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I have robbed their nostrils of the breath of life
and made the dread of you fill their hearts.
My serpent on your brow consumed them.

– The Poetical Stela of Thutmose III
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Chapter One
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He woke from a feverish sleep to see something bending over him. It was a shape of black ice, a tall featureless outline that exuded freezing cold. He tried to move, to cry out. Every muscle was frozen. Cold air touched his face, sucking out breath, warmth, life.

We had gathered for tea on the veranda. It is a commodious apartment, stretching clear across the front of the house, and the screens covering the wide window apertures and outer door do not interfere with the splendid view. Looking out at the brilliant sunlight and golden sand, with the water of the Nile tinted by the sunset, it was hard to believe that elsewhere in the world snow covered the ground and icy winds blew. My state of mind was as benevolent as the gentle breeze. The delightful but exhausting Christmas festivities were over and a new year had begun – 1922, which, I did not doubt, would bring additional success to our excavations and additional laurels to the brow of my distinguished spouse, the greatest Egyptologist of this or any age.

Affectionately I contemplated his impressive form – the sapphire-blue eyes and ebon hair, the admirable musculature of chest and arms, half bared by his casual costume. Our son, Ramses, who had acquired that nickname because he had the colouring of an Egyptian and, in his youth, the dogmatism of a pharaoh, sat comfortably sprawled on the settee, next to his beautiful wife, our adopted daughter, Nefret. Faint cries of protest and distress drifted to our ears from the house the dear little children and their parents occupied; but even Nefret, the most devoted of mothers, paid them no heed. We were well accustomed to the complaints; such sounds always accompanied the efforts of Fatima and her assistants (it took several of them) to wash and change the children. It would be some time before the little dears joined us, and when a carriage drew up in front of the house I could not repress a mild murmur of protest at the disturbance of our peace.

Emerson protested more emphatically. ‘Damnation! Who the devil is that?’

‘Now, Emerson, don’t swear,’ I said, watching a woman descend from the carriage.

Asking Emerson not to use bad language is tantamount to King Canute’s ordering the tide not to surge in. His Egyptian sobriquet of ‘Father of Curses’ is well deserved.

‘Do you know her?’ Emerson demanded.

‘No.’

‘Then tell her to go away.’

‘She appears to be in some distress,’ Nefret said. Her physician’s gaze had noted the uncertain movements and hesitant steps. ‘Ramses, perhaps you had better see if she requires assistance.’

‘Assist her back into her carriage,’ Emerson said loudly.

Ramses looked from his wife to his father to me, his heavy black eyebrows tilting in inquiry. ‘Use your own judgement,’ I said, knowing what the result would be. Ramses was too well brought up (by me) to be rude to a woman, and this one appeared determined to proceed. As soon as he reached her she caught hold of his arm with both hands, swayed, and leaned against him. In a breathy, accented voice she said, ‘You are Dr Emerson, I believe? I must see you and your parents at once.’

Somewhat taken aback by the title, which he had earned but never used, Ramses looked down at the face she had raised in entreaty. I could not make out her features, since she was heavily veiled. The veils were unrelieved black, as was her frock. It fit (in my opinion) rather too tightly to a voluptuously rounded figure. Short of prying her hands off his arm, Ramses had no choice but to lead her to the veranda.

As soon as she was inside she adjusted the black chiffon veils, exposing a countenance whose semblance of youth owed more to art than to nature. Her eyes were framed with kohl and her full lips were skillfully tinted. Catching my eye, she lifted her chin in a practised gesture that smoothed out the slight sagging of her throat. ‘I apologize for the intrusion. The matter is of some urgency. My name is Magda Petherick. I am the widow of Pringle Petherick. My life is threatened and only you can save me.’

It was certainly the sort of introduction that captured one’s attention. I invited Mrs Petherick to take a chair and offered her a cup of tea. ‘Take your time,’ I said, for she was breathing quickly and her face was flushed. She carried a heavy reticule, which she placed at her feet before she accepted the cup from Ramses.

Leaning against the wall, his arms folded, Emerson studied her interestedly. Like myself, he had recognized the name.

‘Your husband was Pringle Petherick, the well-known collector?’ he inquired. ‘I believe he passed away recently.’

‘November of last year,’ she said. ‘A date that is engraved on my heart.’ She pressed her hand over that region of her person and launched, without further preamble, into the description I have already recorded. ‘He woke that morning from a feverish sleep . . .

‘This is what killed him,’ she finished. Reaching into the bag, she withdrew a rectangular box painted with crude Egyptian symbols. ‘He had purchased it only a few weeks earlier, unaware that the curse of the long-dead owner yet clung to it.’

A long pause ensued, while we all tried to think of an appropriate response. It had occurred to me, as I feel sure it has occurred to the Reader, that there was a certain literary air about her narrative, but even Emerson was not rude enough to inform a recently bereaved widow that she was either lying or demented.

‘If I may ask,’ Ramses said, after a while, ‘how is it that you were able to describe his death so – er – in such vivid detail? He was – that is to say – he was dead, wasn’t he?’

‘He lingered for a while,’ said Mrs Pringle Petherick composedly.

‘Oh,’ said Ramses.

Nefret, who had been staring fixedly at Mrs Petherick, said, ‘Forgive me, but your face is familiar. Aren’t you Magda, Countess von Ormond, the novelist?’

Aha, I thought. That explains the accent. According to her publicity releases, the countess came from a noble Hungarian family. She had fled that country during the upheaval of the War.

The lady’s mouth opened in a wide, pleased smile. ‘You have read my books? I will be happy to sign the ones you have with you.’

‘I didn’t bring any with me,’ said Nefret, her expression bland as cream. ‘I saw you several years ago at a literary luncheon in London. At that time, I believe, you were not married.’

‘My dear Pringle and I became one only a year before his dreadful death. And now,’ she continued, ‘the curse has fallen upon me. Twice I have beheld that grim black figure, and my intuition tells me that the third time will mean my death. Take it. I beg you!’

She thrust the box at Ramses. Eyeing it askance, he stepped back. I took it, and was about to lift the lid when Mrs Petherick let out a ladylike shriek.

‘Don’t open it! I never want to see that evil little face again!’

‘Am I to understand,’ I inquired, ‘that you are passing the – er – curse on to us?’

‘But you are experienced in dealing with such things,’ Mrs Petherick exclaimed, rolling her black-rimmed eyes. ‘You can do it safely. You have done it before. I have heard the stories.’

The stories to which she referred were lurid newspaper articles, many of them written by our journalist friend Kevin O’Connell. Although in every case the purported curse had been proved false, and the evils attributed to it had been found to be caused by a human criminal, many readers remembered the sensational theories and ignored the rational explanations. If the woman actually believed we could cancel curses and defeat evil spirits, she had to be acquitted of deliberate malice.

The children would soon be joining us, and I did not want their juvenile imaginations stirred up by such nonsense. I was about to suggest to Mrs Petherick that she tie a stone to the confounded thing and toss it in the Nile, when Emerson cleared his throat. His sapphirine eyes were bright and his handsomely tanned face bore an expression of amiable concern. Curse it, I thought.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘You may leave it with us, madam. I will perform – er – I will take care of the matter.’

Mrs Petherick leaned back in her chair, ignoring Emerson’s hint. ‘What are you going to do? Return it to the tomb from which it was stolen?’

‘That might prove a trifle difficult,’ Ramses said, with a critical look at his father. ‘If, as I assume, it was purchased on the antiquities market, there is little hope of tracing the original thief and finding out where he obtained it.’

‘Hmph,’ said Emerson, giving his son an equally critical look. ‘You know my methods, Ramses. Rest assured, madam, that you need not give the matter another thought. Good day to you.’

This dismissal was too direct to ignore. Mrs Petherick rose to her feet, but made one more attempt to prolong the conversation. ‘It killed my dog, too,’ she offered. ‘My poor little Pug. He choked and twitched, and was gone, just like that.’

Fatima, seeing that we had a guest, had managed to detain the children, but I could hear them expostulating in their high-pitched voices. Emerson heard them too; he got Mrs Petherick to the door of the veranda, but not before she had told us where she was staying and had asked to be informed when the curse had been officially lifted. She added, with an air of complacency quite at variance from her initial distress, ‘Perhaps I should participate in the ceremony.’

‘That will not be necessary,’ said Emerson, shoving the lady into her carriage and motioning the driver to proceed.

‘Really, Emerson,’ I said. ‘What ceremony? You made no promise, but your failure to deny her suggestion was a tacit –’

‘Well, what else could I have done?’ Emerson demanded. ‘The woman was in considerable distress. Her mind will now be at ease.’

‘Oh, bah,’ I said. ‘Are you familiar with the literary (I use the word loosely) works of Countess von Ormond?’

‘Good Gad, no,’ said Emerson.

‘I’ve read some of them,’ Nefret said. ‘The Vampire’s Kiss was her first. All her novels are about vampires and curses and hauntings.’

‘Quite,’ I said. ‘I suspect that the vivacious account of her husband’s death was the first paragraph of her next novel. She means to use us and our questionable reputation with the newspapers in order to get publicity. I understand that her sales have been falling off.’

‘The later books aren’t nearly as entertaining as the first four or five,’ Nefret said critically. ‘They were really quite good. I had to leave the light on all night while I was reading Sons of the Werewolf.’

‘Good Gad,’ Emerson exclaimed. ‘I had no idea you indulged in such trash, Nefret. Peabody, why did you let her –’

‘I do not believe in censoring the reading material of adult persons, Emerson.’

‘In fact it would be a question of the pot and the kettle,’ said Emerson. ‘Your penchant for sensational novels like those of Rider Haggard –’

‘Which you also read on the sly,’ I retorted. ‘Hypocrisy does not become you, Emerson. To return to the point, I do not intend to allow the woman to make use of us. I will return that object to her tomorrow, unopened, with a stiff note.’

‘Not unopened,’ said Emerson. ‘Aren’t you even a trifle curious about the accursed object?’

‘It is only a crude wooden box, Emerson, not even ancient.’

‘Ah,’ said Emerson. ‘But what is inside the box? Your analysis of the lady’s motives may be accurate, my dear, but it overlooks one interesting fact. Petherick was a wealthy, discriminating collector. She may have purchased the box in Cairo, but if the contents came from Petherick’s collection, they will be worth looking at.’

He took the box from me and was about to lift the lid when I exclaimed, ‘No, Emerson. Not now. Put it away.’

Seeing that our visitor had departed, Fatima opened the door to the house and the juvenile avalanche descended. There were only two of them, and they were only four years old, but they made enough noise for a dozen and moved so rapidly that they gave the impression of having been multiplied. As usual, they dashed at their grandfather, who tried to hide the painted box behind his back. He was not quick enough.

‘It is a present!’ Carla shouted. Her black eyes, so like those of her father, shone with anticipation. ‘Is it for me?’

Her brother, David John, who had his mother’s fair hair and blue eyes, shook his head. ‘The assumption is without foundation, Carla. Grandpapa would not have a present for only one of us.’

‘Quite right,’ said Emerson. ‘Er – this is a present for me.’

‘Did the lady give it to you?’ Carla demanded.

‘Yes,’ said Emerson.

‘Why?’

‘Because – er – because she is a kind person.’

‘Can we see what is inside?’

David John, whose methods were less direct than those of his sister, had already headed for the tea table, where Fatima had placed a plate of biscuits.

‘Don’t you want a biscuit?’ Emerson asked Carla.

Carla hesitated only for a moment. Insatiable curiosity won over greed. ‘I want to see what is inside the box.’

Emerson tried to look severe. He did not succeed. He dotes on his grandchildren, and they know it. ‘I told you, Carla, that it is not for you.’

‘But it might be something I would want,’ Carla explained coolly.

‘It is something you may not have,’ said Ramses, drawing himself up to his full height of six feet and fixing his small daughter with a stern look. Not one whit intimidated, Carla stared back at him from her full height of three feet and a bit. She was comically like her father, with the same black curls and dark eyes, and downy black brows that were now drawn into a miniature version of his frown.

I said, ‘David John is eating all the biscuits.’

My understanding of juvenile psychology had the effect Ramses’ attempt at discipline had not. Carla ran to get her share and Nefret informed her son he had had as many biscuits as he was allowed. A discussion ensued, for David John had inherited his father’s Jesuitical skill at debate, and Nefret had to counter several arguments about the needs of growing children for sugarcoated biscuits. While they were thus engaged, I gestured to Emerson.

‘Now you have aroused my curiosity,’ I admitted. ‘Open the box, Emerson.’

The object inside the box was roughly cylindrical in shape and approximately thirty centimetres long. That was all we could make out at first, since it was swathed in silken wrappings tied at intervals with tightly knotted gold cords.

‘She was taking no chances, was she?’ Ramses said, while his father picked at the knots and swore under his breath. ‘It could be an ushebti, it’s the right shape.’

‘Surely nothing so ordinary,’ I objected. The little servant statues, placed in the tomb to serve the dead man in the afterlife, had been found in the thousands; most were of crude workmanship and cheap materials such as faience.

‘Why not?’ Ramses inquired. ‘The notion of a curse is pure superstition; it can be attached to any object, however humble.’

‘Petherick wouldn’t have owned anything humble,’ said Emerson.

But his wife might have purchased something of the sort to add verisimilitude to her sensational account. I did not voice this sentiment, since Emerson would not have accepted it. Anyhow, I told myself, it would do no harm to have a look.

Since neither Emerson nor Ramses carried even a small penknife (David John was an accomplished pickpocket and particularly interested in sharp objects), Emerson had to go into the house to get a knife with which to cut the cords, the knots being beyond even my skill. By that time, I candidly admit, we were all agog with anticipation. Even Nefret abandoned her maternal duties and came to lean over my shoulder as Emerson removed the wrappings.

Sunset light set the small statue aglow, as if a fire burned within. This was no crude ushebti, of common material; it was the golden figure of a crowned king. His face was youthful, rounded and faintly smiling, his half-bared body gently curved. He wore an elaborately pleated kilt, the lines of which had been rendered with exquisite precision. The small sandalled feet and delicate hands were models of graceful beauty.

Nefret caught her breath and Emerson gave me a triumphant look. Even Ramses’ normally enigmatic countenance betrayed astonishment verging on awe.

