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  Foreword


  Thanks to recent negotiations with the heirs of Mrs. Emerson, the editor is able to present another volume of her memoirs. (If the reader is curious about the chronological
  placement of this particular volume, the editor notes that A River in the Sky chronicles events that occurred in 1910, and thus follows Guardian of the Horizon [19071908] and
  precedes The Falcon at the Portal [1911].) In this case Mrs. E. has gone to greater lengths than usual to conceal the identities of various persons mentioned. This may be attributed in part
  to the delicacy of the political situation at that time and in part to Mrs. Emersons wish to avoid lawsuits. Students of this somewhat obscure period may be reminded of actual events and/or
  individuals. The editor does not feel it is her responsibility to verify or deny such theories.




  
    
  


  Chapter One


  Emerson looked up from the book he was reading.


  The Old Testament, he remarked, is a tissue of lies from start to finish.


  As I have said before, and never tire of repeating, my husband is the greatest Egyptologist of this or any other century. It cannot be denied, however, that he holds somewhat unorthodox opinions
  on certain subjects. Prejudiced he is not; his critical comments are applied indiscriminately to all the major world religions, and not a few of the minor ones. Ordinarily I do not bother to
  protest, since contradiction only inspires him to more outrageous flights of rhetoric. However, I had become bored with my own reading material  an article on negative verb forms in the
  latest issue of the Zeitschrift fr Aegyptische Sprache  and considered what response was most likely to result in a refreshing discussion.


  The weather was unusually warm even for August in Kent, and the roses in the garden outside Emersons study drooped dustily. This chamber, the library in point of fact, is one of the most
  comfortable rooms in the house, a pleasant clutter of books and papers sprinkled with the ashes from Emersons pipe and the hair shed by cats of various colors. We all tend to gather there;
  Emersons attempts to claim it as his own are sporadic and ineffectual. He only does it to stir up an argument when other sources fail.


  The only other member of the family present that morning was Nefret, our adopted daughter. My son was presently on an archaeological excavation in Palestine; his Egyptian friend David, whom we
  regarded as one of us, had betaken himself to Yorkshire in order to be with his affianced bride, my niece Lia.


  If I had been looking for support  which I was not, since I do not require assistance in my discussions with Emerson  I would have known I could expect no agreement from
  Nefret.


  To look at her, one would have assumed Nefret to be a classic English beauty, fair-skinned and blue-eyed, with a glorious crown of golden-red hair. Yet her formative years had been spent in a
  remote spot in the western desert of Egypt, where the old gods were still worshipped, and she had served as High Priestess of Isis before we rescued her and brought her back to the land of her
  ancestors. Though I had endeavored to instruct her in the faith of those ancestors, I harbored no illusions as to my success. Early impressions are difficult to erase and from time to time she
  would say or do something that indicated she was more in sympathy with Emersons views than with mine. Her frequent visits to the little pyramid we had caused to be built in honor of a young
  man who had perished in her service might have been occasioned by respect and fond remembrance; but it would not have surprised me to learn that she sometimes addressed a prayer to one of the pagan
  deities mentioned in the inscriptions. Curled up on the sofa, playing with one of the cats, she looked at me with an anticipatory smile.


  I returned my attention to Emerson, whose smile was not so much anticipatory as provocative. I had decided on a flank attack rather than a direct assault.


  Good heavens, Emerson, are you reading the Bible? Are you feeling quite well?


  Emersons smile broadened into a grin that displayed a set of large white teeth. Nicely done, my dear. I assure you, my health has never been better.


  As if to verify the statement he rose to his feet and stretched. Muscles rippled across the breadth of his chest and along his arms. They were admirably displayed by his costume; his shirt was
  open at the throat and his sleeves rolled above the elbows. His thick black hair was becomingly disheveled and his blue eyes shone with sapphirine brilliance. The sight of Emersons splendid
  physical endowments never fails to stir strong emotions, but on this occasion I resisted the distraction since I was genuinely curious.


  Why are you reading the Bible, Emerson?


  The answer to that question will become evident in due course, Peabody. Have you no comment to make on my original statement?


  Well, as to that, I replied, settling myself more comfortably, you know as well as I do that the statement is, to say the least, inaccurate and exaggerated. Dont tell
  me you have read the entire Old Testament. How far had you got?


  Emerson glanced down at the volume open on his desk. Genesis and Exodus, he admitted. It gets damnably boring after that.


  One does not read the Bible to be entertained, Emerson, I said severely.


  Than why the devil does one read it?


  Before I could reply, an emphatic knock at the door preceded the appearance of Rose, who announced that luncheon was ready. Our very efficient housekeeper is allowed in Emersons study
  only when it reaches a stage of questionable hygiene; she gave it a critical look, pursed her lips, and shook her head.


  Emerson saw the look. Rising in haste, he said, Coming, Rose, coming at once.


  A formal meal, in such warm weather and when there were only three of us, was in my opinion a waste of time. Gargery, our butler, did not share this opinion, primarily because he seized every
  opportunity to listen and contribute to our conversation. (I do not encourage this, but Emerson has not the least notion of proper behavior with servants.) After serving cold ham and salad, Gargery
  inquired, May I ask, sir and madam, whether you have had a letter from Master Ramses recently?


  As I had often told Gargery, our son had reached an age at which that childish title was inappropriate. The name was equally inappropriate, but Ramses had been given that appellation in infancy
  because of his imperious manner and the fact that his swarthy complexion and dark eyes and hair appeared more Egyptian than English. (I have sometimes been asked to account for this resemblance. I
  see no reason why I should.)


  I replied with a rather curt negative, and Emerson, who had finished his ham and salad, asked, What do you know about the Old Testament, Gargery?


  Its been a while since I dipped into the Good Book, sir, Gargery admitted. I remember David and Goliath, and the parting of the Red Sea, and a few other
  stories.


  Stories is the word, said Emerson. There is not a jot of historical evidence for any of them.


  This was aimed at me, not at Gargery, so of course I responded. If it is history you want, you had better skip on to the books of Kings and Chronicles. The historical validity of the
  Exodus has been much debated  no, Emerson, I do not care to debate it now  but the lives of the kings of Israel and Judah are based on solid historical evidence.


  Emerson pushed his plate away and planted his elbows on the table  a deplorable habit of which I have not succeeded in breaking him. Is that so, Peabody? Perhaps you would care to
  cite a few examples.


  Though I would never have admitted it to Emerson, it had been some time since I had dipped into the Old Testament. I promised myself I would do so immediately after luncheon. Do your own
  research, Emerson. You wouldnt take my word anyhow. Nefret, my dear, you havent eaten a thing. You seem a trifle out of sorts these days. Is something worrying you?


  The disingenuous attempt to change the subject succeeded. Emerson, who adores his adopted daughter, glanced at her in alarm.


  No. Well . . . I miss the boys. Not that you and the professor arent splendid company, she added quickly. But with David in Yorkshire and Ramses off in the wilds of
  Palestine . . .


  You have no one to play with, I suggested.


  Nefret returned my smile. I suppose that was how it sounded. Oh, it is perfectly understandable that David would rather be with Lia; theyre madly in love and it will be some time
  before they can be married. But why did Ramses go haring off to Palestine? He might at least have the decency to write.


  Mr. Reisners offer to work with him at Samaria was a splendid opportunity, I said. And you know Ramses has never been a good correspondent.


  Well, sir and madam, I dont understand it either, Gargery declared, serving plates of custard. Egypt is where we always work. Why did Master Ramses go off to that
  heathenish place?


