hapu, if that is all.”

“This platform needs to be ready for the painters who will be standing around with their brushes in their hands with nothing to do, and it is not finished.”

Userhat nodded. “This is true, Hapu. However, it will be.”

“And what do I tell Master Amenhotep, eh?”

“You may tell him whatever you wish. This platform will be fully ready for the painters at the appointed time.”

“I have your word on that?” The man stabbed a finger at him, jabbing with each syllable, and Userhat thought idly that he almost looked as if he was about to explode.

“You may indeed have my word on it, if that makes you happy, Hapu. And relax, the stress will kill you.”

Hapu scowled and walked back down the steps as Userhat watched. One of the carpenters stopped his work briefly to follow his gaze. “That man is more of a hindrance than a help, Userhat. He has the heart of a dung beetle and smells like one, too.”

“That may be so,” Userhat said. “But like me, he has his work to do. So we carry on. We are a little behind schedule after all.”

“I notice that you didn’t tell him that.”

Userhat grinned. “Why would I do that? It would only worry him, and he is worried enough as it is. I do not wish to be the man to make him burst.”

The other man grinned. “Wise of you, Userhat.”

He walked away, working along the platform, glancing down at the cavernous space below.

Hapu strode down the steps of the platform and back down to where the stonemasons were working, watched by Userhat.

He stopped by one of them and glanced at the work and pulled it away from the man, pushing it down the slope where it tumbled into the debris in the ditch. 

“That’s below standard, man. Do it again. Go on.”

The man looked up with a scowl, and Hapu cracked him around the ear with his cudgel, causing the stonemason to fall back with blood pouring from the wound.

“Ow, there’s no need…”

Userhat called out from the platform. “Hapu, if I see you do that again, I will speak to Master Amenhotep and have you removed from this site.”

Hapu looked up at him and swore. “By the black blood of Apep, I’ll not be judged by the likes of you! Mind your own business, carpenter.”

“It is my business, Hapu, you brute. Leave him alone, or I swear by the blood of the Nile, you will never work this site again.”

“May you die without a tomb, Userhat,” Hapu swore again and carried on down the worksite.

Userhat watched for a minute or two, then returned to his inspection. “Hound of Set!” He slapped his neck.

“Sandfly?”

“Yes, may the curses of the gods be upon them. That hurt.”

The man below laughed, and Userhat scowled.

As he walked, still rubbing his sore neck, he thought he heard that creak again. He stopped and pricked his ears. Nothing. He walked a little further. Shafts of sunlight pierced the shadows in the entrance to the tomb, and motes of dust danced like minute insects that were there and gone in a moment. There it was again, another soft, almost imperceptible creak. He stopped and inclined his head, listening. “Did any of you hear that?”

“No,” one of the men said. “You are imagining things, Userhat. Must be that sandfly sting, it’s rotted your brain.”

He grunted and moved along a little further.

There it is again.

“Hey, you.”

“What?” The man below called out.

“Are you sure you pinned the joints properly?”

“Of course, I did. What do you take me for?”

“Well, I’m sure I felt something move.”

“Your imagination, Userhat.”

“Mm, well, I thought something shifted.”

He looked down and saw only blank faces and shaking heads. He shrugged and walked a little further. Here, there was a long drop to the rocky floor below. Then he heard it again. A definite creak. Then, a groan like an exhaled breath from the timber beneath his feet. He paused and turned. Then a loud snap, and the platform slid sideways beneath his feet. He reached out to grab the handrails, but the structure was already moving too fast. Losing balance, he fell into the void, the stone and the timber falling next to him blurred as time seemed to slow down, then he struck the floor, landing on his head several feet below, snapping his neck.

The rest of the workforce rushed over, but it was too late. There was a dark pool of blood from his head wound, and his eyes looked up at the rough, carved ceiling, broken spars and beams lying about him. One of the carpenters muttered a prayer, and another rubbed his face in his hands. In a matter of moments, they had gone from joking to tragedy.

In the last few seconds as the life faded from his eyes, he thought he saw something. Small, gold and delicate. An amulet. The eye of Horus stared back at him before his world went black.



