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The day of the children of the storm.
Very dangerous. Do not go on the water this day.

– Excerpt from an ancient Egyptian horoscope


 

 

 

AMELIAPEABODY born in 1852, found her life’s work and life partner in 1884, when on a trip to Egypt she married Egyptologist, Radcliffe Emerson. Their son Walter ‘Ramses’ Emerson was born three years later, and their adopted daughter, Nefret, joined the family in 1898. Other important members of the family include several generations of Egyptian cats.

Although the Emersons own a handsome Queen Anne mansion in Kent, they spend half of each year digging in Egypt and fighting off criminals of all varieties. Amelia is planning to draw her last breath holding a trowel in one hand and her deadly parasol in the other.
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The Editor has been reminded that this present volume is the fifteenth of Mrs Amelia P. Emerson’s journals to appear in print. When she was first asked to prepare them for publication, she knew it would be a formidable undertaking, and so it has proved. The discovery of additional Emerson papers, including a somewhat spasmodic diary kept by her son (Manuscript H), complicated the task even more. There are gaps in the record, since some of the journals are missing; nevertheless, it is an amazing family saga, encompassing three generations, a world war, and thirty-five years of turbulent history.

It began with the first trip to Egypt of Amelia Peabody (as she then was) in 1884. She was accompanied by a young companion, Evelyn Barton Forbes, who, like Amelia, found a career and true love in the Land of the Pharaohs. They married brothers – Amelia accepting the hand of the distinguished archaeologist Radcliffe Emerson, and Evelyn that of his younger brother Walter. Amelia’s love of Egypt almost equalled her love for her hot-tempered (but extremely handsome) husband. She joined him in his annual excavations, which, except for a few brief hiatuses, continued for the entire thirty-five years.

Inevitably, as Amelia might say, a second generation of Emersons ensued. Walter Emerson and his wife retired to her family estate in Yorkshire, where he could pursue his study of ancient languages. They became parents of six children (one of whom perished in infancy): Radcliffe Junior, Margaret, Amelia Junior (who insisted on being addressed as Lia to avoid confusion with her aunt), and twin boys, Johnny and Willy. Johnny died in France, serving his country during the First World War.

For reasons Mrs Emerson declines to discuss (as is certainly her right), the elder Emersons had only one child, a boy named Walter Peabody Emerson. He is better known by his nickname of Ramses, given him by his father because he was ‘swarthy as an Egyptian and arrogant as a pharaoh’. His mother would have said (and indeed, often did say) that one like Ramses was quite enough for any woman. Precocious, prolix and pedantic, he barely survived a number of hair-raising adventures, but he finally developed into a young man with all the qualities a mother could wish.

Further additions to both families came through adoption and/or marriage. On a trip to an unknown oasis in the Western Desert, Amelia and Emerson (who prefers to be addressed by his last name) discovered a young English girl, Nefret Forth, and brought her back to England as their ward. Ramses and Nefret were raised as brother and sister, and it took Nefret some time to realize that her feelings for him were considerably warmer than that of a sibling. (Ramses was a lot quicker to catch on.) After a considerable amount of misunderstanding, heartbreak and frustration (particularly for Ramses), they were married and – as we will see in the present volume – produced the third generation of Emersons.

The other adopted child was David Todros, a talented young Egyptian artist, who was working in semi-slavery for a forger of antiquities when the elder Emersons found and freed him. The grandson of their Egyptian reis, or foreman, Abdullah (of whom more hereafter), he became Ramses’s blood brother and eventually his cousin by marriage, when David wed Lia Emerson. Lia and David also produced a third generation, a girl named after Evelyn Emerson and a boy named for his great-grandfather, Abdullah.

The Emersons had very little to do with Amelia’s Peabody kin, an unattractive lot who produced one of the nastiest villains they ever encountered. The only good thing Percy ever did was produce a child, little Sennia, who was adopted by the Emersons and became very dear to them. However, Amelia considered herself to have a second family in a group of Egyptians who were the blood relations of their reis Abdullah. Abdullah’s innumerable relatives worked for the Emersons on the dig and in the household; several became close friends of the Emersons, including Selim, Abdullah’s youngest son, who replaced his father as reis after Abdullah’s heroic death; Daoud, Abdullah’s nephew, noted for his immense strength, amiable disposition, and love of gossip; Fatima, Abdullah’s daughter-in-law, who became the Emersons’ indispensable housekeeper; Kadija, Daoud’s wife, the dispenser of an amazingly effective green ointment; and of course David Todros.

As Amelia mentions, Egyptians are fond of nicknames. So, it would appear, were the Emersons. Ramses and Lia are consistently referred to by those names; Amelia secretly appreciated her flattering appellation of Sitt Hakim, Lady Doctor, though she was equally appreciative of her husband’s habit of calling her by her maiden name of Peabody as a demonstration of equality and affection. Emerson detested his given name and preferred to be addressed by his surname or by his Egyptian soubriquet, Father of Curses (which, as his wife admits, was well deserved despite her effort to cure him of using bad language). Nefret was known to many Egyptians as Nur Misur, ‘Light of Egypt’. Her husband’s less charming Egyptian name was Brother of Demons. It was meant as a compliment, however, acknowledging his varied abilities in disguise and languages.

One other member of the family had a plethora of pseudonyms. When Amelia and Emerson first encountered Sethos, aka the Master Criminal, aka the Master, they regarded him as a deadly enemy – head of the illegal antiquities racket in Egypt and the Middle East, and Emerson’s rival for Amelia’s affections. It came as a considerable shock to them (and, the Editor must admit, to her) when they discovered he was Emerson’s illegitimate half-brother. During the First World War he redeemed himself by serving as a secret agent, a role for which he was well qualified by his skill in the art of disguise and his knowledge of the Middle East. Ramses, who had similar talents, was also recruited for the Secret Service, and carried out several perilous missions in Egypt and the Middle East. His best friend, David, served with him on one of these jobs; the Editor suspects David may have been involved in at least one other, but unfortunately the journals for several of the war years are still missing. Sethos, much to the surprise of everyone except Amelia (who claimed the credit for reforming him), became a friend and supporter.

And now, dear Readers, the Great War has ended and the family is about to be reunited. The saga continues!


Chapter One
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The encrimsoned sun sank slowly toward the crest of the Theban mountains. Another glorious Egyptian sunset burned against the horizon like fire in the heavens.

In fact, I did not at that moment behold it, since I was facing east. I had seen hundreds of sunsets, however, and my excellent imagination supplied a suitable mental picture. As the sky over Luxor darkened, the shadows of the bars covering doors and windows lengthened and blurred, lying like a tiger’s stripes across the two forms squatting on the floor. One of them said, ‘Spoceeva’.

‘Russian,’ Ramses muttered, scribbling on his notepad. ‘Yesterday it was Amharic. The day before it sounded like –’

‘Gibberish,’ said his wife.

‘No,’ Ramses insisted. ‘It has to mean something. They use root words from a dozen languages, and they obviously understand one another. See? He’s nodding. They are standing up. They are going . . .’ His voice rose. ‘Leave the cat alone!’

The Great Cat of Re, stretched out along the back of the settee behind him, rose in haste and climbed to the top of his head, from which position it launched itself onto a shelf. Ramses put his notepad aside and looked severely at the two figures who stood before him. ‘Die Katze ist ganz verboten. Kedi, hayir. Em nedjeroo pa meeoo.’

The Great Cat of Re grumbled in agreement. He had been a small, miserable looking kitten when we acquired him, but Sennia had insisted on giving him that resounding appellation and, against all my expectations, he had grown into his name. His appearance was quite different from those of our other cats: long-haired, with an enormous plume of a tail, and a coat of spotted black on grey. With characteristic feline obstinacy he insisted on joining us for tea, though he knew he would have to go to some lengths to elude his juvenile admirers, who now burst into a melodious babble of protest, or, perhaps, explanation.

‘Darling, let’s stick to one language, shall we?’ Nefret said. She was smiling, but I thought there was a certain edge to her voice. ‘They’ll never learn to talk if you address them in ancient Egyptian and Anglo-Saxon.’

‘They know how to talk,’ Ramses said loudly, over the duet. ‘Recognizable human speech, however –’

‘Say Papa,’ Nefret coaxed. She leaned forward. ‘Say it for Mama.’

‘Bap,’ said the one whose eyes were the same shade of cornflower-blue.

‘Perverse little beggars,’ said Ramses. The other child climbed onto his knee and buried her head against his chest. I suspected she was trying to get closer to the cat, but she made an engaging picture as she clung to her father. They were affectionate little creatures, much given to hugging and kissing, especially of each other.

‘They’re over two years old,’ Ramses went on, stroking the child’s black curls. ‘I was speaking plainly long before that, wasn’t I, Mother?’

‘Dear me, yes,’ I said, with a somewhat sickly smile. To be honest – which I always endeavour to be in the pages of my private journal – I dreaded the moment when the twins began to articulate. Once Ramses learned to talk plainly, he never stopped talking except to eat or sleep, for over fifteen years, and the prolixity and pedantry of his speech patterns were extremely trying to my nerves. The idea of not one but two children following in the paternal footsteps chilled my blood.

Ever the optimist, I told myself there was no reason to anticipate such a disaster. The little dears might take after their mother, or me.

‘Children learn at different rates,’ I explained to my son. ‘And twins, according to the best authorities, are sometimes slower to speak because they communicate readily with one another.’

‘And because they get everything they want without having to ask for it,’ Ramses muttered. The children obviously understood English, though they declined to speak it; his little daughter raised her head and fluttered her long lashes flirtatiously. He fluttered his lashes back at her. Charla giggled and gave him a hug.

The question of suitable names had occupied us for months. I say ‘us’, because I saw no reason why I should not offer a suggestion or two. (There is nothing wrong with making suggestions so long as the persons to whom they are offered are not obliged to accept them.) Not until the end of her pregnancy did I begin to suspect Nefret was carrying twins, but since we had already settled on names for a male or a female child, it worked out quite nicely. There was no debate about David John; no one quarrelled with Ramses’s desire to name his son after his best friend and his cousin who had died in France in 1915.

A girl’s name was not so easy to find. Emerson declared (quite without malice, I am sure) that between our niece and myself there were already enough Amelias in the family. It was with some hesitation that I mentioned that my mother’s name had been Charlotte, and I was secretly pleased when Nefret approved.

‘It is such a nice, ordinary name,’ she said.

‘Unlike Nefret,’ said her husband.

‘Or Ramses.’ She chuckled and patted his cheek. ‘Not that you could ever be anything else.’

Charla, as we called her, had the same curly black hair and dark eyes as her father. Her brother Davy, now perched on his mother’s knee, was fair, with Nefret’s blue eyes and Ramses’s prominent nose and chin. They did not resemble each other except in height, and in their linguistic eccentricity. Davy was more easygoing than his sister, but he had a well-nigh super-natural ability to disappear from one spot and materialize in another some distance away. The bars had been installed in all the rooms they were wont to inhabit, including the veranda, where we now sat waiting for Fatima to serve tea, after one such incident; looking out through the open archway I had seen Davy – who had been quietly pilfering biscuits not ten seconds before – pursuing one of the fierce feral curs from the village, with cries that may or may not have meant ‘dog’ in some obscure language. The dog was running as fast as it could go.

Our Luxor home was an unpretentious sprawling place, built of stone and mud brick and surrounded by the flora I had carefully cultivated. The plan was similar to that of most Egyptian houses, with rooms surrounding a series of courtyards, the only unusual feature being the veranda that ran along the front. Open (before the twins) arches provided a view across the desert to the green strip of cultivation bordering the river, and the eastern mountains beyond. A short distance away was the smaller house occupied by Ramses and Nefret and the twins. The arrangement had been somewhat haphazard, with wings and additional structures added as they were needed, but in my opinion the result – which I had designed – was both attractive and comfortable.

The space would be needed, since the rest of our English family would be joining us in a few days for the first time since the beginning of the Great War. Hostilities had ended in November of 1918, but the shadow cast by that dreadful conflict was slow to pass. For those who had lost loved ones in the muddy trenches of France or on the bloodstained beaches of Gallipoli, the shadow would never entirely pass. Emerson’s brother Walter and his wife, my dear friend Evelyn, would always mourn the death of their son Johnny, as would we all; but 1919 was the first full year of peace, and I was determined to make this Christmas a memorable one. How good it would be to have them with us again – Walter and Evelyn, their daughter Lia and her husband David, who was Ramses’s best friend and an accomplished artist, not to mention their two dear little children.

That would make four dear little children. It would be a lively Christmas indeed.

As I bent my fond gaze upon the twins nestling in the arms of their handsome parents, I decided I would ask David to paint a group portrait. Photographs we had in plenty, but colour was needed to capture their striking looks. Ramses’s well-cut features and well-shaped form resembled those of his father, but he was brown as an Egyptian, with a crop of curly black hair and long-lashed dark eyes. Nefret’s fair skin and gold-red locks were those of an English beauty, and the children combined the best features of both parents.

If we could get the little creatures to sit still long enough. Simultaneously both children squirmed out of the arms of their parents and pelted towards the door that led into the house. It opened to admit their grandfather.

I have sometimes been accused of exaggeration, but when I say that my husband is the most famous and respected Egyptologist of all time I speak only the literal truth. After thirty-odd years in the field, he was still as straight and stalwart as he had been on the day we first met; his sapphirine orbs were as keen, his shoulders as broad, his ebony locks un-marked by silver except for snowy streaks at each temple.

‘Good Gad!’ he exclaimed, as the twins flung themselves at his lower limbs.

‘Don’t swear in front of the children, Emerson,’ I scolded.

‘That was not swearing,’ said Emerson. ‘But I cannot have this sort of thing. An unprovoked attack, and by two against one! I claim the right to defend myself.’

He scooped them up and settled into a chair with one on each knee. How much of his nonsense they had understood I would not be prepared to say, but they were both giggling wildly.

Fatima came out with the tea tray.

‘Will you pour the tea, Sitt Hakim?’ she asked.

Emerson twitched at the sound of my Egyptian sobriquet, ‘Lady Doctor’. He always does, since he has no high opinion of my medical skills. I would be the first to admit they were not the equal of Nefret’s – she had actually qualified as a surgeon, no small feat for a woman in those days – but during my early years in Egypt, when the Egyptian fellahin had almost no access to doctors or hospitals, my efforts had been deeply appreciated and – if I may say so – not inadequate.