  The adjective is singularly inappropriate, Gargery, since we are speaking of the Holy Land, sacred to three great world religions. And, I added, I cannot remember inviting
  your comments on the matter.


  Unperturbed by my rebuke, for he had heard similar remarks so often they had ceased to make an impression, Gargery declared, I worry about him, madam, and thats a fact. You know
  how he is.


  I did know how he was. Ramses had a habit, a propensity, one might say, for getting into trouble. It would take too many pages of this journal to compile a list of his adventures, which included
  being kidnapped off the top of a pyramid, being temporarily entombed in another, stealing a lion . . . But as I have said, the list is long.


  Candor compels me to admit that certain of Ramsess escapades were due in part to the activities of his father and myself, for our dedication to truth and justice had occasionally brought
  us into contact with various criminal elements  tomb robbers, forgers, a murderer or two, and even a Master Criminal. To do myself justice, I must add that I had done my best to protect him
  as only a mother can. Certain of his narrow escapes were unquestionably the result of his own recklessness, and although he had settled down a bit as he approached the official age of maturity
   which he had reached this past month  I had been forced to the conclusion that I was no longer in a position to control his actions. At least not when he was in a place where I could
  not get at him. It had occurred to me, upon occasion, to wonder whether Ramses had deliberately selected a place where I could not get at him.


  For your information, Gargery, I said, the site of Samaria was once the capital of the kings of Israel, after the united kingdom broke into two parts following the death of
  Solomon, Israel being the northern and Judah the southern. The city was subsequently conquered by . . . er . . . various conquerors, ending with the Romans. The Roman temple on the summit of the
  tell  as such sites are called, being the remains of one settlement atop another . . .


  As I had expected, my lecture succeeded in boring Gargery to such an extent that he cleared the table and removed himself. It also bored Nefret, who asked to be excused, and Emerson, who
  declared he knew that, Peabody, and left the room. I knew he was going to the library to look up the information I had given in the hope of finding me wrong. He would not. I had been careful to
  stick to generalities.


  As a rule it is not difficult for me to read Emersons mind. However, speculate as I might, I was unable to account for his sudden interest in a subject that had hitherto roused only
  derision. I found time that day to refresh my memory of the biblical books I had mentioned. I did not doubt Emerson was reading them too, and I intended to be ready for him.


  He did not refer to the subject again. When he informed me, the following morning, that he had invited two guests to join us for tea, my attempts to ascertain more information about them were
  met with evasion and, when I persisted, a flat-out refusal to say more. Rather than give him the satisfaction of demonstrating further interest, I did not pursue the matter, but I felt a certain
  foreboding. Emersons acquaintances include Arab sheikhs, Nubian brigands, thieves of various nationalities, and one or two forgers.


  I was therefore pleasantly surprised when the guests proved to be unarmed and harmless. They were an odd pair, however. Major the Honorable George Morley appeared to be in his late thirties or
  early forties. Of medium height, with thinning brown hair, he carried himself like the soldier he had been, but his well-tailored clothes failed to conceal the fact that the life of a country
  gentleman had thickened his waistline and certain other parts of his anatomy.


  In contrast to the solidity of Morley, the other man gave the impression that a strong gale would blow him off his feet and send him floating across the landscape. His receding hair might have
  been white or very fair. His beard was of the same indeterminate shade, so that his face looked as if it were framed by a halo that had slipped its moorings. His eyes were of that pale shade of
  blue that, if physiognomists are to be believed, are characteristic of mystics and fanatics.


  His name was equally remarkable. Morley presented him as the Reverend Plato Panagopolous. His garments were of somber black and he wore a clerical collar. I asked, with my usual tact, to which
  particular church or denomination he belonged. I had to repeat the question before he replied: I serve the Lord God of Hosts in all his manifestations.


  He contributed little to the conversation after that, except for murmurs of vague agreement when someone commented on the beauty of the August weather or the prospect of rain, but from time to
  time his gaze focused on me or Nefret, and a singularly sweet smile warmed his thin face.


  Pouring tea and offering plates of biscuits and cucumber sandwiches, I wondered what the devil Emerson was up to now. As a rule he avoided English squires and otherworldly eccentrics like the
  plague. Nefret, as puzzled as I  and as bored  gave me a questioning look. I smiled and gave my head a little shake. Be patient, was my unspoken message. Emerson
  is bound to burst out before long.


  I confess, however, that I was not prepared for the precise nature of the outburst.


  The Old Testament, said Emerson, fixing Morley with a piercing stare, is a tissue of lies from start to finish.


  Really, Emerson, I exclaimed. That is very rude to our guests, who probably take quite a different view of Scripture.


  Morley laughed and waved a plump pink hand. Not at all, Mrs. Emerson. I fully expected some such view from the Professor. I am here to change his views, if possible.


  Proceed, said Emerson, folding his arms.


  But before Mr. Morley could do so, Panagopolous leaped to his feet and began speaking in tongues.


  Genuine, actual languages, that is to say. I recognized Hebrew and Latin, and what sounded like Greek; but his speech was so disjointed and his voice so high-pitched I understood only a few
  words. He might have been the reincarnation of one of the Old Testament prophets: eyes blazing, hair and beard bristling, arms flailing.


  What the devil, Emerson exclaimed. He is about to have a seizure.


  Dont touch him, Morley said. He is not ill. It will pass.


  Sure enough, the spate of speech stopped as suddenly as it had come on. The reverends bristling hair and beard settled back into place. He resumed his chair, and took a biscuit.


  Did you understand what he said? Morley asked coolly.


  Gibberish, Emerson said, even more coolly.


  I realized I was staring rudely (if understandably) at the reverend, who was placidly munching his chocolate biscuit.


  Languages are not my husbands specialty, I said, getting a grip on myself. I recognized a few words  names, rather. He referred, I believe, to the city of
  David and the conquest of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon.


  Very good, Mrs. Emerson. Morley beamed at me and patted his hands together in applause.


  Emerson glowered at the reverend, who was working his way through the plate of biscuits with calm concentration.


  And is this your evidence? Emerson demanded. The ravings of a religious fanatic?


  The parlor door opened a few inches. Expecting to find that Gargery, frustrated in his attempt to hear through a heavy wooden panel, had eased it open, I was disconcerted to see Horus squeeze
  through the opening.


  We have a good many cats, too many, as some might say. They were all descendants of a pair of Egyptian felines we had brought back with us from Egypt, and they had bred true to type, being
  handsomely brindled animals with large ears and a high degree of intelligence. Horus was undoubtedly one cat too many. He was a bully and a philanderer, whose contempt for us was matched by our
  detestation of him. For some unaccountable reason Nefret doted on him.


  Apparently he had learned how to open doors. After an insolent survey of the persons present he sauntered across the room and jumped up onto the sofa next to Nefret, shoving her aside so he
  could sprawl out.


  What a handsome cat, said the reverend, whose chair was beside the sofa. Here, puss, puss, good puss. Would you like a biscuit?


  Chocolate is not good for cats, I said. The comment came too late; with a sudden lunge, Horus snatched the biscuit from the reverends fingers and crunched it up, sprinkling
  damp crumbs over the crimson velvet upholstery of the sofa.


  Emerson had had enough. Breathing heavily through his nose, he fixed Morley with a hard stare. I agreed to listen to your proposition, Mr. Morley  against my better judgment
   because you claimed to have solid documentary evidence supporting it. Thus far that evidence has not been forthcoming.


