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‘I Told You This Was a Harebrained Scheme!’
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Hands on hips, brows lowering, Emerson stood gazing fixedly at the recumbent ruminant. A sympathetic friend (if camels have such, which is doubtful) might have taken comfort in the fact that scarcely a ripple of agitated sand surrounded the place of its demise. Like the others in the caravan, of which it was the last, it had simply stopped, sunk to its knees, and passed on, peacefully and quietly. (Conditions, I might add, that are uncharacteristic of camels alive or moribund.)

Those conditions are also uncharacteristic of Emerson. To the readers who have encountered my distinguished husband, in the flesh or in the pages of my earlier works, it will come as no surprise to learn that he reacted to the camel’s death as if the animal had committed suicide for the sole purpose of inconveniencing him. Eyes blazing like sapphires in his tanned and chiselled face, he plucked the hat from his head, flung it upon the sand, and kicked it a considerable distance before turning his furious glare towards me.

‘Curse it, Amelia! I told you this was a harebrained scheme!’

‘Yes, Emerson, you did,’ I replied. ‘In those precise words, if I am not mistaken. If you will cast your mind back to our first discussion of this enterprise, you may remember that I was in full agreement with you.’

‘Then what – ’ Emerson turned in a circle. Boundless and bare, as the poet puts it, the lone and level sands stretched far away. ‘Then what the devil are we doing here?’ Emerson bellowed.

It was a reasonable question, and one that may also have occurred to the reader of this narrative. Professor Radcliffe Emerson, F.R.S. F.B.A., LL.D. (Edinburgh), D.C.L. (Oxford), Member of the American Philosophical Society, et cetera, preeminent Egyptologist of this or any other era, was frequently to be encountered in unusual, not to say peculiar, surroundings. Will I ever forget that magical moment when I entered a tomb in the desolate cliffs bordering the Nile and found him delirious with fever, in desperate need of attentions he was helpless to resist? The bond forged between us by my expert nursing was strengthened by the dangers we subsequently shared; and in due course, Reader, I married him. Since that momentous day we had excavated in every major site in Egypt and written extensively on our discoveries. Modesty prevents me from claiming too large a share of the scholarly reputation we had earned, but Emerson would have been the first to proclaim that we were a partnership, in archaeology as in marriage.

From the sandy wastes of the cemeteries of Memphis to the rocky cliffs of the Theban necropolis, we had wandered hand in hand (figuratively speaking), in terrain almost as inhospitable as the desert that presently surrounded us. Never before, however, had we been more than a few miles from the Nile and its life-giving water. It lay far behind us now, and there was not a pyramid or a broken wall to be seen, much less a tree or a sign of habitation. What indeed were we doing there? Without camels we were marooned on a sea of sand, and our situation was infinitely more desperate than that of shipwrecked sailors.

I seated myself upon the ground with my back against the camel. The sun was at the zenith; the only shade was cast by the body of the poor beast. Emerson paced back and forth, kicking up clouds of sand and swearing. His expertise in this latter exercise had earned him the admiring title of ‘Father of Curses’ from our Egyptian workmen, and on this occasion he surpassed himself. I sympathised with his feelings, but duty compelled me to remonstrate.

‘You forget yourself, Emerson,’ I remarked, indicating our companions.

They stood side by side, watching me with grave concern, and I must say they made a ludicrous pair. Many of the native Nilotic peoples are unusually tall, and Kemit, the only servant remaining to us, was over six feet in height. He wore a turban and a loose robe of woven blue-and-white cotton. His face, with its clean-cut features and deeply bronzed skin, bore a striking resemblance to that of his companion, but the second individual was less than four feet tall. He was also my son, Walter Peabody Emerson, known as ‘Ramses,’ who should not have been there.

Emerson cut off his expletive in mid-syllable, though the effort almost choked him. Still in need of a ‘went’ for his boiling emotions, he focused them on me.

‘Who selected these da— these cursed camels?’

‘You know perfectly well who selected them,’ I replied. ‘I always select the animals for our expeditions, and doctor them too. The local people treat camels and donkeys so badly – ’

‘Don’t give me one of your lectures on veterinary medicine and kindness to animals,’ Emerson bellowed. ‘I knew – I knew! – your delusions about your medical knowledge would lead us into disaster one day. You have been dosing these da— these confounded animals; what did you give them?’

‘Emerson! Are you accusing me of poisoning the camels?’ I struggled to overcome the indignation his outrageous accusation had provoked. ‘I believe you have taken leave of your senses.’

‘Well, and if I have, there is some excuse for me,’ Emerson said in a more moderate tone. He edged closer to me. ‘Our situation is desperate enough to disturb any man, even one as even-tempered as I. Er – I beg your pardon, my dear Peabody. Don’t cry.’

Emerson calls me Amelia only when he is annoyed with me. Peabody is my maiden name, and it was thus that Emerson, in one of his feeble attempts at sarcasm, addressed me during the early days of our acquaintance. Hallowed by fond memories, it has now become a private pet name, so to speak, indicative of affection and respect.

I lowered the handkerchief I had raised to my eyes and smiled at him. ‘A few grains of sand in my eye, Emerson, that is all. You will never find me succumbing to helpless tears when firmness is required. As you are well aware.’

‘Hmph,’ said Emerson.

‘All the same, Mama,’ said Ramses, ‘Papa has raised a point worthy of consideration. It is surely stretching coincidence to the point of impossibility to assume that all the camels should die, suddenly and with no symptoms of disease, within forty-eight hours of one another.’

‘I assure you, Ramses, that consideration had already occurred to me. Run and fetch Papa’s hat, if you please. No, Emerson, I know your dislike of hats, but I insist that you put it on. We are in bad enough case without having you laid low by sunstroke.’

Emerson made no reply. His eyes were fixed on the small figure of his son, trotting obediently after the sun helmet, and his expression was so poignant that my eyes dimmed. It was not fear for himself that weakened my husband, nor even concern for me. We had faced death together not once but many times; he knew he could count on me to meet that grim adversary with a smile and a stiff upper lip. No; it was the probable fate of Ramses that brought the moisture to his keen blue eyes. So moved was I that I vowed not to remind Emerson that it was his fault that his son and heir had been condemned to a slow, lingering, painful death from dehydration.

‘Well, we have been in worse situations,’ I said. ‘At least we three have; and I presume, Kemit, that you are no stranger to peril. Have you any suggestions, my friend?’

Responding to my gesture, Kemit approached and squatted down next to me. Ramses immediately squatted as well. He had conceived a great admiration for this taciturn, handsome man; and the sight of them, like a stork and its chick, brought a smile to my lips.

Emerson was not amused. Fanning himself with his hat, he remarked sarcastically, ‘If Kemit has a suggestion that can get us out of this dilemma, I will take off my hat to him. We – ’

‘You cannot take off your hat until you put it on, Emerson,’ I interrupted.

Emerson slapped the offending article onto his unruly black head with such force that his eyelashes fluttered wildly. ‘As I was saying, we are more than six days from the Nile, as the camel trots; considerably longer on foot. If the so-called map we have followed is to be trusted, there is a water hole or oasis ahead. It is a journey of approximately two days by camel, of which we have none. We have water for perhaps two days, with strict rationing.’

It was an accurate and depressing summary. What Emerson did not say, because the rest of us knew it, was that our desperate condition was due to the defection of our servants. They had departed, in a body, the night before, taking with them all the waterskins except the partially filled containers we had had with us in our tent and the canteen I always carry attached to my belt. They might have done worse; they might have murdered us. I cannot, however, attribute their forbearance to kindness of heart. Emerson’s strength and ferocity are legendary; many of the simple natives believe he is armed with supernatural powers. (And I myself have a certain reputation as the Sitt Hakim, dispenser of mysterious medicines.) Rather than challenge us, they had stolen away in the dead of night. Kemit claimed he had been struck unconscious when he attempted to prevent them, and indeed he had a sizable lump on his head to prove it. Why he had not joined the mutineers I could not explain; it might have been loyalty – though he owed us no more than did the others, who had worked for us as long – or it might have been that he had not been invited to join them.

There was a great deal about Kemit that wanted explaining. Expressionless as the nesting bird he somewhat resembled at that moment, his knees being on approximately the level of his ears, he was not at all a comic figure. Indeed, his chiselled features had a dignity that reminded me of certain Fourth Dynasty sculptures, most particularly the magnificent portrait of King Chephren, builder of the Second Pyramid. I had once remarked to Emerson on the resemblance; he had replied that it was not surprising, since the ancient Egyptians were of mixed racial stock and some of the Nubian tribes were probably their remote descendants. (I should add that this theory of Emerson’s – which he regarded not as theory but as fact – was not accepted by the great majority of his colleagues.)

But I perceive that I am wandering from the plot of my narrative, as I am inclined to do when questions of scholarly interest arise. Let me turn back the pages of my journal and explain in proper sequence of time how we came to find ourselves in such an extraordinary predicament. I do not do this in the meretricious hope of prolonging your anxiety as to our survival, dear Reader, for if you have the intelligence I expect my Readers to possess, you will know I could not be writing this account if I were in the same state as the camels.