‘Yes, thank you,’ I replied. ‘Put the tray here, please.’

Fatima lingered for a while, her plain but kindly face warm with affection as she watched the children close in on the plate of biscuits. Like the other members of what I may call our Egyptian family, she was more friend than servant. They were all close kin of our dear departed reis Abdullah, and through the marriage of his grandson David to our niece Lia, kin of ours as well.

We were soon joined by other members of the household: Sennia, our ward, and her two followers, her cat Horus and her self-appointed bodyguard, Gargery. Strictly speaking, Gargery was our butler, but he had taken on additional duties as he (not I) determined them to be necessary. These included eavesdropping, proffering unasked-for advice, and squabbling with Horus.

I must be fair to Gargery; Horus did not get on with anyone except Nefret and Sennia. He followed the child wherever she went, even into the dangerous proximity of the twins. He immediately got under the settee and hid behind my skirts.

Now nine years of age, Sennia was believed by some evil-minded persons to be Ramses’s illegitimate daughter, which was not the case. She was living proof of the fact that proper rearing can overcome heredity, for hers could hardly have been worse; her mother an Egyptian prostitute, her father my unprincipled and happily deceased nephew. Her colouring was Egyptian, her manners those of a well-brought-up little English girl, and her nature as sunny as that of any happy child. She was absolutely devoted to Ramses, who had rescued her from a life of poverty and shame, and I had been a trifle apprehensive as to how she would react to the babies. If she felt jealousy, she concealed it well; and if she was sometimes inclined to order the little ones around, that was only to be expected.

Having dispensed the genial beverage, I leaned back in my chair and watched the animated, cheerful group with a smile which was not without a touch of smugness. I believe I may be excused for feeling complacent. We had been through troubled times in the past; even before the war involved Ramses in several perilous secret missions, we had encountered a number of thieves, murderers, forgers, kidnappers, and even a master criminal. I could scarcely remember a season when we had not faced danger in one form or another. For the first time in many years, no cloud hung over us, no old foe threatened vengeance.

I will not claim that I had not enjoyed some of these encounters. Matching wits with experienced criminals and persons intent on doing one harm lends a certain spice to existence. However, facing danger oneself is not at all the same as having loved ones in peril. A number of my grey hairs (concealed periodically by the application of a certain harmless concoction) had been put there by Ramses. It had been bad enough when he was a child, getting into one scrape after another. Maturity had not made him more cautious, and after Nefret and David joined the family, they were usually up to their necks in trouble too.

But it was different now, I told myself. Ramses and Nefret were parents, and the welfare of those precious little beings (who were trying to climb the back of the settee in order to get at the Great Cat of Re) would surely restrain their recklessness.

From Manuscript H

‘Something rather odd happened today,’ Ramses said.

He and Nefret were dressing for dinner – not in formal evening attire, since his father only permitted that annoyance on rare occasions. However, a change of clothing was usually necessary after an hour with his offspring, since various substances, from chocolate to mud, somehow got transferred from them to any surface they came in contact with.

Nefret didn’t answer. Her head was tilted, her expression abstracted. She was listening to the shrieks of laughter and meaningless chatter that floated in through their open window from the window of the children’s room farther along the corridor. They were supposed to be asleep, but of course they weren’t. Ramses was used to the sounds, but he forgot what he had been about to say as his eyes moved over the figure of his wife, seated before her dressing table. She hadn’t put on her frock yet; her white arms were raised, her slim fingers coiled the long golden locks into a knot at the back of her neck. He went to her and replaced her hands with his, running his fingers through her hair. It felt like silk.

She smiled at him, her eyes seeking the reflection of his face in the mirror. ‘I’m sorry, darling, did you say something?’

‘I can’t remember.’

‘Hurry and dress. I want to look in on the children before we go to dinner.’

He took his hands away. ‘All right.’

The sounds of the children’s voices had died into silence by the time they left the house. It was several hundred yards from the main house, hidden from it by the trees and shrubs his mother had forced to defy the sandy soil and lack of rain. Lanterns lit the winding path that led through the greenery, and the scent of roses filled the night with sweetness.

‘I love this place,’ Nefret said softly. ‘I didn’t expect to, you know. I had originally hoped we could be just a wee bit further removed from the family.’

‘It was just like Mother to have the house built without consulting us, but she’s stuck to her word to respect our privacy. Even Father doesn’t drop in without asking permission first.’

Nefret chuckled, a sound that always reminded her infatuated husband of flowing, sunlit water. ‘Not since the time he popped in and caught us in bed at five in the afternoon.’

‘He’s in no position to criticize. I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve sat twiddling my thumbs waiting for him while he and Mother were up to the same thing.’

They weren’t too late after all. Emerson had just entered the parlour, delayed this time not by dalliance but because he had got involved in his notes.

‘Where is your copy of the inscription we found on the wall of that house?’ he demanded of his son.

‘You might at least say “Good evening” before you begin badgering him,’ his wife remarked.

‘Good evening,’ said Emerson. ‘Ramses, where is –’

Thanks to the interruption, Ramses had been able to recall the inscription to which his father presumably referred. He hadn’t thought of it for several months. ‘If you mean the inscription of Amennakhte, it’s in my notes. Didn’t I give them to you? I was under the impression that I had.’

He knew he had. No doubt Emerson had misplaced it. His desk was always a disorganized, overflowing heap of material. He could usually lay his hand on any given document at any given moment, but if it didn’t turn up immediately he lost his temper and began throwing papers around.

‘Hmph,’ said Emerson.

‘Have you lost it?’ Nefret asked. ‘It must be there somewhere, Father. I’ll help you look, if you like.’

‘Bah.’ Emerson reached for his pipe. ‘Thank you, my dear, but that won’t be necessary. I – er – don’t need it just now.’

‘Yes, you do,’ said his wife, somewhat acerbically. ‘Emerson, you promised that article to the Journal weeks ago. You haven’t finished it, have you?’

Emerson fixed her with a formidable glare and she abandoned the subject. Ramses was pretty sure she had not put it out of her mind, though. She had her own ways of managing her husband.

‘Ah well, enough shop talk,’ she said cheerfully. ‘We need to discuss the arrangements for our guests.’

‘It’s all settled, isn’t it?’ Nefret asked. ‘Sennia has kindly consented to give up her little suite to David and Lia and their brood, and Aunt Evelyn and Uncle Walter can stay with us or on the dahabeeyah, whichever they prefer.’

‘If I were in their shoes I’d choose the dahabeeyah,’ Ramses said lazily. ‘With four children under the age of six in residence, this place is going to be a zoo. I wonder how Dolly and Evvie will get on with our two.’

‘Badly, I should think,’ said his mother. ‘Yours are accustomed to our full attention, and Dolly will be hurt if Emerson neglects him.’

‘What nonsense!’ Emerson exclaimed. ‘As if I would neglect little Abdullah!’

‘You have only two knees, Emerson, and mark my words, they will all want to occupy them simultaneously.’

‘There you go again, borrowing trouble,’ Emerson grumbled.

‘Anticipating difficulties,’ his wife corrected. ‘Ah well, I am sure it will all work out. Your uncle Walter will be delighted with the inscribed material we have found, Ramses.’

‘There’s no better philologist in the business,’ Ramses agreed.

‘And I mean to ask David to paint a group picture of you and Nefret and the children,’ his mother continued. ‘Or perhaps Evelyn; it has been a good many years since she practised her skills, but I feel sure she will –’

‘Now just a bloody minute, Peabody,’ Emerson exclaimed. ‘I won’t have you assigning extra duties to my staff even before they arrive. I will need them on the dig.’

His use of his wife’s maiden name indicated that he was in a more agreeable state of mind than the speech might have suggested. The family had learned to interpret those signals: Amelia when he was genuinely annoyed; Peabody when he was in a good humour, in fond recollection of the days of their courtship, when he had paid her the high compliment of addressing her as he would have done a man.

Ramses exchanged glances with his wife. The argument wasn’t over; his mother would go right ahead with her plans, and his father would continue to complain. His parents enjoyed those ‘little differences of opinion’, as his mother called them – though ‘shouting matches’ might be a more descriptive term. She was smiling to herself; her cheeks were flushed and her eyes sparkled.

Hers was, her son thought, a rather forbidding countenance, even in repose; when she was annoyed about something, her prominent chin jutted out and her dark-grey eyes took on a steely shine. The years had not changed her appearance much; her carriage was as erect and the new lines in her face were those of laughter. The thick black hair was, according to Nefret, no longer the original shade. Nefret had made him promise he wouldn’t say a word, to his mother or father. In fact, he had found that evidence of feminine vanity rather touching.

Catching his eye, she broke off in the middle of a sentence. ‘What are you smiling at, Ramses? Have I a smudge on my nose?’

‘No. I was just thinking how well you look this evening.’

When Ramses and Emerson arrived at the site next morning the sun had just lifted over the eastern cliffs and the little valley of Deir el Medina lay in shadow. High barren hills framed it on the east and west. The main entrance was to the north, where the walls of the Ptolemaic temple enclosed some of the earlier shrines to various gods. The tumbled ruins of other older temples surrounded it. And on the valley floor were the remains of the workman’s village that had occupied the site for – at Emerson’s latest estimate – at least three hundred years. Evidence of earlier occupation was yet to be found; if it existed, it would lie under the foundations of the later structures.

At first glance there seemed very little to show for over two years of work. When they had first taken over the excavation, the ruins of the village lay under millennia of accumulated debris and blown sand. In the past century it had suffered from random digging, by archaeologists and by local villagers searching for artefacts to sell. On the slopes of the eastern hill were the tombs of the workers, crowned in some cases by small crumbling pyramids. These too had been looted and their contents dispersed. In the recent past a few Egyptologists had conducted relatively scholarly excavations of a few tombs, but the museums of Europe contained masses of papyri and miscellaneous objects that had been bought on the antiquities market during the nineteenth century AD, many of which had probably come from Deir el Medina, without any record of their origin or location having been made. In short, the site offered a daunting challenge, and Emerson was one of the few men in the field who could do the job right. Ramses drew a deep breath of satisfaction as he gazed out at the unimposing scene. His father preferred temples and tombs, but masses of inscribed material were turning up, ostraca and papyri, awaiting decipherment – the job he enjoyed most. If only his father would let him concentrate on them instead of demanding his presence on the site every day . . .

In fact, considerable progress had been made, under difficult conditions. It had taken a long time to remove the debris down to the top of the remaining walls, and to sift (as his mother had once remarked, in a rare fit of profanity) every bloody square inch of the cursed stuff The task had been worthwhile; they had come across a lot of material early excavators had missed or discarded. They had also discovered that the village consisted of two sections, divided by a narrow main street and enclosed by a wall. They were working along the north side of this street, clearing each house in turn.

A number of distractions had delayed or interrupted their work. In the late summer of 1917, when it became apparent to Ramses’s eagle-eyed mother that Nefret’s long-desired pregnancy might have unanticipated complications, she had taken her daughter-in-law off to Cairo and installed them both at Shepheard’s, under the close supervision of the two female physicians in charge of the hospital for women Nefret had founded. Despite almost daily bulletins of reassurance, it had proved impossible for Ramses to give his full attention to the job. His father was no more able to concentrate than he, and his temper became so explosive that even their assistant foreman, Daoud, whose placidity very little could disturb, went into hiding. After a week of futile activity Emerson had taken the unprecedented step of shutting down the dig. They had both headed for Cairo, where Emerson proceeded to ‘carry on like a maniac’, to quote his exasperated wife. He spent half his time at the hospital inspecting the facilities and harassing the doctors and the other half staring in alarm at Nefret’s increasing bulk.

Only the knowledge that expressing his worry would increase Nefret’s kept Ramses from behaving even more erratically. For once his mother’s know-it-all manner was a comfort; he felt as helpless as a child who keeps demanding, ‘Will it be all right?’

‘Nefret is a physician, after all,’ his mother reminded him.

‘But she’s never had a baby before.’ He couldn’t stop himself. ‘Will it be all right?’

His mother gave him a tolerant smile. ‘Of course.’

Not until after it was over did it dawn on him that perhaps she had been putting up a brave front too.

When the moment arrived – at night, as his mother had predicted – Nefret didn’t give him time to lose his head. He wasn’t asleep; he hadn’t slept for several nights – and when he felt her stiffen and heard her gasp he shot out of bed and lit the lamp. She looked up at him, her hands spread across the mountainous mound of her stomach.

‘Where’s your watch?’ she asked calmly. ‘We need to time the contractions.’

‘I’ll go for Mother.’

‘Not yet. There is such a thing as false labour.’

Ramses said something, he couldn’t remember what, and bolted out of the room. When he came back after arousing his parents, she was calmly if clumsily getting dressed.

They got to the hospital in good time. Emerson had himself under control, though he had neglected to button his shirt and Ramses couldn’t remember ever seeing him so pale. He kept patting Nefret’s hand.

‘Soon over now,’ he said.

Nefret, doubled up with another contraction, said distinctly, ‘Bah.’

Everything was in readiness, since his mother had rung ahead. Dr Sophia took Nefret away and they went to the courtyard. She did not allow smoking in her office and Emerson declared himself incapable of surviving the ordeal without tobacco. He was on his second pipe when the other surgeon, Dr Ferguson, appeared.

‘She wants you,’ she said to Ramses, adding with her customary bluntness, ‘God knows why.’

He soon found out why.

A remark from his father brought him back from the indelible memory of the most wonderful and terrifying day of his life.

‘I beg your pardon, sir?’

‘You were miles away,’ said Emerson curiously. ‘Where?’

‘Months, rather. The night the twins were born.’

Emerson shuddered. ‘I never want to go through anything like that again.’

‘You didn’t go through it,’ Ramses said. ‘She did. And she made damned sure I saw and heard everything.’

‘Did she really swear at you?’

‘At your most eloquent you’ve never surpassed it.’ He added, with an involuntary shudder, ‘I’ve never seen anything so appalling. How women go through that, and then go back and do it AGAIN . . .’

‘They wouldn’t let me be with your mother. I’d rather have been, you know, even if she had called me every name in the book. She would have, too,’ Emerson said pensively.

‘I know.’ He put his hand on his father’s shoulder. Emerson, who had been brought up in the Victorian tradition that frowned on demonstrations of affection between men, acknowledged the gesture with an awkward nod and promptly changed the subject.