‘How beautiful,’ I murmured. ‘There is nothing evil about this face.’

‘The devil with that,’ said Emerson, lifting the statuette out of the box. ‘Where did it come from? Where did he get it? How could such a thing come on to the antiquities market without causing a sensation?’

‘Is it genuine?’ Nefret asked breathlessly.

Emerson weighed the statuette in his hand. ‘Forgers don’t use this amount of solid gold.’

We agreed to postpone further discussion until the children had been sent off to bed. Our friends the Vandergelts were dining with us, and as Emerson and I dressed I inquired, ‘Are you planning to show it to Cyrus?’

‘Hmph,’ said Emerson.

I had learned over the years how to interpret Emerson’s wordless grunts. ‘You must, Emerson,’ I said. ‘We can’t keep the statue, you know, it is far too valuable. An ordinary accursed ushebti is one thing, but this –’

‘Yes, yes, confound it,’ said Emerson. ‘I intend to pay her for it.’

‘If she had wanted money, she would have asked for it.’

‘Everybody wants money,’ said Emerson. He pondered the matter for a moment and then went on, ‘It is odd, though, that she would hand over something so valuable to complete strangers in order to support a fantastic story which could have been equally well served by a cheap antiquity such as an amulet or ushebti.’

‘Better served,’ I admitted. ‘One of the monster-headed Egyptian gods like Tausert or Sobek would be more likely to appeal to a melodramatic mind like hers. How much is this object worth, do you suppose?’

‘You ought to know better than to ask me, Peabody. I never purchase antiquities and I do not follow the vagaries of the market.’

‘All the more reason to invite Cyrus’ opinion. He too is a collector, as well as a knowledgeable and respected excavator.’

‘Hmph,’ said Emerson. This time it was a tacit acknowledgement of the correctness of my statement.

So Emerson took the little box with him when we went to the drawing room. He had adamantly refused to assume proper evening dress, which he hates, but I had managed to persuade him into a tweed coat and a nice sapphire-blue tie, selected by me. Given his own way, he would have gone to dinner in the same open-necked shirt and unpressed trousers he wore on the dig – a costume which, I would be the first to admit, becomes his stalwart form to best advantage. However, certain standards must be maintained.

We found Nefret and Ramses waiting for us. Ramses was dressed like his father, but Nefret, who enjoyed pretty clothes and had enough money to buy all she liked, wore a clinging frock of Nile green that set off her golden-red hair. The Great Cat of Re had also condescended to join us. He was the only cat in residence that year, Nefret’s unpleasant old pet Horus having passed on to whatever hereafter awaited him (I hoped it was someplace uncomfortable). The Great Cat of Re – who was always referred to by his full name – was more agreeable and a good deal more ornamental than Horus had been: striped grey and white, with a tail as bushy as a Cavalier’s plume. He had arranged himself at the feet of Ramses with the expression of a creature who expects to be admired.

Ramses’ eagle eye immediately fell on the box his father held.

‘So you mean to let Cyrus in on this?’ he inquired.

Emerson frowned. ‘I do not know why you put it in those terms, my boy. Surely you don’t meant to imply I would keep this remarkable discovery to myself? Even if I could.’

The regret in the last phrase brought a smile to Ramses’ tanned face, and Nefret laughed aloud.

‘You cannot,’ I said firmly. ‘We haven’t even begun to discuss the ramifications of this business. I confess that my initial interpretation of Mrs Petherick’s motives has been shaken. An ordinary amulet would have served the purpose if she wished only to – ah, here are the Vandergelts. Prompt as always! Good evening, Cyrus – Katherine – Bertie, dear boy. But where is Jumana?’

Jumana was a member of our dear departed reis Abdullah’s family, not a Vandergelt, though Katherine’s son Bertie had more than once attempted to persuade her to become one. After completing her training in Egyptology, she had joined our staff but she lived at the Castle, since Cyrus’ palatial home near the Valley of the Kings was more commodious than our humble abode.

Bertie’s amiable countenance darkened. ‘She said she had to finish a paper. The girl thinks of nothing but work.’

‘She bears a heavy burden on those slender shoulders,’ I said. ‘As the first Egyptian woman to practise Egyptology, she feels she must outshine all others. An admirable attitude, in my opinion.’

Having served our guests with their beverage of choice, Emerson flung himself into a chair and took out his pipe. ‘We had a most interesting visitor this afternoon,’ he said. ‘A Mrs Pringle Petherick.’

Animation lit Cyrus’ lined countenance. ‘Petherick’s widow? What’s she doing in Egypt? Pringle said she hates the place.’

Emerson countered with another question. ‘Were you a friend of his?’

‘As good a friend as one die-hard collector can be with a fellow who is after the same artefacts,’ Cyrus said. ‘I saw his collection one time – some of it, anyhow. He frankly admitted he had some pieces he could never display, since he’d got them illegally. He’d do anything, pay anything, to get what he wanted. Say!’ He leaned forward, his eyes brightening. ‘Is his widow putting the collection up for sale? Is that why she called on you, to get your advice? Emerson, old pal, you wouldn’t cut me out, would you?’

‘That never occurred to me,’ Ramses said thoughtfully. ‘It makes better sense than her nonsense about a curse, though it’s an extremely roundabout way of capturing your interest, Father.’

‘Not necessarily,’ I said. ‘If she knows anything about your father, she must realize he would reject a request for assistance in marketing the antiquities. Perhaps the statue could be considered a sample. It certainly succeeded in capturing his interest.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Cyrus demanded. ‘Sample? Statue?’

‘And what’s this about a curse?’ Katherine asked.

I recounted our conversation with Mrs Petherick. Being in receipt of several grunts and meaningful glances from Emerson, I stopped short of describing the statuette. He wanted to spring it on Cyrus himself.

‘How can she believe anything so preposterous?’ Katherine exclaimed.

‘I don’t know why it should surprise you, Mother,’ Bertie said.

The oblique reference to Katherine’s former career as a spiritualist medium brought a frown to that lady’s face. After years of happy marriage and complete respectability, she would have preferred to forget that part of her life – which, I should add in justice to her, she had taken on solely as a means of earning a living for herself and her orphaned children. Generous soul that he was, Cyrus regarded Bertie and his sister Anna as his own, and Bertie had repaid his stepfather’s kindness by becoming his affectionate and skilled assistant in his excavations.

‘It isn’t at all surprising,’ Cyrus said impatiently. ‘The world is full of people who can’t think straight. Come on, Emerson, let’s see the thing.’

Emerson removed the statuette from the box and held it up.

The effect was all my husband could have desired. Cyrus actually and literally went white. Bertie leaned forward, his eyes wide. Katherine was not so violently affected, since she had not the expertise to understand what it was she saw, but even she exclaimed in admiration.

‘I presume this was not one of the objects you saw when you visited Petherick,’ said Emerson.

Cyrus shook his head. In silence he held out his hand – it trembled perceptibly – and Emerson gave him the statue.

‘Mrs Petherick said he did not acquire it until shortly before his death,’ I said.

‘She . . .’ Cyrus cleared his throat. ‘She gave you this? In exchange for what?’

‘My promise that I would take upon myself the wrath of the original owner,’ said Emerson with a superior smile. ‘Bad luck, Vandergelt. Had you my reputation for superstitious hokery-pokery, she might have gone to you.’

‘Don’t tease, Emerson,’ I said.

The drawing room door opened, and Fatima appeared. ‘Dinner is –’ Before she could finish the sentence, a man pushed past her and entered the room. He was tall and cadaverously thin, the black of his evening suit matching windblown ebony hair, his long face as white as his shirt-front; but I believe no one took much notice of his appearance at that time. Our attention was concentrated on the pistol he held.

‘Give it back,’ he cried, waving the weapon wildly. ‘Give it to me now, and no one will be hurt.’

His hungry eyes were fixed on the statuette. Clutching it still more firmly, Cyrus took a step back. ‘Now see here, young fellow,’ he began.

‘Don’t argue, Vandergelt,’ said Emerson. ‘If the statuette is his property, we must certainly return it. Sir, may I suggest you put the gun away? There are ladies present.’

The appeal had an effect reason had not. The fellow’s high white brow wrinkled. ‘I beg your pardon,’ he said.

He took his finger off the trigger and lowered the weapon a trifle; it now pointed at my feet instead of my head. This was something of an improvement, but not entirely reassuring. I smiled graciously, holding his gaze, and Ramses, who had been edging sideways in that noiseless fashion of his, caught hold of the fellow from behind, gripping his right wrist and forcing his arm down. The weapon thumped on to the floor and the intruder let out a cry of pain.

‘It was locked on safety,’ said Ramses coolly.

‘Very good,’ said Emerson, who had, of course, been aware of the manoeuvre from the start. ‘You had better keep hold of him.’

The intruder stood passive in Ramses’ grasp, his head bowed. Cyrus took a handkerchief from his breast pocket and mopped his brow; Katherine sank back in her chair with a long sigh. Fatima had prudently retired to the farthest corner of the room, but had betrayed no signs of alarm, since she took it for granted that we could handle any situation, up to and including armed assault.

‘Sitt Hakim,’ she said somewhat accusingly, ‘dinner is –’

She got no further with the announcement than she had before. This time the person who pushed her aside was a woman, smartly dressed in a beaded evening frock and a cloak trimmed with marabou feathers. She let out a piercing scream, flung the cloak aside, and rushed at Ramses. ‘How dare you! Release him at once!’

She began pounding at Ramses with clenched fists. Ramses raised one arm to protect his face, and Nefret, swearing, went to his assistance. Avoiding the flailing fists, she administered a sharp kick on the ankle. The woman sat down suddenly on the floor.

‘Well, really,’ I said in exasperation. ‘It appears we are not to dine anytime soon. Young woman, who the devil are you, and what do you mean by this?’

The fall had knocked the breath out of her, and some sense into her. Despite her undignified position, limbs asprawl, long dark hair loosened and skirt crumpled, she maintained an air of self-possession. ‘I came for my brother,’ she said. ‘Adrian, have they hurt you?’

Holding his mute, unresisting captive with one arm, Ramses said, ‘The only damage inflicted on anyone has been done by your brother and you. Is it his habit to threaten strangers with a pistol?’

She hadn’t seen the pistol until then. Her lips tightened and she looked up at Ramses with a stare that held more accusation than apology. For a moment their eyes locked. Then she got slowly to her feet, straightening her skirt. She was tall for a woman, and her bearing was more manly than feminine – feet apart, shoulders squared. Her hair was long and black and lustrous; it had come loose from its combs and hung untidily around her face. Her eyes, of a soft hazel, were her most attractive feature; her nose was prominent and her lips thin. ‘Apparently I misunderstood the situation,’ she said coolly. Her gaze turned to me. ‘Are you the one they call the Sitt Hakim?’

‘It is my Egyptian sobriquet, meaning Lady Doctor,’ I said. ‘Dating from my early days in this country, when I endeavoured in my humble fashion to alleviate the sufferings of the local people. You, however, are not entitled to use that name, since –’

‘Peabody!’ Emerson said in a loud voice.

‘Nor that one,’ I said. ‘Only my husband employs my maiden name as a title of affection and –’

‘Amelia,’ said Emerson even more loudly.

I know Emerson is out of temper with me when he employs my given name. I nodded, in acknowledgement of his implicit complaint, and said to the young woman, ‘You will address me as Mrs Emerson, and apologize for your rude intrusion. You and your brother have probably spoiled our dinner. Fatima, will you tell Cook we will be a few minutes longer?’

‘He will cry,’ said Fatima darkly.

Our former cook had burned the food when we were late. This one wept.

‘Tell him we will be as quick as we can. Young woman, I will give you ten minutes to explain, apologize, and remove your – er – impetuous brother. You might start by introducing yourself.’

‘Harriet Petherick. This is my brother, Adrian.’ Her eyes went back to Ramses. ‘I beg you will let go of him. He is quite calm now. Aren’t you, Adrian?’

‘Yes, of course.’ He gave a brief, embarrassed laugh. ‘I can’t think what came over me. Come along, Harriet, we mustn’t keep these people from their dinner any longer.’

‘Not just yet,’ said Emerson, removing his pipe from his mouth. ‘Ramses, let the fellow go. And pick up that damned gun. Excuse me for not rising, Miss Petherick; I do not consider that your behaviour warrants your being treated like a lady. Sit down, both of you, and explain yourselves. I take it that you are the children of Pringle Petherick, whose widow called on us this afternoon.’

Miss Petherick nodded. She led her brother to a settee and sat down next to him, holding his hand in hers. Ramses scooped up the pistol and examined it.

‘German,’ he said.

‘A war souvenir,’ said Adrian Petherick, smiling.

Bertie let out a soft exclamation and came forward, staring at Petherick. If he had intended to speak, he was not given the chance; Miss Petherick at once launched into the explanation I had requested.

‘Mrs Petherick is our stepmother. We accompanied her to Egypt, at her request, on what she described as a sentimental pilgrimage in memory of her dear departed husband. We had no idea that she had the statue with her, or what she intended to do with it, until she returned to the hotel this evening and informed us she had given you one of the most valuable objects in Father’s collection. We are both fond of Mrs Petherick, and Adrian is quite protective of her. He believed you had taken advantage of a grieving woman who is not, perhaps, as intelligent as she might be. His indignation explains his action, I believe.’

‘No, it does not,’ said Emerson. ‘Your high-handed manner may intimidate some persons, Miss Petherick, but I am not one of them. Does your brother often have attacks of dementia?’

She reacted as if he had struck her, with a loud gasp and a hand raised in protest. Emerson’s steady blue gaze did not alter. After a moment she said, ‘It is not what you think. He has never injured anyone. He would not have injured you.’

‘Hmph,’ said Emerson. ‘We will leave that aside for the moment. Mrs Petherick told us that the object she gave us was accursed. That it had killed her husband, sucking the breath out of him.’

There was no reaction from young Mr Petherick, who was staring off into space. His sister frowned. ‘I am not surprised she should say that. But her superstitious fantasy does not alter the facts of the case.’

‘How did your father die?’ I asked.

‘Of purely natural causes,’ said Miss Petherick. ‘He had a stroke, which left him partially paralysed. The second finished him.’