I must turn back not a few but many pages, and take you to a quiet country house in Kent, when the turning of the leaves from green to golden bronze betokened the approach of autumn. After a busy summer spent teaching, lecturing, and readying the publication of our previous season’s excavations, we were about to begin preparations for our annual winter’s work in Egypt. Emerson was seated behind his desk; I walked briskly to and fro, hands behind my back. The bust of Socrates, oddly speckled with black – for it was at this bust that Emerson was wont to hurl his pen when inspiration flagged or something happened to irritate him – watched us benevolently.

The subject of discussion, or so I fondly believed, was the future intellectual development of our son.

‘I fully sympathise with your reservations concerning the public-school system, Emerson,’ I assured him. ‘But the boy must have some formal training, somewhere, sometime. He is growing up quite a little savage.’

‘You do yourself an injustice, my dear,’ Emerson murmured, glancing at the newspaper he was holding.

‘He has improved,’ I admitted. ‘He doesn’t talk quite as much as he used to, and he has not been in danger of life or limb for several weeks. But he has no notion how to get on with children his own age.’

Emerson looked up, his brow furrowed. ‘Now, Peabody, that is not the case. Last winter, with Ahmed’s children – ’

‘I speak of English children, Emerson. Naturally.’

‘There is nothing natural about English children. Good Gad, Amelia, our public schools have a caste system more pernicious than that of India, and those at the bottom of the ladder are abused more viciously than any Untouchable. As for “getting on” with members of the opposite sex – you do not mean, I hope, to exclude female children from Ramses’s social connections? Well, I assure you that that is precisely what your precious public schools aim to achieve.’ Warming to his theme, Emerson leapt up, scattering papers in all directions, and began to pace back and forth on a path at right angles to mine. ‘Curse it, I sometimes wonder how the upper classes in this country ever manage to reproduce! By the time a lad leaves university he is so intimidated by girls of his own class it is almost impossible for him to speak to them in intelligible sentences! If he did, he would not receive an intelligible answer, for the education of women, if it can be dignified by that term – Oof. I beg your pardon, my dear. Are you hurt?’

‘Not at all.’ I accepted the hand he offered to assist me to rise. ‘But if you insist on pacing while you lecture, at least walk with me instead of at right angles to my path. A collision was inevitable.’

A sunny smile replaced his scowl and he pulled me into a fond embrace. ‘Only that sort of collision, I hope. Come now, Peabody, you know we agree on the inadequacies of the educational system. You don’t want to break the lad’s spirit?’

‘I only want to bend it a little,’ I murmured. But it is hard to resist Emerson when he smiles and . . . Never mind what he was doing; but when I say Emerson’s eyes are sapphire-blue, his hair is black and thick, and his frame is as trim and muscular as that of a Greek athlete – not even referring to the cleft or dimple in his chin or the enthusiasm he brings to the exercise of his conjugal rights . . . Well, I need not be more specific, but I am sure any right-thinking female will understand why the subject of Ramses’s education ceased to interest me.

After Emerson had resumed his seat and picked up the newspaper, I returned to the subject, but in a considerably softened mood. ‘My dear Emerson, your powers of persuasion – that is to say, your arguments – are most convincing. Ramses could go to school in Cairo. There is a new Academy for Young Gentlemen of which I have had good reports; and since we will be excavating at Sakkara . . .’

The newspaper behind which Emerson had retired rattled loudly. I stopped speaking, seized by a hideous premonition – though, as events were to prove, not nearly hideous enough. ‘Emerson,’ I said gently, ‘you have applied for the firman, haven’t you? You surely would not repeat the error you made a few years ago when you neglected to apply in time, and instead of receiving permission to work at Dahshoor we ended up at the most boring, unproductive site in all of Lower Egypt?* Emerson! Put down that newspaper and answer me! Have you obtained permission from the Department of Antiquities to excavate at Sakkara this season?’

Emerson lowered the newspaper, and flinched at finding my face only inches from his. ‘Kitchener,’ he said, ‘has taken Berber.’

It is inconceivable to me that future generations will fail to realise the vital importance of the study of history, or that Britons will be ignorant of one of the most remarkable chapters in the development of their empire. Yet stranger things have happened; and in the event of such a catastrophe (for I would call it nothing less), I beg leave of my Readers to remind them of facts that should be as familiar to them as they are to me.

In 1884, when I made my first visit to Egypt, most English persons persisted in regarding the Mahdi as only another ragged religious fanatic, despite the fact that his followers had already overrun half the Sudan. This country, encompassing the region from the rocky cataracts of Assouan to the jungles south of the junction of the Blue and White Niles, had been conquered by Egypt in 1821. The Pashas, who were not Egyptians at all but descendants of an Albanian adventurer, had proceeded to rule the region even more corruptly and inefficiently than they did Egypt itself. The benevolent intervention of the great powers (especially Britain) rescued Egypt from disaster, but matters continued to worsen in the Sudan until Mohammed Ahmed Ibn el-Sayyid Abdullah proclaimed himself the Mahdi, the reincarnation of the Prophet, and rallied the forces of rebellion against Egyptian tyranny and misrule. His followers believed he was the descendant of a line of sheikhs; his enemies sneered at him as a poor ignorant boat-builder. Whatever his origins, he possessed an extraordinarily magnetic personality and a remarkable gift of oratory. Armed only with sticks and spears, his ragtag troops had swept all before them and were threatening the Sudanese capital of Khartoum.

Against the figure of the Mahdi stands that of the heroic General Gordon. Early in 1884 he had been sent to Khartoum to arrange for the withdrawal of the troops garrisoned there and in the nearby fort of Omdurman. There was a good deal of public feeling against this decision, for abandoning Khartoum meant giving up the entire Sudan. Gordon was accused, then and later, of never meaning to comply with his orders; whatever his reasons for delaying the withdrawal, he did just that. By the autumn of 1884, when I arrived in Egypt, Khartoum was besieged by the wild hordes of the Mahdi, and all the surrounding country, to the very borders of Egypt, was in rebel hands.

The gallant Gordon held Khartoum, and British public opinion, led by the Queen herself, demanded his rescue. An expedition was finally sent but it did not reach the beleaguered city until February of the following year – three days after Khartoum fell and the gallant Gordon was cut down in the courtyard of his house. ‘Too late!’ was the agonised cry of Britannia! Ironically, the Mahdi survived his great foe by less than six months, but his place was taken by one of his lieutenants, the Khalifa Abdullah el-Taashi, who ruled even more tyrannically than his master. For over a decade the land had groaned under his cruelties, while the British lion licked its wounds and refused to avenge the fallen hero.

The reasons, political, economic and military, that led to a decision to reconquer the Sudan are too complex to discuss here. Suffice it to say that the campaign had begun in 1896 and that by the autumn of the following year our forces were advancing on the Fourth Cataract under the gallant Kitchener, who had been named Sirdar of the Egyptian Army.

But what, one might ask, do these world-shaking affairs have to do with the winter plans of a pair of innocent Egyptologists? Alas, I knew the answer only too well, and I sank into a chair beside the desk. ‘Emerson,’ I said. ‘Emerson. I beg of you. Don’t tell me you want to dig in the Sudan this winter.’

‘My dear Peabody!’ Emerson flung the newspaper aside and fixed the full power of his brilliant gaze upon me. ‘You know, none better, that I have wanted to excavate at Napata or Meroë for years. I’d have tackled it last year if you hadn’t raised such a fuss – or if you had consented to remain in Egypt with Ramses while I did so.’

‘And waited to learn that they had put your head on a pike, as they did Gordon’s,’ I murmured.

‘Nonsense. I’d have been in no danger. Some of my best friends were Mahdists. But never mind,’ he continued quickly, to forestall the protest I was about to make – not of the truth of his statement, for Emerson had friends in very strange places – but of the common sense of his plan. ‘The situation is entirely different now, Peabody. The region around Napata is already in Egyptian hands. At the rate Kitchener is going, he will take Khartoum by the time we reach Egypt, and Meroë – the site I favour – is north of Khartoum. It will be quite safe.’

‘But Emerson – ’

‘Pyramids, Peabody.’ Emerson’s deep voice dropped to a seductive baritone growl. ‘Royal pyramids, untouched by any archaeologist. The pharaohs of the Twenty-Fifth Dynasty were Nubians – proud, virile soldiers who marched out of the south to conquer the degenerate rulers of a decadent Egypt. These heroes were buried in their homeland of Cush – formerly Nubia, now the Sudan – ’

‘I know that, Emerson, but – ’

‘After Egypt lost its independence to the Persians, the Greeks, the Romans, the Moslems, a mighty kingdom flourished in Cush,’ Emerson continued poetically – and a trifle inaccurately. ‘Egyptian culture survived in that far-off land – the same region, as I believe, from which it had originally sprung. Think of it, Peabody! To investigate, not only the continuation of that mighty civilization, but perhaps its roots as well. . .’