Their work crew had assembled. All were skilled men who had been with them for years, members of the family of their former reis, Abdullah, who proudly carried on the tradition he had begun. The first to greet them was Selim, who had replaced his father as foreman after the latter’s tragic death. Though he was the youngest of Abdullah’s sons, no one questioned his right to the post; he had the same air of authority and, thanks to the training he had received from his father and Emerson, even greater competence. Right behind him was his cousin Daoud. Instead of replying to Selim, Emerson, hands on hips and head thrown back, stared up at the hill on the east of the village.

‘Somebody’s up there,’ he said. ‘Near our tomb.’

Sunlight brightened the high ridge of stone that crowned the hill. Something was moving, but Ramses, whose keen eyesight was proverbial, was unable to make out details at that distance. ‘Probably one of the indefatigable robbers from Gurneh,’ he suggested. ‘Hoping against hope that we over-looked something when we cleared the tomb.’

That had been the second major distraction – the cache of mummies and funerary equipment belonging to the late period princesses and God’s Wives. Strictly speaking, it was not Emerson’s tomb, but Cyrus Vandergelt’s, for that season they had shared the site with their American colleague and old friend, keeping the village for themselves and allocating the tombs on the hillside to Cyrus. Not even Emerson begrudged him the discovery; Cyrus had excavated for years in Thebes without finding anything of importance, and a discovery like this one had fulfilled the dream of a lifetime. Since it was Cyrus’s stepson and assistant, Bertie, who had actually located the missing tomb, Cyrus had a double claim. Ramses had been present at a number of exciting discoveries – his father had an uncanny instinct for such things – but he would never forget his first sight of the hidden chamber in the cliff, packed from floor to ceiling with a dazzling collection of coffins, canopic jars, and chests filled with jewels and richly decorated garments. They had all pitched in to help Cyrus clear the tomb and remove the objects, some of which were in fragile condition. The job took precedence over all other projects, since the tomb robbers of Thebes were hovering like vultures, alert for a chance of making off with some of the valuables. It had taken months to record and remove everything, and the process of restoration was still under way.

‘Send one of the men up there to run him off,’ Emerson growled, eyes still fixed on the minute form.

Selim rolled his eyes and grinned, but left it to Ramses to make the obvious objection. ‘Why waste the effort?’ he asked. ‘There’s nothing left. If the fellow is fool enough to risk his neck climbing down that cleft, let him.’

‘It could be a damned tourist,’ Emerson muttered.

Ramses wished his mother had come with them instead of lingering to discuss household matters with Fatima. She’d have put an end to the disucssion with a few acerbic comments. ‘We can’t run tourists off unless they interfere with our work,’ he pointed out patiently. ‘You did that while we were working in the tomb and dozens of them went haring off to Cairo to register complaints.’

‘We’d never have finished the job if I hadn’t,’ Emerson growled. The memory of those harried days still maddened him. ‘Morons turning up with letters of introduction from all and sundry demanding to be shown the tomb, trying to climb the scaffolding, perched on every available surface with their cameras clicking, offering bribes to Selim and Daoud. And the bloody journalists were even worse.’

During the clearance Emerson had managed to antagonize most of the people who didn’t already detest him. Some excavators enjoyed publicity and yielded to demands from prominent persons who wanted to enter the tomb. Emerson loathed publicity and he flatly refused to allow visitors, however many titles or academic degrees they might possess. He had almost caused an international incident when he ran the King of the Belgians and his entourage off. People didn’t realize how time-consuming such visits could be for a harassed excavator. Emerson was right, a flat-out interdict was easier to enforce than dealing with the requests case by case – even if it had caused extremely strained relations with the Department of Antiquities.

‘It’s all over and done with,’ Ramses said, as Emerson shook his fist at the figure atop the cliff. ‘If that is a tourist, he’s a damned energetic specimen.’

‘The devil with him,’ Emerson said. ‘Why are we wasting time over a fool tourist?’

Scanning the assembled workmen with his all-seeing eye, he demanded of Selim, ‘Where is Hassan? Has he been taken ill?’

Not until then did Ramses remember the ‘rather odd thing’ he had meant to mention to Nefret. There was no reason why it should have preyed on his mind; it was not worrisome, only . . . rather odd. Selim looked blank, and Ramses said, ‘I meant to tell you yesterday, Father. Hassan has tendered his resignation.’

‘Resignation? Quit the job, you mean?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘What the devil for?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Ramses admitted. ‘He spoke of making his peace with Allah and devoting his life to the service of a holy man.’

Selim let out an exclamation of surprise. ‘What holy man?’

‘I didn’t ask.’

‘Well, I will,’ Emerson declared. ‘Good Gad, what is the fellow thinking of? He’s one of my most experienced men. I will just have a talk with him and order him –’

‘Father, you can’t do that,’ Ramses protested. ‘It’s his right and his decision.’

‘But Hassan, of all people,’ Emerson exclaimed, rubbing his chin. ‘The jolliest, most cheerful old reprobate in the family!’

‘He has been acting strangely,’ Selim said slowly. ‘Since his wife died, he has kept to himself.’

‘That accounts for his state of mind then,’ Ramses said.

Emerson curled his lip in an expression of profound cynicism. ‘Don’t be such a romantic, my boy. Well, well, he must do as he likes. Your mother would accuse me of breaking some damned commandment or other if I attempted to make him see reason.’

We were to dine with the Vandergelts that evening. Emerson always complained about going out to dinner. It was just his way of making a fuss, since he thoroughly enjoyed the Vandergelts and would have been sadly disappointed if I had declined the invitation. He fussed louder than usual on that occasion, since I had insisted he assume evening dress, which he hates. I was ready long before he, of course, so I sat glancing through a magazine and listening to the altercation in the next room, where Gargery was assisting Emerson with his toilette. Since Emerson never employs a valet, Gargery had somewhat officiously assumed that role as well.

‘Stop complaining and hurry, Emerson,’ I called.

‘I do not see why the devil I must . . . curse it, Gargery!’ said Emerson.

We had been over this several times, but Emerson always pretends not to hear things he does not want to hear, so I said it again. ‘M. Lacau has come all the way from Cairo to inspect the objects from the princesses’ tomb. Cyrus is counting on us to put him in a good mood so he will be generous in his division and leave a share to Cyrus. By all reports he is much stricter than dear Maspero, so –’

‘You repeat yourself, Peabody,’ Emerson growled.

He appeared in the doorway.

‘You look very handsome,’ I said. ‘Thank you, Gargery.’

‘Thank you, madam,’ said Gargery, looking as pleased as if I had complimented him on his looks. I could not honestly have done so, since he was losing his hair and his waistline. Even in his now distant youth he could not have been called handsome. But handsome is as handsome does, as the saying has it, and Gargery’s loyalty and his willingness to use a cudgel when the occasion demanded more than compensated for his looks.

I bade him an affectionate good night. Emerson inserted his forefinger under his collar and gave Gargery a hateful look.

Our little party assembled in the drawing room, where I inspected each person carefully. Emerson might and did sneer, but looks are important and I knew that though the proper French director of the Service des Antiquités might not notice our efforts, he would certainly take note of their absence. I could not in any way fault Nefret’s sea-blue satin frock and ornaments of Persian turquoise; she had excellent taste and a great deal of money – and the additional advantages of youth and beauty. Ramses hated evening dress almost as much as did his father, but it became him well; despite his efforts to flatten it, his hair was already springing back into the waves and curls he so disliked. As for myself, I believe I may say I looked respectable. I have little interest in my personal appearance, and no excuse for vanity. I had just touched up my hair a little and selected a frock of Emerson’s favourite crimson.

Cyrus was known for the elegance of his entertainments. That night the Castle, his large and handsome residence near the entrance to the Valley of the Kings, blazed with light. Cyrus met us at the door, as was his hospitable habit, showered us with compliments, and escorted us into the drawing room, where his wife and stepson were waiting.

To see Katherine as she was now, the very picture of a happy wife and mother and well-bred English lady, one would never have suspected that she had such a turbulent history – a miserable first marriage and a successful career as a fraudulent spiritualist medium. Bertie, her son by that marriage, was now Cyrus’s right-hand man and devoted assistant. British by birth, as was his mother, he had served his country faithfully during the Great War until severe injuries released him from duty. It was while he was recuperating at the hospitable Luxor home of his stepfather that he had become interested in Egyptology. His discovery of the princesses’ tomb ensured him a permanent place in the annals of the profession, but it had not changed his modest, unassuming character. I had become very fond of the lad, and I was sorry to see that he had taken to wearing loose scarfs about his neck and letting his hair grow over his collar. Such fashions did not suit his plain but amiable and quintessentially English features, but I knew what had prompted them. Bertie was a lover, and the object of his affections was not with us that season. He had taken a fancy to Jumana, the daughter of Abdullah’s brother Yusuf. She was an admirable young woman, fiercely ambitious and intelligent, and we were all supporting her in her hope of becoming the first qualified Egyptian female to practise archaeology. Things had changed since our early days in Egypt; the self-taught excavator was becoming a thing of the past, and with the handicaps of her sex and nationality, Jumana needed the best formal training available. She was studying at University College in London this year, under the wing of Emerson’s nephew Willy and his wife.

Bertie had never spoken of his attachment to the girl, but it was clear to a student of human nature like myself. I doubted it would come to anything; Jumana was intent on her career and shy, amiable Bertie was not the man, in my opinion, to sweep any girl off her feet. If only she weren’t so confounded attractive! Men may claim they look for intelligence and moral worth in a wife, but I have observed that when they must choose between a brainless beauty and a woman of admirable character and plain face, the beauty wins most of the time.

‘M. Lacau has not yet arrived?’ I enquired, taking the chair Cyrus held for me.

‘No.’ Cyrus tugged at his goatee. ‘I wish he’d come so we could get this over with. I’m so consarned nervous –’

‘He may not make his final decision this evening, Cyrus.’

‘He cannot make a fair judgement, for I have not yet begun restoring the second robe. It will be magnifico, I promise.’

The speaker came forward, bowing and smiling a tight-lipped smile. He smiled a great deal, but without showing his teeth, which were, I had once observed, chipped and stained. He claimed to be Italian, though his greying fair hair and hazel eyes were atypical of that nation, and considered himself something of a ladies’ man, though his short stature and lumpish features were not prepossessing. He was, however, one of the most talented restorers I had ever encountered, and putting up with his gallantries was a small price to pay for his services (not the only price, either, for Cyrus paid him extravagantly).

I permitted him to kiss my hand (and then wiped it unobtrusively on my skirt).

‘Good evening, Signor Martinelli,’ I said. ‘So it will be your fault if M. Lacau takes everything for the museum?’

‘Ah, Mrs Emerson, you make a joke!’ He laughed, turning his head aside, and reached for another of the cigarettes he smoked incessantly. ‘You permit?’

I could hardly object, since Emerson had taken out his pipe and Cyrus had lit a cheroot. Martinelli went on without waiting for a reply. ‘I may claim, I believe, to have done a job of work no one else could have accomplished. It would make my reputation had it not already been made. But if Lacau had had the patience to wait another week, he would have seen the finish.’

‘So soon as that?’ I enquired.

‘Yes, yes, I must finish soon. I have other engagements, you know.’

He winked and smirked at me through the cloud of smoke. Another of his vexatious habits was to refer frequently if obliquely to a subject we never discussed, even among ourselves – namely, the fact that Martinelli had been for years in the employment of the world’s most formidable thief of antiquities, who also happened to be Emerson’s half-brother. It was Sethos, to use only one of his many aliases, who had recommended Martinelli. I had every reason to believe my brother-in-law was now a reformed character, but I didn’t count on it, and I certainly did not want to discuss his criminal past in the presence of persons who were only slightly acquainted with it. So I did not ask Signor Martinelli about the nature of those other ‘engagements’, though I would have given a great deal to find out.

Before Martinelli could go on teasing me, the servant announced M. Lacau. The enthusiasm with which he was greeted obviously pleased him, though a twinkle in his eye indicated he was not entirely unaware of ulterior motives.

Lacau was at that time in his late forties, but his beard was already white. Although he had been appointed in 1914 to the post which was traditionally the perquisite of a native of France, he had spent a good part of the past five years in war work. No one questioned his fitness for the position, but his patriarchal appearance was not the only reason why he had acquired the nickname of ‘God the Father’. He had already dropped a few ominous hints that he was considering toughening the laws about the disposal of antiquities. Generally speaking, the rule was that they should be shared equally between the excavator and the Egyptian collections. The former director of the Service, M. Maspero, had been generous – excessively generous, some might say – in his divisions of artefacts. The entire contents of the tomb of the architect Kha, consisting of hundreds of objects, had been handed over to the Turin Museum. But this was a royal cache, and Lacau could legitimately claim that the objects were unique. On the other hand, there were four sets of them – coffins, canopic jars, Books of the Dead. I smiled very sweetly at M. Lacau and told him how well he was looking.

With Katherine’s assistance I managed to keep the conversation general throughout dinner. Cyrus made sure the wineglasses were kept filled and Emerson refrained from criticizing the Museum, his fellow archaeologists, and the Service. That left him with very little to say, which was all to the good. After dinner we ladies retired, a custom of which I normally disapprove but which I felt would be approved by Lacau. By the time the gentlemen joined us, even I was unable to control my impatience.

Under ordinary circumstances the artefacts would have been sent to the Museum as soon as they were stable enough to be moved. Circumstances were abnormal, however. The war had left the Museum and the Service short-handed; Lacau had been away from Egypt a good deal of the time, and political unrest the previous winter made the transport of such valuables risky. Cyrus’s home provided the security of stout walls and well-paid guards, as well as ample space for storage and laboratory facilities. The same could not be said of the Museum, which was already overcrowded and understaffed (and I only hoped Emerson had not said so to Lacau. One may know that something is true without wishing to hear it from others).

We went at once to the storage rooms. I had seen the display before, but it never ceased to take my breath away. As it looked now, it was a far cry from the jumbled, faded, broken contents of the small chamber we (Bertie, in fact) had discovered. It was not the original tomb, or, to be more precise, tombs; not one but four of the God’s Wives had found their final resting place there. When danger threatened their burials, the essential items had been removed and hidden away – the mummies in their inner coffins, the canopic jars containing the viscera, and other small, portable objects of value. One of the coffins was of solid silver, the face delicately shaped and serene, framed by a heavy wig and crown. The other coffins were of wood heavily inlaid with tiny hieroglyphs and figures of deities shaped of semi-precious stone. Delicately sculptured masks of silver and gold had covered the mummies’ heads. The canopic jars, four for each princess, were of painted calcite with the sculptured heads of the four sons of Horus, each of whom guarded a particular organ of the body. Ranged along the tables like a miniature army were hundreds of ushebtis, the small servant statues which would be animated in the afterworld to work for the deceased – some of faience, some of wood, and a few of precious metal. An amazing amount of material had been crammed into that little chamber: vessels of alabaster and hard stone, silver and gold, a dozen carved and painted chests, and the contents of the latter – sandals, linen, and jewellery. Glittering gold and burnished silver, deep blue lapis, turquoise and carnelian shone in the glow of the electric lights.