Emerson took out his watch. ‘Let me be brief. Maaman will be sobbing into the soup, and I want my dinner. I will of course pay Mrs Petherick a reasonable price for the artefact, or return it to her, should she prefer that.’

‘She wants it back,’ said Miss Petherick. ‘She sent us to retrieve it.’

‘Oh, come now,’ Emerson shouted. He had kept his temper under control until that moment, but hunger always makes him irascible. Brother and sister flinched, and Emerson skewered them with a terrible glare. ‘You insult my intelligence, young woman. I don’t know who the legal owner of this object may be. I intend to hang on to it until I find out. I shan’t bother asking you, since I wouldn’t trust your word in any case.’

Miss Petherick recognized that she had met her match. She scowled.

‘Hmph,’ said Emerson. ‘Do you know from whom your father purchased the statuette?’

‘No.’

‘Did he ever discuss his purchases with you?’

‘No.’

‘So your only interest in his collection is in its monetary value?’

The young woman flushed angrily. ‘You have no right to imply that.’

‘Oh, bah,’ said Emerson. ‘Go away.’

Miss Petherick rose. ‘If that is your attitude, Professor Emerson –’

‘Ramses,’ said Emerson. ‘Hand Miss Petherick her wrap and escort her to her carriage.’

When Ramses attempted to put the garment around her shoulders, she snatched it from him. ‘Come, Adrian,’ she said. Her brother stood up, smiling vaguely. She took his arm and swept out of the room, followed by Ramses.

‘Dinner,’ said Fatima, in a near shriek, ‘is served.’

Cyrus had not relaxed his grip on the statuette. He carried it with him into the dining room and was with difficulty persuaded to put it down in order to pick up his napkin.

‘What a family,’ Emerson grumbled. ‘The stepmother is a hysteric or a liar, the brother a lunatic –’

‘And the sister has a fist like a boxer’s,’ said Ramses, whose cheek was beginning to darken.

A wordless grunt from Fatima, who was serving the soup, indicated her opinion of the proceedings. She had been in a happy frame of mind since, for the first time in many years, she did not have to share the cherished chore of serving meals with our butler, Gargery. He was really too old for the strenuous activities that accompany our excavation seasons, but he had agreed to remain in England only because our ward Sennia, whom he adored, had also stayed behind in order to further her education. She was twelve, and bright as a button; the schools of Luxor and Cairo had nothing more to offer her.

‘You ought to have given the confounded girl a good hard shove,’ said Emerson, who would have done nothing of the sort. He swallowed a mouthful of soup and made a face. ‘Salty. Well, Vandergelt, what do you think?’

‘You did the right thing,’ Cyrus said. ‘I remember hearing that Petherick left nothing except his collection. It’s worth a pretty penny, but I don’t know who his legal heirs are. Maybe the kids are trying to put one over on the widow.’

‘If she really believes the statue carries a curse, she won’t take it back,’ I remarked.

‘Emerson,’ said Cyrus piteously, ‘I’ll pay the lady. Anything she wants. I’ve got to have that!’

Emerson pushed his soup plate away. ‘Frankly, Vandergelt, I don’t give a curse who gets it. What I want to know is where it came from.’

‘A dealer, one presumes,’ I said.

‘And before that?’

I shrugged. ‘Another dealer. A tomb-robber or illicit digger. What are you getting at, Emerson?’

‘Tell her, Ramses.’ Emerson picked up the little statue and handed it to his son.

‘Yes, sir. We may or may not be able to trace the object back through its previous owners; but the statue itself offers certain clues as to where it was found.’ Holding the statuette up to the light, he ran an appreciative finger along the delicately modelled cheek and down the curves of the body. ‘It’s one of the Amarna kings.’

I nodded agreement. ‘The style is unmistakable – the soft outlines of the body, the delicate fingers and toes. Since this artistic technique was only employed during the reign of the so-called heretic king Akhenaton and his immediate successors, we can pin it down to a period of – oh, I would say fewer than fifteen years, since it is of the later Amarna style rather than –’

‘Amelia,’ said Emerson forcibly. ‘We know that.’

‘Katherine was looking a trifle confused,’ I explained.

‘Thank you,’ Katherine said with a smile.

‘The term Amarna,’ I continued, before Emerson could stop me, ‘refers to the site in Middle Egypt where Akhenaton founded a city dedicated to the worship of his sole god, Aton.’

‘Can it be Akhenaton himself?’ Cyrus asked. ‘There’s no name on it, I looked.’

Ramses turned the statuette upside down and inspected the soles of the little golden feet. ‘I think it stood on a pedestal, with perhaps a back column, which would have been inscribed with the name of the king.’

‘Maybe,’ Cyrus said doubtfully. ‘But that doesn’t tell us where this came from, does it?’

‘There are only a few possibilities,’ Ramses said. ‘Amarna itself is the most obvious. Mother and Father excavated there in the 1880s, and there have been archaeologists at work off and on ever since – not to mention local diggers. The site is huge. This might have come from a shrine in a courtier’s house, or from a sculptor’s workshop like the one the Germans found before the war.’

Emerson shook his head. ‘Unlikely, my boy. Borchardt found plaster models, intrinsically valueless. Everything that could be reused was taken away when the city was abandoned. A statuette of solid gold certainly wouldn’t have been overlooked.’

‘You can’t be sure of that,’ Cyrus objected. ‘Maybe the owner buried it to keep it safe, and died before he could retrieve it.’

‘Anything is possible,’ Emerson retorted. ‘But don’t pack up and head for Amarna just yet, Vandergelt. We know that Akhenaton’s successors returned to Thebes. One of them was buried in KV55, the tomb Theodore Davis ripped apart back in ’07.’

‘Unless the mummy in that tomb was Akhenaton himself,’ Cyrus said. ‘Weigall believes –’

‘Weigall is wrong,’ Emerson said flatly. ‘The remains have to be those of Smenkhkare, Akhenaton’s son-in-law. That’s beside the point. This statue is precisely the sort of thing that might have been part of the tomb furnishings, which, as you recall, were a hodge-podge of objects belonging to different royals. You may also recall that Davis’ workmen made off with some of them. And so did another individual. Isn’t that right, Amelia?’

All heads turned, all eyes focused on me. Emerson’s bright blue orbs were as hard as sapphires.

Bertie, chivalrous chap that he was, broke the silence with an indignant question. ‘Surely you aren’t accusing your wife, Professor?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘He is accusing his brother.’

There was no need to explain which one I meant. Walter, Emerson’s younger brother, was a reputable scholar and a man of integrity. Seth, their illegitimate half brother, was . . . not. Even Katherine knew his strange history; before I reformed him, Sethos (to give him his nom de crime) had been the most successful dealer in illegal antiquities ever to operate in Egypt. His keen intelligence, his skill at the art of disguise, and his charismatic personality had placed him at the head of an organization that had wreaked havoc with the Service des Antiquités and caused us no little personal inconvenience. All that was in the past. Sethos had served his country honourably during the war and had sworn to me that he had given up his criminal activities.

However, it was the past to which Emerson referred, and I had to admit that Sethos was the most logical suspect. I knew for a fact that he had looted Davis’ tomb.

So did Emerson. I keep nothing from my husband (unless it is unlikely to accomplish anything except to arouse his formidable temper). A violent explosion had, in fact, ensued, when I described my somewhat unusual and (in Emerson’s opinion) unnecessarily intimate conversation with Sethos following the excavation of Tomb 55; but once he cooled off he agreed there would have been no point in pursuing the matter. Sethos had calmly admitted taking a number of antiquities from the tomb, but by the time I learned this it was too late to prevent them from being sent out of the country. They were irretrievably lost, and so was Sethos, who could change his appearance as readily as he did his name.

‘By the Almighty,’ Cyrus exclaimed. ‘Well, but Sethos is now a reformed character and a friend. All we have to do is ask him –’

‘Whether he took the statue,’ Nefret cut in. ‘A man is innocent until proven guilty, isn’t he?’

She had always had a weakness for Sethos. Most women did. Ramses shook his head. He did not have a weakness for his uncle. Most men did not.

‘When it comes to Sethos’ past history, the reverse is true. He usually was guilty. Where is he now?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘He is still working undercover for the War Office.’

‘I can’t see that it matters,’ Nefret declared. ‘Mr Petherick was the legal owner.’

‘It does matter, though,’ Ramses said. ‘If Sethos denies taking this from KV55 – and if we believe him – we must look elsewhere for the origin of the statue.’

‘Hmph.’ Emerson tossed his napkin on to the table and stood up. ‘Let’s get to work.’

I knew what he meant to do, and understood his reasons, but I felt obliged to protest. ‘Emerson, it is very late, and we have guests.’

‘We aren’t guests,’ Cyrus said, rising in his turn. ‘I reckon we’re of the same mind, Emerson. It’s a pity David isn’t here. He’s the best artist in the family.’

‘We may be able to hang on to the statuette until he arrives next week,’ Emerson said. ‘But if we are forced to return it we will at least have a record – photographs, scale drawings, perhaps a plaster cast.’

‘It will take all night,’ I protested.

‘What does that matter?’ Emerson demanded.

It did take most of the night, for Emerson was not satisfied until the object had been photographed from every angle and detailed notes taken. Under close examination, certain minor flaws were apparent in what had seemed a perfect work of art. One of the small fingers had been broken off. The long embroidered sash and the wide collar had once been inlaid with tiny bits of glass or precious stone; almost all of them were missing. There was a hole on the Blue Crown, in the centre of the brow. Here the uraeus serpent, the symbol of kingship, had reared its lordly head. It must have been a separate piece, inserted into the crown, and it had fallen out.

‘Poor little king,’ I said whimsically. ‘Without the guardian serpent on his brow he was helpless to prevent the humiliation of being passed from hand to greedy hand, and exposed to the gaze of the curious.’

The only person who responded to this poetic statement was Emerson. ‘Stop talking nonsense, Peabody.’

After the Vandergelts had left and Ramses and Nefret had gone to their house, Emerson dropped off to sleep immediately. I never allow fatigue to keep me from my nightly routine, so I sat before my dressing table giving my hair its customary one hundred strokes. Candles on either side of the mirror lent a ghostly softness to my reflected face, and the soothing effect of the repeated strokes allowed my mind to wander.

The astonishing events of the evening had postponed a serious discussion about our future plans. In previous years Cyrus had shared with us the site of the workmen’s village at Deir el Medina; while we excavated in the village itself, Cyrus and Bertie investigated the tombs on the hillside. We were short-handed this year, and it had become increasingly evident to me, though not to my stubborn and self-centred spouse, that we were on the verge of momentous changes.

Hitherto we had depended on friends and kin to assist us in our archaeological labours. Selim, the son and successor of our dear reis Abdullah, could be depended upon for many more years, and the younger members of his family were filling the positions left vacant by death and retirement. It was a different matter with David, Abdullah’s grandson, whom we had freed from his cruel master when he was still a child. He had amply repaid that favour, if it could be called such, with years of loyal and skilled service; but he had built a successful career of his own as a painter and illustrator. He and his wife, Lia, Emerson’s niece, now had four children. I need not explain to any mother of four why Lia had given up her career as an archaeological assistant. Her father was a philologist, not an excavator, and he had finally confessed that the arduous life of a field archaeologist had become too much for him. His wife, Evelyn, preferred her role as grandmother to that of staff artist.

That left us with Nefret and Ramses, neither of whom had uttered a word of complaint; but I foresaw a time when they would want more freedom from the bonds of family and from Emerson’s dictatorial control. Nefret was able to employ her medical skills in the clinic she had opened in Luxor, but I suspected she secretly yearned for a more specialized practise, such as the one she would have in Cairo in the women’s hospital she had founded some years earlier. Too many ‘buts’! The children’s needs for schooling, Ramses’ interests in other areas of Egyptology – everything pointed to the same conclusion. We must let our dear ones go their own ways, and that meant we must hire a new staff. How I was going to convince Emerson of this without a battle of epic proportions, I could not imagine. However, I rather looked forward to the argument. Emerson is at his most imposing when he is in a rage – and I had never yet lost an argument that really mattered.

A breeze swayed the candle flame. I leaned forward, peering more closely at my image. Was that . . .

It was. They seemed to be occurring more frequently these days, the silvery strands in the black of my hair. Well! That was another argument I did not mean to lose. Glancing over my shoulder to make sure Emerson still slept, I took out the little bottle of colouring liquid.

From Manuscript H

The children woke at dawn. Dragged out of heavy slumber by the piercing voices of his dear little offspring, Ramses groaned and pulled the blanket up over his head. He hadn’t had more than two hours’ sleep. It wasn’t entirely his father’s fault; there had been an additional distraction, once he and Nefret were alone.

The blanket didn’t help. Lowering it, he turned over and looked at his sleeping wife. And, as usual, his bad humour was dispelled by the very sight of her: golden-red hair spread across the pillow, white arms and shoulders bared by the narrow straps of her nightdress. It seemed impossible that they had been married for six years. He had worked longer than that to win her, almost as long as the fourteen years Jacob had served for his beloved Rachel.

He lifted a tangled strand away from her eyes. They opened. After a moment the hazy look of sleep was replaced, not by the appreciation he had come to expect, but by consternation. ‘Oh dear,’ she groaned. ‘It can’t be morning already.’

‘Stay in bed,’ Ramses said, wishing he could do the same. ‘I’ll tell Father you’re a little under the weather.’

‘No, don’t do that. He’ll think . . . you know what he’ll think.’

‘Yes.’ The twins were four years old and his father had taken to dropping not-so-subtle hints about another grandchild. Oddly enough, his mother had not.

‘There’s no need for you to get up,’ Ramses insisted. ‘Today is Friday. The men won’t be working anyhow. If I know Father, and I believe I do, he’s planning one of two things: tracking Sethos down, or calling on Mrs Petherick. I’ve never seen him so fascinated by an artefact.’

Nefret sat up, knees raised, arms wrapped round them. ‘I wouldn’t miss that for the world!’

‘Which?’ Ramses asked, returning her smile.

‘Either.’ She flung the covers back. ‘Though I can’t imagine how he hopes to get on Sethos’ trail.’