Emotion overcame him. His voice failed, his eyes glazed.

There were only two things that could reduce Emerson to such a state. One was the idea of going where no scholar had gone before him, of being the discoverer of new worlds, new civilisations. Need I say that I shared that noble ambition? No. My pulse quickened, I felt reason sink under the passion of his words. One last faint ray of common sense made me murmur, ‘But – ’

‘But me no buts, Peabody.’ He grasped my hands in his – those strong bronzed hands, which could wield pick and shovel more vigorously than any of his workmen but which were capable of the most sensitive, the most exquisite touch. His eyes held mine; I fancied the brilliant rays of sapphirine-blue struck from his orbs straight into my dazzled brain. ‘You are with me, you know you are. And you will be with me, my darling Peabody – this winter, in Meroë!’

Rising, he drew me once more into his masterful embrace. I said no more; indeed I was unable to say more, since his lips were pressed to mine. But I thought to myself, Very well, Emerson. I will be with you – but Ramses will be at the Academy for Young Gentlemen in Cairo.

I am seldom wrong. On those rare occasions when I am wrong, it is usually because I have underestimated the stubbornness of Emerson or the devious wiles of Ramses, or a combination of the two. In defence of my powers of precognition, however, I must say that the bizarre twist our expedition was to take resulted not so much from our little familial differences of opinion as from a startling development that no one, not even I, could possibly have anticipated.

It took place on a wet autumn evening not long after the conversation I have just described. I had a number of reservations about Emerson’s projected plans for the winter, and once the euphoria of his persuasive powers had subsided, I was not shy of expressing them. Though the northern Sudan was officially ‘pacified’ and under Egyptian occupation as far south as Dongola, only an idiot would have assumed that travel in the region was completely safe. The unfortunate inhabitants of the area had suffered from war, oppression, and starvation; many were homeless, most were hungry, and anyone who ventured among them without an armed escort was practically asking to be murdered. Emerson brushed this aside. We would not venture among them. We would be working in a region under military occupation, with troops close by. Furthermore, some of his best friends . . .

Having resigned myself to accept his plans (and I will admit that the thought of pyramids, my consuming passion, had some effect), I hastened to complete our arrangements for departure. After so many years I had the process down to a routine, but additional precautions and many extra supplies would be necessary if we were to venture into such a remote region. Of course I had no help whatever from Emerson, who spent all his time poring over obscure volumes on what little was known of the ancient inhabitants of the Sudan, and in long conversations with his brother Walter. Walter was a brilliant linguist who specialised in the ancient languages of Egypt. The prospect of obtaining texts in the obscure and as yet undeciphered Meroitic tongue raised his enthusiasm to fever pitch. Instead of trying to dissuade Emerson from his hazardous project he actually encouraged him.

Walter had married my dear friend Evelyn, the granddaughter and heiress of the Duke of Chalfont. Theirs had been an exceedingly happy union, and it had been blessed with four – no, at the time of which I speak I believe the number was five – children. (One tended to lose track with Evelyn, as my husband once coarsely remarked, overlooking, as men are inclined to do, that his brother was at least equally responsible.) The young Emersons were staying with us on the evening of which I am about to speak. Greatly as I enjoyed the opportunity to spend time with my dearest friend, and a brother-in-law whom I truly esteem, and their five (unless it was six?) delightful offspring, I had an additional reason, this particular year, for encouraging the visit. I had not entirely abandoned hope of persuading Emerson that Ramses should be left in England when we set out on our hazardous journey. I knew I could count on Evelyn to add her gentle persuasion to mine. For reasons which eluded me, she doted on Ramses.

It is impossible to give a proper impression of Ramses by describing his characteristics. One must observe him in action to understand how even the most admirable traits can be perverted or carried to such an extreme that they cease to be virtues and become the reverse.

At that time Ramses was ten years of age. He could speak Arabic like a native, read three different scripts of ancient Egyptian as easily as he could read Latin, Hebrew, and Greek – which is to say, as easily as English – sing a wide variety of vulgar songs in Arabic, and ride almost anything with four legs. He had no other useful skills.

He was fond of his pretty, gentle aunt, and I hoped she could help persuade him to stay with her that winter. The presence of his cousins would be an inducement; Ramses was fond of them too, although I am not certain the feeling was reciprocated.

I had gone off to London that day with less trepidation than I usually felt when leaving Ramses because it was raining heavily and I assumed Evelyn would insist that the children remain indoors. I had strictly forbidden Ramses to conduct any chemical experiments whatever, or continue his excavations in the wine cellar, or practice knife-throwing in the house, or show little Amelia his mummified mice, or teach his cousins any Arabic songs. There were a number of other things; I forget them now, but I felt reasonably sure I had covered everything. I was therefore able to pursue my errands with a mind at ease, though the same could not be said about my body; the coal smoke that hangs over London had combined with the rain to form a blackish smut that clung to clothing and skin, and the streets were ankle-deep in mud. When I got off the train late that afternoon I was glad to see the carriage waiting. I had arranged to have most of my purchases shipped, but I was loaded with parcels and my skirts were wet to the knee.

The lights of Amarna House shone warm and welcoming through the gathering dusk. How joyfully I looked forward to my reunion with all those I loved best, and to lesser but nonetheless pleasant comforts – a hot bath, a change of clothing, and a cup of the beverage that cheers but does not inebriate. Feeling the chill of wet feet and clinging skirts, I reflected that I might instead indulge in the beverage that does inebriate – but only when taken in excessive quantities, which I never do. There is, after all, nothing so effective in warding off a cold than a stiff whiskey and soda.

Gargery, our excellent butler, had been watching for the carriage; as he assisted me to remove my wet outer garments he said solicitously, ‘May I venture to suggest, madam, that you take something to ward off a cold? I will send one of the footmen upstairs with it at once, if you like.’

‘What a splendid idea, Gargery,’ I replied. ‘I am grateful to you for suggesting it.’

I had almost reached my room before I realised that the house was uncommonly quiet. No voices raised in genial debate from my husband’s study, no childish laughter, no . . .

‘Rose,’ I cried, flinging open my door. ‘Rose, where . . . Oh, there you are.’

‘Your bath is ready, madam,’ said Rose, from the open door of the bathroom, where she stood wreathed in steam like a kindly genie. She seemed a trifle flushed. It might have been the warmth of the bathwater that had brought the pretty colour to her cheeks, but I suspected another reason.

‘Thank you, Rose. But I was about to ask – ’

‘Will you wear the crimson tea gown, madam?’ She hastened to me and began wrenching at the buttons on my dress.

‘Yes. But where . . . My dear Rose, you are shaking me like a terrier with a rat. A little less enthusiasm, if you please.’

‘Yes, madam. But the bath water will be cold.’ Having divested me of my gown, she began attacking my petticoats.

‘Very well, Rose. What has Ramses done now?’

It took me a while to get the truth out of her. Rose is childless; no doubt that fact explains her peculiar attachment to Ramses, whom she has known since he was an infant. It is true that he showers her with gifts – bouquets of my prize roses, bunches of prickly wildflowers, small furry animals, hideous gloves, scarves, and handbags, selected by himself and paid for out of his pocket money. But even if the gifts were appropriate, which most are not, they hardly compensate for the hours Rose has spent cleaning up after him. I long ago gave up trying to comprehend this streak of irrationality in an otherwise sensible woman.

After Rose had stripped me of my garments and popped me into the tub, she deemed that the soothing effect of hot water would soften me enough to hear the truth. In fact, it was not as bad as I had feared. It seems I had neglected to forbid Ramses to take a bath.

Rose assured me that the ceiling of Professor Emerson’s study was not much damaged, and she thought the carpet would be all the better for a good washing. Ramses had fully intended to turn off the water and no doubt he would have remembered to do so, only the cat Bastet had caught a mouse, and if he had delayed in rushing to the rodent’s rescue, Bastet would have dispatched it. As a result of his prompt action the mouse was now resting quietly, its wounds dressed, in Ramses’s closet.

Rose hates mice. ‘Never mind,’ I said wearily. ‘I don’t want to hear any more. I don’t want to know what forced Ramses to the dire expedient of bathing. I don’t want to know what Professor Emerson said when his ceiling began spouting water. Just hand me that glass, Rose, and then go quietly away.’

The whiskey and soda had been delivered. An application of that beverage internally and of hot water externally eventually restored me to my usual spirits, and when I went to the drawing room, trailing my crimson flounces and looking, I fancy, as well as I have ever looked, the smiling faces of my beloved family assured me that all was well.

Evelyn wore a gown of the soft azure that intensified the blue of her eyes and set off her golden hair. The gown was already sadly crushed, for children are drawn to my dear friend as bees are drawn to a flower. She had the baby on her lap and little Amelia beside her, in the maternal clasp of her arm. The twins sat at her feet, mashing her skirts. Raddie, my eldest nephew, leaned over the arm of the sofa where his mother sat, and Ramses leaned against Raddie, getting as close to his aunt’s ear as was possible. He was, as usual, talking.