‘Astonishing,’ Lacau murmured. ‘Formidable. I commend you – all of you – on a remarkable work of restoration.’

‘It did take all of us,’ I said, remembering one exhausting afternoon I had spent crouched in a corner of the chamber stringing hundreds of tiny beads. They lay in the order in which they had fallen after the original cords had rotted, and by restringing them on the spot I had been able to preserve the original design. ‘However,’ I went on, ‘much of the credit belongs to Signor Martinelli. And we are very grateful for the assistance with the photography given us by Mr Burton of the Metropolitan Museum. How he inserted his cameras into that narrow space was little short of miraculous. You know, monsieur, that the entire chamber was packed full, yet he managed to get a series of overhead views before we removed anything.’

‘Yes, I have spoken with him,’ Lacau said, nodding. ‘A complex arrangement of long poles and cords and le bon Dieu only knows what else! We are deeply indebted to him and the Metropolitan Museum.’

How indebted? I wondered. Enough to allow a certain number of artefacts to go to America, through Cyrus, whose collection would eventually be left to a museum in that country?

Martinelli, who had not yet received the praise he considered his due, drew Lacau’s attention to a piece of fabric stretched out across a long table. The entire surface was covered with beads and gold sequins that sparkled in the light. A long sheet of glass, raised a foot over it by steel supports, protected it from dust and air currents.

‘This is unquestionably my masterpiece,’ he said without undue modesty. ‘It was folded several times over and the fabric was so fragile, a breath would blow it away. I stabilized each layer with a chemical of my own invention before turning it back and exposing the next. No, monsieur!’ as Lacau extended his hand. ‘Do not touch it. I am still debating as to the best method of preserving it permanently. I am not sure that even I can render it sturdy enough to be transported.’

Lacau’s eyes rested greedily upon the garment, for that is what it was – a robe of sheer, almost transparent, linen, bordered at hem and neck with four inch strips of elaborate beading. He would certainly claim it, for the Museum had nothing remotely like it – nor had any other museum anywhere in the world.

‘Perhaps Mr Lucas could suggest a solution,’ Lacau said, adding, presumably for Martinelli’s benefit, ‘he is the government chemist.’

‘I know who he is,’ said the Italian. His disgust was so great as to cause him to bare his stained teeth. ‘He can teach Martinelli nothing, monsieur.’

God the Father shot him a look before which most people would have quailed, and I hastened to spread the soothing oil of tact upon the troubled waters.

‘There are several similar garments, Monsieur Lacau, still folded in the chests. It took Signor Martinelli almost a month to deal with this robe. If the worst should happen, the garment can be reconstructed. We have numerous photographs, and in a few weeks we hope to have a precise coloured scale drawing, of this and several other objects.’

‘Made by whom?’ the director enquired. ‘Mr Carter?’

‘David Todros. He and the rest of our family will be joining us next week, and I know he is itching to get at the job. You remember him, of course?’

‘Ah, yes. The Egyptian boy who once worked for a notorious forger here in Luxor, making fake antiquities?’

‘Now a trained Egyptologist and skilled artist,’ said Emerson, who had controlled himself quite well up to that time, but who resented the condescension in Lacau’s voice. ‘He is married to my brother’s daughter, monsieur, in case that had escaped your attention.’

‘You are fortunate indeed to have so many experts on your staff,’ Lacau said somewhat stiffly. He turned to Ramses. ‘How are you getting on with the written material?’

‘As you know, sir, there wasn’t much,’ Ramses replied. ‘Only the inscriptions on the coffins and miscellaneous notations on some chests and boxes. The copies of the Book of the Dead require careful handling. I have not had the time to give them the attention they deserve.’

‘The arrival of your uncle will no doubt be welcome,’ Lacau said.

He was referring to Walter, but I could tell by Ramses’s involuntary start that he had been reminded of his other uncle. I only hoped to goodness that Sethos would not decide to pay us a visit. He liked to drop in without advance notice. I had not heard from him for several months, at which time he had been in Germany. I assumed he was there on behalf of the Secret Service; he had been one of Britain’s top intelligence agents since the beginning of the war and was, to the best of my knowledge, still involved in the business.

In one corner of the room, lying in simple wooden cases lined with unbleached cotton, were the owners of all that splendour. Only an individual insensitive to the mystery of death could fail to pay those shrouded forms the tribute of silent reverence. M. Lacau was unmoved.

‘You removed them from the coffins,’ he said, frowning.

I took it upon myself to reply to the implicit and undeserved criticism. ‘It was necessary, monsieur. The wood of which three of the coffins were made was dry and brittle and many of the inlays were loose. Before they could be moved they were stabilized, inside and out, with a compound of Signor Martinelli’s invention. You see the results, which are, in my opinon, quite excellent.’

‘Yes, of course,’ Lacau said. ‘I see you have resisted the temptation to unwrap the ladies,’ he went on, with a nod at Nefret. ‘You have had, I believe, some experience.’

‘She is a trained surgeon and anatomist,’ I said indignantly. ‘No one could do a better –’

‘Naturally I wouldn’t dream of touching them without your permission, Monsieur Lacau,’ Nefret said quickly. ‘Nor in fact would I like to see it done. The wrappings are in perfect condition, and the mummies have been undisturbed since they were placed in their coffins – unlike all the other royal mummies we have. It would be a sin to rip them apart.’

‘You feel strongly about this, madame,’ Lacau said, stroking his beard. ‘But what of the ornaments, the amulets, the jewels, that are unquestionably to be found on the bodies?’

‘We have many beautiful pieces of jewellery,’ Nefret explained. ‘We don’t know what condition the mummies themselves are in, or what lies under those bandages. In the present state of our knowledge we may not be able to learn all that can be learned from those poor remains, or preserve them undamaged for future scholars whose knowledge will certainly be greater than ours.’

‘A moving plea, madame,’ said Lacau with a patronizing smile.

Nefret flushed but kept her temper. ‘What I would like to do is subject them to X-ray examination.’

‘The Museum does not have the equipment.’

‘But I do – that is to say, my hospital in Cairo does. Mr Grafton Elliot Smith carried the mummy of Thutmose the Fourth to a private clinic to have it X-rayed, if you recall.’

‘By cab, yes. Somewhat undignified and inconvenient.’

‘We could do better than that,’ Nefret said eagerly. ‘A proper ambulance –’

‘Well, it is an interesting suggestion. I will think about it.’

Nefret had the good sense to thank him and pretend to be grateful for even that degree of consideration. She was accustomed to being patronized by men of a certain kind – most men, I would say, if that were not an unfair generalization. (Whether or not it is unfair I will leave to the judgement of the Reader.)

Lacau inspected the laboratory, but not for long; a medley of pungent odours suggested that Martinelli was trying several chemicals on various pieces of linen and wood. Cyrus then proudly displayed ‘his’ records and generously admitted that they were the result of our joint labours. They were, if I may say so, a model of their kind – photographs, plans, sketches, detailed written descriptions – all cross-indexed and filed. We then returned to the display rooms for a final look.

‘I can see that I must give the matter some thought,’ Lacau said, sweeping the assemblage with a possessive eye. ‘I would like to place the objects on display at once, and we must consider how we are to find the space. I had not realized there would be so much.’

Cyrus’s face fell. Lacau appeared not to notice; he went on, ‘Now I must bid you good evening, my friends. Thank you for your splendid hospitality and for a most astonishing experience.’

After we had seen him off we lingered to cheer Cyrus, who had put the most depressing interpretation possible on Lacau’s words.

‘He can’t take everything,’ Emerson insisted. ‘Don’t borrow trouble, Vandergelt, as my wife would say. Curse it, he owes you for your time and effort and expenditure, not to mention Bertie’s claim as the finder.’

‘I thought you supported the idea that all major objects should remain in Egypt,’ Cyrus said in surprise. ‘You handed over the whole contents of Tetisheri’s tomb to the Museum.’

‘It isn’t a simple issue,’ Emerson said, taking out his pipe. ‘Archaeologists and collectors have been looting the country of its antiquities for decades, and the Egyptians haven’t had any voice in the matter. With nationalist sentiment on the rise –’

‘Yes, but what about preserving the objects?’ Cyrus cried in genuine anguish. ‘The Museum hasn’t the facilities or the staff.’

‘Well, whose fault is that?’ demanded Emerson, who was quite happy to argue on any side of any issue – and change sides whenever he felt like it. ‘It’s a question of money, pure and simple, and who determined how it was disbursed? Politicians like Cromer and Cecil. They never gave a curse about maintaining the Museum, or hiring and training Egyptians to staff it, or paying them enough to –’

‘Excuse me, Emerson, but we have all heard that speech before,’ I said politely but firmly. ‘We must hope that M. Lacau will be reasonable.’

‘I just wish he’d make up his consarned mind,’ Cyrus grumbled. ‘It’s the suspense that’s killing me.’

When we took our leave I looked round for Signor Martinelli, to no avail. ‘He might at least have said good night before retiring,’ I remarked.

‘He hasn’t gone to bed,’ Cyrus said. ‘He’s off to Luxor again.’

‘At this hour?’

‘What he does in Luxor can be best accomplished at this hour,’ said Emerson. He and Cyrus exchanged meaningful glances.

I had heard the stories too, since I have many friends in Luxor, and gossip is a favourite sport. Realizing that Emerson was about to enlarge on the subject of Luxor’s disreputable places of entertainment, I took my family away.

We had lingered long over the inspection and it was very late before we reached home; but so overpowering had been the impressions of the evening that we were unable to stop discussing them. The four of us settled on the veranda for a final whisky and soda. I was a trifle surprised when Nefret accepted a glass; she seldom indulged in spirits. I realized she must have been nervous too, probably about her precious mummies. She had taken more wine at dinner than was her custom.

‘His failure to drop even a hint was quite mean-spirited, in my opinion,’ I said.

‘I suspect he was somewhat overcome,’ Ramses said thoughtfully. ‘What the devil is he going to do with it all? They will have to rearrange or store a good many of the current exhibits to make room for it – construct display cases – pack everything properly –’

‘They? It will be we who pack the objects,’ I said. ‘We cannot trust anyone else to do it. Oh dear. I do not look forward to that task. I used bales of cotton wool and every scrap of cotton and linen stuff I could find when we wrapped the artefacts to be moved from the tomb to the Castle. And I have the direst forebodings about that lovely robe. No matter what packing materials we use, I doubt it will survive the journey.’

‘We’ll have a replica made,’ Nefret said. She finished her whisky and then chuckled. ‘I’ve had a vicious idea. Next time we’re in that room I will lose my balance and fall heavily against the table. If the linen shatters into scraps, as I suspect it will, perhaps M. Lacau will let us keep the ornamentation.’

‘My dear, you are becoming silly,’ I said with a fond smile. ‘Fatigue, I expect. Trot off to bed.’

‘I’d settle for some of the jewellery,’ Nefret said, giving Ramses her hand and letting him lift her to her feet. ‘The gold and garnet snake bracelet, and the one with strips of lapis lazuli and gold, and the head of Hathor . . . Mother, don’t you think a man who truly loved his wife would make an effort to get those trinkets for her? They say they would bring the moon and stars down from the sky and fling them in our laps, but when we ask for a simple little gold bracelet –’

‘She’s not tired, she’s had too much to drink,’ Ramses said with a grin. He put his arm round his wife’s gently swaying form. ‘Come along, you shameless hussy.’

‘Carry me.’ She looked up at him. Her face was flushed and her lips were parted.

I heard his breath catch. He picked her up and carried her out. For once neither of them bothered to bid us good night.

Emerson gave me a long considering look. ‘I can’t recall ever seeing you tipsy, Peabody.’

‘And you,’ I retorted, for I knew quite well what was on his mind, ‘have never offered to fling the moon and the stars into my lap.’

Emerson’s reply was a rather clever but fairly vulgar play on words, which I will not record. Sometime later he said drowsily, ‘I could manage a gold bracelet or two, if you like.’

It was rather odd, really – that we should have mentioned the bracelets, I mean. For it was those pieces that vanished between night and morning, together with Signor Martinelli.


Chapter Two
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We were apprised of the distressing development by one of Cyrus’s servants bearing a message from that gentleman. It implored our presence, in a handwriting made almost un-decipherable by agitation. Since it was Friday, the day of rest and prayer for our men, we had breakfasted later than was our habit, en famille, including the children. The dear little things insisted on feeding themselves, to the merriment of their grandfather and the resigned acceptance of their grandmother. It was one occasion on which the cats willingly joined us, since there was usually quite a lot of food on the floor – and on the table, and on us. For the same reason Sennia did not join us. Fond as she was of the darling children, she was extremely fastidious in her dress and did not appreciate the generosity that flung orange sections and buttered bread onto her impeccable lap.

When Fatima opened the door I took the note from her, since Emerson was rather sticky with jam, Davy having unexpectedly pressed a bit of lavishly spread toast into his hand.

A vehement cry of ‘Good Gad!’ burst from my lips.

‘Don’t swear in front of the children,’ Emerson said, trying surreptitiously to hide the squashed offering in his napkin. ‘What is the matter?’

‘The jewellery of the God’s Wives. It has disappeared, and so has Signor Martinelli.’

‘What?’ Emerson bounded up from his chair. ‘Impossible!’

‘Only too true, however. Cyrus always goes up to the display room first thing in the morning – to gloat, I suppose, and who can blame him? Not all of it is missing, I gather, only two or three of the bracelets and a pendant, but –’

‘That’s bad enough,’ Ramses said. His eyebrows, as heavy and dark as those of his father, tilted up at the corners as they did when he was extremely surprised or concerned. ‘M. Lacau will hold Cyrus responsible for every item. Has Martinelli left the house?’

‘So Cyrus says. He asks us to come at once.’

‘We must certainly do so,’ Ramses said. ‘No, thank you, Davy, you eat the rest of your egg, I’ve already had mine.’