  This prospectus, said Morley, removing a handsomely bound booklet from his breast pocket, contains a photograph of the scroll I mentioned when we last 


  Photograph, bah, said Emerson. I would have to see the scroll itself.


  It is in extremely fragile condition, Professor, and cannot be carried about. Several learned authorities have inspected it and pronounced it genuine. You may communicate directly with
  them if you like.


  Well, I dont like, Emerson declared. So-called experts can be hoodwinked as easily as other men. Anyhow, I have no interest whatsoever in biblical legends, or in the
  Israelites, who were treacherous, bloodthirsty sinners, turning on one another whenever they ran out of Amalekites, Jebusites, Philistines, and Moabites to slaughter. Furthermore, the scheme you
  propose is unacceptable on several grounds.


  What scheme? I asked.


  I might as well have saved my breath. Having regained his, after his long diatribe, Emerson continued. You cannot be unaware of the unsettled state of the area in question. Your scheme
  may  almost certainly will  inflame conditions that endanger the peace of the entire region.


  I got one word out  What  before Morley interrupted. The narrowing of his orbs indicated rising temper but  I do him credit  though his voice was a
  trifle loud, his speech was measured.


  With all due respect, Professor Emerson, that is only your opinion. I have permission from the authorities to carry out my scheme. He sipped genteelly at his tea.


  What scheme? I demanded.


  I can, when occasion demands, raise my voice to a pitch that is difficult to ignore. Morley started and burst into a fit of coughing  having, I deduced, swallowed the wrong way. Emerson,
  who knew the futility of ignoring it, replied in a tone almost as vehement as mine.


  The damned fool is mounting an expedition to Jerusalem, to look for the Ark of the Covenant.


  The ensuing silence was broken by Nefrets melodious chuckle. I do beg your pardon, she murmured, trying to keep a straight face.


  Your derision is justified, said Emerson. People have been looking for the damned thing for centuries. They are welcome to keep on looking for it, insofar as I am concerned;
  it is a harmless enough fantasy. That is not my point. My point is 


  You have made it, Professor. Morley placed his cup carefully on the table and rose to his feet. I will take no more of your time.


  Though as a rule I deplore Emersons bad manners, I was as anxious as he to get our visitors out of the house. I had fully expected the reverend to fall writhing to the floor during his
  initial outburst. His present look was almost as disconcerting; looking up from his pensive contemplation of the (empty) biscuit plate, he inquired, Are we going now?


  I accompanied our guests into the hall. Morley took his hat from Gargery, who was hovering, and turned to me.


  If the Professor should change his mind 


  He will be sure to inform you, I said. Good afternoon.


  We shook hands, and I offered mine to the reverend. He met it with a surprisingly firm grip and a sweet, childlike smile.


  Good afternoon, Mrs. Emerson. Those were excellent biscuits!


  Gargery followed me back to the parlor, so closely he was almost treading on my heels, and began clearing away the tea things with glacial slowness.


  Emerson went to the sideboard and poured the whiskey.


  Here you are, Peabody. We both deserve it, I believe, after that interview.


  He cant have been serious, Nefret exclaimed. Why on earth did you bother listening to such an absurd proposal?


  I had my reasons, said Emerson. He gave me a sidelong glance. They were excellent reasons. That is all I can tell you.


  Can, or will? I inquired. A few sips of the genial beverage had restored my composure and a few ideas were simmering in my head.


  Can, said Emerson, with considerable emphasis.


  Sworn to secrecy, were you?


  Quite, said Emerson, giving me a meaningful look.


  Ah, I said.


  What on earth are you two talking about? Nefret asked.


  I am waiting for your Aunt Amelia to tell ME what I am talking about, said Emerson.


  Oh, very well, I said. Far be it from me to make you break your sworn word. You will not be guilty of that error if I tell you.


  Precisely, said Emerson, no longer attempting to conceal his smile.


  Please do, madam, Gargery exclaimed. I cant stand the suspense much longer.


  There was no use ordering Gargery out of the room; he would only listen at the door.


  Confound it, I muttered. Why cant they leave us alone? I suppose the meeting occurred last week, when you said you went up to London to work at the British Museum.
  What were you given this time? I dont want any more cursed emeralds.


  I was given nothing, Peabody. Not even the threat of a title. Apparently the royal family only pays on delivery.


  Royal family, said Gargery in dying tones. Madam . . .


  I addressed Nefret instead of Gargery. She had been courteous enough to refrain from questions, though her wide blue eyes indicated her interest. Some years ago we were able to be of
  service to her late Majesty in a delicate family matter. Upon its successful conclusion she summoned Emerson to Windsor and offered him a knighthood  which of course he refused.


  I ignored the groan from that consummate snob Gargery and went on. She then presented him with that vulgarly ostentatious emerald ring which you may have seen in my jewel box. Apparently
  she passed on the story to her heirs, in case another delicate situation arose. This delicate situation, one may deduce, inspired the otherwise inexplicable visit today from Mr Morley. Now,
  Emerson, it is your turn. I hope His Majesty doesnt expect you to go looking for the Ark youself.


  One of the kittens wandered in and jumped onto Nefrets lap. Stroking it, she remarked, Does it exist? As I recall, from my studies at the vicarage, the Ark contained the tablets
  given to Moses on Mount Sinai.


  The Ten Commandments, I said helpfully.


  Yes, Aunt Amelia. But I thought the Professor didnt believe in Moses. Or the Exodus. Or 


  That doesnt mean the fabled Ark is pure fiction, Emerson replied, taking, as was his habit, the opposing side. We know that Jerusalem was besieged and overrun by the
  Babylonians, who carried away its residents into captivity. There was time 


  So you admit that not all the Old Testament is a tissue of lies, I said. The fall of Jerusalem is mentioned in Second Kings, if my memory serves.


  It is also described in the Babylonian annals, Emerson retorted. An historical source, Peabody. As I was saying, there was time during the siege for the inhabitants to
  conceal their greatest treasures. The Ark was only one of them, though the most important. There were vessels of gold  an altar, candelabra, incense vessels, and so on. Who is to say they
  may not still lie hidden under the ruins of the Temple?


  Do you believe that, Emerson?


  Certainly not, said Emerson, tiring of his teasing. Jerusalem was taken and sacked many times. If the Babylonians didnt seize the temple treasures, somebody else did.
  The Arch of Titus in Rome shows Roman soldiers carrying away some of the treasures, including a menorah. The Ethiopians claim the Ark was taken there by the son of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba.
  People have looked for it in Ireland, at Mount Sinai, and for all I know in Birmingham. Even if I believed there were the possibility of such a discovery, I would not countenance an expedition by
  an untrained amateur in a particularly sensitive part of the world.


  Gargery, I said in some exasperation. Will you please finish clearing the tea things away? The kitten is about to knock over the cream jug.


  Nefret removed the cat, and Gargery, who had abandoned all pretense of carrying out his duties, exclaimed, Then why dont you and madam go looking for the treasure, sir? Youd
  do a proper job of it.


  Kindly stay out of this, Gargery, I said. It is difficult enough to keep this family on track without your digressions. I cannot imagine what the Ark of the Covenant has to
  do with any of this, or why the British government should take an interest in the plans of an adventurer like Morley.


  Would you care to have me explain, Peabody? Emerson inquired in a devastatingly mild voice.


  That is what I have been asking you to do, Emerson.