He broke off when I entered, and I studied him thoughtfully. He was extremely clean. Had I not known the reason I would have commended him, for the condition is not natural to him. I had determined not to mar the congeniality of the gathering by any reference to earlier unpleasantness, but something in my expression must have made Emerson aware of what I was thinking. He came quickly to me, gave me a hearty kiss, and shoved a glass into my hand.

‘How lovely you look, my dearest Peabody. A new gown, eh? It becomes you.’

I allowed him to lead me to a chair: ‘Thank you, my dear Emerson. I have had this dress for a year and you have seen it at least a dozen times, but the compliment is appreciated nonetheless.’

Emerson too was extremely clean. His dark hair lay in soft waves, as it did when it had just been washed. I deduced that a quantity of water, and perhaps plaster, had fallen on his head. If he was prepared to overlook the incident, I could do no less, so I turned to my brother-in-law, who stood leaning against the mantel watching us with an affectionate smile.

‘I saw your friend and rival Frank Griffiths today, Walter. He sends his regards and asked me to tell you he is making excellent progress with the Oxyrynchos papyrus.’

Walter looks like the scholar he is. The lines in his thin cheeks deepened and he adjusted his eyeglasses. ‘Now, Amelia dear, don’t try to stir up a competition between me and Frank. He is a splendid linguist and a good friend. I don’t envy him his papyrus; Radcliffe has promised me Meroitic inscriptions by the cartload. I can hardly wait.’

Walter is one of the few people who is allowed to refer to Emerson by his given name, which he detests. He flinched visibly, but said only, ‘So you stopped by the British Museum, Peabody?’

‘Yes.’ I took a sip of my whiskey. ‘No doubt it will come as a great surprise to you, Emerson, to learn that Budge also proposes to travel to the Sudan this autumn. In fact, he has already left.’

‘Er, hmmm,’ said Emerson. ‘No! Indeed!’

Emerson considers most Egyptologists incompetent bunglers – which they are, by his austere standards – but Wallis Budge, the Keeper of Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities at the British Museum, was his particular bête noire.

‘Indeed!’ Walter repeated. His eyes twinkled. ‘Well, that should make your winter’s activities even more interesting, Amelia. Keeping those two from one another’s throats – ’

‘Bah,’ said Emerson. ‘Walter, I resent the implication. How you could suppose me so forgetful of the dignity of my profession and my own self-esteem. . . I don’t intend to come within throat-grasping reach of the rascal. And he had better stay away from me, or I will throttle him.’

Always the peacemaker, Evelyn attempted to change the subject. ‘Did you hear anything more about Professor Petrie’s engagement, Amelia? Is it true that he is soon to be married?’

‘I believe so, Evelyn. Everyone is talking about it.’

‘Gossiping, you mean,’ said Emerson, with a snort. ‘To see Petrie, who was always wedded to his profession and had no time for the softer emotions, fall head over heels for a chit of a girl . . . They say she is a good twenty years younger than he.’

‘Now who is engaging in ill-natured gossip?’ I demanded. ‘By all accounts she is an excellent young woman and he is utterly besotted with her. We must think of a suitable wedding present, Emerson. A handsome silver epergne, perhaps.’

‘What the devil would Petrie do with an epergne?’ Emerson asked. ‘The man lives like a savage. He would probably soak potsherds in it.’

We were discussing the matter when the door opened. I glanced up, expecting to see that Rose had come to take the children away, for it was approaching the dinner hour. But it was Gargery, not Rose, and the butler’s face wore the frown that betokened an unwelcome announcement.

‘There is a gentleman to see you, Professor. I informed him that you did not see callers at this time of day but he – ’

‘He must have urgent reasons for disturbing us,’ I interrupted, seeing my husband’s brows draw together. ‘A gentleman, you said, Gargery?’

The butler inclined his head. Advancing upon Emerson, he offered the salver on which rested a chaste white calling card.

‘Hmph,’ said Emerson, taking the card. ‘The Honourable Reginald Forthright. Never heard of him. Tell him to go away, Gargery.’

‘No, wait,’ I said. ‘I think you ought to see him, Emerson.’

‘Amelia, your insatiable curiosity will be the death of me,’ Emerson cried. ‘I don’t want to see the fellow. I want my whiskey and soda, I want to enjoy the company of my family, I want my dinner. I refuse – ’

The door, which Gargery had closed behind him, burst open. The butler staggered back before the impetuous rush of the newcomer. Hatless, dripping, white-faced, he crossed the room in a series of bounds and stopped, swaying, before Walter, who stared at him in astonishment.

‘Professor,’ he cried. ‘I know I intrude – I beg you to forgive me – and to hear me – ’

And then, before Walter could recover from his surprise or any of us could move, the stranger toppled forward and fell prostrate on the hearthrug.
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Emerson was the first to break the silence.

‘Get up at once, you clumsy young ruffian,’ he said irritably. ‘Of all the confounded impudence – ’

‘For pity’s sake, Emerson,’ I exclaimed, hastening to the side of the fallen man. ‘Can’t you see he has fainted? I shudder to think what unimaginable horror can have reduced him to such straits.’

‘No, you don’t,’ said Emerson. ‘You revel in unimaginable horrors. Pray control your rampageous imagination. Fainted, indeed! He is probably drunk.’

‘Fetch some brandy at once,’ I ordered. With some difficulty – for the unconscious man was heavier than his slight build had led me to expect – I turned him on his back and lifted his head onto my lap.

Emerson folded his arms and stood looking on, a sneer wreathing his well-cut lips. It was Ramses who approached with the glass of brandy I had requested; I took it from him, finding, as I had expected, that the outside of the glass was as wet as the inside.

‘I am afraid some was spilled,’ Ramses explained. ‘Mama, if I may make a suggestion – ’

‘No, you may not,’ I replied.

‘But I have read that it is inadvisable to administer brandy or any other liquid to an unconscious man. There is some danger of – ’

‘Yes, yes, Ramses, I am well aware of that. Do be still.’

Mr Forthright did not appear to be in serious condition. His colour was good, and there was no sign of an injury. I estimated his age to be in the early thirties. His features were agreeable rather than handsome, the eyes wide-set under arching brows, the lips full and gently curved. His most unusual physical characteristic was the colour of the hair that adorned his upper lip and his head. A bright, unfashionable but nonetheless striking copper, with glints of gold, it curled becomingly upon his temples.

I proceeded with my administrations; it was not long before the young man’s eyes opened and he gazed with wonder into my face. His first words were ‘Where am I?’

‘On my hearthrug,’ said Emerson, looming over him. ‘What a da—er – confounded silly question. Explain yourself at once, you presumptuous puppy, before I have you thrown out.’

A deep blush stained Forthright’s cheeks. ‘You – you are Professor Emerson?’

‘One of them.’ Emerson indicated Walter, who adjusted his spectacles and coughed deprecatingly. Admittedly he more nearly resembled the popular picture of a scholar than my husband, whose keen blue eyes and healthy complexion, not to mention his impressive musculature, suggest a man of action rather than thought.

‘Oh – I see. I beg your pardon – for the confusion, and for my unpardonable intrusion. But I hope when you hear my story you will forgive and assist me. The Professor Emerson I seek is the Egyptologist whose courage and physical prowess are as famous as are his intellectual powers.’

‘Er, hmmm,’ said Emerson. ‘Yes. You have found him. And now, if you will remove yourself from the arms of my wife, at whom you are staring with an intensity that compounds your initial offence . . . ’

The young man sat up as if he had been propelled by a spring, stammering apologies. Emerson assisted him to a chair – that is to say, he shoved him into one – and, with a scarcely less heavy hand, helped me to rise. Turning, I saw that Evelyn had gathered the children and was shepherding them from the room. I nodded gratefully at her and was rewarded by one of her sweet smiles.

Our unexpected visitor began with a question. ‘Is it true, Professor that you are planning to travel in the Sudan this year?’

‘Where did you hear that?’ Emerson demanded.

Mr Forthright smiled. ‘Your activities, Professor, will always be a subject of interest, not only to the archaeological community but to the public at large. As it happens, I am in an indirect manner connected with the former group. You will not have heard my name, but I am sure you are familiar with that of my grandfather, for he is a well-known patron of archaeological subjects – Viscount Blacktower.’

‘Good Gad!’ Emerson bellowed.

Mr Forthright started. ‘I – I beg your pardon, Professor?’

Emerson’s countenance, ruddy with fury, might have intimidated any man, but his terrible frown was not directed at Mr Forthright. It was directed at me. ‘I knew it,’ Emerson said bitterly. ‘Am I never to be free of them? You attract them, Amelia. I don’t know how you do it, but it is becoming a pernicious habit. Another cursed aristocrat!’