Leaving the children eating – and dropping bits of egg and buttered toast into the waiting jaws of the Great Cat of Re – they made their way along the winding tree-shaded path that led to the main house, where they found the parents at their breakfast. Emerson greeted them with his habitual complaint: ‘Why didn’t you bring the twins?’ and his wife countered with her habitual response. ‘Not until they stop throwing food at each other and the cat.’ The Great Cat of Re had stayed behind. Ramses was his preferred companion, but Ramses didn’t drop as much food on the floor as the twins did.

His mother was looking particularly bright-eyed and alert, her hair the same unrelieved, improbable jet black, her chin protruding. Ramses deduced that they had interrupted a parental argument. These disagreements were not uncommon; his mother and father both enjoyed them, and they were seldom deterred by the presence of their children. As soon as Fatima had served them and returned their greetings, his mother went back on the attack.

‘Your proposal to go to Cairo in search of Sethos is perfectly ridiculous, Emerson. He could be anywhere in the Middle East, or in the world. I don’t know why you have got this particular bee in your bonnet. Not only must we cope with Mrs Petherick and her eccentric children, but you cannot abandon your work.’

‘Who said anything about abandoning Deir el Medina?’ Emerson demanded. ‘I will only be away for two days. The rest of you can carry on quite well without me for that length of time. Which reminds me – where the devil is Jumana?’

Ramses had finished his eggs and toast. Fatima, who thought he was too thin, immediately replenished his plate. He looked up with a smile of thanks. Her round, friendly face, framed by the neat folds of her headcloth, bore an uncharacteristic frown.

His mother had got the bit in her teeth and was going full steam ahead. ‘You know perfectly well, Emerson, that Jumana goes to the site with the Vandergelts, since she is living with them for the time being. Which reminds me that you never settled her precise duties with Cyrus. He needs her even more than you, since he has only Bertie to supervise his men. I have been meaning to talk with you about this for some time. The fact is that we are short-handed and –’

‘Excuse me, Mother,’ Ramses said, knowing she could go on like that indefinitely. ‘Fatima, you look worried. Is something bothering you?’

‘Thank you, Ramses, for asking me,’ said Fatima. ‘I want to know whether those two will come here again, or others like them. I could not keep them out, they pushed me away. I have told Jamad he must guard the door.’

Her outbursts of sarcasm and complaint were so rare that they all quailed before her, even Emerson. ‘Er,’ he said. ‘Sorry, Fatima. But there is no need –’

‘There is need, Father of Curses.’ She folded her arms and gave him a stern look. ‘In Cairo we had a proper doorkeeper to announce visitors or send them away. On the dahabeeyah we had always a guard at the gangplank. Here it is all open. It is not fitting that strangers can come as they please.’

‘She’s right, you know,’ Nefret said. ‘The Pethericks aren’t the only ones who have invaded our privacy. Remember that awful woman last week who offered Father ten pounds to show her round the sights of Luxor? Tourism is flourishing and some of these people have no manners.’

‘There have always been people without manners,’ said her mother-in-law, frowning. ‘But what can we do? I refuse to give up the veranda, it is too pleasant, and if we build a wall it will spoil our view.’

‘We might build a guardhouse or lodge, some distance down the road from the house,’ Nefret suggested. ‘And get one of the older men to sit there during the day. Jamad has enough to do.’

‘Do as you like,’ said Emerson impatiently. ‘Thanks to your mother’s fussing I have missed the morning train. Just as well, perhaps; Ramses, I want you to come to the Valley with me.’

‘The Valley of the Kings?’ Ramses asked in surprise.

‘There is only one Valley in Luxor,’ said Emerson, emphatically if inaccurately.

‘Yes, sir. May I ask why?’

‘I promised Carter I would keep an eye on the place.’ Emerson pushed his plate away, took out his pipe, and made a great business of filling it. ‘He and Carnarvon are dilly-dallying about in England and won’t be out for several more weeks.’

His wife fixed him with a steely stare. Like Ramses, she had recognized the signs. Emerson wasn’t exactly lying, but he was concealing something.

‘That is unfair,’ she said. ‘Howard had a serious operation last month and is still recuperating. Why did you promise him that?’

‘It is the least a fellow can do for a friend,’ said Emerson.

‘Bah,’ said his wife. ‘No one could possibly carry out an illegal excavation in the Valley, there are too many tourists and guards – even if there were any tombs yet to be found. Howard has been excavating there off and on for years, without success. What are you up to now, Emerson?’

‘Are you impugning my motives?’ Emerson demanded, with a fair show of righteous indignation. ‘I resent that, Peabody. Come, Ramses.’

‘What about Mrs Petherick?’ his wife asked.

Emerson, already halfway to the door, came to a stop. ‘It is up to her to make the next move.’

He didn’t sound as decisive as usual, though, and his wife took immediate advantage. ‘Nonsense. When you accepted that object you had no idea of its value. Your motives will be impugned if you don’t return it at once, or at least offer to do so.’

‘Curse it,’ said Emerson.

‘Mrs Petherick ought to be informed of her stepchildren’s bizarre performance last night,’ his wife went on. ‘You said you were uncertain as to who the legal owner of the statue may be. Well, isn’t she in the best position to answer that question? She may also know the name of the dealer from whom her husband purchased it. That is surely the most practical way of discovering its origins, by tracing it back from one purchaser to the –’

‘Yes, yes.’ Emerson turned to face his wife. ‘You have made your point, Peabody, you needn’t hammer it into my liver. We’ll pay the cursed woman a visit. As soon as possible. I want to get it over with.’

‘I am glad you agree, Emerson. I dispatched a little note to Mrs Petherick this morning, inviting her to take luncheon with us at the Winter Palace.’

‘Hmph.’ Emerson took out his watch. ‘What time?’

‘Two o’clock.’

‘Then Ramses and I have plenty of time for a visit to the Valley. We will drive the motorcar.’

‘Not unless it can be driven with only three wheels,’ his wife said. ‘I don’t believe you and Selim ever got round to putting the fourth one back on.’

‘Oh.’ Emerson fingered the cleft in his chin. He had bought the motorcar over his wife’s strenuous objections. She had pointed out, correctly, that its use was limited by the lack of good roads, but her chief objection was the way Emerson drove – at full speed, with complete disregard for objects in his way. However, the car spent most of the time in the stable annexe, since Emerson and Selim kept taking it apart.

‘We will ride the horses, then,’ Emerson said. ‘You needn’t come, Peabody.’

‘I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Emerson.’

Ramses hadn’t been in the Valley for months. The firman was held by Lord Carnarvon, whose excavations, under the direction of Howard Carter, had been going on intermittently since 1913. He had found nothing except a few workmen’s huts and a cache of calcite jars. It was generally agreed that Carter was wasting his time. There were no more royal tombs in the Valley.

As they walked along the dusty path from the donkey park, where they had left their horses, Ramses was conscious of a certain nostalgia. Excavation wasn’t his primary interest, but there was no site on earth more evocative than the burial place of the great pharaohs of the Empire. The family had been allowed to work on the more obscure and uninteresting tombs until 1907, with the grudging consent of the American dilettante Theodore Davis, who then had the sole right to search for new tombs. He’d found a lot of them, too, or rather, his archaeological assistants had. It was Davis’ mishandling of the enigmatic burial in KV55 that had driven Emerson into a particularly outrageous explosion, and M. Maspero, then head of the Service des Antiquités, had been forced by Davis to ban them from the Valley altogether.

What a season it had been, though! As they passed the entrance to KV55, now blocked and sealed, Ramses felt a remembered thrill. He would never forget his first sight of the pieces of the great golden shrine lying dismantled and abandoned in the entrance corridor, the shattered but magnificent inlaid coffin, the canopic jars with their exquisitely carved heads. The excavation had been badly botched, no question of that, but if Emerson hadn’t insulted Maspero, they might have had a chance of getting the firman when Davis gave it up. Of all the sites in Egypt, it was the one Emerson yearned for most.

But Emerson passed the entrance to KV55 with only a sidelong glance, pushing through the throngs and muttering anathemas against empty-headed tourists. As they went on, past the side branches that led to the most popular of the royal tombs, the crowds decreased. The sun had risen over the enclosing cliffs. Ramses took his mother’s arm.

‘I’m ready for a rest. How about you?’

The pith helmet shadowed the upper part of her face, but he saw her tight-set lips relax. She was limping a little that morning, or rather, trying not to limp. He had noticed it once or twice before, but she would never admit fatigue or pain. ‘If you like, my dear.’

Emerson came back to ask why they were stopping. His wife, who was wearing her famous belt hung all round with various ‘useful objects,’ unhooked her canteen and offered it to the others. Nefret accepted gratefully, and so did Ramses, after his mother had had her turn. Emerson shook his head. He could go without water for as long as a camel, and his son had often wondered why he had never collapsed from dehydration.

They went on, exploring one side wadi after another, until they reached a cul-de-sac walled in by jagged cliffs. High above them, in a narrow cleft, was a tomb entrance – that of the great warrior pharaoh, Thutmose III.

‘What’s Father doing?’ Nefret asked.

Her mother-in-law opened her parasol. It was frequently used as an offensive weapon but, as she was fond of pointing out, it served a number of useful purposes, including that of sunshade.

‘Looking for signs of unauthorized digging, I think. If anything of that sort has occurred, it would more likely be in this area, away from the main part of the Valley. But don’t ask me what he hopes to accomplish by this.’

This remote sepulchre had an atmosphere of majesty and mystery the main part of the Valley had lost when the Department of Antiquities smoothed its uneven paths and erected neat, modern retaining walls next to most of the tomb entrances. Here, far away from the hubbub and bustle, it wasn’t difficult to imagine the funeral cortege winding along the rocky ravine, the chanting of the white-robed priests and the wailing of the women, the gold-encrusted coffin catching the rays of the sun in a blinding glitter. Like all the other tombs, that of Thutmose III had been robbed millennia ago, but he had been one of Egypt’s richest and most powerful kings, with the wealth of Nubia and Syria in his hands; it boggled the mind to imagine the treasures that must have been buried with him.

Emerson’s bellow roused Ramses from his reverie, which was born partly of lack of sleep. He hastened to join his father, who was prowling around the piled-up rock chips and pebbles at the base of the cliff a little distance away. The debris was head-high here, left, if Ramses remembered correctly, from Davis’ excavation of the nearby tomb of Siptah.

‘Didn’t Carter work in this area last year?’ Ramses asked.

Emerson didn’t answer. Instead he began digging in one of the heaps, ignoring his wife’s shout of ‘Emerson, your gloves! Put on your gloves!’ Ramses pitched in too, wondering what the devil he was supposed to be looking for. They found a number of pottery shards and the foot of a faience ushebti – Davis had never bothered to sift his fill. Finally Emerson let out a grunt of satisfaction and pulled out a torn, crumpled sheet of newspaper. ‘July of last year,’ he announced.

‘A tourist,’ Ramses said.

‘It’s in Arabic,’ said Emerson. ‘Al Ahram. We had better start back now.’ He folded the paper and tucked it carefully into his pocket.

They retraced their steps. As soon as they were out of sight of the place where they had been digging, Emerson stopped and began making violent gestures at the others. ‘Go on,’ he hissed. ‘Keep talking.’ He turned and ran back the way they had come, beckoning Ramses to follow.

Their approach was not silent, but Emerson could cover ground quite rapidly when he had to. They arrived on the scene in time to see several men fleeing in all directions. Emerson leaped on one of them and Ramses collared a second. Ramses knew him – Deib ibn Simsah. The nearby village of Gurneh housed many of the most skilled tomb robbers in Egypt. The ibn Simsahs had proudly assumed the sobriquet of an accomplished predecessor in the business; they were second only to the Abd er Rassul family when it came to finding and looting new tombs. After a halfhearted attempt to wriggle free of the grip on his arm, Deib subsided and gave Ramses an ingratiating smile.

‘We were doing nothing wrong, Brother of Demons. You know me; you know my brother Aguil.’

‘I know you only too well,’ Ramses said, his eyes fixed on the figure of the third man, who was climbing with the agility of a goat. ‘But who is that?’

Deib shrugged and rolled his eyes. Emerson let out an inventive oath and started scrambling up the cliff face after the fugitive. Ramses caught hold of him. ‘No, Father! He’s got –’

The crack of a pistol shot made it unnecessary for him to finish the sentence.


Chapter Two

[image: image]

Emerson’s abrupt volte-face took me by surprise, but only briefly. I hastened after them, with the others following. The sound of a shot lent wings to my heels. Arriving upon the scene, I found Emerson interrogating two of Gurneh’s most notorious citizens. He interrupted his shouted accusations and glared at me. ‘Curse it, Peabody, I told you to go on!’

‘Nonsense,’ I said. ‘Who fired that shot? And at whom? And why?’

Hands on hips, head thrown back, Ramses was staring up at the top of the cliff. ‘There was a third man. Father was about to go after him when I noticed the fellow had a weapon.’

‘Good Gad,’ I exclaimed. ‘Emerson, my dear, are you injured?’

‘No, no. He wasn’t trying to hit anyone, just give himself time to get away. Which,’ Emerson added in vexation, ‘he has done. Who was it, Deib? Speak up!’

Deib and his brother had gone pale with terror. They knew the penalties for injuring a foreigner. Deib wrung his hands and burst into incoherent protestations. They had never seen the man before. They did not know he had a pistol. They were only looking for a scarab one of them had lost the day before. As the Father of Curses knew, they sold such things to tourists, but they had come by this one honestly, purchasing it from a fellow Gurnawi and hoping to make a small profit –

Emerson cut him short. ‘I don’t believe a word of it. You were watching us, and when you saw us digging here you decided to have a look for yourself.’

‘And what is the harm in that?’ Deib asked, contradicting himself without shame. ‘We would have told you, Father of Curses, if we had found a tomb.’

‘Oh, bah,’ said Emerson. ‘Describe this man whom you never saw before.’

It would have been hard to say whether the vagueness of the description was due to Deib’s inadequate powers of observation or to calculated caution – or to a sizable bribe. The man was dressed like a howadji (that is to say, he wore European clothing). He was neither tall nor short, thin nor fat. A hat hid his hair, tinted glasses his eyes, and a large beard covered the lower half of his face. They could not describe his voice, since he had not uttered a word, only stood watching.