  Hmph, said Emerson. I presume you are familiar with the present uneasy political situation in the Middle East?


  I am not, sir, Gargery said eagerly.


  Nor am I, Nefret admitted.


  You really ought to make an attempt to keep up with modern history, I said. Emerson, who had opened his mouth, closed it.


  Palestine is of course part of the once-mighty Ottoman Empire, which during the sixteenth century of the Christian era controlled the entire Middle East, North Africa, and parts of
  eastern Europe, I explained. Like all empires founded on conquest and injustice, it could not endure; gradually its territories were lost and at the present time only the support of
  Britain and France, who fear the collapse of the aging giant would open the doors of the East to Germany and Russia, keeps the sultan on his throne in Constantinople.


  Very poetically expressed, said Emerson, who had been waiting for my breath to give out. To look at it another way, Nefret and Gargery, the aging giant is rotten at the
  core. Provinces like Syria and Palestine are racked with poverty and corruption. Britain and France dont give a curse about the misery of the people; what concerns them is that in the past
  decade or so, German influence in the region has increased enormously. When Wilhelm the Second visited Istanbul and Jerusalem, he was greeted as a conquering hero. The Germans are constructing a
  railroad line from Damascus to Mecca, and one is entitled to assume that they arent doing it for altruistic reasons. If war should break out 


  War! Nefret cried. And Ramses is there, in the thick of it?


  Stop worrying about your brother, Emerson said impatiently. There wont be a war, not for a few more years. But its coming, and Germany is already making
  preparations  such as that railroad. Very useful for moving troops and supplies.


  This speech was presumably an attempt to reassure Nefret. Not surprisingly it failed. War or no war, if there is any way Ramses can get in trouble, he will, she said vehemently.
  If the situation is so unstable 


  Nonsense, I said. Samaria  the modern Sebaste  is nowhere near the area where the Germans are working, and Mr. Reisner is a responsible individual. Emerson
  considers him one of the most qualified of the younger generation of Egyptologists.


  Hmph.


  Or would, if he considered any other Egyptologists qualified, I emended.


  Hes not so bad, Emerson admitted. Though one would suppose he had enough on his plate with his excavations at Giza and in the Sudan, without taking on another
  responsibility in an area he knows nothing about 


  Reisner would argue that the basic techniques of excavation are the same in all parts of the world, I said.


  Well, well, said Emerson. Hmph.


  The ambiguity of this response ought to have raised alarm bells. It is not like Emerson to be ambiguous. In my defense I must say that I was more concerned with calming Nefret. George
  Reisner is a mature, dedicated individual who lives only for his work. Not even Ramses can get in trouble while he is in Reisners charge.


  From Manuscript H


  Ramses had been aware for some time that he was being followed. The night sky was overcast and the grove of olive trees through which he walked cast heavy shadows, but the
  faint sounds were unmistakable. He had been listening for them. He slowed his pace, ears pricked. When it happened, the attack was sudden and unexpected, for it came not from behind him but from
  close ahead. A slight stirring of the air and a change in the shape of the shadow across the path gave him just enough warning to duck. It turned out to be a bad move; instead of hitting him in the
  chest or shoulder, the missile struck the side of his head, hard enough to make him lose his balance and fall to hands and knees. Though dizzy and disoriented, he knew better than to stay where he
  was. He crawled off the path and among the gnarled trunks of the trees, where he lay still, listening and waiting for his head to clear.


  Not a sound, except for the normal night noises.


  Damn, Ramses said softly.


  The pattern was like that of the last attack  a missile flung, a hasty withdrawal. The only difference was that this time there had been two of them, one following, to distract his
  attention, the other waiting in hiding. He had hoped this time to lay hands on the assailant, or at least get a look at him.


  He returned to the path and switched on his torch. His lips pursed in a silent whistle when he saw the size of the stone that had struck him. It was as large as his head. If it had hit him full
  in the face . . . A deliberate attempt at murder?


  Probably not, he decided. The fellows aim wasnt very good, and if he had homicide on his mind he would have chosen more lethal weapons. The first stone had hit him in the back,
  hard enough to get his attention but doing little damage.


  He picked up the stone and went on his way without encountering any living creature except a few of the village dogs. When he emerged from the trees he saw the lights in the houses of the
  village of Sebaste. There werent many lighted windows; people in this part of the world went to bed early to save costly lamp oil. The brightest lights came from the house the Samaria crew
  had rented for the season. Reisner was still at work. Ramses stopped outside the door and after searching his pockets found a grubby handkerchief with which he wiped the blood off his cheek.


  When he went in, his superior didnt look up.


  Youve been a while, he remarked, adding a note to one of the papers on the table before him.


  Sorry.


  Clarence Fisher, Reisners second in command, was lying on the divan. He sat up, stretching. Whats that youve got there?


  I might have known, Ramses thought, that hed focus on an artifact instead of asking, What happened to you? The cut had stopped bleeding, but his cheek was smeared with dried
  blood, his clothes were dusty, and his hair was festooned with dried leaves. He handed Fisher the stone and sank into a chair.


  Its from the dig, Fisher said, examining the remains of ornamentation on one side of the stone. Why were you there at this time of night?


  I wasnt. Someone pitched that at me a few minutes ago, when I was walking through the olive grove on my way here.


  Reisner put his pen down and leaned back in his chair. His eyes moved over Ramsess disheveled form. Not again! he said.


  Sorry.


  No, Im sorry. Reisners sudden grin bared a large number of teeth. The remark sounded somewhat callous. Were you injured?


  Oh dear, Fisher exclaimed. I fear I was also negligent in failing to inquire.


  The two of them converged on Ramses. Reisner pushed the matted hair away from Ramsess temple and ran expert fingers over the area. Most field archaeologists had to know something about
  medical treatment; accidents on a dig were not uncommon.


  Youll have a nice big lump tomorrow, Reisner said coolly. How many fingers am I holding up?


  I dont have a concussion, sir.


  I expect you are only too familiar with the symptoms.


  Ramses couldnt tell from his superiors expression whether that had been meant as criticism, sarcasm, or a simple statement of fact.


  Yes, sir, he said.


  You dont have to keep calling me sir.


  Habit, Ramses said. Hard to break.


  He got another of those toothy grins. I understand. I still have to fight the tendency to address your dad that way.


  Reisner went back to his makeshift desk, took out his pipe, and began filling it. Fisher, clucking remorsefully, handed Ramses a glass, which the latter accepted with a nod of thanks. Unlike his
  parents, who celebrated the end of the workday with a whiskey and soda  or two  his current supervisor kept a scanty supply of liquor for medicinal purposes only. Not very good
  liquor, either, Ramses thought, sipping.


  They sat in silence for a few minutes, while Reisner fussed with his pipe and Fisher rummaged in the box of medical supplies. The small shabby room, the best the village had to offer, was
  illumined only by two flickering oil lamps. The gloom hid the ramshackle furnishings, such as they were, and the evidence of what his mother would have described as typical male untidiness 
  a pair of stockings draped over a chair, papers spilling out of the rough boxes they used for filing documents.


  Reisner lit his pipe and puffed contentedly. You went out tonight in the hope of provoking another attack.


  Well  yes, in a way. But I only wanted 


  To find out whether the first attack was an aberration or part of a pattern. Fair enough. If there is trouble brewing we need to know. Have you any idea what could be behind this?


  No. Perhaps you would prefer that I resign, Ramses said.