Walter was unable to repress a chuckle, and I confess to some amusement on my own part; Emerson sounded for all the world like an infuriated sans-culotte, demanding the guillotine for the hated aristos.

Mr Forthright cast an uneasy glance at Emerson.

‘I will be as brief as possible,’ he began.

‘Good,’ said Emerson.

‘Er – but I fear I must give you some background if you are to understand my difficulty.’

‘Curse it,’ said Emerson.

‘My . . . my grandfather had two sons.’

‘Curse him,’ said Emerson.

‘Uh . . . my father was the younger. His elder brother, who was of course the heir, was Willoughby Forth.’

‘Willie Forth the explorer?’ Emerson repeated, in quite a different tone of voice. ‘You are his nephew? But your name – ’

‘My father married Miss Wright, the only child of a wealthy merchant. At his father-in-law’s request, he added the surname of Wright to his own. Since most people, hearing the combined name, assumed it to be a single word, I found it simpler to adopt that version.’

‘How accommodating of you,’ said Emerson. ‘You don’t resemble your uncle, Mr Forthright. He would have made two of you.’

‘His name is familiar,’ I said. ‘Was it he who proved once and for all that Lake Victoria is the source of the White Nile?’

‘No; he clung doggedly to the belief that the Lualaba River was part of the Nile until Stanley proved him wrong by actually sailing down the Lualaba to the Congo, and thence to the Atlantic.’ Willoughby Forth’s nephew smiled sardonically. ‘That, I fear, was the sad pattern of his life. He was always a few months late or a few hundred miles off. It was his great ambition to go down in history as the discoverer of . . . something. Anything! An ambition that was never realised.’

‘An ambition that cost him his life,’ Emerson said reflectively. ‘And that of his wife. They disappeared in the Sudan ten years ago.’

‘Fourteen years ago, to be precise.’ Forthright stiffened. ‘Did I hear someone at the door?’

‘I heard nothing.’ Emerson studied him keenly. ‘Am I to expect another uninvited visitor this evening?’

‘I fear so. But pray let me continue. You must hear my story before – ’

‘I beg, Mr Forthright, that you allow me to be the judge of what must or must not be done in my house,’ said Emerson. ‘I am not a man who enjoys surprises. I like to be prepared for visitors, especially when they are members of the aristocracy. Is it your grandfather whom you expect?’

‘Yes. Please, Professor, allow me to explain. Uncle Willoughby was always the favoured son. Not only did he share my grandfather’s archaeological and geographical interests, but he had the physical strength and daring his younger brother lacked. My poor dear father was never strong – ’

I could tell by Emerson’s expression that he was about to say something rude, so I took it upon myself to intervene. ‘Get to the point, Mr Forthright.’

‘What? Oh – yes, I beg your pardon. Grandfather has never accepted the fact that his beloved son is dead. He must be, Professor! Some word would have come back, long before this – ’

‘But no word of his death has come either,’ Emerson said.

Forthright made an impatient gesture. ‘How could it? There are no telegraphs in the jungle or the desert wastes. Legally my uncle and his unfortunate wife could have been declared dead years ago. My grandfather refused to take that step. My father died last year – ’

‘Aha,’ said Emerson. ‘Now we come to the crux of it, I fancy. Until your uncle is declared to be dead, you are not legally your grandfather’s heir.’

The young man met his cynical gaze squarely. ‘I would be a hypocrite if I denied that that is one of my concerns, Professor. But believe it or not, it is not my chief concern. Sooner or later, in the inevitable course of time, I will succeed to the title and the estate; there is, unhappily, no other heir. But my grandfather – ’

He broke off, with a sharp turn of his head. This time there was no mistake; the altercation in the hall was loud enough to be heard even through the closed door. Gargery’s voice, raised in expostulation, was drowned out by a sound as loud and shrill as the trumpeting of a bull elephant. The door exploded inward, with a shuddering crash; and on the threshold stood one of the most formidable figures I have ever seen.

The mental image I had formed, of the pathetic, grief-stricken old father, shattered like glass in the face of reality. Lord Blacktower – for it could be no other than he – was a massive brute of a man, with shoulders like a pugilist’s and a mane of coarse reddish hair. It was faded and liberally streaked with grey, but once it must have blazed like the setting sun. He seemed far too young and vigorous to be the grandfather of a man in his thirties, until one looked closely at his face. Like a stretch of sun-baked earth, it was seamed with deep-cut lines – a map of violent passions and unhealthy habits.

The suddenness of his appearance and the sheer brute dominance of his presence kept all of us silent for several moments. His eyes moved around the room, passing over the men with cool indifference, until they came to rest on me. Sweeping his hat from his head, he bowed, with a grace unexpected in so very large a man. ‘Madam! I beg you will accept my apologies for this intrusion. Allow me to introduce myself. Franklin, Viscount Blacktower. Do I have the honour of addressing Mrs Radcliffe Emerson?’

‘Er – yes,’ I replied.

‘Mrs Emerson!’ His smile did not improve his looks, for his eyes remained as cold and opaque as Persian turquoise. ‘I have long looked forward to the pleasure of meeting you.’

Advancing with a ponderous rolling stride, he extended his hand. I gave him mine, bracing myself for a bone-crushing grip. Instead he raised my fingers to his lips and planted a loud, lingering, damp kiss upon them. ‘Mmmm, yes,’ he mumbled. ‘Your photographs quite fail to do you justice, Mrs Emerson.’

I fully expected Emerson would object to these proceedings, for the mumbling and kissing went on for a protracted period of time. There was, however, no comment from that source, so I withdrew my hand and invited Lord Blacktower to take a chair. Ignoring the one I had indicated, he sat down on the couch beside me, with a thud that made me and the whole structure vibrate. There was still no reaction from Emerson, or from Mr Forthright, who had sunk back into the chair from which he had started when his grandfather burst in.

‘May I offer you a cup of tea, or a glass of brandy, Lord Blacktower?’ I asked.

‘You are graciousness itself, dear madam, but I have already taken too great advantage of your good nature. Allow me only to explain why I venture to burst in upon you so unceremoniously, and then I will remove myself – and my grandson, whose presence is the cause, if not the excuse, for my rudeness.’ He did not look at Mr Forthright, but went on with scarcely a pause. ‘I intended to approach you, and your distinguished husband, through the proper channels. Learning by chance, this afternoon, that my grandson had taken it upon himself to anticipate me, I was forced to act quickly. Mrs Emerson . . .’ He leaned towards me and placed his hand on my knee. ‘Mrs Emerson! My son lives! Find him. Bring him back to me.’

His hand was heavy as stone and cold as ice. I stared at the veins squirming across the skin like fat blue worms, at the tufts of greyish-red hair on his fingers. And still no objection from Emerson! It was unaccountable!

Only maternal sympathy for a parent driven into madness by the loss of a beloved child kept me from flinging his hand away. ‘Lord Blacktower,’ I began.

‘I know what you are about to say.’ His fingers tightened. ‘You don’t believe me. Reginald there has probably told you that I am a senile old man, clinging to an impossible hope. But I have proof, Mrs Emerson – a message from my son, containing information only he could know. I received it a few days ago. Find him, and anything you ask of me will be yours. I won’t insult you by offering you money – ’

‘That would be a waste of your time,’ I said coldly.

He went on as though I had not spoken. ‘ – though I would consider it an honour to finance your future expeditions, on any scale you might desire. Or a chair in archaeology for that husband of yours. Or a knighthood. Lady Emerson, eh?’

His accent had coarsened, and his speech, not to mention his hand, had grown increasingly familiar. However, it was not the insult to his wife but the implied insult to himself that finally moved Emerson to speak.

‘You are still wasting your time, Lord Blacktower. I don’t buy honours or allow anyone else to purchase them for me.’

The old man let out a rumbling roar of laughter. ‘I wondered what it would take to rouse you, Professor. Every man has his price, you know. But yours – aye, I’ll do you justice; none of the things I’ve offered would touch you. I’ve got something I fancy will. Here – have a look at this.’

Reaching into his pocket he drew out an envelope. I rearranged my skirts; I fancied I could still feel the imprint of his hand, burning cold against my skin.

Emerson took the envelope. It was not sealed. With the same delicacy of touch he used on fragile antiquities, he drew from the envelope a long, narrow, flat object. It was cream-coloured and too thick to be ordinary paper, but there was writing on it. I was unable to make out the words.

Emerson studied it in silence for a few moments. Then his lip curled. ‘A most impudent and unconvincing forgery.’

‘Forgery! That is papyrus, is it not?’

‘It is papyrus,’ Emerson admitted. ‘And it is yellowed and brittle enough to be ancient Egyptian in origin. But the writing is neither ancient nor Egyptian. What sort of nonsense is this?’

The old man bared his teeth, which resembled the papyrus in colour. ‘Read it, Professor. Read the message aloud.’