      ***Further down the site, outside the entrance to the tomb, Pa-Aten stood, staring at the design charts on a rough table. He looked across at Amenhotep. “We may be a little behind, but not so far that it cannot be recovered.”

Amenhotep grunted and looked at the wiry man who had more years cutting timber than he cared to count. “My stomach is complaining, Pa-Aten, and I do not like my stomach complaining. This needs to be brought back on course, or the Pharaoh will be looking to me for answers, and be assured that if he does that, I will not be answering alone. You will be alongside me to feel his wrath.”

Pa-Aten nodded. “Be that as it may, the work is progressing. Userhat assures me that we will be ready for the painters to begin their work on schedule.”

Amenhotep grunted and rubbed his abdomen. At that moment, they heard a commotion coming from the tomb. A groaning sound that matched Amenhotep’s stomach multiplied tenfold, followed by a loud screech as the timbers gave way. They looked around and saw a puff of dust followed by the sound of crashing as the platform collapsed, sending timbers out into the sunlit valley. The timbers crashed to the ground, throwing up more clouds of dust, as men ran and dodged the flying debris. The cries of men followed a moment of silence.

Amenhotep and Pa-Aten dropped their work and ran towards the site, breath coming in gasps in the stifling hot air, feet pounding on the searing ground.

They stopped at the site and looked at the chaos. “Is everyone accounted for?” Amenhotep said, scanning the workforce one at a time.

“Userhat…” one of the men said. “Over there.” He pointed, and Pa-Aten went over to the inert body, kneeling down, feeling Userhat’s throat. He sighed briefly and gently placed his fingers over the dead man’s eyes, drawing them closed. He looked up at Amenhotep and shook his head. Somewhere, a man was vomiting, and another prayed almost inaudibly, but Pa-Aten heard it. Heresy be damned, he thought. The old gods would still be listening.

He turned and looked up at Amenhotep, who appeared to be several shades paler. Amenhotep raised his eyebrows in silent question, and Pa-Aten shook his head. “He’s gone,” he said.

There was a stifled gasp from one of the workers, and another muttered a prayer at his statement. Pa-Aten ignored the call to Isis. No one cared in that moment, not even Amenhotep. Heresy was the least of their concerns.

“We need to send for the priests.”

Amenhotep nodded and turned to his young apprentice, Quen.

“Go, boy, quickly now. Userhat needs to be taken to the temple for preparation for his journey.”

Like a scurrying mongoose, the boy ran off back to the temple.

“What happened here?” Amenhotep asked, looking at one of the carpenters who stood, staring at the dead man. The man he had been talking to and joking with a few moments previously.

“Snap out of it. What happened?” Pa-Aten said, breaking the man’s trance.

“The frame just collapsed,” the carpenter said.

“And where was Userhat?” Pa-Aten said.

“He was up on the platform, inspecting it.”

Pa-Aten gestured for Amenhotep to follow him back outside. “Platforms do not just collapse. These men are all skilled in their work. I do not like the look of this.” He paused, putting his hands on his hips as he surveyed the scene, looking down at the body. “He shouldn’t have been up there alone. We checked this platform several days ago.”

Amenhotep didn’t answer immediately. Like Pa-Aten, he looked around the scene. Any promise of getting the work finished on time now lay in ruins, and he wondered what he was going to say to Pharaoh. He had liked Userhat, and his grief mingled with his frustration and fear like Userhat’s blood mingled with the dust on the tomb’s floor.

“What do you suggest?” he said eventually.

“Let us look closely and see what we find.”

Amenhotep nodded, and they went back in. “All of you men, go outside, clear the area.”

The workers moved out of the way silently, still in shock at the collapse and Userhat’s death. Pa-Aten walked around, examining the collapsed beams and noting the fractures and splinters of wood, which were jagged and broken, until he came to one that was different.

“Here,” he said, crouching down to get a better look.

“What?”

Pa-Aten ran his hand along the splintered beam, stopping where the break occurred. He pointed. “You see these splintered joints where the timber has been broken by the strain of the collapse?”

Amenhotep nodded.