Finally Emerson dismissed the brothers with a stern warning and they made a hasty departure. He had let them off more easily than they deserved, and his expression had a hint of complacency that made me wonder what he was up to. When I informed him we must return to the house, he went along without complaint – another highly suspicious sign.

We arrived at the Winter Palace in good time. Tourism was back to prewar levels, and the lobby was filled with people returning from their morning tours and waiting for luncheon. We were expected; no less a person than the manager, Mr Salt, informed us that Mrs Petherick had asked to be notified of our arrival, whereupon she would join us in the lobby.

Instead of taking the lift, she swept down the stairs, moving slowly. The staircase was a handsome structure, rising in a gentle curve, so that by the time Mrs Petherick reached the bottom, all eyes were upon her. A mantilla-like scarf of black lace framed a face that irresistibly reminded me of the vampires in which the lady’s fiction specialized – eyes heavily outlined in black, lips blood-red against the (powdered) pallor of her face. She offered a black-gloved hand to Emerson. She intended him to kiss it, but, being Emerson, he seized it and shook it vigorously.

‘It was good of you to come,’ she enunciated. ‘I am in such need of reassurance. I saw him again last night. When, oh, when will you perform the ceremony that sets me free?’

As she intended, this remark was overheard by all those who stood nearby. A little buzz of excitement arose. I would not have given her the satisfaction of asking to whom the pronoun referred, for I knew what she was up to, but Emerson could not resist.

‘Him? Who?’ he demanded.

Her voice dropped to a thrilling but penetrating whisper. ‘He has no name. The faceless black shadow I saw drain the life from my darling husband. He has followed me here!’

His hat in his hand and his face studiously controlled, Ramses said, ‘The third time, was it not? I thought you said the third visit would be the last.’

‘You misunderstood,’ said Mrs Petherick, lying like a veteran. ‘But he will come again, and the next time –’

I took her firmly by the arm.

‘Let us go into the dining salon. Mr Salt has reserved a table for us.’

Emerson was in no mood to be trifled with. As soon as we had ordered, he fixed Mrs Petherick with a stern stare. ‘Let us hear no more of illusions, madam. Are you aware that your stepchildren invaded our home last night? That the young man threatened us with a pistol?’

‘Poor Adrian,’ the lady murmured. ‘He has suffered greatly, and he is deeply attached to me. You were in no danger from him.’

‘But we are in danger from someone else?’ I asked.

‘Stop that,’ Emerson said loudly. ‘You are encouraging her and I won’t have it. Mrs Petherick, when you handed over the – er – object to us, were you aware of its value?’

‘Oh, yes.’ The lady sipped daintily at her soup. ‘Pringle said it was the most valuable object in his collection.’

Emerson removed the box from his capacious pocket and put it on the table. ‘You are, I assume, the legal owner?’

‘Oh, yes.’ She gazed, as if mesmerized, at the box.

‘As you must have known, madam, my principles do not allow me to accept such a gift. I will return it or purchase it from you, whichever you prefer.’

Her manicured fingertips brushed the painted surface. With a sudden movement she raised the lid and lifted the statue out.

‘I thought you never wanted to look on that evil little face again,’ Ramses remarked.

‘It was my dear Pringle’s pride and joy. He loved it so . . .’ She held it up, high over her head.

‘Damnation,’ said Emerson. On this occasion I did not reproach him for bad language. I had never seen a more deliberate attempt to attract attention.

‘Put it away, madam,’ Emerson growled.

Mrs Petherick rolled her eyes at him and showed her teeth. I hadn’t noticed before that the canines were longer than normal. A little buzz of interest ran round the room, and people at distant tables stood up in order to see better.

Emerson snatched the statue from her and replaced it in the box. ‘Well?’ he demanded.

‘Take it with you, Professor Emerson. I know that you will deal fairly with me. So long as I do not have it in my possession.’

She had accomplished her aim of courting public interest. Our questions elicited no information. She did not know the name of the dealer from whom her husband had purchased the statue. Someone in London, she thought . . . Yes, she might consider selling the rest of the collection, in due time. It was in the process of being valued by the court.

‘What about the statuette?’ Ramses asked. ‘Isn’t it part of the estate?’

Mrs Petherick’s crimsoned lips stretched in a smile. ‘I took it away. It was my duty to my dear dead husband, to make certain its malevolent influence was ended.’

I looked at Emerson, whose shrug expressed my sentiments exactly. What she had done was probably illegal, but it was not our affair.

Mrs Petherick made an excellent lunch. She was tucking into a rich strawberry tart, topped with cream, when a lady of a certain age, grey-haired and tightly corseted, sidled up to her. ‘Countess? I don’t want to intrude, but I am such a devoted admirer of your books . . .’

‘You do want to intrude,’ said Emerson loudly. ‘You have just done so.’

Mrs Petherick – now in the role of Countess Magda – raised a bejewelled hand. ‘I am always delighted to meet my faithful readers. Would you like me to autograph a book?’

The lady hadn’t brought one to Egypt, but she eagerly accepted the countess’s signature on a piece of hotel stationery. Emboldened by her example, several other ‘devoted readers’ followed suit. The author made quite a performance of it, scrawling her name in bold script, the gems on her fingers sparkling. I decided they were paste.

The trickle of admirers ended. Mrs Petherick shoved the last bite of tart into her mouth and rose to go. When Emerson rose in response, she caught hold of his hand and squeezed it. ‘There will be a ceremony?’ she asked. ‘An exorcism? I must be present.’

You and every journalist you can collect, I thought. The idea of the Countess Magda throwing herself about, black veils flapping, and possibly falling into a fit while Emerson stood helplessly by, was too awful to contemplate.

‘I cannot permit any such thing,’ I said firmly.

She paid me no heed. Clinging to Emerson’s hand, she demanded, ‘When?’

‘Cursed if I know,’ said Emerson, his patience at an end. He wrenched his fingers from the lady’s grasp. ‘Let it be clearly understood that I accept this object in the role of a custodian. Good afternoon, madam.’

At my suggestion, we took a brisk walk along the corniche so that Emerson could work off some of his temper. He was extremely put out and did not scruple to express his feelings.

‘Now you see, Peabody, what comes of your ideas. We played right into the cursed woman’s hands. She made a spectacle of herself and of us, and if anyone in Luxor did not know about the statue and the curse, they know now.’

‘I expect the story was already known,’ Ramses said, in a vain attempt to pacify his father. ‘And we did obtain some useful information.’

‘Oh, bah,’ snarled Emerson. ‘You didn’t believe the woman, did you? She’ll say anything that comes into her head. It is possible that she is unaware of the name of the dealer from whom Petherick purchased the statue; she wouldn’t have taken any interest in that sort of thing. But until I learn the terms of his will from an independent source, I won’t trust her word.’

‘How do you propose to do that?’ I asked.

‘I have my methods,’ said Emerson. ‘Hurry up, Peabody, you have wasted half the afternoon.’

Ramses and Nefret went straight to their house, for they had a standing appointment with Selim and his family every Friday, and they were already a little late. When Emerson and I reached the veranda, we found that Jumana and Cyrus had dropped in and had been invited by Fatima to stay for tea. She loved feeding people, the more the better. Jumana embraced me and gravely shook hands with Emerson. She was a pretty little person – I almost wrote ‘unfortunately,’ for as women learn, being pretty and/or little leads many men to treat them like toys instead of reasoning beings. Slim and fit as a boy, her big dark eyes sparkling, she burst into an emphatic apology. One could almost hear the exclamation points.

‘It was very rude of me not to come last night, very rude not to tell you beforehand! I am so sorry! I was working, and I forgot, until Bertie came to fetch me, and I was not clean or dressed.’ She went on, without drawing breath, ‘So I am punished because I missed the excitement! Can I see it now? Mr Vandergelt has talked of nothing else!’

‘Oh, very well,’ said Emerson. He took the box from his pocket and handed it to me. ‘Do the honours, Peabody, and then return it to my desk. Excuse me. I have a number of things to do before I catch the evening train.’

‘Where are you going?’ Cyrus demanded in surprise.

‘Cairo.’ Emerson threw the word over his shoulder and vanished inside.

Fatima brought out the tea things, assisted by the unfortunate youth who was her latest candidate for the role of footman. I wondered how long this one would last. Fatima’s standards were exacting and her criticisms forceful.

Jumana exclaimed over the statuette, and after she had held it for a while, we passed it round. Its effect was increasingly hypnotic. The shimmer of the golden surface and the subtle curves of the body and face made one want to stroke it. Emerson returned, portmanteau in hand, in time to take it from Cyrus and return it to the box. He got a cup of tea for himself and drank it standing.

‘So when are you going to talk to Mrs P.?’ Cyrus asked.

‘We did so this afternoon,’ I replied. ‘It was an extremely exasperating discussion. She still insists on the absurd notion of a curse, but when Emerson said he had no intention of accepting the statue as a gift I noticed a smug little smile on her face.’

‘She knew she could trust the Professor to deal honourably with her,’ Jumana said.

‘Very smart of the lady,’ said Cyrus. He added, with a grin, ‘I don’t know that I could have withstood the temptation. Is she willing to sell it, and does she have the right to do so?’

‘She was deliberately ambiguous,’ I said. ‘But I have the distinct feeling that she would be open to the right offer. As for the second question, she said her husband had left the collection to her.’

Emerson drained his cup. ‘I wouldn’t take her word if she swore on a stack of Bibles.’

‘Aha,’ said Cyrus. ‘Is that why you’re going to Cairo?’

‘One of the reasons,’ said Emerson.

‘Well, while you’re there you ought to see Lacau.’

Emerson did not reply, but my forthright spouse is not very good at hiding his feelings and I have become expert in reading his countenance.

‘Why should he see the director of the Antiquities Service?’ I asked suspiciously. ‘We paid our courtesy call on him when we were in Cairo.’

‘Well, I guess you didn’t get around to mentioning what we talked about at the end of last season,’ said Cyrus. ‘We were going to reconsider our plans, remember? The French Institute has expressed an interest in Deir el Medina. They’re prepared to make it a long-term project.’

‘Hmph,’ said Emerson, trying to look as if this news came as a surprise to him.

‘Why, Emerson,’ I said in surprise. ‘Are you thinking of giving up Deir el Medina? You might at least have consulted the rest of us.’

‘I have every intention of consulting you,’ said Emerson loftily. ‘Vandergelt is obviously in favour of the idea. Getting bored with your little private tombs, are you, Cyrus?’

Cyrus did not answer directly, but his reply made his feelings plain. ‘I was up at Deir el Bahri the other day, where the Metropolitan Museum crew are working. They’ve found some darned fascinating things. That queen’s sarcophagus with the painted scenes inside, as fresh and bright as if they had been finished yesterday . . .’ He sighed longingly.

‘That’s true,’ Emerson said. ‘But you haven’t a prayer of getting permission to work in their area, Cyrus.’

‘No, but there’s lots of other places that have possibilities.’

‘Possibilities of new tombs, you mean,’ Emerson said. ‘Is that all you can think of, Vandergelt? Our excavations at Deir el Medina have contributed –’

‘Yeah, sure. Be honest, Emerson, you’re losing interest too. You’re as set on temples as I am on tombs.’

‘Well, well. As a favour to you, I will discuss the matter with Lacau. Goodbye. Peabody, my dear, I will see you in a few days.’

My husband’s machinations were clear to me now. Emerson had had no intention of giving up Deir el Medina until a more glittering prize glimmered like a mirage on the horizon. He had his eye on the Valley of the Kings. In my opinion his chances were slim; Lord Carnarvon had held the concession for years, and so far as I knew he had no intention of giving it up.

From Manuscript H

Emerson deigned to have a few words with Ramses before he left for Luxor. He had refused his son’s offer to accompany him, which roused what Ramses’ mother would have called dire forebodings.

‘You mustn’t give up your Friday visit with Selim and his family,’ Emerson said. ‘The dear children enjoy them so much.’

‘What am I supposed to tell Selim?’ Ramses demanded. ‘He will expect to start work tomorrow.’

‘That you will work, of course. But not at the site,’ he added. ‘Get him and Daoud here and start going over last year’s notes and plans. I want to see a detailed summary of what we accomplished and what remains to be done.’

‘But, sir –’

‘My boy.’ Emerson put his hand on Ramses’ shoulder. It was an unusual gesture, for him; equally unusual was the diffidence in his voice. ‘I know I am being arbitrary and dictatorial. It is not because I lack confidence in you. It is because I lack confidence in myself.’

‘You, sir?’

‘Well, no.’ Emerson grinned with all his old assurance. ‘However, I am wrong now and then. I have an idea so vague and preposterous that I would be embarrassed to mention it. I may be on the wrong track, and I would rather not discuss my theory until after I have pursued several lines of inquiry. I will return on Sunday or Monday, and then we will reassess the situation. Just do me one favour: Try to keep your mother away from the Pethericks until I get back.’

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘That is all any man can do. Especially with your mother. Run along now, the children will be waiting.’

‘Aren’t you going to say goodbye to them?’

‘Er – hmmm – no,’ mumbled Emerson. ‘Only be gone for two days.’

The truth was, he dreaded Carla’s reaction. She enjoyed drama and carried on like a juvenile Niobe when any of them went away. Her parents and grandmother had learned to ignore these demonstrations, but Emerson took them very much to heart, despite the fact that he had been assured the storm soon blew over. Was that why he was leaving several hours before the train departed? More likely he had business in Luxor he didn’t care to discuss with his son.

The twins always looked forward to their Friday visits with Selim and his children, who were their favourite playmates. Another attraction was that they were allowed to ride with their parents. Thus far their equestrian activities had been limited to little donkeys, but both of them admired the beautiful Arabians that were the pride of the Emerson stables. After considering the relative sizes of himself and his father’s stallion, Risha, David John had announced he would wait a year or two before attempting to mount the animal. Carla, whose temperament was more adventurous, had sneaked into Risha’s stall one day and had managed to climb the side of the enclosure far enough to launch herself on to the astonished stallion’s back. Risha let out one piercing whinny and then stood like a stone, ignoring the small hands that pulled at his mane and the small heels kicking his sides, until Ramses came running to see what had aroused the placid horse. It was one of the few times Ramses had ever spanked his daughter – not only, as he was careful to explain, because she had disobeyed his orders, but because she had hurt a gentle animal that was too well bred to defend himself.