Emerson shrugged. ‘Very well. “To the old lion from the young lion, greetings. Your son and daughter live; but not long, unless help comes soon. Blood calls to blood, old lion, but if that call is not strong enough, seek the treasure of the past in this place where I await you.” Of all the childish – ’

‘Childish, yes. It began when he was a boy, reading romances and tales of adventure. It became a kind of private code. He wrote to no one else in that way – and no living man or woman knew of it. Nor knew that his name for me was the old lion.’ He resembled one at that moment – a tired old lion with sagging jowls and eyes sunk in wrinkled sockets.

‘It is still a forgery,’ Emerson said stubbornly. ‘More ingenious than I had believed, but a forgery nonetheless.’

‘Forgive me, Emerson, but you are missing the point,’ I said. Emerson turned an indignant look upon me, but I went on. ‘Let us assume that the message is indeed from Mr Willoughby Forth, and that he has been held prisoner, or otherwise detained, all these years. Let us also assume that some daring couple – er – that is to say, some daring adventurer – were willing to go to his aid. Where would that adventurer go? A man asking for help ought at least give directions.’

‘I,’ said my husband, ‘was about to make that very point, Amelia.’

The old man grinned. ‘There is something else in the envelope, Professor. Take it out, if you please.’

The second enclosure was more prosaic than the first – a single sheet of ordinary writing paper, folded several times – but its effect on Emerson was remarkable. He stood staring at it with as much consternation as if it had been a death threat (a form of correspondence, I might add, with which he was not unfamiliar). I jumped up and took the paper from his hand. It was grey with age and dust, tattered with much handling, and covered with writing in the English language. The handwriting was as familiar to me as my own.

‘It looks like a page from one of your notebooks, Emerson,’ I exclaimed. ‘How on earth did this come into your hands, Lord Blacktower?’

‘The envelope and its contents were left on the doorstep of my house in Berkeley Square. My butler admitted he had half a mind to pitch it into the trash. Fortunately he did not.’

‘It didn’t come through the post,’ Emerson muttered, inspecting the envelope. ‘So it must have been delivered by hand. By whom? Why didn’t the messenger identify himself and claim a reward?’

‘I don’t know and I don’t care,’ the old man said irritably. ‘The handwriting on the envelope is my son’s. So is the writing on the papyrus. What more proof do you want?’

‘Anyone who knew your son, and had received a letter from him, could imitate his handwriting,’ I said gently but firmly. ‘To my mind, the page from my husband’s notebook is a far more intriguing clue. But I don’t understand what bearing it has on Mr Forth’s disappearance.’

‘Turn it over,’ said Lord Blacktower.

I did as he directed. At first glance the faded lines appeared to be random scribbles, like those made by a small child. From Lord Blacktower’s throat came a horrible grating sound. I presumed it was a laugh.

‘Are you beginning to remember, Professor Emerson? Was it you or my son who sketched the map?’

‘Map?’ I repeated, studying the scrawl more closely.

‘I remember the occasion,’ Emerson said slowly. ‘And under the present circumstances – taking into consideration the suffering of a bereaved father – I will make an exception to my general policy of refusing to answer impertinent questions from strangers.’ I made a little sound of protest, for Emerson’s tone of voice – especially when he mentioned the suffering of a bereaved father – made the speech even ruder than the words themselves convey. Blacktower only grinned.

‘This is not a map,’ Emerson said. ‘It is a fantasy – a fiction. It can have no possible bearing on your son’s fate. Someone is playing a cruel trick on you, Lord Blacktower, or is planning to perpetrate a fraud.’

‘That is precisely what I told my grandfather, Professor,’ Mr Forthright exclaimed.

‘Don’t be a fool,’ Blacktower snarled. ‘I couldn’t be deceived by an impostor – ’

‘Don’t be so sure,’ Emerson interrupted. ‘I saw Slatin Pasha in ’95, after he had escaped from eleven years’ starvation and torture by the Khalifa. I didn’t recognise him. His own mother wouldn’t have known him. However, that wasn’t the kind of fraud I had in mind. How much were you prepared to offer me to equip and undertake a rescue expedition?’

‘But you refused to be bribed, Professor.’

‘I refused, period,’ Emerson said. ‘Oh, the devil with this! There is no point in my offering you my advice, because you wouldn’t take it. As my family will tell you, Lord Blacktower, I am the most patient of men; but my patience is wearing thin. I bid you good evening.’

The old man heaved himself to his feet. ‘I too am a patient man, Professor. I have waited for my son for fourteen years. He lives; I know it, and one day you will admit that I was right and you, sir, were wrong. Good evening, gentlemen. Good evening, Mrs Emerson. Don’t trouble yourself to ring for the servant. I will let myself out. Come, Reginald.’

He went to the door and closed it quietly behind him.

‘Good-bye, Mr Forthright,’ said Emerson.

‘Let me add one last word, Professor – ’

‘Be quick about it,’ Emerson said, his eyes flashing.

‘This may be precisely the sort of filthy game you described. But there is another possibility. My grandfather has enemies – ’

‘No! You astonish me!’ Emerson exclaimed.

‘If there is no further communication – if he can’t find a qualified man to lead such an expedition – he will go himself. You look sceptical, but I assure you I know him well. He is convinced of the authenticity of this message. Believing that – ’

‘You said one word, and I have let you utter sixty or seventy.’

‘Before I let my grandfather risk his life on such a scheme, I will go,’ Forthright said quickly. ‘Indeed, if I could believe there was the slightest chance – ’

‘Confound it,’ Emerson shouted. ‘Must I evict you bodily?’

‘No.’ The young man backed towards the door, with Emerson following. ‘But if you should change your mind, Professor, I insist upon accompanying you.’

‘A very pretty speech, upon my word,’ Emerson declared, splashing whiskey into his glass with such force that it fountained up onto the table. ‘How dare he suggest I might change my mind? I never change my mind.’

‘I suspect he is a more acute judge of character than you give him credit for,’ Walter said. ‘I too detected something in your manner . . . You haven’t been completely candid with us, Radcliffe.’

Emerson winced – whether at the unpopular appellation or the implied accusation, I cannot tell. He said nothing.

I went to the window and drew the curtain aside. The rain had stopped. Mist veiled the lawn, and carriage lamps glowed through the dark. They were obscured as a shapeless bulk heaved itself between them and my vision. It was Lord Blacktower, mounting into his coach. In his caped coat, wrapped round with wisps of fog, his shape was scarcely human. I had the unpleasant impression that I saw not a man or even a beast, but some elemental force of darkness.

Hearing the door open, I turned to see Evelyn. ‘Cook is threatening to leave your service if dinner is not served instantly,’ she said with a smile. ‘And Rose is looking for Ramses. He did not come up with the others; is he . . . Ah, there you are, my boy.’

And there he was indeed, rising up from behind the sofa like a genie from a bottle – or a flagrant eavesdropper from his place of concealment. Irritation replaced my eerie forebodings, and as my son obediently hastened towards his aunt, I said sharply, ‘Ramses, what have you got there?’

Ramses stopped. He looked like the reverse image of a small saint, for the mop of curls crowning his head was jet-black and the face thus framed, though handsome enough in its way, was as swarthy as any Egyptian’s. ‘Got, Mama? Oh . . .’ With an air of surprised innocence he glanced at the paper in his hand. ‘It appears to be the leaf from Papa’s notebook. I picked it up from the floor.’

I did not doubt that in the least. Ramses preferred to tell the truth whenever possible. I had placed the paper on the table, so he must have pushed it off onto the floor before he picked it up.

After he had handed over the paper and gone through the lengthy process of saying good night, we made our way to the dining room.

I had long since given up trying to prevent Emerson from discussing private family matters in front of the servants. In fact, I had come round to his point of view – that it was a cursed silly, meaningless custom – for the servants always knew everything that was going on anyhow, and their advice was often helpful since on the whole they had better sense than their purported superiors. I fully expected that he would discuss the extraordinary events that had just taken place. Gargery, our butler, obviously shared this anticipation; though he directed the serving of the meal with his usual efficiency, his face was beaming and his eyes alight. He always enjoyed participating in our little adventures, and the peculiar behaviour of our visitors certainly justified the suspicion that another was about to occur.

Conceive of my surprise, therefore, when, after having satisfied the first pangs of hunger by polishing off his soup, Emerson patted his lips with his napkin and remarked, ‘Inclement weather for this time of year.’

‘Hardly unusual, though,’ said Walter innocently.

‘I hope the rain will let up. You will have a wet journey home otherwise.’

‘Quite,’ said Walter.

I cleared my throat. Emerson said hastily, ‘And what are you giving us tonight, Peabody? Ah – roast saddle of lamb. And mint jelly! I am particularly fond of mint jelly. A splendid choice.’

‘Mrs Bates is giving us the lamb,’ I said, as Gargery, visibly pouting, began serving the plates. ‘You know I leave the menu to her, Emerson. I have no time for such things. Especially now, with so many extra supplies to order – ’

‘Quite, quite,’ said Emerson.