“Well, this one is not. You see? It has been cut. Amenhotep, you need to send for the Medjay. There is sabotage here. Someone wanted to spill blood on sacred ground. This was deliberate. Someone wanted Userhat to fall.”

Amenhotep stood and looked back out at the workers, who milled about, unsure of what to do. He turned and beckoned to the carpenter. “You, go to the city. Find Commander Khaemwaset, tell him there has been death and treachery at the tomb.”

The man spat and muttered something incomprehensible about the Medjay under his breath.

“Just do it,” Amenhotep said. “I don’t care what you think about them.”

The man nodded and glared back before walking off.



      ***The Royal Palace, Ahketaten.

The polished stone floor felt cool beneath Semenkh’s bare feet as he walked through the pillared hallways of the royal palace. Above, the windows let shafts of light break the shadows and motes of dust danced briefly before vanishing. His linen robes still smelled of the spicy kyphi incense from the temple, and he caught a waft as they moved with his body.

On the dais, the Pharaoh sat with his eyes half-closed as he watched the priest approach. Above his head was an engraved symbol of the Aten, gilded with gold leaf and catching the sunlight streaming in from the windows. The fan bearer, barely visible in the shadows, stood nearby, gently fanning the air around Akhenaten. On the opposite side, another bearer did the same for Queen Nefertiti. Like her husband, she watched the priest approach with her hooded eyes half-lidded and dark, lined with kohl, resembling a cobra watching its prey. Her coloured lips bore a half-smile that hinted at the sharp mind behind her renowned beauty.

Semenkh walked up to the dais and stood before the throne, bowing his head low. As always, he felt the weight of the court bearing down on him, and despite himself, he felt a slight tremor passing through his body. Those two always seemed to look through people as if internally interrogating their thoughts, and Semenkh shivered again as he looked up to meet Pharaoh’s languid gaze.

Semenkh breathed deeply to calm his racing heart. The thirty years following his boyhood with Ramose in a village beside the Nile were reflected in the subtle hints of grey in his dark hair and the lines around his eyes. Having left the army following the Nubian campaigns, he had settled as a priest with the new faith under Akhenaten’s rule. He was, he reflected. content with this new pace of life.

Akhenaten leaned back in his throne, relaxed as the fans moved by the slaves holding them on long poles, wafting the air. “Semenkh,” he said. “How are things progressing for the Ahketaten Foundation Festival?”

Semenkh met the pharaoh’s gaze. “Everything will be ready for the festival at the appointed time, your majesty. If you wish to inspect the preparations?”

Akhenaten waved a hand lazily in the air. “I have trust, Semenkh, that you have everything in order.” He smiled. “I have faith in you.”

Semenkh hesitated, and Akhenaten sensed it and raised an eyebrow. Even the fan bearers sensed it and slowed their movements slightly. Akhenaten narrowed his eyes, and Semenkh felt his heart race again.

“There is something that bothers you, my priest? You frown. Speak it.”

“Not bothers me, your majesty, but…”

“But, what?”

“I wonder how people will react, as this is a new city and they were used to the capital being at Thebes.”

Akhenaten grunted and waved the fan bearer to step back. Silently, the man lifted the fan and complied, almost vanishing into the shadows, waiting until he was again summoned to his task. Akhenaten stood and walked down from the dais. “Semenkh, the people will celebrate as they are instructed to do. You will see to it, you understand?”

“Of course, your majesty…”

“Well?”

“There may be whispers.”

“Then let them whisper. The old ways are dead. Thebes is dead. The old gods are dead. I am the living Aten. My reign began when the truth was revealed. This is the new order, and people will get used to it.”

“And if they do not, your majesty?”

Semenkh caught the sharp intake of breath from Nefertiti, but she said nothing.

Akhenaten stepped forward in a fluid, graceful movement and stood before Semenkh, eye to eye.

“You are a priest in the new order, Semenkh. Do you doubt me?”

Semenkh stared into the Pharaoh’s dark eyes, seeing deep pools that went on forever, revealing nothing, yet probing his soul, seeking out betrayal.

Semenkh bowed his head again. “As you wish, your majesty.”