‘I’ll come too, of course,’ Nefret said.

We were not soon under way, since removing the children and settling them in the nursery with their attendants took some time, and Emerson had to change his trousers, and the horses had to be saddled. Sennia wanted to come along, but I fended her off. This occasioned protest from Sennia, who was inclined to forget when thwarted that she was ten years of age and ‘almost grown up’. In my opinion, the fewer people who knew, the better, at least in our present state of uncertainty.

For once Cyrus did not meet us at the door. He and Katherine and Bertie were in the display room, engaged in a frantic, and I did not doubt repetitive, search. It was also a futile search. There was no way in which the missing objects could have been accidentally misplaced. The emptiness of the spaces where they had reposed was only too conspicuous.

This was apparent to me at a glance, and I immediately set about restoring my agitated friends to a sensible appraisal of the situation.

‘We must discuss this calmly,’ I declared. ‘Cyrus, stop rushing around, it won’t get you any-where and you may damage something. What precisely is missing?’

Bertie replied, since his stepfather could only stare blankly at me. ‘Three bracelets – the best of the lot – and the pendant with the two crowned cobras.’

‘Nothing else?’

‘No. That was my first concern, and I assure you, I have been through the entire inventory.’

I gave him an approving smile. ‘Well done, Bertie. I have always admired your cool head. Then let us retire and have a little council of war.’

Naturally all agreed. We settled down in Katherine’s charmingly appointed sitting room. At my suggestion she ordered tea and coffee to be brought, for, as I pointed out, it was necessary to preserve an appearance of normalcy. The servants were then dismissed and I began my questioning.

I fancy I conducted the investigation as competently as any police officer could have done. My surmise, that Cyrus had discovered the theft early that morning in the course of his customary inspection of the treasure, was correct. Thinking that Martinelli might have removed the jewellery for further consolidation, he had searched the laboratory without result and then, his distress growing, he had rushed to the Italian’s room, only to find that his bed had not been slept in and that he was not in the house.

‘Let us not jump to conclusions,’ I said. ‘He may have spent the night in Luxor on – er – business of his own. Are his clothes and other personal belongings still in his room?’

‘What the devil difference does that make?’ Cyrus cried wildly. ‘Wherever he is, he has the jewellery. He is the only other person who has a key to that room. I locked it last night – you saw me do it – and it was locked this morning.’

‘It is a good thing I sent the servants away,’ I said severely. ‘Cyrus, I hope and trust that in your agitation you did not let slip the fact that some of the jewellery is missing.’

‘I’m not that big a fool,’ Cyrus snapped. ‘They know I was looking for Martinelli, though.’

‘His disappearance, if it is that and not simply delay, cannot be concealed from them,’ I said. ‘I take it he has never spent the entire night out before this? No? Some degree of concern for him is understandable, then, and if he does not turn up we will have to conduct enquiries which cannot be kept secret. First, let us ascertain what, if anything, he took with him.’

‘I’ll have a look,’ Bertie offered.

‘Yes, that would be sensible,’ I agreed. ‘You are probably more familiar with his wardrobe than I.’

Bertie slipped out in his inconspicuous way and Katherine persuaded her agitated spouse to take a chair and a restorative cup of coffee. ‘I beg your pardon, folks,’ Cyrus muttered. ‘Shouldn’t have lost my head like that. But, consarn it! This puts me in an awful position.’

He was too generous to point out the corollary – that we were in an even more invidious position. Martinelli had been one of the restorers and forgers employed by Sethos in the days when he ran the illegal antiquities business in Egypt. Sethos had recommended him to us, and Cyrus had unquestioningly accepted our word that he was worthy of trust.

The dire implications were not lost on any of us. Emerson, his noble brow furrowed, was the first to acknowledge them aloud. Squaring his broad shoulders, he announced, ‘The ultimate responsibility is ours, Vandergelt. I regret with all my heart that you have suffered this disaster, but rest assured you will not bear the brunt of it alone.’

‘That is very noble, Emerson,’ I said, as Cyrus turned to him with moist eyes and an outstretched hand. ‘But, if you will excuse me for saying so, not particularly helpful. At the moment we don’t know the extent of the disaster, nor have we considered means of lessening it. I have a few ideas.’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ Emerson muttered. ‘See here, Amelia –’

Bertie slipped back into the room. ‘Well?’ Emerson demanded.

‘If he has gone for good, he abandoned his personal property, was the answer. ‘Clothing, luggage, even his shaving tackle. His coat and hat and that gold-headed walking stick he always carried are gone, and I think there was a smallish portmanteau which was not there.’

‘How strange!’ I exclaimed. ‘He did mean to return, then.’

‘Not necessarily,’ said Ramses. Ramses’s countenance was less phlegmatic than it had been in his younger days, when Nefret had described it as his ‘stone pharaoh face’. He allowed himself to display emotion now, especially the touching affection he felt for his wife and children; but on this occasion the stony look was back as he pronounced the words that dealt the death blow to my optimistic assessment. ‘He could hardly pack his bags and carry them out of the house unobserved. As for secreting objects in his luggage when he takes his official departure, he must know Cyrus would have sense enough to check the inventory before allowing him to leave.’

I nodded reluctant agreement. ‘That assumption would certainly be made by an experienced criminal, as he has been, trained by one of the finest criminal minds in –’

‘Damnation, Amelia!’ Emerson sprang to his feet and fixed me with a terrible glare. ‘How can you use the words “finest” and “criminal” in conjunction?’

Cyrus’s stare was hardly less forbidding. ‘Are you suggesting that Sethos is behind this, Amelia? I thought he had reformed.’

‘She isn’t suggesting anything of the sort.’ Nefret’s musical voice quelled the complainants. ‘Aren’t we getting off the track? We are all in this together, and our first priority is to take what action can be taken before any more time is lost.’

‘Hmph,’ said Emerson. His keen blue eyes softened. ‘Er. I beg your pardon, Peabody.’

His use of my maiden name, which he employs as a term of professional approbation, told me I was in favour again. ‘Granted,’ I said graciously. ‘Nefret is correct. We must get on Martinelli’s trail at once. If the search is unsuccessful we will consider what steps to take next. After all,’ I added, attempting as is my custom to look on the bright side, ‘no one else knows of the theft, and M. Lacau will not be back for several weeks. That gives us time to think of a way out of this. I have several –’

Nefret burst out laughing and the lines in Cyrus’s face folded into a grin. ‘If you can’t think of a way out of it, Amelia, nobody can. All right, you’re in charge. What do we do first?’

The answer was obvious to me, as it must be to my intelligent Readers. Questioning of the gateman elicited the information that Martinelli had left the house late the previous night – ‘as he often did,’ the fellow added with a grin and a leer. He had set off on foot along the road leading out of the Valley towards the river, ‘walking like a man who looks forward to a happy –’ I cut the fellow short and asked another question. Yes, he had carried a small bag, just large enough to contain a change of clothing or a pair of pyjamas.

‘Or three bracelets and a pectoral, carefully packed,’ Emerson muttered after we had dismissed the witness.

It took a while to locate the boatman who had taken the Italian across the river. He was nursing a grievance; at the Effendi’s request, he had waited for hours to bring him back, but his customer had not come. He had lost money, much money, refusing others . . . and so on, at length.

I doubted there had been many others at that time of night, but we won his goodwill by hiring him to take us over to Luxor.

Tourism was almost back to normal, and the little town was bustling and as busy as it had been before the war. The façade of the Winter Palace Hotel shone pink with fresh paint, and the dusty street was filled with carriages and donkeys and camels. Tourist steamers and dahabeeyahs lined the bank. From the decks of some, indolent travellers who had not chosen to go ashore leaned on the rails, looking out over the limpid waters. Some of them waved at us. I do not believe they knew who we were, since I failed to recognize any of the countenances, but I waved back at them. Emerson cursed them.

‘Too damned many people. We won’t find it easy to trace him in this mob.’

His prediction proved to be correct. Katherine had remained at the Castle, but there were six of us to pursue enquiries, so we divided forces. We agreed to meet on the terrace at the Winter Palace, after making enquiries at the hotels and other, less respectable, places of entertainment. (My offer to question the female persons at certain of these latter establishments was unanimously voted down.)

The results were disappointing if not unexpected. Martinelli was well known at the hotels and cafés, but no one admitted to having seen him the previous night. The female persons whom Emerson had taken it upon himself to question denied he had ever visited them. I was inclined to believe this, since they had no reason to lie. Apparently he had had sense enough (or success enough elsewhere) to avoid such dens.

The last to join our party was Ramses, whose assignment had been the railway station. ‘No luck?’ he enquired.

‘No. And you?’ Emerson asked.

‘A man of his general description took the morning express to Cairo. It isn’t conclusive,’ Ramses added quickly. ‘You know how obliging Egyptians are about supplying the information they think you want to hear. None of them remembered the portmanteau or that gaudy tiepin he usually wears.’

A dismal silence fell. ‘It looks bad,’ Cyrus muttered. ‘Now what do we do?’

Everyone looked at me. It was most gratifying. ‘Have luncheon,’ I said, and led the party into the dining salon.

We were well known to the management of that excellent hostelry and had no difficulty in getting a table. Over a bottle of wine and a meal Cyrus hardly touched, we put our heads together. Cyrus’s first idea, that we should wire the Cairo police immediately, seemed the obvious course; but I felt bound to point out its weakness.

‘If Martinelli has learned anything from his former master, who was, as we all know, a master of disguise –’

‘Yes, we do know,’ grunted Emerson. ‘Pray do not go off on a long-winded and wholly unnecessary lecture, Peabody. The bastard may have altered his appearance, but we must at least make the attempt.’ He bit savagely into a roll.

I took advantage of his tirade to finish my soup. I always say there is no sense in allowing worry to affect one’s appetite.

‘I agree,’ said Ramses. ‘We are fortunate in being well acquainted with the assistant commandant of the police. Russell will act on our request without the necessity for explanations.’

‘What if he finds the jewellery?’ Cyrus demanded.

‘Then we will have it back,’ I replied. ‘No, Emerson, do not you go off on a long-winded and wholly unnecessary lecture. Russell owes us a great deal – at least he owes Ramses a great deal, for his services to the police and the military during the war – and we may be able to get out of this without Sethos’s name being mentioned. That is supposing Russell is able to apprehend Martinelli, which I consider to be unlikely.’

Emerson had wolfed his food down at a great rate. Now he pushed his plate away and rose. ‘I will go to the telegraph office.’

‘How many telegrams do you mean to send?’ I enquired.

He stood looking down at me. ‘Two. Perhaps three.’

I sighed. ‘I suppose we must. Do you have the addresses?’

Emerson nodded brusquely and turned away.

‘Hmm.’ Cyrus stroked his goatee. ‘Who’re the other telegrams going to?’

‘You can probably guess,’ Nefret said.

‘Reckon I can. Shall we retire to the terrace for coffee and some confidential conversation?’

It was a bright, warm day. The twin terraces of the Winter Palace, reached by a pair of handsome curved stairs, were high enough above the road so that the clouds of dust kicked up by feet and hooves did not reach us, and the noonday sun sparkled on the river. Tourists were returning from their morning trips. Cyrus took out his cheroot case, and after asking our permission, lighted one. Wine and tobacco had calmed him, and his habitual keen intelligence was once again in the fore. In a way I was sorry for that. For years we had put Cyrus off about certain matters, some personal, some professional. Our responsibility for his present dilemma made it impossible, in my opinion, to keep the truth from him. Anyhow, we would have enough trouble keeping track of the lies we would have to invent for Russell and/or Lacau.

‘So you’ve kept in touch with your old pal the Master Criminal?’ Cyrus enquired. ‘You even know his current address. Where the devil is he?’

‘I’m not sure where he is at this moment,’ I admitted. ‘He has a house in Cornwall and a flat in London, but he travels a great deal.’

‘I’ll just bet he does,’ Cyrus said. ‘All right so far, Amelia. Now – who the devil is he?’

I looked at my children, who were seated side by side, their fingers entwined. Ramses’s eyebrows tilted up in amused enquiry. ‘Are you asking for our advice, Mother? A penny for our thoughts?’

‘I’ll give you mine for nothing,’ Nefret declared. ‘We can trust Cyrus completely, and I for one am tired of secrets. I move we tell him everything.’

‘Quickly, before Father comes back,’ Ramses added.

Since I was of the same mind, I did so. Cyrus was only too familiar with Sethos’s former criminal activities, since he had been involved in several of our encounters with our old adversary. He had not heard of Sethos’s courageous and dangerous exploits as a British secret agent, but – he claimed – it came as no surprise to him. I explained that I could not go into detail, since Sethos’s activities, and those of Ramses, were covered by the Official Secrets Act.

‘That’s all right,’ Cyrus said. ‘I don’t need to know the details, I saw some of the results. Back in 1915, when Ramses ended up in bed for a week, just after the first Turkish attack on the Canal had failed, I began to wonder how he got those particular injuries. Not from falling off a cliff, not him! David was hurt even worse; he was in on it too, wasn’t he? I kept my mouth shut, since it wasn’t any of my business. Then there was that interesting episode the following year, when Sethos suddenly turned up out of nowhere and helped catch a German spy. But even if he and Ramses were in cahoots in that job, it doesn’t explain why you are so intimate with the fellow now.’

‘No,’ I admitted.

‘There’s Father,’ said Ramses, who had been watching for him. ‘Get it out, Mother.’

I didn’t want Emerson sputtering and arguing either, so I said in a rush, ‘Sethos is Emerson’s half-brother. Illegitimate, I regret to say, but no less kin and in recent years no less kind. Hmmm. That doesn’t sound quite right . . .’

‘I get the idea,’ Cyrus said in a strangled voice. ‘Holy Jehoshaphat, Amelia! I won’t say I didn’t suspect there was some relationship, but –’

‘I will of course inform Emerson that you have been made aware of the situation,’ I said hastily, for Emerson was mounting the stairs two at a time. ‘But he is easier to deal with if he is presented with a fait accompli. Otherwise he wastes time arguing and going into long-winded –’

‘Mother!’ Ramses said loudly.

‘Quite. Not a word to anyone else, Cyrus. Except to Katherine, of course. I trust her discretion as I trust yours.’

‘Never,’ Cyrus assured me.

Bertie had said very little. He seldom got a chance to say anything, for he was too well bred to interrupt and too modest to differ with the admittedly dogmatic statements to which the rest of us are somewhat prone. His ingenuous countenance was a study in astonishment, but he found voice enough to express his sentiments.