‘Mint jelly, sir?’ said Gargery, in a voice that ought to have frozen that wobbly substance into a solid chunk. Without waiting for an answer, he proceeded to give Emerson approximately half a teaspoonful.

Like his brother, Walter was inclined to ignore conventions, not because he necessarily shared Emerson’s radical social theories but because he forgot all else when professional enthusiasm overcame him. ‘I say, Radcliffe,’ he exclaimed. ‘That bit of papyrus was quite fascinating. If an ancient Egyptian scribe had known how to write English, the result would have looked precisely like that message. I wish I had had a chance to examine it more closely.’

‘You may do so after dinner,’ I said. ‘By a strange coincidence, and in the haste of his departure, Lord Blacktower forgot to take it with him. Or was it a coincidence, Emerson?’

‘You know as well as I do that it was deliberate,’ Emerson snarled. ‘Pas devant les domestiques, Peabody, as you are always telling me.’

‘Bah,’ I replied pleasantly. ‘Ramses has probably told Rose all about it by now. I know you well, my dear Emerson; your countenance is an open book to me. That supposedly meaningless scrawl on the back of the notebook page had meaning for you. I know it. His lordship knew it. Will you take us into your confidence, or force us to employ underhanded means to discover the truth?’

Emerson glowered – at me, at Walter, at Evelyn, and at Gargery, who was standing guard over the mint jelly, his nose in the air and wounded dignity in every lineament of his face. Then Emerson’s own face cleared and he burst into a hearty laugh. ‘You are incorrigible, my dear Peabody. I won’t inquire what particular underhanded methods you had in mind. . . In fact, there is no reason why I shouldn’t tell you what little I know of the matter. And now, Gargery, may I have more mint jelly?’

This delicacy having been supplied, Emerson went on. ‘I spoke the truth when I told Blacktower that piece of paper could have no bearing on Forth’s fate. Yet it gave me an eerie feeling to see it again after all these years. Rather like the hollow voice of a dead man echoing from his tomb. . .’

‘Now who is allowing a rampageous imagination to run away with him?’ I inquired playfully. ‘Get on with it, Emerson, if you please.

‘First,’ said Emerson, ‘we must tell Evelyn what happened after she left with the children.’

He proceeded to do so, at quite unnecessary length. Gargery found it most interesting, however. ‘A map, was it, sir?’ he asked, giving Emerson more mint jelly.

‘Take that cursed stuff away,’ Emerson said, studying the green puddle with loathing. ‘Yes, it was a map. Of sorts.’

‘Of the road to King Solomon’s diamond mines, I suppose,’ said Walter, smiling. ‘Or the emerald mines of Cleopatra. Or the gold mines of Cush.’

‘It was a fantasy almost as improbable, Walter. It is coming back to me now – that strange encounter, the last meeting I ever had with Willie Forth.’ He paused to give Gargery time to remove the plates and serve the next course before resuming.

‘It was the autumn of 1883 – the year before I met you, my dearest Peabody, and a year when Walter was not with me. Having no such engaging distractions, I found myself at loose ends one evening in Cairo, and decided to visit a café. Forth was there; when he saw me, he jumped to his feet and called my name. He was a great bull of a fellow with a head of wiry black hair that always looked as if it had not seen scissors or brush for weeks. Well, we had a friendly glass or two; he demanded I drink a toast to his bride, for he had just been married. I ragged him a bit about this unexpected news; he was a confirmed old bachelor of forty-odd and had always insisted no woman would ever tie him down. He only grinned sheepishly and raved about her beauty, innocence, and charm like any infatuated schoolboy.

‘Then we got to talking about his plans for the winter. He was cagey at first, but I could see that something besides marital bliss had fired him up, and after another friendly glass or two he admitted that his ultimate destination was not Assouan, as he had initially told me, but somewhere farther south.

‘“I understand you have excavated at Napata,” he said casually.

‘I was unable to conceal my surprise and disapproval. The news from the Sudan was extremely disquieting, and Forth had told me he planned to take his wife with him. He brushed my objections aside. “The worst of the trouble is in Kordofan, hundreds of miles from where I mean to go. And General Hicks is on the way there; he’ll settle those fellows before we reach Wadi Halfa.”’ Turning to the butler, he explained, ‘Wadi Halfa is at the Second Cataract, Gargery, several hundred miles south of Assouan.’

‘Yes, sir, thank you, sir. And that other place – Nabada?’

‘Hmm, well,’ said Emerson. ‘There has been some debate about that. The Cushites, or Nubians, had two capitals. Meroë, the second and later of the two, was near the Sixth Cataract, just north of Khartoum. Its ruins have been visited and identified. We have a fairly good idea of where Napata, the earlier capital, was situated, because of the pyramid cemeteries in the area, but its exact location is uncertain.

‘Well, we all know what happened to Hicks. (His army was annihilated by the Mahdi, Gargery, contrary to all expectations except mine.) Word of that disaster did not reach Cairo until after Forth had left. All I could tell him that night was that I had visited a site I believed to be Napata and that – to put it mildly – it was not the spot I would have chosen for a honeymoon. “You surely don’t mean to take your bride to a primitive, fever-ridden, dangerous place like that?” I demanded.

‘Forth was feeling the effects of four or five friendly glasses. He gave me a drunken grin. “Farther than that, Emerson. Much farther.”

‘“Meroë? It’s even more remote and dangerous than Gebel Barkal. You’re mad, Forth.”

‘“And you’re still off the mark, Emerson.” Forth leaned forward, planting both elbows on the filthy table, and fixed me with burning eyes. I felt like the Wedding Guest, and indeed, as he went on, I would not have been surprised to see the albatross hung about his neck. “What happened to the royalty and nobility of Meroë after the city fell? Where did they go? You’ve heard the Arab legends about the sons of Cush who marched towards the setting sun – westward through the desert to a secret city. . .”

‘“Stories, legends, fictions,” I exclaimed. “They are no more factual than the tales of Arthur being carried off to the Isle of Avalon by the three queens, or Charlemagne sleeping under the mountain with his knights – ”

‘“Or the Homeric legends of Troy,” said Forth.

‘I swore at him – and at Heinreich Schliemann, whose discoveries had encouraged lunatics like my friend. Forth listened, grinning like an ape and fumbling in the pockets of his coat – for his pipe, as I thought. Instead he took out a small box and handed it to me, inviting me, with a sweeping gesture, to lift the lid. When I did so . . . Peabody, do you remember the Ferlini Collection in the Berlin Museum?’

Caught unawares by the question, I started to shake my head and then exclaimed, ‘The jewellery brought back from Meroë by Ferlini half a century ago?’

‘Quite.’ Emerson whipped a pencil from his pocket and began to draw on the tablecloth. Gargery, who was familiar with this habit of Emerson’s and with my reaction to it, deftly inserted a piece of paper under the pencil. Emerson finished his sketch and handed the paper to Gargery, who, after inspecting it closely, handed it round the table like a platter of vegetables. ‘What I saw in the box was a gold armlet,’ Emerson continued. ‘The designs, consisting of uraei, diamond shapes, and lotus buds, were inlaid with red and blue enamel.’

Walter frowned at the paper. ‘I have seen a lithograph of a piece of jewellery resembling this, Radcliffe.’

‘In Lepsius’s Denkmäler,’ Emerson replied. ‘Or perhaps the official guide to the Berlin Museum, 1894 edition. An armlet of the same type, with similar decoration, was found by Ferlini at Meroë. I saw the resemblance at once, and my first reaction was that Forth’s armlet must also have come from Meroë. The natives have been plundering the pyramids ever since Ferlini’s time, hoping to find another treasure trove. Yet the cursed thing was in virtually pristine condition – a few scratches here and there, a few dents – and the enamel was so fresh it might have been newly made. It had to be a modern forgery – but what forger would use gold of such purity it could be bent with one’s fingers?

‘I asked Forth where he had got it, and he proceeded to tell me a preposterous story about being offered the piece by a ragged native who offered to lead him to the source of such treasures. A source far in the western deserts, in a secret oasis, where there were huge buildings like the temples of Luxor and a strange race of magicians who wore golden ornaments and performed blood sacrifices to demonic gods. . .’ Emerson shook his head. ‘You can imagine how I jeered at this absurd story, all the more so when he told me that the unfortunate native had suffered from a fever to which he succumbed a few days later.

‘My arguments had no effect on Forth; he was drinking quite heavily, and when I finally gave up my attempt to dissuade him from his lunatic plan I could see he was in no condition to be left alone. Late at night, in that district, he would have been robbed and beaten. So I offered to escort him to his hotel. He agreed, saying he was anxious to introduce me to his wife.