“Then the people will celebrate as they are ordered.” Akhenaten smiled. “That is the matter sorted.”

As he finished speaking, there was a brief silence broken suddenly by a commotion outside, and the doors burst open, revealing Khaemwaset, Commander of the Medjay, as he stormed in, sandals slapping the floor, breath coming in short, sharp gasps. He stopped before the Pharaoh, stopped and bowed his head, then nodded towards the queen, who remained seated and silent on her throne. Around them, scribes paused in their work and looked up curiously at the interruption.

“Life, prosperity, and health, your majesties.”

Nefertiti looked at Khaemwaset and spoke, having remained silent until now. “You burst in upon us, commander, in a most unseemly fashion. What causes such urgency?”

“Your majesty…”

“Look at me, Khaemwaset,” Akhenaten said.

Khaemwaset lifted his eyes and met the gaze of the Pharaoh.

“We have known each other long enough for you to be frank, Khaemwaset. Tell me what is going on that brings you here in this manner?”

Khaemwaset took a breath, thinking about how he was going to broach the matter. “Your majesty, the lead carpenter working on your tomb was killed today…”

“How did this happen? Was it an accident? But what is going on? There appears to be one delay after another and now this.”

“Yes, sorry, your majesty. It was no accident. The platform that Userhat was standing on appears to have been cut.”

“Sabotage?” Nefertiti said, waving her fan as she looked at him with eyes that seemed to Khaemwaset, designed to pierce the very soul, her voice smooth, yet cloaked a deadly undercurrent. “Was this Userhat the intended victim, Commander?”

Khaemwaset shook his head. “We cannot be sure, your majesty. Anyone could have been on the platform, and it could have collapsed at any time. For all I know, it was planned to collapse when the painters were on it to start their work. At least, it seems that way.”

“So,” Akhenaten said, “The carpenter may not have been the intended victim?”

“There are a lot of ‘seems’ and ‘appears’ in your report, Commander,” Nefertiti said. “Please be more precise.”

Akhenaten drummed his fingers on his thigh. “Do you have any suspects?”

Khaemwaset shook his head as he looked from one to the other, attempting to field the quickfire questions that came from the Pharaoh and queen in rapid succession. “Not so far, your majesty.” He sighed heavily. “We are questioning the workers, but no, I have no suspects.” His shoulders drooped as he admitted his failure.

Nefertiti leaned forward, her gold necklace glinting in the light from the windows. “You were a soldier once. You hunted men in the desert. Are you telling me that you cannot hunt down a killer in a worksite?”

Khaemwaset shook his head again. “No, your majesty.”

She leaned back and slitted her eyes. “Then you must find someone who can, Commander, or we may have to replace you.” 

“Yes, your majesty.” Despite his stocky build, Khaemwaset at that moment appeared to shrink beneath her basilisk gaze.

“Well, I suggest you look for answers, Commander. We will delay you no further. You are dismissed.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Khaemwaset bowed and left the royal couple, breathing a sigh of relief once outside. He paused, gazing at the white buildings that reflected the harsh sunlight back into his eyes, causing him to squint.

How? I am not an investigator. How do I get out of this mess?



      ***As Semenkh watched Khaemwaset walk out, his stocky body moving rhythmically with a heavy gait, he was aware of the court settling back into its usual calm. He could hear the scribbling of scribes on papyrus and the soft footfall of sandals as people moved about the business of the day. Slaves were refilling the braziers for the incense, and whispered voices carried through the corridors. The fan bearer resumed his duty as Nefertiti sat and lifted a hand in silent command.

Semenkh took one last look at the disappearing figure of Khaemwaset as he strode back towards the construction site.

The man is out of his depth.

Running a hand across his chin, he considered the matter for a moment. He braced himself for another audience with the Pharaoh. He smiled to himself despite the pounding in his chest. All around him, the new palace exuded the colours of the sun and the sky on each stone pillar, and brightly coloured images paid homage to the new god. The high ceilings cast the room into shadow with the light coming in harsh shafts from the high windows, cutting through the shadows, creating pools of light on the cool floor.