‘I cannot tell you how much I appreciate your confidence, ma’am.’

‘You have earned it, Bertie,’ I said warmly. ‘And I know I can depend on you to keep the information strictly to yourself.’

‘Of course. You have my word.’

‘Word about what?’ Emerson demanded, looming over me.

‘Never mind, my dear,’ I replied. ‘Do you want coffee?’

‘No. We had better be getting back. There is nothing more we can do until we receive answers to our messages. I have work to do.’

‘Your article? Quite right, Emerson.’

Emerson rubbed the attractive dimple (or cleft, as he prefers to call it) in his chin. ‘Oh. That article. There’s no hurry, Peabody. I thought I might go to the site this afternoon for a few minutes. Nefret, the light will be perfect for photographs.’

‘I’m sorry, Father.’ Nefret’s smile was warm, but she spoke firmly. ‘I promised the twins I would take them to visit Selim this afternoon, to play with his children. I can’t disappoint them.’

‘Oh. No, you mustn’t disappoint them. Ramses –’

‘Emerson, you know their visit to Selim is a Friday afternoon custom,’ I said. ‘Ramses looks forward to his time with Selim and with the children. In any case, you must finish that article before we leave for Cairo to meet the family. You don’t want it hanging over your head once they are here.’

‘When are you leaving?’ Cyrus asked.

‘We are taking the train Sunday evening.’ I gathered my belongings – handbag, gloves, parasol – and rose. ‘By that time we ought to have heard from Mr Russell, and possibly from . . . someone else. One way or another, whatever the results of our initial enquiries, we will continue to pursue them in Cairo.’

I took Emerson’s arm and we started down the curving staircase. ‘Quite a crowd in Luxor this season,’ I remarked. ‘It is nice to see things getting back to normal. Oh – there is Marjorie. Stop a minute, Emerson, she is waving at us.’

‘Wave back and keep walking,’ said Emerson. ‘You may indulge in gossip to your heart’s content, Peabody, but on your own time. I have no patience with such stuff.’

He put his hand over mine and pulled me with him. We had almost reached the foot of the stairs when I saw a little eddy, so to speak, in the crowd. Raised voices and a flurry of rapid movement betokened a disturbance of some kind. Owing to my lack of inches, I could not make out the cause, but Ramses, who had gone ahead with Nefret, obviously beheld something that provoked him into action. He dropped his wife’s arm and ran forward.

Needless to say, the rest of us were not far behind him. Emerson thrust through the ring of gaping spectators. They had prudently backed away from the two principal performers, who were grappling with each other. The struggle was brief; with an abrupt movement Ramses (for as the Reader must have surmised, one of the combatants was my son) caught the other man in a hard grip and twisted his arm behind him. His opponent was a burly, dark-haired fellow whose teeth were bared in a grimace of pain or rage. The third participant lay on the ground, apparently unconscious.

He was no more than a boy, slender and frail, dressed in a suit that could only have been cut by a British tailor. His cap had fallen off. Golden lashes fanned his smooth cheeks and golden curls crowned his bare head. His gentle countenance and slight form suggested a fallen angel, struck down by some diabolical adversary. The other man looked devilish enough, his face dark with choler and his muscles bulging as he continued to writhe in Ramses’s grasp.

‘Let me go, you fool,’ he cried. ‘Let me go to him.’

‘Hold on to him, Ramses,’ I ordered.

‘I have every intention of doing so, Mother. They were struggling when I first saw them, and then this fellow struck the boy. Is he badly hurt?’

‘I can’t see any wounds or bruises,’ Nefret said. She bent over the youth and was about to loosen his collar when his golden lashes fluttered and lifted, framing eyes of a soft, celestial blue. A dreamy smile curved the delicate lips. ‘You are very beautiful,’ he said, catching hold of Nefret’s hand. ‘Are you an angel or a goddess? The Egyptian goddesses had dark hair . . .’

‘A friend,’ Nefret said gently. ‘I will take care of you.’

‘François will take care of me.’ His eyes moved in innocent curiosity around the circle of staring faces. ‘Where is he? Where is my good François?’

‘Here, young master, here.’ François, for so the boy’s smile of recognition proved him to be, had accepted the futility of struggle. His body relaxed and his features lost their ferocity. They were no more pleasant in repose; his nose was crooked and a seamed scar twisted his mouth. He had the shallow, retreating brow that some authorities consider evidence of a criminal nature, and the lower portion of his face was out of proportion, with a long jaw and large cheekbones. ‘Let me go to him,’ he begged. ‘Monsieur, s’il vous plaît – je vous en prie –’

‘It appears,’ I remarked, ‘that we may have misjudged the situation. Release him, Ramses.’

The man knelt beside the boy and lifted him gently to his feet, the tenderness of his manner in striking contrast to his former ferocity. ‘We will go home now,’ he murmured. ‘Come, young master. Come with François.’

‘Yes.’ The boy nodded. ‘But first I must know the names of these new friends, and I must tell them mine. I am Justin Fitzroyce. And you, beautiful lady?’

The sad truth had dawned on Nefret, as it had on me. She spoke to him as she would have spoken to a child, and like a well-trained child he gave each of us his hand as Nefret pronounced our names. ‘I will see you again, I hope,’ he said sweetly. ‘You will come to visit me?’

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Where do you live?’

François, his arm supporting the slim frame of his ‘young master’, nodded toward the river. ‘The dahabeeyah Isis. You may speak to my mistress if you still doubt me.’ The face that had been so benevolent when he spoke to the boy darkened again, and he turned blazing eyes on Ramses.

‘There is no need,’ I said.

‘No! You must come. My honour has been questioned. She will tell you.’

‘I am sorry,’ my son began.

‘There is no need to apologize,’ I said firmly. ‘François surely understands that a stranger might have misinterpreted his behaviour and acted in what he believed to be the boy’s defence.’

A curt nod was the only response from François, but the boy continued to smile and wave as his servant led him away.

‘What a sad state of affairs,’ said my dear, soft-hearted Emerson. ‘The lad must be subject to fits. It was necessary for his manservant to subdue him lest he harm himself.’

‘Possibly,’ Nefret said. ‘Persons in a state of mania can have extraordinary strength. Frenzy is not typical of epilepsy, however.’

‘No,’ I agreed. ‘And one would have supposed that if François was aware of his master’s condition he would have learned how to deal with it less forcibly. Goodness gracious, he is twice the boy’s size.’

‘And built like a prizefighter,’ Ramses said, absently rubbing his wrist. ‘He knows a few dirty moves too.’

‘It is not our affair,’ Emerson declared. ‘You heard me, Peabody; you are not to call on his family and pry into their affairs and lecture them about medical treatment. You always –’

‘No, Emerson, I do not ‘‘always’’, and I have no intention of interfering in this case. We have other matters to attend to.’

‘Too true,’ said Cyrus, sighing.

From Manuscript H

They stopped by the Castle in the forlorn hope that the missing Italian had turned up after all. He had not. Emerson persuaded Cyrus and Bertie to go to Deir el Medina with him, and Katherine emphatically seconded the suggestion. They could not expect to hear from Russell until late that night and, as Katherine candidly admitted, ‘To be honest, my dear, if you search that room one more time, I shall scream.’

Ramses helped Nefret collect his vociferous offspring and their paraphernalia. His mother marched off to Emerson’s study, with a glint in her eyes that made Ramses wonder what she was up to now. He decided it was more than likely that Emerson would stroll in that evening to find she had finished the article for him. Then there would be a row. About time, he thought. They hadn’t had a first-class argument in days.

They rode the horses, since the distance was too great for short legs. Ramses took his daughter up with him on Risha and Nefret held Davy, who was a fraction less wriggly than his sister. They loved riding with their parents and Charla told Ramses so at length. He assumed from her chuckles and gestures that was what she was talking about; he didn’t understand a word.

They were eagerly awaited, especially by Selim’s four youngest children, who ranged in age from a staggering one-year-old to the big sister of six. Daoud and his wife Kadija had stopped by, too. Ramses knew he wouldn’t see much of Nefret for the rest of the afternoon; she and Kadija were close friends, and Kadija, a woman of majestic proportions and the owner of a famous green ointment whose recipe she had inherited from her Nubian foremothers, was still shy of him and his father. She and Nefret went off with Selim’s wives and the children, leaving the men to smoke and drink coffee under the shady arcade of the courtyard.

Daoud planted his huge hands on his large knees and beamed at Ramses. His beard was grizzled now, but his strength was unimpaired. It was equalled only by his large heart. ‘Is there news?’ he asked hopefully.

There was plenty of news. Ordinarily Ramses would have taken Selim into his confidence, but although he was extremely fond of Daoud, he was well aware of the latter’s weakness for gossip. ‘Nothing you don’t know,’ he said. ‘We go to Cairo on the Sunday, and will bring the family back with us a few days later.’

‘Sooner than later,’ said Daoud firmly. ‘It has been too long since they have been here, and to think I have never set eyes on the namesake and great-grandson of my honored uncle Abdullah!’

‘They call him Dolly,’ Ramses said. ‘They plan to stay the entire season, so you will see a great deal of him.’

Selim’s fine dark eyes had moved from speaker to speaker. Now he cleared his throat. ‘This time it is Daoud who has news to tell. He has found out why Hassan left the Father of Curses.’

Daoud looked reproachful. He enjoyed his reputation as the family’s official storyteller, and he would have worked up to the disclosure with proper rhetoric. However, he rallied promptly. ‘It is surprising news, Ramses. You would never have imagined it. Even I, when he told me, was struck dumb with amazement. My eyes opened wide and my voice failed me.’

‘But not for long,’ said Selim, grinning. He sobered almost at once; Ramses had the impression that something was troubling him. ‘So, Daoud, do not draw the tale out. Tell Ramses what Hassan said.’

‘I will show him,’ Daoud declared, rising ponderously to his feet. ‘Come, Ramses. It is not far.’

Ramses waved Selim’s protest aside. Daoud had been deprived of his great announcement, he was entitled to prolong the suspense. ‘Where?’ he asked, rising in his turn.

‘Follow me.’ Selim went to the door of the house and called out, raising his voice to be heard over the bedlam within. ‘We are going out. We will come back soon.’

‘So you have to report to the ladies, do you?’ Ramses asked as they followed Daoud along the street, if it could be called that. The village had grown like Topsy, without any coherent plan, and the paths wound around and sometimes through modern houses and ancient tombs. ‘And I hear from Daoud that you are contemplating taking a third wife. Remember the advice I passed on to you last year. Three women are six times as much trouble as two.’

Selim smiled and stroked his beard. ‘I tell them what I choose and I do as I like.’

‘Of course. And the third wife?’

‘They cannot agree whether I should do it.’

He glanced at Ramses’s carefully controlled face and burst into a hearty laugh. ‘So. Am I – what is the word? – henpecked?’

‘Only wise,’ Ramses said, joining in his laughter. ‘Your English gets better all the time, Selim. I say, is Daoud offended by our levity? Even his back looks hurt. What’s this all about?’

‘Perhaps it is better that you see,’ Selim admitted.

Their destination was the modern cemetery near the village. Like the ancient burial grounds, it was located in the desert, not in the green strip of irrigation bordering the river. It was the hottest time of the day; the barren ground baked in the sun’s rays. For the most part the graves were small and humble, marked only by simple pillars or low benchlike tombstones. The most impressive monument was the tomb they had had built for Abdullah. Designed by David, it was of conventional form – a domed, four-sided structure – but unusually graceful and attractive. Even from a distance Ramses saw that it looked different. His amazement mounted as they drew nearer. A rope slung across the lovely arched entrance held a bizarre variety of what must be offerings – strings of beads and glass, handkerchiefs, a bunch of hair. Under the cupola, next to the low monument over the tomb itself, sat a motionless form, turbaned head bent, hands folded.

‘Good Lord,’ Ramses exclaimed. ‘It’s Hassan. What the devil is he doing?’

‘He is the servant of the sheikh,’ Daoud said.

‘What sheikh? Not Abdullah!’

Hassan got up and came to meet them, ducking his head under the rope with its motley attachments. Ramses observed that the white marble floor was strewn with flowers and palm branches, some fresh and colourful, some withered. Hassan did not appear to be practising asceticism. He had been smoking a narghile and there were plates of bread and other food around him.

‘What is this, Hassan?’ Ramses demanded. ‘No one loved and admired Abdullah more than I, but he was no holy man.’

‘It is good that you have come, Brother of Demons,’ said Hassan, employing Ramses’s Egyptian nickname. His smile was beatific. Ramses wondered if there had been something in the pipe besides tobacco.

‘He is a sheikh, without doubt,’ Hassan went on. ‘Did he not save the life of the Sitt Hakim at the sacrifice of his own? Did he not come to her in a dream, as holy men do, and tell her to build him a proper tomb?’

Ramses looked at Daoud, who met his critical gaze with an unembarrassed smile. How their large friend had heard of his mother’s dreams of Abdullah he could not imagine; she had not confided even in the immediate family until recently. Her belief in the validity of those dreams was one of her few streaks of superstition; but believe she did. The scepticism of the rest of them did not affect her in the slightest, and Ramses had to admit, if only to himself, that the consistency and vividness of the visions were oddly impressive. One of the household staff must have overheard her talking about them, and passed the word on. Once it reached Daoud, the whole West Bank would know.

‘But a holy man must perform miracles,’ he argued.

‘He has done that,’ Hassan said. ‘When that wretched boy, who had sinned against the laws of the Prophet, would have killed again in the very shadow of Sheikh Abdullah’s tomb, did he not destroy the sinner? He performed other miracles for me. My heart was guilty and afraid. As soon as I came here and promised to be his servant I was glad again, and the pains in my body went away, and now you see that others have come to ask for his favour.’ He gestured at the sad little offerings. ‘Already he has stopped the cough that kept Mohammed Ibrahim from drawing breath and cured Ali’s goat. Come, and pray with me. Ask him for his blessing.’

It wasn’t hashish that brought the light to his eyes. It was religious fervour – and who the hell am I, Ramses thought, to tell him he’s wrong, or deny such a harmless request?

He knew the prayers. He had known them since childhood. Removing his shoes, he followed the prescribed path round the catafalque. Daoud’s sincere, deep bass voice blended with his. ‘Peace be on the Apostles, and praise be to God, the Lord of the beings of the entire earth.’