That reproach had more effect than the spanking. Carla had been apologizing to Risha ever since, bringing him carrots and sugar lumps. Risha, who had probably found the whole performance fairly amusing, had been gracious enough to accept her effusive apologies, and when Ramses took Carla up with him on the stallion, Risha greeted her with a friendly nudge.

Anticipating their visit, several other members of the family had dropped in, including their assistant reis Daoud and his wife, Khadija. Ramses noted with a slight pang that there was more grey in Daoud’s beard than there had been the year before, but the big man’s hearty embrace could still make your ribs creak. Khadija inspected them with anxious eyes, looking for any sign of illness or injury. She let out a cluck of disapproval.

‘Your hands, Ramses. What have you been doing?’

‘Digging,’ Ramses admitted. ‘Please, Khadija, not the green ointment! There are only a few scratches.’

She had already vanished inside the house.

‘Digging where?’ Selim asked. He at least hadn’t changed. Straight and trim, dressed in his best woollen robe to do them honour, he watched with a grin as Khadija smeared the famous ointment on Ramses’ hands. It was a traditional recipe in her Nubian family and it had amazingly therapeutic powers, but it left long-lasting stains on skin and clothing.

‘The Valley of the Kings,’ Ramses answered Selim’s question. ‘Near the tomb of Siptah.’

Selim’s fine dark eyes widened. ‘Why there?’

‘It’s a long story.’

‘Tell it, then,’ said Daoud. ‘Tell about the golden statues and the man with the gun.’

Damnation, Ramses thought. He ought to have known that Fatima would spread the tale. After all, no one had sworn her to secrecy, and her new ‘footman,’ Kareem, was a notorious gossip. He decided it would be better to set the record straight before Daoud, the family’s self-appointed chronicler, could embellish it any further. He had intended to discuss the business with Selim anyhow. Selim knew everyone in Luxor, including tomb robbers and dealers. The children were playing some game that involved intermittent screaming and a lot of rushing around, so he suggested to Daoud and Selim that they go for a walk.

There was no chance for a quiet conversation in the village; the narrow twisting paths led past open courtyards where the women were grinding grain and the men working at various chores or just sitting around smoking water pipes and drinking coffee. Everyone had a greeting or an embrace for Ramses, and questions showered them: ‘When would the Sitt Hakim visit? How were the little ones, God’s blessing be on them?’

After leaving the village they turned by unspoken consent towards the village cemetery, and Ramses began his narrative.

‘Only one statue?’ Daoud asked, visibly cast down. ‘I thought there were many, and rich jewellery.’

‘Kareem is a great liar,’ Selim declared.

‘It isn’t so much what Kareem said as how others embellish the basic story,’ Ramses said. ‘Do some of the Gurnawis believe we found the statue during our excavations?’

‘It is not true?’ Daoud asked.

Selim gave him an exasperated look. ‘You know it is not, Daoud, you heard of the lady giving it to Emerson, and of the son who came to take it back.’

‘Ah, yes.’ Daoud stroked his beard. ‘I had forgotten. But some of the Gurnawis do not believe that story.’

‘We ran into two of them this morning,’ Ramses said. ‘Deib and Aguil. There was a third man, who got away after firing a pistol in our direction.’

‘He dared to shoot at the Father of Curses?’ Daoud rumbled. ‘Who was it?’

‘Deib said he was a howadji. Someone he’d never seen before and couldn’t describe.’

‘Deib is a greater liar than Kareem,’ Selim said through tight lips. ‘It must have been the third brother, Farhat. He is a bad egg, Ramses, who has been in trouble with the police. Though how he dared . . .’

‘I will see to him,’ said Daoud.

Selim was almost certainly right, Ramses realized. Only the more gullible of the locals would have believed the statuette had been found in the Valley. Emerson must have known that too and suspected the brothers were lying about the identity of the third man. Yet he hadn’t pressed them. Why?

He was still pondering this when Selim said, ‘Yes, we will see to him. One golden statue is wonder enough. It is genuine? Of what period?’

‘Amarna. Yes, it’s genuine. We don’t know how long ago it was found, or whose hands it passed through before Petherick bought it. You would know, wouldn’t you, if such a thing had turned up in Luxor?’

Selim stroked his neatly trimmed beard. ‘There are always rumours of rich finds. Most are lies. If this happened a long time ago, I might not know. Are you sure the statue came from Thebes?’

Ramses shook his head. ‘It’s only one possibility.’

Their steps had led them to the beautiful little tomb David had designed for his grandfather Abdullah. It was the most prominent monument in the cemetery, and the most frequently visited, for Abdullah was now regarded as a saint. Cords strung across the opening supported an unseemly but touching collection of offerings: cheap beads, handkerchiefs, crude amulets. The current ‘servant of the sheikh,’ the custodian of the tomb, was seated on the floor, his head bent, presumably in prayer or meditation. Rather than disturb him, they stopped a little distance away and stood in respectful silence.

Ramses thought of the first time he had come to Abdullah’s grave, with his mother, before the tomb had been constructed. He had helped her bury a collection of small amulets, images of the ancient gods, over the grave. She had never explained why, and he had never asked; but it seemed to comfort her, and she had needed comfort badly. Over the years the conservative old Egyptian and the Englishwoman whose background and beliefs were so utterly different from his own had developed a close relationship, inexplicable in rational terms. But then, Ramses thought, love wasn’t rational, was it?

‘Now tell about the man with the gun and his sister,’ Daoud demanded, hoping for drama after the disappointment of the treasure.

He was disappointed in that too. Ramses made light of the business, as it deserved.

‘Wallahi,’ Selim exclaimed. ‘What a strange family! Will they trouble you again? Is it because of them you are going to build a wall?’

‘Not a wall, only a sort of guard post, to keep out uninvited visitors,’ Ramses said, thinking he must have a word with the inventive Kareem.

‘And what of the curse?’ Daoud asked hopefully. ‘Will the Father of Curses cast the demon out?’

Emerson’s exorcisms were extremely popular. Ramses couldn’t deny the possibility; for all he knew, his father might have something of the sort in mind. There was definitely a streak of theatricalism in the family, a fondness for disguises and playacting. He was in no position to criticize his father. Like his unregenerate uncle, he had been known for his skill in disguise, and now that that sort of thing was behind him he could admit he had quite enjoyed it.

‘The lady invented the curse, Daoud,’ he said.

Daoud’s face fell. ‘No curse? No threat? Then why are you building the barricade?’

Selim laughed. ‘I know what my honoured father Abdullah would have said, “There is no harm in protecting yourself from that which does not exist.” ’

When Fatima set her mind on something, she went at it with all her energy. She had put a gang to work making bricks for the guardhouse, as she called it; until the structure could be built she had assigned Wasim to sit by the road under a temporary shelter. He was one of the older men, who had gone blind in one eye, and he obviously relished his new assignment. When I went, later that afternoon, to see if there was anything he needed, his beard split in a wide grin, showing the brown broken teeth of his generation.

‘No, Sitt, I have everything I want,’ he said, indicating a water jar, a narghile, and the rug on which he squatted. ‘You may depend on me. I will not allow any thief to pass.’

Lying beside him on the rug was a rifle. I asked, ‘Who gave you permission to have that gun?’

‘What is a guard without a weapon?’ Seeing my expression, he added quickly, ‘It is not loaded, Sitt, it is only for show. Fatima said I should bring it.’

‘Oh, very well. You understand, Wasim, that you are not to threaten people, only stop them and ask their business. If it is a friend of ours, let him pass. If it is a stranger, ask his name and come and tell me or Fatima.’

‘Oh, yes, Sitt, I understand. No thief will pass me.’

I was halfway back to the house before the import of that word ‘thief’ struck me. He had used it twice. I ought to have known our people would gossip about the ‘treasure.’ Nor were they the only ones. To whom had Mrs Petherick told her preposterous story? How far had the news spread?

When the children and their parents returned from Selim’s, the former were in their usual state of grubbiness, overindulgence and crankiness. Their nursery maid, Elia, was accustomed to dealing with this; she hustled them off to baths and bed. It was a rare pleasure to settle down with only my son and daughter. Compared with my husband and grandchildren, they are restful company. Twilight deepened; the stars began to shine over Luxor; and Ramses served the whisky.

‘Who gave Wasim permission to have that weapon?’ Ramses asked somewhat critically. ‘He’ll shoot someone; his eyesight is so bad.’

‘The gun isn’t loaded.’

‘Is that what he told you?’ Ramses took a refreshing sip of whisky. An afternoon with his children often left him somewhat on edge. ‘Oh, well, we can only hope for the best. Maybe he’ll shoot a journalist.’

‘How do you know the press has been informed of our so-called treasure trove?’

‘If they don’t know about it they must be deaf, dumb and blind. Mrs Petherick has done her best to spread the word. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn she gave interviews to the newspapers before she left England. All the local people have heard of our acquisition and have exaggerated its value as they are inclined to do. Daoud and Selim knew all about it, and about our encounter with the Pethericks.’

He glanced at Fatima, who was moving quietly about lighting the lamps. She ducked her head and murmured something about Kareem.

‘It’s all right, Fatima,’ Ramses said. ‘The story is like an amoeba, oozing out in all directions.’ He glanced out the screened windows towards the little shelter, where the yellow glow of a candle betokened the presence of our guard. ‘That was a good idea of Fatima’s. In fact, I believe I will station another fellow at the back of the house.’

‘You don’t really believe anyone will try to break in, do you?’ I asked.

‘I don’t believe in taking chances, Mother.’

From Manuscript H

Ramses couldn’t have said why he was so uneasy. His mother was the one who specialized in premonitions, and for once she didn’t seem to anticipate trouble. She went calmly off to bed at her usual hour, leaving Fatima to close up the house. Ramses made the rounds with her, checking doors and windows and gates, going through the same procedure with Nefret’s and his house. The children’s windows were barred, not only to keep his peripatetic offspring in, but to keep others out. They had had an unpleasant experience a few years earlier with someone who had terrorized Carla by whispering at the window. If a thief was after the statuette, there was one sure way of getting it. Emerson wouldn’t have bargained with an abductor who held one of the adults, but he would instantly have exchanged the statuette and everything else he owned for either of the twins.

As he did almost every night, Ramses stood in the doorway of their room looking at the small quiet bodies. David John slept flat on his back, arms and legs thrown out, head thrown back. Carla was a restless sleeper, twisting and turning, sometimes ending up with her head at the foot of her bed and her little bottom bared by the twisted folds of her nightgown. Now she lay curled up like a kitten, the covers clear up to her button of a nose. They looked so helpless. Love, and terror at the thought of anything happening to them, stabbed through him like a knife.

Nefret was already in bed, golden hair spread enticingly across the pillow. She opened half-closed eyes when he came in. ‘You were a long time,’ she murmured.

‘I was watching the children. Carla is almost as active when she sleeps as when she’s awake.’

‘I expect you were too when you were her age.’ She smiled sleepily. ‘Are you coming to bed?’

It was a tempting suggestion, but that unconquered restlessness made him shake his head. ‘Soon. I feel like a walk.’

The stars were bright, the moon a sliver of silver. What he really wanted to do was sit under their windows all night, guarding the three who were dearest to him, not trusting anyone else to do it. That was foolish, and he knew it. He was a light sleeper; if anyone came near either window he would hear, especially in his present state of nerves. Daoud’s son, Ali Yussuf, was stationed in the courtyard of the main house – almost certainly an unnecessary precaution, since several servants slept in the house, and his mother was an army unto herself.

Pacing restlessly up and down, his eyes on the darkened window of the room where his wife slept and the faint glow of the nightlight from that of the twins, he tried to analyze his malaise. Had something happened to alert what his mother poetically called ‘the sleeping sentry’ – part of the unconscious mind that took note of suspicious circumstances? God knew there had been a number of weird happenings in the past two days, and a number of people had expressed interest in their prize, but he couldn’t believe any of them would stoop to crime to retrieve it. Except possibly for Adrian Petherick, in one of his fits. But I have his gun, Ramses thought. It would be easy for him to acquire another, but surely his sister will keep an eye on him after what he did. The men of Gurneh were peaceful souls, and the house of the Father of Curses was protected by that gentleman’s formidable reputation.

We need a dog, Ramses thought. They’d had several – strays taken in by Nefret along with other abandoned or injured beasts and birds. One of his mother’s favoured psychologists would probably have said Nefret had been moved by a combination of maternal instinct and frustrated medical talents. The twins and her clinic on the West Bank kept her fully occupied now, but . . .

We’ll get a dog, Ramses decided. I’ll see about it tomorrow.

He was about to go back inside when a sound made him stiffen and turn. High-pitched, sharp, it might have been the cry of a bird or animal, but he knew it wasn’t. He broke into a run, heading for the back of the main house.

The courtyard gate was closed and there was no sign of anyone outside, but he heard his mother’s voice, raised over Ali Yussuf’s protests.

‘You aren’t seriously hurt. Stop complaining and tell me what happened!’

Ramses didn’t waste time pounding on the gate. He pulled himself to the top of the wall and dropped down inside. His mother, modestly enveloped in yards of dressing gown, had Ali Yussuf’s head firmly between her hands. She glanced at Ramses.

‘Just a bump on the head,’ she said, sounding as brisk and alert as if she hadn’t just been shocked out of sleep.

Ali Yussuf pulled away from her and groaned theatrically. ‘I have failed.’

‘Not if you kept someone from entering the house,’ Ramses said, patting the disconsolate youth on the back. ‘Tell us what happened.’

Ali Yussuf was not about to admit falling into a doze, but he must have done, since he had been unaware of an intruder until he heard the scrape of falling plaster and saw the figure perched atop the wall.

‘Black, all black, like a shadow,’ Ali Yussuf said. ‘But I was not afraid, Brother of Demons . . . Not much afraid. When it jumped down from the wall I threw myself at it and caught hold of it. I called out – not in fear, no, in warning, as you told me . . .’

‘And then it hit you?’ Ramses asked. ‘The black shadow?’

His mother patted the boy’s drooping head. ‘Don’t be rude, Ramses. He did his best. His cry for help – er – of warning wakened me, but by the time I had lit a lamp and got to my window I caught only a glimpse of a form going back over the wall.’