  What the hell do you want from me, an apology? Reisner clamped his teeth down on the stem of his pipe. Then he said suddenly, You probably think Ive been a little
  hard on you these past weeks.


  No, sir. The question almost surprised him into a truthful answer. Ramses was used to criticism. His father was a hard taskmaster; his frequent outbursts of temper had earned him
  the Egyptian title of Father of Curses. But Emerson doled out praise as readily as blame, and his shouts of laughter were as frequent as his curses.


  Fisher let out a whinny of amusement. Dont take it the wrong way, Ramses. George is afraid your mother will scold him if anything happens to you.


  Ramsess jaw dropped. What does my mother have to do with this?


  He promised her hed keep you out of mischief, Fisher said, with a smile that held a certain amount of malice.


  It would have been hard to say who was more outraged, Reisner or Ramses. Ramses was too infuriated to speak, which was just as well. Reisner gave Fisher a hard stare. Then he let out a sudden
  bark of laughter.


  The truth is, he said, your father intimidates me, but your mother absolutely terrifies me.


  Fisher joined in his laughter. Ramses was not amused. With all respect, sir, I am not a child.


  Oh, for heavens sake, dont be so touchy, Reisner said irritably. If I had any complaints about you or your work you would have heard them. All Im trying
  to do is find out what the hell is going on. We had no such problems last year. You are the only one of us who has been physically attacked. It smacks of a personal vendetta.


  But I was here last year too, Ramses pointed out. And Ill be damned if I can think of anything Ive done lately to arouse resentment.


  I cant think of anything either, Reisner admitted. Youre as familiar with the mores and sensibilities of Middle Easteners as I am.


  More so, Fisher murmured.


  Reisner acknowledged the truth of the statement with a wry smile. Have you any suggestions, Ramses?


  Ramses shrugged. Somebody doesnt like my face. Im not trying to make light of the situation, he added. Its just that I havent any sensible
  explanation.


  They sat in silence for a time. Finally Reisner said with a sigh, Neither have I. Just avoid solitary strolls from now on, will you? And  er  you neednt mention these
  incidents when you write the family.


  Ive no intention of doing so.


  Good. Put some alcohol on that cut before you go to bed.


  It was a dismissal, which Ramses was happy to accept. Lying awake on the hard cot, he went over the conversation and began to see the humor in it. He wasnt the only one under his
  mothers metaphorical thumb. It was a large thumb attached to a very long arm.


  Something else struck him now that he had leisure to think rationally. A personal vendetta implied a personal enemy, but it neednt be a new one. He had acquired a few over a short and
  misspent life; his parents had acquired even more. Did one of them bear a grudge strong enough to follow him here? He began going over the list but fell asleep before he had got halfway
  through.


  I did not doubt that Nefrets concern for her brother was genuine, if unfounded, but I suspected she was exaggerating her distress in order to get her own way. Owing to
  Emersons obduracy we had not settled on our plans for the winter season. Having been banned from the Valley of the Kings by the Antiquities Service, Emerson refused to accept any other site,
  though several had been offered him. He had spoken vaguely of returning to Nubia, where we had excavated before. Nefret did not want to go back to Nubia. (Neither did I.)


  Well, she declared, I dont really give a curse about the Ark of the Covenant or Major Morley. I am worried about Ramses. You know how he 


  Yes, I said, with a sigh. I do know.


  I am going to write to him at once. Nefrets chin set in an expression I knew only too well. And demand that he reply by return mail.


  That may take weeks, I said.


  Then the sooner someone gets at it, the better.


  She closed the door behind her with ominous softness.


  Now then, I said, fixing Emerson with a stern look. Out with it. You have not told me everything.


  I didnt want Nefret to hear.


  Why not?


  Emerson got up from his desk and tiptoed to the door. That is to say, he was under the impression that he was tiptoeing. Seizing the handle, he flung the door open, peered suspiciously into the
  hall, and closed the door before returning to his chair.


  What you know of the matter thus far, Peabody, might be deduced by any informed person. What I am about to tell you is a state secret, known only to a few. It must go no
  further.


  Emersons is not a countenance that lends itself to deception. The furrowing of his noble brow, the slight compression of his well-cut lips, and, most particularly, the movement of his
  hand to his chin, which he is wont to stroke when in thought, indicated that he was in deadly earnest.


  You have my word, Emerson, I replied, as earnestly. And may I add that the confidence you have displayed in me . . . I will say no more.


  Indeed? The sobriety of Emersons countenance relaxed into a smile. Well, my dear, I take you at your word. To answer your question: Morley is an additional
  complication to a witches brew of a situation. If he starts digging around the Temple Mount he is likely to stir up trouble with the Jews and the Moslems, both of whom consider that a holy
  site. Someone needs to keep an eye on him and try to prevent him from doing something stupid.


  And that someone is you?


  I have a legitimate excuse for protesting his activities, Peabody, on purely professional grounds. Hes bound to make a mess of the excavation, but until he does so there is no
  legal way of preventing him from going out there. What concerns the government is another matter entirely. The fact is, I spent only a few minutes with His Majesty. After the usual exchange of
  courtesies he left me to the Director of Military Intelligence and another individual, whose name was never mentioned.


  How extraordinary.


  It was a most extraordinary conversation, Peabody. These intelligence people  well, you know how they are, seeing plots and conspiracies all over the place. It seems there have
  been rumors of an uprising  not a violent affair like the Mahdist Revolt in the Sudan, but a carefully planned long-range project that may be years in the making. The object is the expulsion
  of foreigners from the Middle East and the creation of an Islamic state in Syria-Palestine.


  Expulsion? I repeated. That is a rather tame word. Are you talking about a jihad?


  It may come to that eventually, Peabody. At the present time, military intelligence is chiefly concerned with the part Germany is playing in the region. It has been ten years since the
  All-Highest, as his fawning subjects call the Kaiser, visited Damascus and Jerusalem and declared himself the defender of Islam. The Turks arent naive enough to believe his high-flown
  rhetoric, but they will use him to serve their own purposes. German agents are swarming all over the region, thinly disguised as explorers, engineers 


  And archaeologists?


  Emerson nodded, and I exclaimed, We are doing the same, of course. Archaeologists make excellent spies. Please dont tell me that George Reisner is secretly working for British
  intelligence.


  Then I wont. Come now, Peabody. In the first place, Reisner is American, with no loyalties to Britain. In the second place, he is the least likely individual of my acquaintance to
  let politics distract him from his work. Speaking of distraction, Peabody, youve done it again. Do you want to know why the War Office is interested in Major Morley?


  I suppose they suspect him of being a German spy, I said with a sniff.


  Emersons superior smile vanished. Curse it, Peabody, how did you know that?


  Logical deduction, Emerson. The War Office instigated Morleys visit to us; the War Office doesnt give a curse about inept excavations; the War Office is obsessed with spies;
  ergo, the War Office suspects Morley of being one. A spy, that is to say. Utter nonsense, of course. I trust you informed them to that effect?


  I havent had a chance to do so as yet. I had planned to go up to London tomorrow.


  I will go with you.


  You have not been invited, Peabody.


  Nevertheless, I will go.


  Logical deduction informed me that you would say so, said Emerson.