They started back to Selim’s house, leaving Hassan cross-legged under the cupola. Daoud was enormously pleased with his surprise. ‘My uncle Abdullah will be happy to be a sheikh,’ he remarked. ‘When next he speaks to the Sitt Hakim he will no doubt tell her so.’

‘I will be sure to let you know if he does,’ Ramses said wryly. He couldn’t imagine how his mother was going to react to this news.

Selim had joined in the prayers but not in the discussion. He strode along in silence. Ramses was not certain how devout he was; he followed the Five Pillars of Islam, observing the fast of Ramadan and giving generously to the poor, but some of his habits had been affected by his unabashed Anglophilia. He was more indulgent to his young wives than most local men, and he had adopted a number of English customs.

Including afternoon tea, which was ready when they reached the house, and the mingling of the sexes for that meal. Ramses had hoped for a private conversation with Selim; but there was no chance of that, with the children dashing around and shrieking, and the women all talking at once. Accepting a cup of tea from Selim’s younger wife, he smiled at Nefret, who had Selim’s baby on her lap. Did she want another child? he wondered. They hadn’t talked about it. As far as he was concerned, two were quite enough. He never wanted to see Nefret go through that ordeal of blood and pain again. Being a father was such a gigantic responsibility. A dozen times a day he asked himself if he was doing it right.

The dregs of his tea spattered the floor but he managed to hold on to the cup as Davy clambered onto his lap. He held the warm little body close. Maybe he was doing something right.

Kadija was watching them from over her veil. She was the only one of the women who would not unveil in his presence. His mother had often reminded her that since David’s marriage to Lia they were all one family now, but Kadija came from a Nubian tribe where the old traditions were strong. She had finally consented to use his first name, however.

‘How did you hurt your hand, Ramses?’ she asked. ‘They are like the marks left by the claws of an animal.’

He glanced at his wrist, where the cuff of his shirt had been pulled up. The scratches were deeper than he had realized, ragged and ugly. ‘A little souvenir from a man named François,’ he said. ‘Though he does have some beastly habits, including sharp nails and a willingness to use them. It’s nothing.’

He tried to pull his cuff down but was prevented by Davy, who clutched his hand and pressed damp kisses on the scratches, murmuring distressfully (or perhaps chanting incantations).

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Nefret demanded, putting the baby down.

‘It’s nothing,’ Ramses repeated.

Kadija rose and went into the house.

‘Not the famous green ointment,’ Ramses protested. ‘It leaves indelible stains on one’s clothes. Thank you, Davy, that’s done the job. All better now.’

‘I’ve never been able to isolate the effective ingredient, but the ointment certainly has antiseptic and anti-inflammatory qualities,’ Nefret said. ‘Human fingernails are filthy, and I doubt if our François visits a manicurist. Those scratches should have been disinfected immediately.’

‘What is this?’ Selim demanded. ‘Who is this man like a wild animal? A new enemy?’

‘Nothing of the sort,’ Ramses replied. Kadija came back, carrying a small pot, and Ramses submitted to having the stuff smeared over his wrist while he told Selim about the encounter. Selim’s handsome face fell. He had been with them on several of their wilder adventures, and he thoroughly enjoyed a good fight.

‘Sorry to disappoint you, Selim,’ Ramses said. ‘They are tourists, and it is most unlikely that we will encounter them again. Anyhow, the whole business was a misunderstanding. The fellow bears me no ill will.’

‘Huh,’ said Selim.

Before long the children had reached a stage experienced parents know well; tears and howls of juvenile rage became more frequent, and Labiba slapped Davy for pushing the baby. He slapped her back.

‘Time we were going home,’ Nefret said, holding the combatants apart by main force. ‘They’re getting tired.’

‘Right.’ Ramses collared his daughter, who began an indignant explanation – or perhaps it was a protest. He recognized two words. One sounded like Swahili and the other like Swedish. Neither could be said to have any particular bearing on the situation.

Daoud enveloped both squirming, grubby children in a loving embrace and handed them up to Ramses and Nefret after they had mounted their horses. ‘You’re disgusting,’ Ramses informed his daughter. ‘What is that purple stuff on your face?’

She gave him a wide grin and rubbed her face against his shirt.

As usual, the women took forever to say good-bye. While they were exchanging final farewells and last-minute gossip, Selim came and stood by him.

‘Will you tell the Sitt Hakim about Hassan and my father’s tomb?’

‘She’ll find out sooner or later. What’s the trouble, Selim? I could see something was worrying you.’

‘It is not important.’ Selim tugged at his beard. ‘Only . . . what did Hassan do, that he should feel guilt and the need for forgiveness?’

Emerson stormed when he discovered I had finished his article for him. We had a refreshing little discussion, and then he set about revising my text, muttering under his breath and throwing pens at the wall. I congratulated myself on this idea, which served two useful purposes: it forced Emerson to finish the article, which he would never have done without my intervention, and it stopped him from brooding about the theft and his inability to do anything about it. Emerson is always greatly relieved by his explosions, which in my opinion are an excellent method of reducing an excess of spleen.

As I had expected, our telegrams produced no new information. Thomas Russell’s reply arrived on the Saturday. Like Emerson’s, his epistolary style was terse. No one of that description or name had been on the train. He had not wasted extra words demanding an explanation; he knew Emerson well enough to know none would be forthcoming.

Emerson crumpled the flimsy paper into a ball and tossed it to the Great Cat of Re, who sniffed it, decided it was inedible, and ignored it.

By the time we prepared to take the Sunday evening train, there had been no response from Sethos. Emerson had telegraphed him at both his residences. At my request he showed me the telegram, and I must say he had communicated the necessary information without giving away the truth. That would have been disastrous, since the clerks at the telegraph office would have spread the news all over Luxor.

Cyrus’s initial frenzy had been replaced by a state of profound gloom. He had been torn between rushing off to Cairo in pursuit of the thief and mounting guard over the remaining artefacts. The latter consideration won out, after I explained to him that although Martinelli might well have eluded the police, we had no certain proof that he was in Cairo. The very idea that the evildoer might be lurking, waiting for an opportunity to make another raid on the treasure, made Cyrus break out into a cold sweat. He did not even come to the railway station to see us off.

Other friends and family members were there. Daoud considered it his duty to send us away with the proper blessings; he had dressed in his most elegant silken robes, as he always did on such occasions, though he was sulking a bit because he had wanted to come along. The twins were not coming either. If I understood the tenor of their remarks, they were extremely indignant at being left without parents and grandparents for several days. Emerson, who is a perfect coward with children and women, had wanted to creep away without telling them, but Nefret had insisted that we could not suddenly disappear without explanation and reassurance of return. I agreed with her, and began quoting from various authorities on child-rearing until Emerson cut me off with his usual shout of ‘Don’t talk psychology at me, Peabody!’

After bidding the others an affectionate farewell, I turned last of all to Selim. A little pang, half pleasure, half pain, ran through me, for he looked so like his father – more slightly built and not as tall, but with the same aristocratic bearing and finely cut features. He was the only other person we had taken into our confidence.

‘Remember, Selim,’ I said softly, ‘you are to open all telegrams and send the information on to us at Shepheard’s if it is from . . . him. Keep on the alert for any rumours that may –’

Emerson shouted for me to board the train, and Selim showed his white teeth in a smile. ‘Yes, Sitt, you have told me. Do I not always obey your slightest command? A good journey. Maassalameh.’

The train chugged away into the night – it was, as usual, late – and we went at once to the dining car, where I prescribed a glass of wine for Nefret.

‘I know you hate to leave the children,’ I said sympathetically. ‘But take my word for it, dear girl, you will find that a little holiday from the adorable creatures will do you good. In time you will come to look forward to it.’

Nefret’s pensive face broke into a smile, and Ramses said, ‘Good advice, Nefret, from one who knows whereof she speaks. Did you look forward to your holidays from me, Mother?’

‘Enormously,’ I assured him. Ramses laughed, and so did the others; but I thought there was a shade of reproach in Nefret’s look. I prescribed another glass of wine.

The lamps on the table flickered and the crockery rattled, and it was advisable to hold on to one’s glass. We lingered over our wine, since there are no companions as compatible as we four. However, the car was full and we could not talk confidentially there. Before we settled down for the night we had a little council of war in Emerson’s and my compartment.

‘Mark my words,’ I declared. ‘Mr . . . What did you say, Emerson?’

‘I said, we always do,’ Emerson muttered round the stem of his pipe.

‘Oh. Thank you, my dear Emerson. As I was saying, if Mr Russell learns we are in Cairo he will be chasing after us, demanding to know why we asked him to detain a harmless traveller and what we are up to now. We must decide how much, if anything, to tell him.’

Emerson opened his mouth. I went on, raising my voice slightly, for I believe in an orderly exposition. ‘Even more important is what to tell Walter and Evelyn. They know nothing of our relationship – their relationship, that is – with Sethos, yet he is also Walter’s brother, and in my opinion –’

‘It is also my opinion,’ said Emerson, taking advantage of my pausing to draw breath.

‘I beg your pardon?’ I exclaimed in surprise.

‘Did you suppose I would dare to differ with you?’ Emerson grinned at me. ‘I agree that the time for secrecy has passed. We may get ourselves in trouble with the War Office by exposing Sethos’s role as an agent of British intelligence, but I can’t see that we have any choice. The rest of it makes little sense unless that is admitted – and, as you might say, my dear Peabody, half-truths are more confusing than out and out lies. If I know Walter, the poor innocent chap will be delighted to find he has another brother.’

‘Aunt Evelyn may not be so delighted,’ Ramses said. Like his father, he had loosened his tie and unbuttoned his shirt as soon as we were in private. ‘The poor innocent woman has hoped for years that we would stick to archaeology and stop messing about with criminals.’

Curled up on the seat next to Ramses, with her head on his shoulder, Nefret said sleepily, ‘Then she should be relieved to learn that the greatest criminal of them all is no longer an enemy but a friend and kinsman.’

‘That is the approach we must take,’ I agreed. ‘Very good, my dear. David already knows of Sethos’s involvement with intelligence and I expect he has told Lia – he tells her everything.’

‘No doubt,’ Nefret said. ‘Neither of them has referred to it in their letters, but then they wouldn’t take the risk, would they?’ She raised her hand to her face to hide a yawn. ‘Sorry.’

‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘Ramses, take your wife off to – er – your compartment, she is half asleep.’

After they had gone, Emerson indicated that he was ready to follow suit, so I rang for the porter to make up our berths. We stood in the corridor while this was being done. Emerson chuckled.

‘I rather look forward to informing Walter he has an unknown brother who was not only born outside the blanket –’

‘A vulgar phrase, Emerson.’

‘Not as vulgar as certain others that come to mind. As I was saying: but who has broken at least five of the Ten Commandments.’

‘It will be a shock,’ I agreed.

‘It will do him good,’ said Emerson heartlessly. ‘He has led a very sheltered life and is in danger of becoming narrow and intolerant.’

That thought, and another that he acted upon immediately following the departure of the porter, distracted him from further discussion, and soon after he returned to his own berth I heard the deep respirations that betokened slumber. It did not come so easily to me.

Our failure to hear from Sethos was frustrating but not fatal. He might be away – temporarily, one could only hope. I considered it possible that the dastardly Italian had sought refuge with his former acquaintances in Sethos’s criminal network – supposing any of them were still in Cairo. Curse it, I thought, turning over with difficulty in the narrow bunk, how can we take action when we are ignorant of so many things? I ought to have cornered Sethos years ago and demanded a full accounting of the present status of the organization and the whereabouts of his confederates. Well, but his visits had been brief and infrequent, and there had been too many other things to talk about – his stormy relationship with the journalist Margaret Minton, the tomb and its amazing contents, the twins, the house in Cornwall – which was legally Ramses’s property but which he had willingly lent to his uncle – and Sethos’s daughter Molly.

Despite – or perhaps because! – of the fact that women found Sethos attractive, his relationships with the female sex had been far from satisfactory. For years he had professed an attachment to my humble self – a lost cause if ever there was one, since Emerson would never have allowed it even if I had faltered in my devotion to my spouse. In recent years he had transferred his affections to Margaret, who returned them with (at least) equal intensity. But Margaret had her own hard-won career, as a writer and newspaper correspondent specializing in Middle Eastern affairs, and she was unwilling to commit herself to a man who put his hazardous occupation ahead of her. Patriotism is all very well, but a woman likes to know where a man is and what he is up to, particularly when there is a possibility he may walk out of the house one day and never come back.

Then there was Bertha, Sethos’s mistress and accomplice during his criminal years. Passionately devoted to him at the beginning of their relationship, her tigerish affections had turned to rage when she learned of his purported love for me. She had met a violent death at the hands of my friends after several attempts to kill me, but not before giving birth to Sethos’s daughter.

We had encountered Molly – or Maryam, to use her proper name – only once, when she was fourteen years of age, before we were aware of Sethos’s real identity and hers. Soon after that she had learned certain disturbing facts about her mother’s death and had fled from her father’s house. Despite his habitual insouciance I knew Sethos felt guilt and deep concern on her behalf, but his efforts to trace her had failed. We hadn’t seen her or heard of her for years.

The waning moon slid long silver fingers through the gaps in the curtains. It was late. I cleared my mind of distractions. Finally Emerson’s rhythmic breathing and the swaying of the carriage lulled me to sleep.

A year after the Armistice Cairo still had the look of an armed camp. Below the very terrace of Shepheard’s, a crowd surrounded a young orator who held forth in eloquent Arabic on British injustice and the inalienable right of Egypt to independence. The attempts of the doormen to silence him were frustrated by the pushing and shoving of his followers, and the more timid of the foreign residents of the famed hostelry hung back, fearing to pass the mob. We stopped to listen.

‘Anybody you know?’ Emerson enquired of Ramses, who had once been involved in a somewhat unorthodox manner with one of the nationalist groups.

‘Good God, it’s Rashad,’ Ramses exclaimed. ‘The last I heard he was in prison.’

The speaker caught sight of him at the same moment and broke off in mid-sentence. His blazing eyes moved from Ramses to Emerson, both of whom were conspicuous because of their height. I took a firmer grip on my parasol.

Rashad bared his teeth and pointed a quivering forefinger at Ramses, but before he could speak, one of the bystanders cried, ‘It is the Father of Curses and his son, and the Sitt Hakim his wife, and the Light of Egypt. Welcome! Have you come to speak for us and for our cause?’

‘Certainly,’ Emerson shouted over the chorus of greeting.