‘I suppose you had your parasol,’ Ramses said.

‘Naturally. Goodness, you are in a snappish mood tonight. And before you wax sarcastic again, I will admit I saw only a pair of trousered legs, and that for a split second.’

‘Black?’

‘No,’ said his mother composedly. She bent over, lifted something from the ground and held it up. ‘You will admit, however, that this is black.’

It was a long garment, full sleeved and hooded, like the robe of a medieval monk.

Selim and Daoud turned up next morning as requested. They had, of course, heard about the midnight intruder, and both of them expressed indignation at not being allowed to assist in defending the house. Ramses had to agree to let Selim arrange a rota of guards at front and back, although, as he pointed out, there was no danger to any of the family.

‘I don’t know what the fellow hoped to accomplish,’ he added. ‘He’d have had to search the whole house without waking anyone. It isn’t as if Father left the statue lying out on a table in the sitting room. You don’t suppose Farhat was having a try?’

‘Farhat has broken his leg,’ said Selim.

‘Broken –’

‘His leg. Yes. He will not be climbing cliffs or walls for a while.’

Ramses looked from Selim to Daoud, whose countenance bore its usual amiable smile. He decided to drop the subject.

‘I have thought that we might get a dog. Have you any likely candidates?’

Daoud, whose large soft heart encompassed even animals scorned by his fellow Gurnawis, knew of several that might suit. ‘I will look at them and bring the best tomorrow. A large fierce dog, that is a good plan.’

‘Not fierce,’ Ramses said in alarm. ‘Not with the twins around. I don’t want an animal that would injure anyone, I just want him to bark.’

He brought out the statuette, which Daoud and Selim hadn’t yet seen, and let them examine it. Selim’s eyes brightened at the sight of it; he knew enough to appreciate its rarity and its value. Daoud touched it with reverent fingers. ‘The snake on the crown is missing,’ he said. ‘What happened to it?’

‘We think it had been broken off before the thief sold it,’ Ramses explained. ‘Petherick certainly wouldn’t have been so careless.’

‘It would be good to find it,’ Daoud said slowly. ‘The snake has much power.’

Ramses laughed and gave him an affectionate slap on the back. ‘There’s not much chance of that, I’m afraid.’

After a leisurely breakfast they all headed for the Castle, so that the Vandergelts could participate in the meeting. Ramses had decided to take his father’s orders one step further. If Emerson wanted a master plan, with recommendations for future work, that’s what he would get, and Cyrus was entitled to express his views.

Seven of them sat down with Cyrus at the table in what Cyrus was pleased to call his conference room: Ramses, his mother, Nefret, Daoud and Selim, Bertie and Jumana. Jumana was her ebullient self, her tendency to dominate the conversation repressed by her awe of the Sitt Hakim.

Emerson would be pleased at the results of the conference, Ramses thought. Unlike a good many excavators, they had kept meticulous records of their progress – photographs, notes and Bertie’s plans. He was the best surveyor of the group, and his skills had been honed by Emerson’s demands. There were actually three separate areas at the site: the village of the workmen, their small tombs on the hillside nearby, and the remains of the temples and shrines in which they had worshiped the gods. The tombs were Cyrus’ responsibility, and when Ramses looked through his reports he agreed that Cyrus and his crew had covered the area thoroughly. Almost all the tombs had been robbed in antiquity, their grave goods carried off, their small chapels destroyed. What the ancient thieves had missed, modern looters had found and sold to tourists and dealers.

The meeting held only one surprise: Cyrus’ announcement that he was considering hiring a new artist. ‘He called yesterday to ask if there was a position open. Name’s Maillet. Ever heard of him?’

‘Didn’t he work with Newberry at Beni Hassan?’ Ramses asked.

Cyrus shook his head. ‘Can’t be the same fellow. This lad is in his early twenties. I told him I’d like to see his portfolio, and he promised to bring it by one day soon. What do you think, Amelia?’

Hers was always the last word with Cyrus. She pursed her lips and looked thoughtful. ‘If he suits you, I think you should take him on. We could certainly use more help, and we cannot count on David to come out every year. He has other responsibilities now.’

Ramses looked at her in astonishment. David hadn’t expressed discontent, not even to him, but he knew how difficult it was for his friend to abandon wife and children for several months a year. How did his mother know?

Because she knew everything. She was the Sitt Hakim, the true head of the family. Everyone acknowledged that, even his father.

They joined Katherine for a late luncheon and then the Vandergelts went with them to where their horses were waiting. Walking with Ramses, Bertie slowed his steps until they were some distance behind the others, and Ramses braced himself. He was Bertie’s chosen confidant, a role he would rather have refused, since he could offer the disconsolate lover no encouragement. Bertie had set his sights on the pretty Egyptian girl several years ago, but Ramses wouldn’t have given much for his chances. Jumana was an ardent feminist and fiercely dedicated to her career, and Bertie’s mother had done her best to discourage her son. Katherine had lost most of her prejudice against ‘coloured races,’ but marriage with her son was a different matter, the last barrier of bigotry, which few Europeans ever overcame.

‘Perhaps you’ve been too assiduous,’ he suggested. ‘Try ignoring her for a while, or pay attention to another girl.’

‘I did try that,’ Bertie said morosely. ‘It didn’t have the least effect.’

‘Try again.’

‘I guess I could.’ Bertie tried to sound casual. ‘Is Maryam coming out this year?’

Ramses bit back a caustic comment. Bertie had an absolute gift for falling in love with women his mother considered totally unacceptable. Sethos’ daughter Maryam had even more strikes against her than Jumana; she was illegitimate, of what Katherine would call ‘mixed blood,’ and the mother of a three-year-old son. Not to mention her earlier connections with a gang of criminals.

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘We haven’t heard from her or her father for some time. For God’s sake, Bertie, can’t you find yourself a nice harmless English or American girl? You don’t have to marry her, just – er – amuse her for a few months.’

‘They’re all alike,’ Bertie complained. ‘Dull, conventional little dolls.’

‘How about Miss Petherick? She’s not dull.’

Bertie stared at him in horror. ‘You’re joking. She’s a dreadful woman!’

‘Yes, I was joking. Not the sort of family one would care to become intimate with.’

The others were already mounted and waiting. Bertie stopped and said softly, ‘The brother. I thought his name was familiar, and now I’ve remembered. He was an ambulance driver. His ambulance took a direct hit, the wounded he was transporting were blown to smithereens. He got off without a scratch, but . . .’

‘Shell shock?’

Bertie grimaced. ‘I heard they found him crawling along the road, collecting bloody arms and legs and heads and trying to fit them back together.’

‘Good God.’

‘So be easy on him.’

‘I will. Thanks for telling me.’

Bertie’s story gave him a new sympathy for Adrian Petherick, but it didn’t make him any more eager to establish friendly relations – or relations of any kind. He could only hope he would be able to keep his mother away from the Pethericks.

There was one silver lining to his father’s absence. It gave them all some uninterrupted time to get on with their own work. The workmen’s village had contained masses of written material, some on the scraps of pottery called ostraca, some on papyrus. He had published one book of translations of the Deir el Medina papyri, and was working on a second. Before he excused himself he asked his mother what she intended to do for the remainder of the day. Her answer was a knowing smile. ‘With your father out of the way, I can work on that article he was supposed to have finished two months ago. Tea at five, as usual, my dear.’

It was an implicit promise that she wouldn’t go scooting back to Luxor. His father would be furious when he discovered she had finished his article, but insofar as Ramses was concerned, that was definitely the lesser of two evils.

We were not infrequently annoyed by uninvited visitors, most of them total strangers armed with letters of introduction from people we knew only slightly or did not know at all. Glancing from time to time out of the window of my little study, I saw several carriages and persons on donkey-back stop at the completed guardhouse. The structure lacked architectural merit, being only a square of mud brick pierced by a door and several windows with a roof of woven reeds. It was, in fact, as commodious as many of the village houses, and Fatima assured me Wasim was so pleased with his quarters he intended to sleep there. No one interrupted my work, so I assumed Fatima had decided they were intruders and had told Wasim to send them away. I was about to stop for tea when Fatima entered and informed me that two of our archaeological colleagues had dropped by.

‘Ask them to stay for tea,’ I instructed, rising and stretching stiffened limbs. ‘I will join them as soon as I have freshened up.’

‘Yes, Sitt.’ She handed me a small sheaf of calling cards. ‘These are the ones I told you were not at home.’

‘Good heavens, so many?’ I went quickly through them. None of the names was familiar – but one was that of a representative of a newspaper. ‘Confound the cursed woman,’ I said. ‘I was right about her; it is publicity she is after. She must have told everyone in Luxor about the curse. It was wise of you, Fatima, to suggest we needed a guard.’

‘Yes, Sitt.’ I didn’t blame her for looking smug.

My guests were Mr Barton, one of the Metropolitan Museum crew, and an acquaintance of his, whom he introduced as Heinrich Lidman. Barton always put me in mind of a good-natured scarecrow, with his long gangly limbs and shock of sandy hair. His companion was several inches shorter and somewhat stouter. He peered at me through steel-rimmed eyeglasses and at once burst into speech.

‘Mrs Emerson, I cannot tell you what an honour it is to meet you, of whom I have heard so much and with whose work I am of course well acquainted, particularly the excellent excavations conducted by you and your distinguished husband at el Amarna in the –’

‘Shut up, Heinrich,’ Barton said amiably. ‘You have to interrupt him once he starts talking, or he never stops,’ he explained to me.

‘It is my failing,’ Lidman admitted sheepishly – and he did rather resemble a sheep, with his long nose and head of tight fair curls. ‘Excuse me, Mrs Emerson, I was carried away by –’

‘Do sit down, gentlemen,’ I said, taking Mr Barton at his word. ‘Emerson is away, but I expect Ramses and Nefret will join us shortly.’

In fact, it was after five and I was surprised at their tardiness. The dear little children were always on time for tea. When my son and daughter-in-law appeared they were alone, and looking a trifle harried.

‘Where are the children?’ I asked.

‘Sent to bed early,’ Ramses said shortly.

‘They misbehaved?’

Ramses nodded. It was not an unusual occurrence, but this misdemeanor must have been serious, since being deprived of tea with the family was the worst punishment in our power. I did not pursue the subject, since we had guests.

Barton was greeted by Ramses and Nefret as the old friend he was. He introduced Mr Lidman, who began spouting compliments.

‘It is an honour, such an honour, Dr Emerson.’

‘I don’t use the title,’ Ramses said. ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Lidman. Nice to see you, George.’

Fatima brought the tea tray. I dispensed the genial beverage and she offered a plate of cakes, the sight of which brought a greedy glitter to Mr Lidman’s brown eyes.

‘I thought for a few minutes you weren’t going to see me,’ said Barton, laughing. ‘Wasim didn’t recognize me at first, kept waving that antique rifle at me. Never known you folks to set a guard before. What’s up? Don’t tell me those wild stories are true.’

Having learned caution from my encounters with the vultures of the press, I replied with another question. ‘What wild stories are you referring to, Mr Barton, and from whom did you hear them?’

Eating and drinking kept Mr Lidman silent while Barton explained that his workmen had been full of the tale that morning. It was as I feared; the news had spread all over Luxor, and our acquisition had been exaggerated to the point of absurdity: jewels, golden statues, vessels of precious metals – a veritable hoard, in fact. I decided it would be advisable to correct these misapprehensions, so I went and got the statuette and explained how it had come to us.

Barton gasped at the sight of it, and Mr Lidman began babbling. ‘It is Akhenaton, no doubt of that, and it must have come from his tomb at Thebes, I have long believed that his funerary equipment, barring the sarcophagus, was brought here from Amarna after the city of the Aton was abandoned, and it must have been found by local tomb robbers who, as you know, have made more important discoveries than archaeologists; for example –’

‘There are other possibilities,’ I said. But this was one none of us had proposed, and I made the fatal mistake of asking a direct question. ‘Where could such a tomb be located?’

Mr Lidman proceeded to tell us, talking faster and faster, with scarcely a pause to draw breath. Mr Barton finally took pity on me, and himself, and uttered the magic words.

‘Shut up, Heinrich.’

Ramses, who had been studying the visitor intently, said, ‘The West Valley is a possibility, I suppose; the tombs of Akhenaton’s father and one of his immediate successors are there, as you pointed out, Mr Lidman. You seem very familiar with the Amarna period.’

‘I worked at the site before the war.’ For once, Mr Lidman’s loquacity had deserted him. He looked sadly at his empty plate.

‘With Borchardt?’ Ramses asked.

‘Yes. You would not know my name, of course. It has been some years since I published anything, and since the war I have been unable . . .’ He looked up; something he saw in our faces encouraged him to go on. ‘To speak truth, I am looking for another position. I know the language, I have had experience in excavation under one of the best, I speak Arabic and am accustomed to dealing with native workmen . . .’

‘Am I to understand that you are applying for a position with us?’ I asked, taking pity on the poor man. I did feel sorry for him. The war had interrupted many promising careers, some of them ended forever.

‘I will accept any position, however humble, if not with you, perhaps with Mr Cyrus Vandergelt. I know the influence you have with him . . .’

His imploring eyes were fixed on Ramses, as if his decision were the only one that mattered. Just like a man, I thought.

My son had also been moved by the fellow’s obvious need. Like many who had risked their lives during the conflict, he bore no grudge against former enemies. They had all been victims of the arrogance and stupidity of their leaders.

‘My father is the one who makes such decisions,’ Ramses said. ‘I will speak to him about you when he returns.’

‘Thank you. Thank you. I will be forever grateful.’

It had been an awkward interlude, and I was thankful when George Barton changed the subject. Holding up the statuette, he said, ‘If this was bought from a dealer, it could have originated anywhere in Egypt. Right, Mrs Emerson?’

‘Quite right,’ I said. ‘The most logical way of tracing its origin is through the dealer from whom it was purchased. Mrs Petherick claims she does not know his name, and I am inclined to believe her, since she is a silly woman and keeps rambling on about curses.’

Realizing I was beginning to sound like Mr Lidman, I stopped myself and offered the gentlemen another cup of tea.