  We caught an early train next morning. Finding ourselves alone in a first-class carriage, Emerson took advantage of the opportunity to explain to me the organization of the
  military intelligence services, and the meaning of various confusing initials. The DMO was the Director of Military Operations, which had, at the present time, several subsidiary branches. MO2 was
  the branch assigned to cover Europe and the Ottoman Empire, and the only one that concerned us. Emerson would have gone on to tell me about the other branches, but fortunately several passengers
  got into the carriage at our next stop and refused to listen to Emersons strong hints that they go away. In fact I had heard all I needed to hear. Men like to create unnecessary
  organizations and give them impressive or mysterious names; this usually ends in increased confusion, and should therefore be ignored.


  The new War Office building was on an imposing height in Whitehall, across from the old Admiralty. Emerson was expected, for he had telegraphed earlier. I was not expected. There was some little
  discussion, which I ignored. I had worn my second-best summer hat, trimmed with roses, and a new costume of crimson silk (crimson being Emersons favorite color), and I suppose I made a
  rather unusual figure in that bastion of male supremacy. The men, even the clerks, might have ordered their somber black suits and their gray cravats from the same tailor and haberdasher.


  Since Emerson refused to budge a step without me, MO2, and even the DMO, were forced to concede. An extremely nervous young person escorted us to an impressive office on the second floor, where
  we were met by an equally nervous young secretary. He began twittering at us but was almost instantaneously replaced by the DMO himself, General David Spencer, who came bursting out of his
  office.


  Mrs. Emerson, I presume, he said, with a (very) slight bow. I was not expecting you.


  I studied him with some interest, since I had never met a DMO before. A long, sagging chin was more or less balanced by an unusually high forehead. Under heavy brows a pair of muddy brown eyes
  regarded me without pleasure.


  I believe I can provide a useful viewpoint, I explained, switching my parasol from my right hand to my left and offering the former. I felt it my duty as a loyal servant of
  the Crown to be present.


  A poorly suppressed gurgle of amusement from Emerson rather destroyed the solemnity of my statement and wrung a critical look from Spencer.


  Come in, then, he said grudgingly.


  There was another person in the office, a slight, unimposing young man with protuberant blue eyes and a brown mustache. He rose when I entered and politely held a chair for me. I assumed he was
  the unnamed gentleman to whom Emerson had referred. By that time I had become a trifle impatient with unnecessary mystery, so I introduced myself.


  Mrs. Emerson. How do you do?


  This, said Spencer, forced into feeble civility, is Mr. Smith.


  No, it isnt, I said, arranging my skirts and my parasol. His name is Tushingham, and I met him two years ago following a lecture he gave at the Royal Academy of
  Science. How are your botanical studies progressing, Mr. Tushingham?


  Over a chorus of snorts from Spencer and chuckles from Emerson, Tushingham said, I did not presume to assume that you would remember me, Mrs. Emerson. Our encounter was fleeting, to say
  the least.


  You mean you hoped I would not remember you. Never fear, Mr. Tushingham. My discretion is well known. Now let us not waste time, you probably have other matters to attend to and I mean to
  do a little shopping while I am in town. Major Morley is not a German agent.


  The general dropped heavily into a chair and stared at me. Tushingham seated himself and stared at Emerson.


  Does the Professor agree?


  Oh, certainly, said Emerson, standing behind my chair. He is a common garden-variety adventurer. Not that he isnt capable of making mischief. His notion of proper
  archaeological methodology 


  What about the other fellow  Panagatopolous? demanded the general.


  Panagopolous, I corrected. If he is secretly working for Germany, or any other government, he is the finest actor I have ever seen, on or off the stage. You know, of course,
  of his role in Morleys project.


  We investigated his background, Tushingham said. In his native Greece he is considered to be part of the lunatic fringe of biblical scholarship  harmless and possibly
  mentally disturbed. I  that is, we  assume Morley is using him and his bizarre theories as a rationale to mount an expedition.


  I am certain that is the case, I replied. As for Morley, my husband and I are of the same mind concerning his motives. He isnt the first treasure hunter to be enticed
  to the Holy Land.


  Quite, said Emerson. Shapira, Parker 


  He would have gone on and on, and I was in a hurry to get to the shops, so I interrupted. Religious fanaticism and greed, singly or in combination, have been responsible for a number of
  explosive incidents in Jerusalem. One neednt invent German spies to explain this latest project, or wish to prevent it.


  Tushingham leaned back in his chair, ran his forefinger along his mustache and shot the general a meaningful glance. I had the distinct impression that he shared our opinion but had failed to
  convince his obsessed superior.


  Morley has raised a great deal of money from various wealthy, gullible individuals, Emerson said. Surely that constitutes fraud, or at the least 


  Im afraid not, I said. In our free society people are allowed to spend their money as foolishly as they like. You are wandering from the point, Emerson, if you will
  excuse me for saying so.


  General Spencer leaned forward, his elbows on his desk and his hands clasped. And what, Mrs. Emerson, is the point?


  I told him.


  He still believes Morley is working for the Germans, I said as Emerson and I left the building. Goodness, how dull these military persons are. Once they get an
  idea into their heads it is impossible to get it out. Mr. Tushingham, now 


  Why didnt you tell me you knew Tushingham?


  This was such an unjust reproof I realized Emerson was in a surly mood  possibly because I had removed him from the generals office before he had a chance to enlarge upon his
  opinions. He had not offered me his arm. I took it and leaned upon it and replied, not to the question itself but to the annoyance that had prompted it.


  The lecture was on new varieties of wheat in the Golan Heights, Emerson. You refused to attend it because, as you so pithily put it, varieties of plant life are only of interest to you
  when they are on your dinner plate.


  Hmph, said Emerson. Hes no damned botanist, is he?


  Oh, yes, and a good one. Wasnt it you who mentioned that exploration and archaeology make excellent cover for spies? The same is true of other scholarly professions 
  botanists, geologists, even ornithologists. They provide a legitimate excuse for persons to poke their noses into places where they might not otherwise 


  I did point that out, said Emerson between his teeth. So you neednt lecture me about a subject with which I am thoroughly acquainted.


  His point was valid, so I abandoned the subject. There is a cab, Emerson.


  So I see. Emerson gestured, and the driver pulled in to the curb and stopped.


  Fine day, sir and madam, he said, raising his whip in salute.


  Hmph, said Emerson, helping me in. Take us to Victoria Station.


  By way of Harrods, I said. I have a great deal of shopping to do before we leave for Palestine.


  
    
  


  Chapter Two


  From Manuscript H


  From where Ramses stood at the top of the mound he could see some distance across the plain. It was a country of rolling hills and peaceful valleys, fields of grain laced
  by streams whose water caught the sunlight in a shimmer of sparkles, vineyards and groves of olive and fig trees. On the eastern slope of the hill a cluster of nondescript buildings marked the
  modern village of Sebaste. Behind him lay the ruins of the royal city built by King Herod in the first century. Reisner had identified the forum area, the road of columns that led round the hill to
  the forum, and the great temple Herod had raised to the glory of the emperor Augustus.


  It was the latest of several cities that had occupied the same site, each built upon the ruins of its predecessor. Tells like this one were found all over Palestine, rising above the plain like
  the man-made hills they were. In theory it should have been possible to peel off each level of occupation sequentially, from top to bottom, with each successive level earlier in time than the one
  above. In actual practice, the separate levels were sometimes almost impossible to separate. New settlers had dismantled earlier structures and reused the stones, and dug foundations down through
  earlier strata, sometimes to bedrock. The result resembled a trifle that had been violently stirred with a spoon, mixing fruit and cake and cream into a hopeless jumble. (He had done that once when
  he was six years old, feeling that since everything got all mixed up inside anyhow, he might as well save time by doing it beforehand. The explanation, though quite logical, had failed to impress
  his mother.)