‘Not now, Emerson!’ I took a firm grip of his arm.

‘Well, perhaps not,’ Emerson conceded. He raised his voice to the pitch that has, together with his command of bad language, given him his Egyptian nickname. ‘Disperse, my friends, and take Rashad with you. The police are coming.’

A troop of mounted men clattered towards the scene, led, as was customary, by a British officer. As Rashad ran off, he twisted his head round to look at us over his shoulder. His lips moved. It was as well we could not hear the words, for his scowling face suggested he did not share the friendly attitude of his followers. By the time the squad of police arrived, they were all gone.

Perhaps it would be in order for me to remind my less well-informed Readers (a small minority, but nonetheless worthy of consideration) of the historical background in order to explain why a British officer was in command of Egyptian troops, and why Cairo seethed with the spirit of revolt. Though it was formally a province of the Ottoman Empire, Egypt had effectively been under British control since the middle of the nineteenth century. In 1914 it was declared a British protectorate, under military occupation, when the Turks were threatening the Suez Canal and it was feared that Egyptians would support their fellow Muslims against an occupying power they had always resented. These fears had not materialized, except for a single abortive attempt at an insurrection in Cairo. Maternal pride compels me to add that it was aborted by Ramses, who had taken on the role of a radical nationalist leader named Wardani in order to intercept the weapons sent by Turkey to Wardani’s group. Had it not been for his efforts, and the equally perilous part played by David, the Canal might well have fallen to the enemy.

But as I was saying . . . What Egypt wanted was independence, from Britain, Turkey, or any other nation. Once the war ended, the demands of Egyptian Nationalists intensified.

Britain’s response had not been well thought out. One bad mistake had been the exiling of Nationalist leader Zaghlul Pasha. A tall, impressive-looking man, he was a splendid orator and much beloved by the Egyptian people. When the news of his summary deportation became known, rioting and demonstrations broke out all over Egypt. Though we were of course deeply distressed by the violence, the uprising in Upper Egypt earlier that year had not affected us personally. Our Egyptian friends were too sensible to engage in such a futile, uncivilized procedure, and naturally no one would have dared inconvenience the Father of Curses and his family.

The rebellion was put down by force. Zaghlul Pasha was released and went off to Paris, where the Peace Conference of the Allies was meeting to decide the fate of conquered and occupied territories. Zaghlul’s demands were ignored. The British government insisted that the protectorate must be maintained. As a result, disaffection continued to smolder, isolated acts of violence against foreigners still occurred, and orators like Rashad stirred the populace up. Britain had agreed to send out a high-level commission of inquiry under Lord Milner, the colonial secretary, but few people believed that its report would bring about the changes Egypt demanded.

‘There’s another complication,’ Ramses said, as we mounted the stairs to the terrace.

‘No, why should it be?’ demanded Emerson. ‘Kamil el Wardani may hold a grudge against you and David, but he is out of the picture, Zaghlul Pasha is the accepted leader of the independence movement. Has Rashad changed allegiance?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I declared. ‘We have enough to worry about without becoming revolutionaries, and we must at all costs prevent David from becoming involved with that lot again. Emerson, I strictly forbid you to climb on soapboxes and orate.’

‘They don’t use soapboxes,’ Emerson said mildly.

I looked from his smiling, self-satisfied countenance to the hooded eyes of my son, and a strong foreboding – of a sort to which I am only too accustomed – came over me. Sympathy for the rights of the Egyptian people was one thing, and we had always been of that mind. Rioting and instigating riots was something else again.

Our rooms on the third floor of Shepheard’s were a home away from home; for more years than I care to admit we had dwelled there at least once each season. The suite had two bedrooms, one on either side of a well-appointed sitting room, and two baths. Before she and Ramses were wed, Nefret had occupied the second bedchamber, with Ramses in an adjoining (but I assure you, Reader, not connected) room.

Emerson went at once to the balcony of the sitting room, and stood gazing sentimentally out across the roofs and minarets of Cairo. He invited me to join him. I was itching to unpack but I could not refuse; how many times had we stood on that same balcony, on that precise spot, in fact, reveling in our return to the land we loved, and anticipating a busy season of excavation. How long ago it seemed, and yet how recent!

Having allowed Emerson (and myself) a few moments of nostalgia, I brought his mind back to the present.

‘If the boat is on time, our loved ones will be here tomorrow evening, Emerson. That gives us only a little over twenty-four hours in which to complete our investigations.’

‘What investigations?’ Emerson demanded. ‘If you are thinking of pursuing your favourite sport of badgering the antiquities dealers, dismiss the idea. It would be a waste of time. Martinelli will not dispose of his loot through the usual channels.’

‘So you can read his mind, can you?’

‘Curse it, Peabody –’

‘What is the harm of a visit to the souk? I must do a bit of shopping, in the course of which a few innocent enquiries may produce useful information.’

‘Hmph,’ said Emerson.

When the children joined us for luncheon, Nefret readily agreed to my suggestion, though, like Emerson, she was of the opinion that we were not likely to learn anything about the stolen jewellery. ‘I need to buy things for the twins,’ she said. ‘They are growing like weeds and they are very hard on their clothes.’

Ramses and his father exchanged conspiratorial glances. They were trying to come up with excuses for not accompanying us. I didn’t want them along anyhow; Emerson always stood by shuffling his feet and grumbling under his breath, and Ramses always wore an expression of exaggerated patience which was even more trying.

‘You needn’t come,’ I said. ‘Nefret and I will shop for the twins and for other boring necessities such as sheets and pillowcases, which you seem to believe appear out of thin air. Shall we go, Nefret? Emerson, I expect you and Ramses to behave yourselves. No hobnobbing with thieves and spies, no orating.’

‘The same to you,’ Emerson grunted.

‘Take your parasol,’ Ramses added.

I did, of course. My parasols have become the stuff of legend in Egypt. They were no longer fashionable but I always carried one since I had found them to be invaluable, serving as sunshade or walking stick, and sometimes as a defensive weapon. A good hard whack over the head or across the shins will bring down most assailants, and mine were specially made, with a heavy steel shaft and – in one case – a concealed sword. Thanks to Daoud’s preposterous stories, superstitious persons had become convinced that the parasols had additional magical powers. In some quarters the mere sight of that deadly object was enough to bring a miscreant to his knees. Since I had no reason to fear danger, the one I carried that day was not one of the heavy black instruments, but a delicate saffron in colour to match my frock.

Nefret and I had a successful shopping trip. I do not enjoy buying bed linens any more than certain other people do, but when a task is necessary I complete it efficiently and thoroughly. Purchasing little garments for the twins provided greater pleasure, though Nefret firmly vetoed most of the frilly frocks and miniature coats and trousers I would have selected. She was undoubtedly correct; even Fatima had balked at ironing the dozens of frocks Charla got through in the course of a week.

After taking tea at Groppi’s, we returned to the hotel to find that the merchandise we had ordered had been sent on. The suffragi had placed all the parcels in the sitting room, and we were going through them to make certain all was in order when Ramses returned.

‘Did you get everything you wanted?’ he asked, taking a chair.

‘Yes, my dear, thank you for your interest,’ I replied. ‘Where is your father?’

‘Isn’t he back yet?’

‘No, he is not. I thought you two were going somewhere together.’

‘Were we supposed to?’

‘Stop that,’ I ordered. Shopping does leave one weary (which is one of the reasons why men make women do it) and Ramses’s habit of answering questions with additional questions was, I did not doubt, designed to tease.

‘Yes, Mother. Father went off on some errand of his own; he declined my offer to accompany him, nor did he mention what it was.’

‘Hmmm,’ I said. ‘And what did you do?’

Ramses’s amused smile faded. There was no way he could avoid a direct answer this time. ‘I called on Rashad.’

Nefret dropped the little shoe she was inspecting. ‘Not alone!’ she exclaimed.

‘Except for several hundred tourists, vendors, merchants, and miscellaneous citizens of Cairo,’ said Ramses. ‘I thought he might have the same rooms he occupied several years ago, when I crawled through his window from the back of a camel. Such proved to be the case. He wasn’t at home, though.’

‘Why did you want to see him?’ I asked.

Ramses leaned back and lit a cigarette. ‘I wanted to know why he has come back to Cairo and where his former leader has got to. If Wardani is planning some new stunt, he may try to recruit David again.’

‘But surely he knows that David betrayed him once before,’ I said uneasily. ‘He wouldn’t be likely to trust him again, would he?’

‘One never knows,’ Ramses replied. ‘Wardani is a pragmatist. If he believed David could be useful, he might be willing to overlook past indiscretions.’

‘We cannot permit that,’ I said. ‘However, I see no point in anticipating trouble. Have you had tea, my dear? Nefret and I took tea at Groppi’s, but I will send the suffragi to bring it if you would like.’

‘Thank you, I’ll wait for Father.’

We had to wait some time. Emerson finally turned up, in an unusual state of dishevelment even for him. He had not had a hat to begin with – he lost them so often that I no longer insisted on his wearing one – and his hair was standing on end. His tie was undone, his coat open, and his shirt streaked with some dark oily substance.

‘Good heavens, what have you been up to?’ I enquired. ‘That looks like oil. Did you fall?’

‘What?’ Emerson glanced down at his chest. ‘Oil? Fall? No. Yes. Another shirt ruined, eh, my dear?’

He laughed, loudly and unconvincingly.

‘Would you like tea, Emerson?’ I asked.

‘No, no, let’s go and dine in the souk, eh?’

I had planned to dine at Shepheard’s in the expectation of encountering acquaintances and catching up on the news, but I did not mind making this small concession to marital accord. Emerson dislikes elegant hotels, formal attire, and most of my acquaintances. So we assumed garments suitable for the littered alleyways and grimy buildings of the Khan el Khalili, and I changed parasols.

‘Not your sword parasol!’ Emerson protested. ‘Don’t tell me you are having one of your premonitions, Peabody, for I won’t stand for it.’

‘Nothing of the sort, my dear. Just a general precaution.’

A return to the Khan el Khalili was a trip into the past. The few small changes had not altered the general character of the place – an Aladdin’s cave of shining brass lamps and mother-of-pearl inlaid tables, carpets like woven gardens of flowers, fine leather sandals and silver bangles. Greetings showered us and Emerson’s countenance brightened, even when Nefret or I delayed to examine a jewel or a length of gold-woven brocade from Damascus. He even went so far as to permit me to call on several of the antiquities dealers, including our old acquaintance Aslimi. Aslimi was not glad to see us, but then he never was. Emerson made him extremely nervous. I beheld no unusual degree of nervousness or sign of guilt, however. Nor was there any response from him or the other dealers to the only question we dared ask: ‘Anything of interest?’

‘I hope you are satisfied, Peabody,’ said Emerson, as we strolled on.

‘I am not at all satisfied, Emerson. If Martinelli did not dispose of his loot in Luxor or with any of the Cairo dealers, what did he do with it?’

‘Sold it to a private buyer, of course,’ Emerson said impatiently. ‘Now may we dine? Where?’

‘It had better be Bassam’s,’ Nefret said. ‘If we go elsewhere and he learns of it – which he will – he will be cut to the quick.’

Emerson snorted at her tender consideration for Bassam’s feelings, but since it was his favourite restaurant he made no objection. Bassam came running to greet us, his bare forearms shining with perspiration, for he was cook as well as proprietor. He was not at all surprised to see us. He had heard of our arrival, and of our presence in the Khan; where else would we dine but with him?

‘So,’ said Emerson, studying Bassam’s apron – the closest thing to a menu the establishment provided. ‘Since you expected us, you have no doubt prepared one of those delicacies you keep promising – ostrich, or antelope.’

He hadn’t. The offers were only generalized and extravagant gestures of goodwill, which he knew would never be accepted.

Bassam liked to advertise our presence, so our table was, as usual, near the open doorway. This was mildly annoying, since passers-by paused to greet us and an occasional beggar summoned up courage enough to risk Bassam’s wrath by asking for baksheesh. He ran most of them off that evening, but after the meal, while we were enjoying Bassam’s excellent coffee, a ragged man took advantage of his temporary absence to sidle up to Ramses, his hands moving eloquently in appeal. Ramses handed over a few coins – and got in return a folded paper. After performing this manoeuvre, which had been done with deft, sleght-of-hand skill, the beggar retreated out the door.

‘How curious,’ I exclaimed. ‘What does it say, Ramses?’

Ramses’s expressive brows tilted as he read. ‘It is from Rashad. He wants me to meet him.’

‘No,’ Nefret exclaimed.

‘Under no circumstances,’ I said.

‘My dears,’ said Emerson. ‘Please.’

It was a mild enough remonstrance, coming from Emerson, but his tone silenced me and Nefret. Emerson went on, ‘Well, Ramses?’

‘He says . . .’ Ramses looked again at the curving Arabic script. ‘He says there is danger awaiting David in Cairo. He wants to warn him.’

‘What danger?’ I asked.

‘He’ll tell me when I see him. I must go, this may be a false alarm, but if it is true –’

‘Not alone,’ Nefret said.

‘Yes, alone, he is very clear about that. Do you suppose you – any of you – can follow me without his knowing? We are obviously under surveillance. This cannot be a trap,’ he added impatiently. ‘He’s signed his name and given explicit directions. The place isn’t far from here. Do you know it, Father?’

Emerson read the message. ‘I can find it.’

‘Wait for me here.’ Ramses rose. ‘I’ll be back in an hour or less.’

He vanished into the darkness outside.

‘It could be a trap,’ I said.

‘Oh, yes,’ said Emerson. ‘Bassam, more coffee, if you please.’

Nefret did not speak. Her wide eyes were fixed on Emerson’s face. He smiled at her, and patted her hand.

‘You couldn’t have held him back, my dear, nor wanted to – not when there was a threat to David.’

‘I can’t sit here waiting for an hour,’ Nefret said tightly.

‘You won’t have to. We will give Ramses and anyone who may be following him time enough to get well away from here. Ten minutes, then we’ll go there ourselves.’

It was an admirable scheme; there should have been no flaw in it. Rashad had not given a street address. Cairo does not boast such conveniences, except in the modern European quarters. The description had been explicit, however, and Emerson was certain we had found the right place. No one was there except a half-dozen impoverished and extensive families, who denied any knowledge of Rashad or of Ramses. Cowering before the thunder of Emerson’s voice and the sight of the terrible parasol, they protested their innocence in terms impossible to doubt; but we searched the wretched place from top to bottom. We found no sign of Ramses.
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