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The Javelin in her Hand




Son of a crocodile, it’s hot as a kiln in here. 

Naunet spoke the words aloud as she paused in her scrubbing and swiped a damp forearm across her dripping brow. Outside the laundry, the Egyptian sun beat down, raising shimmers from the hard-packed earth, but a lick of breeze feathered the air, bringing the mixed perfume of lotus blossoms and dead fish. The laundry’s confining walls, made of mud brick, blocked most of the breeze yet none of the odor, thanks to the open window.

No one heard her complaint. 

Naunet was alone with the steaming baskets of wet schentis, the smell of scorching starch, the glow of the banked fire for heating the fluting irons. Why had she chosen this hellishly hot profession in a land one degree away from bursting into flame?

What else was there? For one of her class, there was no getting away from relentless heat during the summer months. Working in the fields, baking the bread, firing the bricks—all of it hot work. 

At least it helped keep her mind off the turmoil simmering in her heart.

She was fortunate to have the laundry. As an Egyptian woman, she was at liberty to open a shop, serve on a jury, inherit real estate, and other privileges denied to less civilized societies like the Assyrians and Babylonians.  After all, Egypt had a woman on the throne.

A sudden ache rose in her throat, and Naunet swallowed it down. She didn’t want to think about that right now. About deceit and treachery. About loss.

She gritted her teeth and scrubbed harder, swirling a fine linen kilt through the sycamore tub of gray water and wringing it dry, shoving the burning thoughts from her mind with each wrench of her hands.

She and Teta had made a successful go of it, bringing in custom from the wealthier patrons of Thebes who didn’t own slaves to do their laundry. They’d started from almost nothing and focused on quality work and prompt delivery to build a thriving trade.

Now, she’d have to carry on without Teta.

Naunet slapped a wet schenti onto the fluting board and spread it flat. She pressed the heated iron into its folds, listening to the hiss, breathing in the rising steam. Unbidden, thoughts of Teta’s last moments seared across her mind—Teta curled like a brittle leaf on the earthen floor, writhing in agony, breathing her last, her soul rising like the steam from the iron, vanishing forever.

And Khofra.

A stab of regret shot through Naunet’s heart, twisted in her gut. Khofra, her beloved brother. Also gone. Almost all whom she’d loved were gone. Only her father remained, and she was saving already for his burial. It wouldn’t be long.

With a savage hand, Naunet pressed the last of the pleats into the linen kilt and hung it from a taut line with two wooden pegs. She tossed a pair of girdles into the tub and gave them a vicious scrub. They were the last of it for today. Time to think about the evening meal.

She had a guest coming. Jabirah was wise, and skilled in using plant extracts for cleaning, coloring fabrics, and other valuable purposes. For three turns of the Nile, Naunet had tried to beguile the woman into spilling her secrets but Jabirah was as tightlipped as a well-wrapped mummy.

Still, Naunet hoped they’d both profit from tonight’s visit.

She strung the girdles on the line and tugged the washtub to the door, tipping it over the small bed of leeks and onions beneath the window. Struck once more by a wave of sorrow, she braced herself against the mud brick wall and squeezed her eyes tight, shutting out the blinding sun.

How had it come to this? Teta had been her closest friend since childhood. There would never be another to replace her. Yet, as much as she mourned the loss of that friendship, she missed her brother more. His kind eyes, his encouragement, the way he could always make her laugh.

Naunet bit her lip, focusing on the pain until she tasted the copper tang of blood. She returned the tub to the laundry and stood surveying the room with its stone-lined fireplace crouching in the corner like a coal-black cat, the pressing and folding tables, the mending box filled with seam rippers, needles, and bolts of flaxen thread. The heap of dirty laundry waiting for service.

All this was hers now. Only hers. And she must work to keep it.

[image: image-placeholder]The clatter of hooves on the stone-paved street echoed in the canyon of white-walled villas. Jabirah drew aside, staying well back as the chariot passed, sunlight glinting off the armbands and jeweled collar of its lounging passenger, an Egyptian noble well-known for cruel and cavalier treatment toward his underlings. 

Jabirah had heard rebellious rumblings from that quarter, but such things didn’t concern her today. She passed a plume of palm branches thrusting up from the wall of a sheltered pleasure garden and turned into the shadowed passage leading to the servant’s entrance of a great, sprawling villa.

The odor of roasting waterfowl lingered thick around the outdoor kitchen as she approached, and Jabirah’s stomach growled. She’d had no time for an afternoon meal and the grapes that had perfumed her mouth with the dawn had long since evaporated like dew under the Theban sun.

She looked forward to a good meal and her reclining couch, but the day’s undertakings still stretched before her, and they were heavy tasks. Nodding to the cooks and bakers tending their ovens, she mounted the stone steps and entered into the cool of a colonnaded courtyard.

She knew these passages, needed no escort. Pausing outside the door of the bathing room, she cleared her throat and made her presence known.

“I am Jabirah, Esteemed Overseer, arriving as you requested.”

“Not as I requested,” came the nasal reply. “You’re late.”

“I crave pardon, Esteemed One. Forgive me.”

Omari, Overseer of Pharaoh’s Treasury, made an impatient gesture, beckoning her to his side. “Waste no more time,” he said. “My bones ache.”

His eyes narrowed, kohl-penciled brows rising on his forehead. Jabirah hastily bowed her head and brought her right palm to her left shoulder in a sign of respect. “Certainly, Overseer. May you endure forever.”

The Overseer grasped Jabirah’s wrist, fingers digging into her flesh like a hawk’s talons. “I have no wish to endure forever unless you can release me from this pain.” His grip tightened. “Can you, woman? Can your potions bring me relief?”

Jabirah swallowed and drew a calming breath through her nostrils, letting it out as she nodded her assurance. “By the Feather of Truth, Esteemed Overseer, I will see to it. You will no longer be troubled by pain.”

He dropped her wrist and stalked toward a great sunken caldera, heated by three stones pulled from a bed of fire, letting his robe fall to the alabaster tiles. Naked, he poised before the tub, his wasted form a testament to the pain he suffered. Jabirah slipped a hand under his elbow.

“Nay, Honored One, oil first today.” She gestured to the rubbing table.

As he lay prostrate, she ministered to him, massaging sweet unguents made of essential oils and soda ash into his skin. He moaned beneath her hands, sometimes wincing when she touched a sore spot. Presently, she broke open a new vial and poured the mixture over the softened skin of the Overseer’s back, letting it soak in. 

“What’s that odor?” he asked. “Is it a new treatment?”

“Yes,” Jabirah murmured, her tone soothing and subdued. “It will help numb your pain. We’re almost finished here and then I’ll help you into the bath.”

He leaned heavily against her as she guided him to the tub and helped him settle under the heated water. The Overseer rested his head against the stone pillow carved into the rim of the caldera and sighed deeply, closing his eyes.
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