‘Thank you, ma’am, but we must be getting back,’ Barton said. ‘Sorry to have missed the Professor, but we’ll be seeing him soon, I hope.’

‘Yes, yes,’ Mr Lidman said. ‘It will be an honour. I trust you have a safe hiding place for this remarkable object. Every thief in Luxor will be after it.’

‘No one would dare rob the Father of Curses,’ Barton said with a grin. ‘That’s one of Daoud’s sayings, and it’s right on the mark. Do let us know, ma’am, if the Professor plans to perform one of his notorious – er – famous exorcisms.’

After our visitors had left, I asked Nefret what crime the children had been guilty of. ‘I presume it was Carla – as usual.’

‘Carla was the instigator,’ Nefret said with a sigh. ‘Honestly, Mother, I sometimes think that temper of hers will be the death of me. She tore up the drawing David John was making as a welcome-home present for Father. He’d been working on it for hours – beautiful little coloured hieroglyphs and a picture of a cat.’

‘Then why did you punish David John?’

‘Because he punched her square in the face,’ said Ramses. He had had time to calm down, and I thought I detected a tone of unwilling amusement. ‘Her nose started to bleed, and then David John burst into tears. It was quite noisy. Carla howled and David John hugged her and said he was sorry, and she said she was sorry, and they ended up smeared with tears and blood.’

‘Good heavens,’ I said weakly.

‘It was just a nosebleed,’ Nefret assured me. ‘But David John must learn that there is no excuse whatsoever for physical violence, and Carla must learn to leave other people’s property alone.’

‘Quite right,’ I said. ‘But they are only four.’

Ramses smiled affectionately. ‘Spoken like a true grandmother. We’ll make it up with them after dinner, Mother.’

Conversation during that meal returned to the subject of our new acquaintance. ‘Are you going to recommend him to your father?’ I asked Ramses.

‘I can think of no reason not to. I believe I recall hearing his name mentioned as a competent excavator. You keep saying we need more staff.’

‘We do. The difficulty will be getting your father to admit it.’

After he and Nefret had said goodnight I worked on Emerson’s article for a time, but found myself yawning. His academic style is not electrifying (most academic style is not) and I had had a disturbed night. Finally I gave it up and sought my lonely couch.

I dreamed, not of Abdullah, but of Emerson. He was strolling through the narrow streets of the Khan el Khalili, dressed in Bedouin robes and holding aloft a golden statue. A rock whistled past his head. Emerson ducked and went on. A shot rang out. It missed him by a scant inch. Emerson went on. I called out to him, but my voice was no louder than a kitten’s mew. I was a kitten, scrambling at his heels, clawing at the skirts of his robe, in a vain attempt to attract his attention. A woman, scantily clad and veiled, slipped out of a doorway and threw her arms around him. Superbly oblivious, Emerson went on. The perfume shop just ahead of him collapsed with a crash, showering the street with broken glass bottles. I cried out . . .

And woke, perspiring and shaking. The sound had not been a dream. The echoes still reverberated.

I sprang from bed and rushed to the window that overlooked the veranda and the road. A cloud of dust, pale in the moonlight, rose above the ruins of the guardhouse.

I was not the only one to be awakened by the catastrophe. As I reached the front door, hastily fastening the sash of my dressing gown, I saw Ramses running towards me. He carried a torch – something I had not thought to do – and was trying to button his trousers – his only garment – one-handed. ‘Mother, are you all right?’

‘Yes, yes. The guardhouse has collapsed. Hurry.’

Mud brick is not the most stable of building materials. Only one wall was standing. The rest of the structure was now a heap of rubble, strewn with the reeds that had formed the roof. And under it somewhere, I feared, was Wasim.

‘God Almighty,’ Ramses breathed. ‘Here, Mother, take the torch.’

He fell to his knees and began tossing bricks aside. I was about to go to his assistance when we were joined by other members of the household. They all pitched in with a will and before long they were rewarded by the sight of a groping hand. The rescuers cheered and had soon cleared the body of the unfortunate watchman. He was lying face down. Nefret, who had been the last to join us, caught Ramses by the arm as he was about to turn the poor fellow over on to his back. ‘Don’t move him yet. Wasim, can you hear me?’

She ran expert hands over his limbs and body. ‘Is it you, Sitt Hakim?’ said a muffled voice. ‘Am I dead?’

Obviously he wasn’t, but we had some difficulty convincing him. According to Nefret, he had got off easily, with only cuts and bruises. Nevertheless, we removed him carefully to a stretcher and she went with him to the clinic.

Not until that moment, when anxiety was relieved, did I have leisure to think the matter through. How could the building have collapsed? It had not been designed to last forever, but the men had had long experience, and they would not have taken a chance on shoddy construction. Looking about me, I saw that every servant in the house was there. And that meant . . .

‘Ramses,’ I said urgently. ‘Is anyone on guard?’

‘Dammit,’ said Ramses.

He moved too fast for me in my trailing garment. When I reached Emerson’s study, Ramses had found Emerson’s keys and was in the act of unlocking one of the desk drawers. With a long sigh of relief, he removed the painted box and lifted the lid.

‘It’s safe,’ I exclaimed. ‘A false alarm.’

‘No. Someone has been here.’ He indicated a set of dusty footprints that ran back and forth across the floor. They were those of bare feet.

‘Not yours?’ I asked.

‘Those are mine.’ He indicated a single line of prints, narrower and longer than the others.

We followed the intruder’s prints along the hall. They led into Emerson’s and my sleeping chamber.

‘He came here first,’ Ramses muttered. ‘He looked under the bed and in the drawers of the chest. One of them is still partly open. Unless you –’

‘I am never so untidy. It was a quick and somewhat superficial search. He knew he couldn’t count on much time. Finding nothing here, he went to your father’s study.’

‘He heard us coming and fled before he had a chance to search thoroughly,’ Ramses finished. ‘Which means he didn’t know precisely where it was hidden. Let’s see which way he went.’

The dusty prints faded out in the corridor, but it was not difficult to deduce that the intruder had come in through the courtyard and left the same way.

‘Hell and damnation.’ Ramses ran his fingers through his dishevelled hair, dislodging a shower of sandy dust. ‘He didn’t leave a single clue. As Father would say, this is getting monotonous.’

From Manuscript H

The children had been awakened by the commotion, and were indignant at Elia for not letting them join in the fun.

‘It was not fun,’ Ramses said sternly. ‘Wasim might have been badly hurt.’

Carla looked ashamed, and David John considered the comment. ‘We should not be angry with Elia. She did what you told her to do.’

‘So it’s my fault?’ Ramses inquired, tucking the blankets around his son.

‘You acted for what you believed to be the best,’ David John conceded. ‘Was it an unfortunate accident, or an attempt at distraction?’

Silently Ramses cursed his son’s precocity. He tried to avoid lying to the children, so he phrased the answer with some care. ‘We don’t know yet. Now go to sleep.’

He kissed them both goodnight and left, knowing full well that his attempt at equivocation would be a failure. They’d hear the whole story, and a number of wild theories, from the servants.

Instead of going to Deir el Medina next day, they conducted another kind of excavation. The rubble had been disturbed by their frantic attempts to free Wasim, but close examination, of the sort Emerson would have approved, confirmed Ramses’ suspicion that the sturdily built structure couldn’t have been brought down by anything less than a battering ram or an explosive charge. They found a few fragments of a stick of dynamite and, some distance away, traces of the fuse.

Dynamite wasn’t hard to come by. Nothing was, in Egypt, if you knew where to go. Examination of the blackened, fragmented bricks at what had been the northeast corner indicated that the effect of the blast had been limited to that area. The collapse of the rest of the building had followed, but it might not have been intended.

‘It was lucky for Wasim that he was sleeping near the door,’ said Selim, brushing powder off his hands. ‘But this is not good, Ramses. We must question the men of Gurneh and find out who has an alibi.’

Ramses smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘You are getting to be quite a detective, Selim, but I doubt that line of investigation will get us anywhere. I photographed the clearest of the footprints this morning, but that is probably a forlorn hope too. The fellow wasn’t missing a toe or anything useful of that sort.’

‘All the same, we will ask,’ Selim said. ‘How is Wasim?’

‘Enjoying a nice rest and all of Fatima’s food he can eat. Nefret treated his bruises and scrapes and told him he could go home, but he says he’s too weak to move.’

‘We must find another guard,’ Selim declared. ‘And rebuild the house.’

‘I’ll leave it to you, then. There’s no use going to Deir el Medina today.’

He went back to his papyri. He felt slightly guilty, though he knew he wasn’t needed. From time to time he went to the window and looked out. Selim had a dozen men at work setting up a temporary structure of poles and canvas, and making new bricks. Their aggressive presence was enough to deter the few curiosity seekers whose carriages approached.

When they met for luncheon his mother was sorting through the messages that had arrived. ‘Nothing from the Pethericks?’ Ramses asked.

‘No. I am somewhat surprised. Mrs Petherick must be getting bored.’

The communication came that afternoon, in the form of a hand-delivered message. David John, who had learned to read at an alarmingly early age, was poring over a book and Ramses was playing tag with Carla when his mother joined them in the garden. ‘Where is Nefret?’ she asked.

‘She has a patient.’ Ramses took the note from her and eluded his daughter by pulling himself up into a tree. Ignoring Carla’s enraged, and justified, shrieks of ‘Not fair. Not fair!’ he read the message.

‘You’re right, Carla,’ he said, dropping back to the ground. ‘I cheated, so I lose. You win. Now run along and clean up for tea. Papa has to go out for a little while.’

‘Fatima has made a plum cake,’ his mother added.

‘Are you going out too?’ Carla demanded.

Her grandmother smoothed the little girl’s ruffled black curls. ‘Yes.’

Carla weighed the advantages and disadvantages, her dark eyebrows drawn together in a thoughtful frown. David John had already reached the logical conclusion: with only the indulgent Fatima to supervise their tea, the entire plum cake would be theirs. He closed his book, gave his grandmother a quick hug, and trotted off towards the house, followed by Carla.

Ramses picked up the coat he had tossed on a bench, and his mother said, ‘I am glad you agree that we must go. Mrs Petherick sounds on the verge of hysteria. If we don’t turn up before dark, heaven knows what she’ll do.’

Ramses looked again at the note. The ragged handwriting was certainly suggestive of shaken nerves and shaking hands. ‘ “He will come for me at nightfall. For the love of God, hurry!” ’

‘I agree that you have determined we must go,’ he said. ‘It must have struck you, Mother, that this frantic appeal has the same calculated air as her earlier performances. I was under the impression that you considered the entire business a publicity stunt.’

‘Life is seldom so simple as that,’ said his mother sententiously. She took his arm and led him, gently but inexorably, along the path. ‘People are capable of incredible feats of self-delusion, as we see in cases of hypochondria. Mrs Petherick may have convinced herself that the menace is real, in order to justify her actions in her own mind, and –’

‘Yes, Mother.’

She was right, but her complacent smile and the briskness of her stride betrayed her real motive. It had been a forlorn hope that he could keep her from meddling in the Petherick affair.

They paused only long enough to collect Nefret, who had finished with her patients. By the time they reached the riverbank and had selected a boat to take them across, the sun was low in the west. Its slanting rays brightened the splendid columns of the Luxor Temple and, in incongruous juxtaposition, the modern facade of the Winter Palace Hotel. They hurried up the stairs from the quay to the street. As they waited to cross, Ramses referred again to the note.

‘She asks us to come directly to her room. She’s afraid to open the door, she says!’ He took his mother’s arm. With the skill of long practise they wound their way through the procession of camels, donkeys and carriages that filled the street.

‘Which room?’ Nefret asked, looking up at the long facade of the hotel. The first floor, with the lobby and reception rooms, was reached by a pair of opposed curving stairs; guest rooms were on the second and third floors, with the ground floor reserved for storage and service areas.

‘Three fifty-two and -three,’ Ramses said. ‘A suite. It’s the one at that end.’

‘The one with the balcony? I’m surprised she didn’t . . . Oh, good Lord! What’s that?’

There was no mistaking what it was, despite its distance from the ground. Sunset shone with theatrical intensity on the stone balustrade of the balcony and the form leaning over it. Man-high, shrouded, dead black, it seemed to drink the sun’s rays. As they stared in disbelief, the shape slowly bent forward and fell, forty feet, towards the terrace below.

Ramses shook off his wife’s hand and went up the stairs three at a time. People in the lobby turned to stare as he ran past. He didn’t wait for the lift, which was uncertain at best, but headed straight up the staircase. He reached the third floor and ran full tilt along the long corridor, damning the architect of the Winter Palace for wasting so much space on staircases and passageways. Most of the guests were at tea, on the terraces or in the tearoom; only a few soft-footed servants stared as he passed.

Mrs Petherick’s suite was at the end of a right-angle turn in the corridor. As Ramses knew from visits to other friends, her two rooms were reached through a small antechamber which gave greater privacy to the occupant of the suite. In front of the closed door of the antechamber stood Abdul, one of the hotel servants, tricked out in a red fez, a gold-braided jacket, and unauthentic but picturesque baggy trousers. Ramses cut short his cheerful ‘Salaam aleikhum’ and pounded on the door, calling out her name and his own. No answer, no sound at all from within. He turned to the servant. ‘Is the lady not here?’

‘She has not come out, Brother of Demons.’ Abdul thought for a few seconds and then proudly came up with a conclusion. ‘So – she must still be there, yes? She gave me much baksheesh and told me to let no one in. No one at all except you or the Sitt Hakim or –’

The door wasn’t locked. Thinking she might be cowering in the closet or bathroom, Ramses hammered even harder on one of the inner doors, the one that led to the sitting room. Still no answer.

‘What’s she playing at?’ he demanded. There was no answer from Abdul, who knew the question hadn’t been addressed to him. Ramses realized he had no choice but to play along, but he would have a few words to say to the confounded woman when he located her.

The inner door wasn’t locked either. The tall French doors to the balcony stood open, the filmy curtains blew in the breeze. A blazing, bloody sunset reddened the sky. The room was in perfect order, and so were the adjoining bedchamber and bath. Mrs Petherick’s garments filled the wardrobe, her toilet articles were laid out on the dressing table, but the lady herself was nowhere to be found.
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