Decided, Semenkh turned and walked back to the throne room. Akhenaten had his back to him, speaking softly to a scribe.

“Your majesty,” he said, bowing his head again.

“What is it, Semenkh?” Akhenaten said without turning.

“If it may please your majesty, I have an idea.”

Nefertiti arched her eyebrows and peered at him. “An idea, priest, please do share.”

Semenkh looked up at her and then back at Akhenaten, whose back remained toward him. “A man I served with under your father, your majesty…”

“What of him?”

“I recall we had cause to investigate some mysterious occurrences. It turned out there was a Nubian spy.”

“Yes, yes, I recall my father talking of this. The scoundrel was uncovered due to the efforts of a charioteer.”

Semenkh hesitated slightly, recalling the man with whom he spent his childhood. The man he served with in the army. A man who had long since devoted himself to a quiet life with his wife, away from the intrigue of court. How would royalty accept him? More importantly, how would he react to being summoned back into the political intrigue he had deliberately left behind?

“The man I speak of is called Ramose. He found the spy through an investigation. He is logical and methodical. He sees what others do not.”

Nefertiti shifted in her seat. “You would have us bring in a dusty old charioteer to uncover a traitor?”

“To uncover the truth, your majesty. He has a method.”

“A method?” she said

He felt her eyes bore into him again.

“Yes, he… He observes and listens. He finds things others do not see.”

Akhenaten turned back to face Semenkh. “Then we shall send for this man, Ramose. See that it is done immediately. He can uncover your murderer. Peel away the lies and uncover the truth we all seek.”

Semenkh smiled, bowed his head and walked backwards out of the royal couple’s presence, his heart settling to a steadier rhythm and his thoughts drifting back to another place, another time.



      ***Nubia, 1360 BC

Ramose watched as the small detachment filed back in through the gates of the fort. They were a sorry-looking lot. Eight men set out that morning, and now, in the heat of the day, four came back. Two were badly injured and were barely able to walk. Ramose called for men to assist and went over to help them through the gates. Semenkh clambered down from his chariot, grasping his bow. Already the flies were buzzing around the scent of caked blood, and Ramose irritably waved them away.

“They were ready for us, Ramose. We didn’t stand a chance.”

“Don’t concern yourself about that now, Semenkh. Let’s get these injured men to the healer, and then we can talk about it.”

He reached under one of the injured men’s arms and lifted him, taking his weight on his shoulder. The man's head lolled forward, and his breathing was shallow. A spear had pierced him in the side, and he had bled heavily. The rough bandage was now stained with dark blood, suggesting a major organ had been struck. Ramose quietly wondered if he would be alive the next morning, but kept his thoughts to himself. With the assistance of the others, they settled the men down with the healer, who began cleaning wounds and applying poultices.

The room felt small and claustrophobic; the smell was musty with a sharp iron scent of fresh blood and sweat mixing with the aroma of the poultices the healer was applying to the wounds. An odour that made Ramose’s stomach turn. Apart from a small window and the doorway, there was little light, and only the wounded with small benches to lie on while the man attended to them. The healer set about his work, offering prayers as he cleaned wounds and bound them with fresh linen bandages and poultices. 

“You should get yourself cleaned up,” Ramose said to Semenkh, who had a gash on his forehead.

“I will be well enough, Ramose. But something went wrong. Very wrong out there.”

He looked down at the man Ramose had brought in. The healer shook his head. Semenkh gritted his teeth. That’s another friend I’ve lost today, Ramose. This shouldn’t have happened.

“You led us into the trap, Semenkh,” one of the men said, wincing as the healer cleaned his head wound.

“I know, Panefer. I…”

Panefer nodded to the dead man. “Tell it to him.” He looked at the younger, less experienced man with underlying disdain, yet he contained his rage with military discipline. He turned away and lay down as the healer finished bandaging his wound. 

“Panefer, speak with more respect to a senior officer,” Ramose said, his voice even, but laden with the sharp edge of authority.

The man turned and sat back up, back stiff, looking Ramose in the eye. “I apologise, charioteer. It won’t happen again.” 

Ramose nodded. “See that it doesn’t, Panefer. Remember that while I value your experience, I will not tolerate insubordination.”