  The only practical way of dealing with such a site was the one Reisner had adopted  digging straight down next to a foundation wall and trying to locate the dividing line between one
  occupation level and the one above it. Clearing then continued horizontally along that line. Ramses was waiting for Reisner to come and verify his belief that they had found an actual floor level.
  He wasnt allowed to proceed until the Mudir had approved his findings.


  In fact, Ramses thought, he had little more authority than the skilled Egyptian workers Reisner had brought with him to act as foremen. To be fair, he hadnt had much experience in
  excavating a site like this one, only a single short season with Reisner the year before. But his work must have been satisfactory, or Reisner wouldnt have asked him back . . .


  Ramses shifted impatiently and stifled a yawn. He had dreamed about Nefret  a dream so vivid and intimate he hadnt been able to get back to sleep afterward. He had been in love
  with her for years. Only recently had he discovered what an uphill battle he had to wage if he hoped to win her. She loved him too  as a brother and best friend. Sometimes he thought
  hed stand a better chance if she regarded him with indifference or even dislike. His own instincts, as well as the advice he had been given from an unlikely but incontrovertible source, told
  him that his best course was patience. It was hard, though, when every fiber of his body and mind ached for her. Being away from her helped a little. He had accepted Reisners offer in part
  because it was an excuse to be away from England all summer.


  He squinted up at the sun. Reisner was taking his own sweet time. The waiting workmen had squatted and lit cigarettes; listening with half an ear to their low-voiced conversation, Ramses
  wondered whether one of them was the stone-thrower. The boy with the soft brown eyes, whose beard had barely begun to grow? The bent old graybeard, who wielded a pickax with a young mans
  strength? Like his parents, he had always made a point of getting to know the men who worked for them  asking about their families, making certain they got medical attention when it was
  needed. His mother had earned the title of Lady Doctor, and some of the men preferred her treatments to those of Nefret, who had been medically trained. In his mothers case, it was probably
  sheer force of will that made her so successful. You wouldnt dare die if the Sitt Hakim told you you would live.


  With a workforce of more than four hundred men, as was the case here, it was impossible to learn much about the workers, but Ramses had managed to establish friendly relations with several of
  the men in his own gang. From one of them came a polite cough and a soft inquiry.


  Do we still wait, Brother of Demons? I have no more cigarettes.


  A murmur of mingled disapproval and amusement arose from the other men, but Mitab, the questioner, only smiled guilelessly. Ramses realized that the supervisors Reisner had brought with him from
  Egypt must have told the locals about his Arabic sobriquet. There was a sort of unwritten rule about the use of these names; they were usually employed in direct address only when they were
  flattering, like Nefrets Nur Misur, Light of Egypt, and his mothers Sitt Hakim. He had earned his appellation because of his purported control of supernatural forces. It might have
  been meant as a compliment, but Ramses had made it clear that he didnt much appreciate the distinction. Mitab was not, to put it nicely, the most intelligent of the men. He hadnt
  meant to offend.


  Ramses smiled and tossed down a tin of cigarettes. He had brought an ample supply, knowing they made small but welcome gifts. Here is Ali now, bringing the word of the Mudir.


  The word wasnt what Ramses had expected: The Mudir wishes you to come to him.


  Ali spoke the idiomatic Arabic of Cairo, which was as familiar to Ramses as his native English. Now? Ramses asked in surprise. I have been waiting for him to tell the men
  how to go on from here. I think weve found a floor level.


  Ali cast an expert eye over the area Ramses had indicated. You are right, I think. But the Mudir said come now.


  He didnt have to add: When the Mudir says now he means now. Ramses nodded. He picked up the coat he had removed when the sun rose higher and began picking his way across the uneven
  surface of the summit, where their excavations had exposed structures dating back to pre-Roman eras. As he approached the western slope, where Reisner was working, he saw a group of people near one
  of the large circular towers that had been part of a defensive wall.


  Ramses swore under his breath. They were frequently interrupted by visitors. Sebaste was off the beaten track for the usual pilgrims, whose standard tours of the Holy Land allowed little time
  for anything except Jerusalem and the nearby biblical sites, but a few of the diehards (fanatics, as Reisner had once been heard to remark) made it there. As the youngest and least important member
  of the staff, Ramses was the one appointed to show visitors around and keep them out of Reisners way. The tomb of John the Baptist was the chief attraction, with a massive door said to be
  that of his prison. There was a tomb, or at least a dome covering something, in the courtyard of what had been a Crusader church before it was turned into a mosque. The remains of the church
  had some points of interest, but not for Ramses, who had seen them too many times. He had also heard more than he wanted to hear about King Ahab, whose bloodstained chariot had been washed in a
  pool by the gate of Samaria. There was a gate, but the existing structure was Roman, built some eight hundred years after Ahab had ruled at Samaria. He had learned it was a waste of time to
  mention this to the pilgrims or to point out that according to the historian Josephus, John the Baptist had been beheaded at a castle on the Dead Sea.


  They didnt look like pilgrims. Two of them appeared to be part of an official escort, dressed in shabby uniforms trimmed with an excess of tarnished gold braid. A third man wore a white
  robe and the green turban restricted to descendants of the Prophet. He was an impressive figure, taller than most, with the sculptured features of a Bedouin, but Ramsess attention was held
  by the woman who was the center of the group.


  Her costume was, to say the least, unusual: riding boots and trousers, topped by a knee-length garment of vivid emerald-green. A cloak of gray homespun hung from her slim shoulders; her fair
  hair had been wound into a coronet around her head. Her hands were covered with gauntlets of supple leather. One held a riding crop.


  Seeing Ramses, Reisner broke off his lecture with unconcealed relief. Madame von Eine, may I present my colleague, Ramses Emerson. He will be happy to show you around the
  acropolis.


  A light, uncomfortable shock ran through Ramses when her eyes focused on him. They were an unusual shade of pale blue-gray, but in their depths he saw a spark of light, like a flame under
  clouded glass. Her gaze moved from his face to his feet and back again, with the cool appraisal of a potential buyer inspecting a piece of merchandise.


  Ramses, she repeated. What an extraordinary name.


  Ramses could not have said what prompted him to reply in German. Her slight accent had suggested she was of that nationality, but it was in part a response to her condescending tone. It
  is a Kosename, madam, used by my friends and family.


  Aber natrlich. You must be Walter P. Emerson, who wrote that pleasant little book on Egyptian grammar.


  I am flattered, Ramses said mendaciously.


  Mme von Eine is a specialist in Hittite remains, Reisner said, cutting the amenities short. We have found nothing of that period, madame, but Ramses will show you the
  Herodian forum area and the Israelite levels if you like.


  Thank you. She nodded graciously, a noble lady acknowledging the courtesy of an inferior. I wont take any more of your time, Mr. Reisner. You are anxious, I know, to
  get on with your work.


  Not at all, not at all, Reisner muttered.


  Without waiting for Ramses to lead the way, she started up the slope, her attendants following. Ramses had to take long strides in order to catch her up. He hadnt realized how tall she
  was until he stood next to her.


  The terrain is a bit uneven, he said, offering his hand.


  After an almost imperceptible hesitation she put a slim gloved hand in his. When they reached the summit she withdrew her hand and looked expectantly at Ramses. Ramses launched into his
  lecture.