[image: image]

‘She had waited up for him, but she had not anticipated he would bring a stranger with him; she was wrapped in some sort of fluffy white stuff, all trembling with lace and ruffles; part of her bridal getup, I suppose. An exquisite creature, looking no more than eighteen; great misty blue eyes, hair like a fall of spun gold, skin white as ivory. And cold. An ice maiden, with no more human warmth than a statue. They made a bizarre contrast, Forth with his ruddy beaming face and mane of black hair, his wife all white and silvery pale – Beauty and the Beast personified. I thought of that flowery-white skin of hers baked and scourged by blowing sand, of her gleaming hair dried by the sun – and by heaven, Peabody, I felt only the regret one might feel at seeing a work of art disfigured – no human pity at all. She would have received none; she would have felt none. No, the pity I felt was for Willie Forth. The idea of taking a frozen statue like that into one’s arms, into one’s . . . Er, hmmm. You understand me, Peabody.’

I felt myself blushing. ‘Yes, Emerson, I do. Yet one can’t help but feel for her. She can have had no idea of what she was about to experience.’

‘I tried to tell her. Forth had collapsed onto the bed and lay snoring, with both hands clenched over the box that contained the armlet. I spoke to her like a brother, Peabody; I told her she was mad to go, that he was madder to let her. I might have been speaking to a chryselephantine statue. At last she intimated that my presence displeased her, so I left, and I am sorry to say I slammed the door behind me. That was the last I saw of either of them.’

‘But the map, Emerson,’ I said. ‘When did you – ’

‘Oh.’ Emerson coughed. ‘That. Well, curse it, Peabody, I’d had a few friendly drinks myself, and I’d been reading some of the medieval Arabic writers . . .’

‘The Book of Hidden Pearls?’

Emerson grinned sheepishly. ‘Confound you, Peabody, you’re always a step or two ahead of me. It’s that rampageous imagination of yours. But there is often a germ of truth in the most fantastic of legends. I am quite willing to believe that there are unknown oases in the western desert, far to the south of the known oases of Egypt. Wilkinson names three, in his book published in 1835; he had heard about them from the Arabs. The people of Dakhla – one of the known oases in southern Egypt – tell tales of strangers, tall black men, who came out of the south. And El Bekri, who wrote in the eleventh century, described a giantess who was captured at Dakhla; she spoke no known language, and when she was released, so that her captors could not track her to her home, she outran them and escaped.’

‘Fascinating,’ Evelyn breathed. ‘But the Book of Hidden Pearls?’

‘Ah, there we enter into pure legend,’ Emerson said, smiling affectionately at her. ‘It is a magical work, written in the fifteenth century, containing stories of buried treasure. One such location is in the white city of Zerzura, where the king and queen lie asleep on their thrones. The key to the city is in the beak of a bird carved on the great gate; but you must take care not to wake the king and queen if you want the treasure.’

‘That is simply a fairy tale,’ Walter said critically.

‘Of course it is. But Zerzura is mentioned in other sources; the name probably derives from the Arabic zarzar, meaning sparrow, so Zerzura is “the place of the little birds.” And there are other stories, other clues. . .’ Emerson’s face took on the pensive, dreamy look few of his acquaintances are privileged to see. He likes to be thought of as a strictly rational man, who sneers at idle fancies, but in reality the dear fellow is as sensitive and sentimental as women are purported to be (though in my experience women are far more practical than men).

‘Are you thinking of Harkhuf?’ Walter asked. ‘It is true that that mystery has never been solved, at least not to my satisfaction. Where did he go on those expeditions of his, to procure the treasures he brought back to Egypt? Gold and ivory, and the dancing dwarf that so delighted the child-king he served. . . Then there are Queen Hatshepsut’s voyages to Punt – ’

‘Punt doesn’t enter into it,’ Emerson said. ‘It must be somewhere on the Red Sea coast, east of the Nile. As for Harkhuf, that was over four thousand years ago. He may have followed the Darb el Arba’in. . . There, you see the fascination of such idle speculation? We speculated, and had those friendly drinks, and drew meaningless lines on a piece of paper. If Forth was fool enough to follow that so-called map, he deserved the unpleasant death that undoubtedly came to him. Enough of this. Peabody, why are you sitting there? Why haven’t you risen from your chair to indicate that the ladies wish to retire?’

This question was mean to provoke me; Emerson knew quite well that the custom to which he referred was never followed in our house. ‘We will all retire,’ I said.

Walter hastened to open the door for me. ‘It is an odd coincidence, though,’ he said innocently. ‘The Dervish uprising had just begun when Mr Forth disappeared. Now it appears to be almost over, and the message arrives – ’

‘Walter, don’t be so naive. If fraud is contemplated, the timing is no coincidence. The news of Slatin Pasha’s escape, after all those years in captivity, may well have inspired some criminal mind – ’

He broke off with a choking sound. The blood rushed into his cheeks.

I knew what he was thinking. I always know what Emerson is thinking, for the spiritual bond that unites us is strong. The dark shadow of the Master Criminal, our old nemesis, would always haunt us – me, especially, since I had (much to my astonishment, for I am a modest woman) inspired an intense passion in that warped but brilliant brain.

‘No, Emerson,’ I exclaimed. ‘It cannot be. Remember his promise, that never again would he – ’

‘The promise of a snake like that is worth nothing, Peabody. This is just the sort of scheme – ’

‘Remember your promise, then, Emerson. That never again would you – ’

‘Oh, curse it,’ Emerson muttered.

Though she did not (at least I hoped she did not) know whereof we spoke, Evelyn tactfully introduced another subject. ‘Explain to me, dear brother, what it is you hope to accomplish at Meroë, and why you can’t work in Egypt as you have always done? It terrifies me to think of you and Amelia running such risks.’

Emerson responded, though he kept tugging at his collar as if it were choking him. ‘To all intents and purposes, ancient Cush is an unknown civilisation, Evelyn. The only qualified scholar who visited the site was Lepsius, and he could do little more than record what was there in 1844. That is the most important task awaiting us – to make accurate records of the monuments and inscriptions, before time and treasure hunters destroy them completely.’

‘Especially the inscriptions,’ Walter said eagerly. ‘The script is derived from Egyptian hieroglyphs, but the language has not been translated. When I think of the rate at which the records are vanishing, never to be recovered, I am tempted to come with you. You and Amelia cannot possibly – ’

At this Evelyn let out a cry of alarm and clutched at Walter’s arm as if he were about to depart instantly for Africa. Emerson reassured her in his usual tactful fashion. ‘Walter has grown soft and flabby, Evelyn. He wouldn’t last a day in Nubia. A strict course of physical training, that is what you need, Walter. If you work hard at it this winter, I may allow you to accompany us next season.’

In such animated and pleasant domestic intercourse the next hour passed. Both men had asked permission to smoke their pipes, permission which was, of course, granted; Evelyn was too kind to refuse anyone she loved and I would never dream of attempting to prevent Emerson from doing anything he liked in his own drawing room. (Though I have been forced, upon occasion, to request that he postpone a particular activity until a more appropriate degree of privacy could be attained.)

At last I went to the window to admit a breath of fresh air. The clouds had cleared away and moonlight spread its silvery softness across the lawn. As I stood admiring the beauty of the night (for I am particularly fond of nature), a sharp cracking sound broke the dreaming peace. It was followed in rapid succession by a second and a third.

I turned. My eyes met those of Emerson.

‘Poachers,’ said Walter lazily. ‘It’s a good thing young Ramses is asleep. He’d be out that door – ’

Emerson, moving with pantherlike quickness, was already out that door. I followed, delaying only long enough for a quick explanation. ‘Not poachers, Walter. Those shots came from a pistol. Stay here with Evelyn.’

Hitching up my crimson flounces I sped in pursuit of my husband. He had not gone far; I found him on the front lawn, gazing out into the darkness. ‘I see nothing amiss,’ he remarked. ‘From what direction did the sounds come?’

We were unable to agree on that question. After a rather brisk discussion – in the course of which Emerson firmly negated my suggestion that we separate in order to search a wider area more quickly – we set out in the direction I had suggested, towards the rose garden and the little wilderness behind it. Though we investigated the area carefully, we found nothing out of the way, and I was about to accede to Emerson’s demand that we wait until morning before pursuing the search when the sound of a wheeled vehicle came to our ears.

‘That way,’ I cried, pointing.

‘It is only a farmer’s wagon going to market,’ Emerson said.

‘At this hour?’ I started across the lawn towards the belt of trees that bounds our property on the north. The grass was so wet it was impossible for me to attain my usual running speed in fragile evening shoes, and Emerson soon forged ahead, ignoring my demands that he wait for me. When I caught him up, he had passed through the gate in the brick wall – which constitutes a side entrance to the estate – and was standing still, staring down at something on the ground.

Turning, he put out his arm and held me back. ‘Stop, Peabody. That’s one of my favourite frocks; I would hate to see it ruined.’

‘What – ’ I began. But there was no need to finish the question. We were on the edge of the belt of trees. A narrow track used by carts and farm vehicles ran along the side of the wall. On the beaten earth the pool of liquid was black as ink in the moonlight, which stroked its surface with tremulous silver fingers. But the liquid was not ink. By daylight it would be another colour entirely – the same shade as my bright crimson skirts.
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