“Understood, charioteer.”

“Now, what exactly happened out there?”

Panefer sighed and shot a glance at Semenkh. “You know the trail that leads out to the watchtower in the direction of Ra’s daily birth?”

Ramose nodded.

“Well, the track narrows between two rocky outcrops. They were waiting for us by the narrows.”

“Why would you think it suspicious?”

Panefer looked again at Semenkh. Semenkh sighed. “It was too… Too slick? Is that it?”

“That is it,” Panefer said. “I’ve been on patrol too many times not to recognise a planned ambush when I see it. They outnumbered us. Usually, there might be a few random Nubians taking a chance, but this time, no,” he shook his head. “This time, they were ready and waiting. In numbers. At least twice our strength, maybe more.”

“Semenkh, let’s go and see Minhotep. We can discuss it with him.”

They walked to the main block of the barracks, where the unit commander, Minhotep, had his office. They went in and stood. Minhotep looked at Semenkh, taking in the injury and ragged appearance.

Never one to prevaricate, the unit commander got straight to the point. He was a short, squat man with a lifelong military background who held high standards. Yet he cared deeply for the welfare of the men under his command and mourned the loss of each one.

“Four men, charioteer. That is not good. What happened?”

“Five, now, Khaemhat just started his journey to the afterlife in the medical room.”

Minhotep sighed. “Good man, that. Well, get on with your report, charioteer.”

Semenkh stood to attention and relayed the details of the ambush. The rocky pass was narrow, but one they had scouted on numerous occasions. “They were waiting for us, Commander. We were outnumbered. We fought hard, but a retreat was necessary.”

Minhotep grunted. “Sit, both of you.” He sat back and looked at both young men. “What think you, Ramose? I see you are anxious to speak.”

“Commander, there are two possibilities. The enemy was lucky; they were in the right place at the right time. But they were organised according to Panefer. Too organised.”

Minhotep nodded. Panefer was an old soldier who had served under Minhotep long enough for the latter to take his opinion seriously.

“So, you do not think they were lucky, Ramose, do you?”

“Speaking to Panefer, no. I think they were well-informed and had planned the ambush in advance.”

“Mm, how would they have the intelligence to plan that?”

Ramose smiled and said nothing, allowing the older man to draw the obvious conclusion. Minhotep frowned at the younger man’s barely disguised insolence but let it pass.

“Or we have a leak? Is that what you are saying? Or not saying.”

Ramose nodded. “I believe that is a high probability, yes.”

“Then what do we do about it?”

Ramose looked from one to the other. “We bait a trap, Commander. Who knew about the patrol? You, Semenkh, me, who else?”

“The scribes, the rest of your unit.”

“Yes, but who knew which route the patrol was taking before they set out? I didn’t. Semenkh did, and so did you. Who else?”

“The scout, the scribes…”

Ramose nodded. “I have an idea.”

Minhotep inclined his head. “Go on, charioteer. I am listening.”

“We plan another patrol. Do nothing different but for one thing. We send out another patrol, but leave it unrecorded. No one will know, not even those going until the last moment.”

“We ambush the ambushers,” Semenkh said.

“Yes. If I am wrong, nothing will happen. If I am right, then we flank the ambush and set one of our own.”

“And if you are right, then we do have a leak and we need to find that leak and plug it,” Minhotep said.



      ***The Road to the Old Tombs, Ahketaten, First Decan of Shemu, 1348 BC

Horemheb woke. He looked up through the window. The moon was still high and bright lights pricked the night. The woman sleeping next to him moved slightly, her soft snore the only sound beyond the ever-present cicadas. He looked across at her naked body, warm to the touch, her face concealed by her dark, braided hair that fell on the sheet she had pulled around her body. She was merely a darker shadow in the pale moonlight, her lotus oil perfume heady and sweet in the warm atmosphere.

He sighed and sat up. The woman opened her eyes and sleepily reached a hand to touch his skin. “What takes you from my bed at this hour, Horemheb?”

He pulled on his tunic. “I have business to attend to.”

She shifted and rested on one elbow. “Will I see you again?”

He smiled, leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the lips, wishing he had made a note of her name. “Of course.”

“When?”

He stood and made for the door. He paused and looked back. “Oh, soon enough. We had a good time, didn’t we?”

“I will await you, Horemheb.”

He walked out into the night, where the cool breeze was a welcome relief from the house’s stuffiness, and headed towards the river before turning south towards the old tombs. He paused briefly. This was a dangerous path, with no going back. If caught, they could expect to be impaled. He shuddered at the thought.

Then we must not get caught.

The moon provided some light, but the footing was uneven on the rocky path, and he stumbled a few times. His breath came in light gasps, the greed of the plan overcoming his discretion, but the risk he was taking sent his heart rate higher. Perhaps he could buy the woman a bauble when he next saw her.

He still had another half an iteru to go. “Dog of Set!” He stopped and reached down to remove a stone from his sandal.

Something caught his attention. He froze, listening and looking into the shadows.

“Is anyone there?”

Nothing. Silently, he stood and looked about, peering into the darkness. Somewhere, a jackal called out. Then he heard it. Some stones moving against each other. It was so slight, it almost wasn't there.

Animal or human?

“Is anyone there?” He repeated. Again, nothing.

Must be an animal.

He shrugged and resumed walking. Then he heard it again.

“Whoever you are, show yourself or may your limbs wither like papyrus in the sun.”

Still nothing.

“Show yourself.”

Then, from the shadows, he saw a figure. He relaxed slightly. “You gave me a fright there for a moment. What are you doing creeping up on a fellow like that?”

No sooner had he finished speaking than he saw a blade, narrow and long, flash in the pale light.

“What!?!”

Barely a shadow cast by the moon among the shadows of the rocks, the figure stood before him, unmoving, the breeze catching the robes, creating ripples in the cloth.

“I am sorry,” the voice was barely audible.

As the knife plunged into his chest, Horemheb stiffened, gargled and tasted blood on his tongue. The killer withdrew the knife and held Horemheb, lowering him gently to the ground.

“Why?” Horemheb managed to splutter as he died. No one answered his question. By now, his killer was nothing more than fading footsteps in the chilly night. Above, the moon remained distant, drifting, indifferent, across the sky until it reached morning and Horemheb realised that he would never know her name now.

In the shadows, unseen by both, another person was watching. Silent, hidden by the dark, like a cat, the watcher vanished like morning mist, leaving the scene empty apart from the dead.



      ***A Village on the Banks of the Nile, third decan of Shemu, 1348 BC

Ramose stood with arms folded, watching the boys as they circled the paddock under the harsh light of the morning sun. The horses’ flanks were damp with perspiration, and their musky smell hung in the still air. “Grip with your knees, Pentu. That beast will never obey if you ride it like you’re a sack of grain. Stiffen your back, pull in your knees. Show him who’s in charge. Good. Well done. Keep riding. Grip the reins like you mean it. Good. That’s more like it. I’ll make a horseman of you yet, boy.” He walked alongside the boys as the horses circled the paddock, their hooves kicking up dust into the dry atmosphere. The thought flickered across his mind that the rains couldn’t come soon enough to cool the land and bind the dust back to the soil.

As he schooled the boys, a flicker of movement caught his eye, and he turned to look down towards the river, where a brightly painted barge slowly moved towards the rough dock. Gold and blue caught the light in the late morning sun as it manoeuvred. This was no ordinary boat come to offload stores of grain, nor to collect the fabrics woven by the women of the village.

He tensed as something tingled down his spine, as shadows of the past crept upon him. The last time he had seen vessels such as this, he was in the service of the Pharaoh, going off to war in Nubia. Despite himself, he felt a tightening in his chest, and his breathing became more erratic. Those times were past. He had no desire to revisit them.

What do they want, I wonder?

“Stop for a moment. Dismount and give yourselves and the horses a rest.”

The huge royal barge now occupied the jetty leading out into the Nile. This vast vessel, out of place in this small village, dwarfed the ramshackle jetty more used to skiffs and fishing boats. Painted in bright lapis blue with golden images of the Aten on its prows and a canopy amidships, with silk banners fluttering in the light breeze, it rested, the oars now inboard and roped securing it to the jetty. At the same time, a dignitary stepped out onto the rustic landing stage, his linen robes gleaming white in the sunlight, as he stood stiffly on ceremony, despite the surroundings. He looked about him as if a bad smell hung under his nose.

Ramose smiled inwardly as the man cast around for someone to speak to.

A man out of his place.

A few villagers had gathered nearby to satisfy their curiosity, but remained well back, overcome by a mix of awe and fear. The dignitary eventually settled on a small boy. He spoke briefly, and the boy who pointed in Ramose’s direction. The dignitary followed the boy’s gesture and saw Ramose, who sighed heavily. He made no effort to go down and speak to the man.

Ramose leaned against the wooden rail of the paddock as the boy ran along the bank and up the slight incline to the corral, breathless when he arrived.

“Master Ramose, there is a messenger who wishes to speak with you.”

“I see.” He paused, looking down on the barge at the bottom of the slope. “Did he give any reason?”

The boy shook his head. “No, Master Ramose. Only that you must attend him at once. By Pharaoh’s command.”

“Well, I shall attend immediately. We cannot keep Pharaoh’s messenger waiting, can we?” He sighed, then turned to the boys he was coaching. “Take the horses back to the stable and wash them down. Then you may return to your homes. Lessons are over for today.”

He walked back with the boy, his sandals kicking up dust, his thoughts a mix of apprehension and curiosity. Having served like his father before him, he had retired from the army and was now too old to fight in Nubia; he traded the battle cries of Nubia for a new life spent coaching riding. Tall for the time, he was still fit. He had shed blood once for the Pharaoh. His muscular chest bore the scar from a Nubian spear, and his dark hair had a hint of grey at the temples. Otherwise, he could easily have passed for ten years younger. So, why now? After all this time? He walked up to the waiting messenger, who stiffened as he watched Ramose approach.

“I am Vizier Kasen, here on behalf of Akhenaten, Pharaoh and living Aten on Earth. You are Ramose, the charioteer of the Nubian campaigns?” he said.

Ramose held himself erect as if still in the military. “Yes, I am he. What is your business?” He caught a movement at the side of his vision and turned to see his wife, Tiaa, approach, walking briskly down the slope to the river’s edge, holding her gown close to her body, sandals slapping the dry dirt, her lips pursed.

“What is going on here?” she said.

“A messenger from Pharaoh,” Ramose said. “His vizier, no less, so we are honoured.”

Kasen stiffened and spoke, finally having managed to get a word in. “By the divine command of his majesty Akhenaten, you are summoned to his presence with immediate effect.”

Tiaa caught her breath. “Oh, why?”

“I am not privy to that information, madam.”

Ramose shrugged. “Then I will obey.” At the edge of the landing stage, Tiaa approached and laid a hand on his arm, her face drawn. Her skin felt cool and light on his. “Alone?”

“Alone,” Kasen said.

“Why? Why now? What does he want of you after all this time?”

Unspoken questions swirled through Ramose’s mind, but he merely nodded.

“Tiaa, do not concern yourself.” He reached forward and kissed her lightly on the forehead, concealing his own concerns for her sake. “I will see what all this is about and be back soon enough. Hopefully by nightfall. Have no worries on that matter, for it gains us nothing.”

He stepped onto the barge, the timbers of the deck smooth beneath his feet, and he made his way into the shaded area amidships and sat down, followed by Kasen. Just as the vessel slipped from the jetty, the oars dipping rhythmically into the still water, Ramose looked back towards Tiaa, his lips tight. He gave a slight nod and then turned away. Ripples spread out as the barge moved onto the river, leaving waves that lapped gently among the reeds, startling the birds into flight as they headed along the Nile to Ahketaten.

Tiaa stood, the breeze catching her gown as she watched by the riverbank, frowning as she shielded her eyes with her hand.

“Such a summons does not come for peace,” she said to no one in particular, for no one was listening. The spectacle now over, people had returned to their tasks, and she stood alone on the jetty watching the barge sail out of sight.
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