  After the death of Solomon, his realm broke up into two separate kingdoms  Israel in the north and Judah in the south. Samaria was the capital of the northern kingdom, whose most
  famous rulers were Omri and Ahab. It was Omri 


  Seeing her expression, he broke off in some confusion. Im sorry. Im afraid I slipped into the standard lecture. You know all that, of course.


  Of course. She moved to one side and looked down at the stretches of wall just below. Seleucid, she said.


  Quite. Dated to approximately 125 B.C. by means of coins found above and below the floors.


  He went on with his lecture as they moved forward, getting no response except an occasional nod, until she interrupted in the midst of a description of the Greek and Babylonian remains.


  And the so-called Israelite structures?


  Its a little hard to make them out, Ramses said. As you can see, the site is very complex. But stratigraphically the walls lie below the Greek and Babylonian
  structures, and since we know from Second Kings that Omri built his palace here 


  That is your evidence? The slight curl of her lip indicated what she thought of the evidence.


  Loyalty to Reisner made Ramses resent the implied criticism, even though he had certain reservations of his own. One cant help but be influenced by the biblical account, he
  said stiffly. It offers such a neat written chronology  the only such chronology we have in this part of the world, until we start to get references in Assyrian and Babylonian
  records. But I assure you neither Mr. Reisner nor I would follow it blindly. The remains we have found so far indicate a structure of considerable size. It could be a palace, and it seems to have
  been the first structure on the site. And  he had saved the best for last  this season we discovered a number of documents written in Hebrew.


  Documents. She turned those remarkable eyes on him. Scrolls? Archival tablets?


  Nothing so impressive, Ramses admitted. They appear to be dockets recording the receipt of various goods such as wine and oil.


  So you read ancient Hebrew?


  Im no expert, but Im copying the dockets and hope to work on them after I get home. The form of the script seems to indicate a date in the eighth century, which agrees with
  the archaeological evidence.


  I see. Turning to the man who stood close by her side, she spoke briefly in Arabic. Her voice was so soft he understood only the word nothing.


  Is your dragoman interested in archaeology? Ramses asked. I can continue in Arabic or Turkish, if you like.


  Mansur is not my dragoman. One might describe him as a fellow traveler.


  The mans deep-set dark eyes met those of Ramses. He inclined his head slightly. It was not a bow to a superior but rather a courteous acknowledgment of an equal.


  We must go now. Lady? He spoke Arabic, with an accent Ramses was unable to identify. Mme von Eine took his extended hand and turned away, leaving Ramses to trail after them. He was
  beginning to resent Mme von Eine. She hadnt been openly discourteous, but one small jab after another mounted up. If Mansur wasnt a servant, why hadnt she introduced him? And
  what the hell did that ambiguous term fellow traveler mean?


  He decided he was entitled to a few small jabs of his own. Catching up with the pair, he said, I apologize for not being familiar with your work. Was it at Boghazkoy or Carcemish that you
  excavated?


  There is no reason why you should be familiar with it was her cool reply. Hittite culture is not your specialty.


  She hadnt answered his question. He persisted. Carcemish is byway of being a British concession, and no one has worked there for more than twenty years. Winckler was at Boghazkoy a
  few years ago. Were you by chance present when he came upon the Hittite royal archives?


  Unfortunately, no.


  Not present at that time, or not ever at Boghazkoy? Why wouldnt the woman give a direct answer?


  It was, by all accounts, an extremely inept excavation, he persisted. Some of the tablets were lost or stolen.


  He reached for her as she stumbled, but Mansur, on her other side, was quicker. Take care, lady, he said softly, his hand closing over her arm.


  Increasingly intrigued by the odd pair, Ramses said, I can show you an easier way, a little longer, but not so difficult. Where is your camp located? Or are you staying in the
  village?


  Mme von Eines lips parted in a smile. It gave her face a warmth that was very attractive  and, because Ramses was his mothers son, suspicious. Apparently he had passed some
  sort of test. Or had he failed one, in a way that gave her satisfaction?


  Not in the village, but nearby, she said.


  This way, then. Mind your footing.


  She turned and addressed a sharp rebuke to the two uniformed men, who were slouching along behind, kicking at scraps of rubble.


  I should have told them to stay below, she remarked through tight lips. They and their fellows are a nuisance, but the authorities insisted I take them with me. For
  protection, they said.


  This part of the region is safe enough, Ramses said. But some of the tribes to the north and west can be unruly at times.


  She ducked that implied question too, confining her answer to a brief, So I have heard. We mustnt keep you from your work any longer. I know the way from here.


  Its no trouble at all, Ramses said truthfully.


  Like Emerson, I did believe for a moment that Major Morley was in German pay. The Germans were obviously attempting to extend their influence in the region, but I doubted they
  were desperate enough to employ such a dullard. However, our agreement to investigate the major provided Emerson with an excuse to do what he wanted to do, as well as a means of accomplishing that
  aim. Getting permission to work anywhere in the Ottoman Empire was a tedious, frustrating procedure, which could take months and necessitate a personal visit to Istanbul. Emerson had been assured
  that this problem would be dealt with. Furthermore, working in Palestine would solve the problem of where we were to excavate that winter and would give Emerson an excuse to drop in
  on Reisner and criticize his procedures.


  As a loyal Englishwoman I felt obliged to respond to a personal appeal from the sovereign. (To be sure, the appeal had not been to me, but Emerson and I are as one.) However, my own motives were
  also mixed. Nefret had been correct about Ramses; if he could get in trouble, he would, and we had not heard from him for some time. The area was unfamiliar to me, and fraught with interest. I
  shared Emersons skepticism about the historical validity of some events described in the Old Testament, but by the time of Christ a plethora of documentary evidence verified the accounts of
  the Evangelists. To a devout Christian like myself, the idea of walking the streets the Saviour had walked, viewing the Mount of Olives and the site of Golgatha, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre
  and other sacred spots, had an irresistible appeal.


  The arrangements were not quickly concluded. In the course of the week following Morleys visit, Emerson was back and forth to London several times. I occupied the time refreshing my
  knowledge of Scripture. Since in my opinion a rational approach to the Bible is at best confusing and at worst impossible, I had never approached it from the point of view of a historian concerned
  only with verifiable facts. My research confirmed this opinion.


  When Emerson returned from his final visit to London I was in the library. The weather was damp and dreary and I was on the verge of dozing off when the door burst open. I had not expected him
  back so early. He shook himself like a large damp dog and seated himself behind his desk.


  It is all settled, he announced. We will leave for Jaffa in two weeks.


  We? I repeated, raising my eyebrows. You and your humble followers, you mean?


  Emerson fingered the cleft in his chin. Now see here, Peabody, you know I didnt mean 


  Yes, you did. Really, Emerson, you ought to know better than to try those tactics on me. They have never succeeded and they never will.


  But I enjoy seeing your eyes flash and your lip curl, said Emerson. Come now, Peabody, you knew perfectly well how this would work out. You are making lists.


  And if I have?


  May I see them?


  If you will show me yours.


  Bah, said Emerson. I never make lists, and I keep my notes in my head. I intended to confide fully in you as soon as the arrangements were complete. What did you do with
  your damned lists? They werent in your desk, or under the mattress, or 


  I keep them with me at all times, I replied, removing a few folded papers from my pocket. And the next time you search my desk, please dont make such a
  mess.


  Grinning, Emerson held out a large calloused hand.


  After perusing my lists, he pursed his lips and nodded. As I expected, you seem to have matters well in hand. Are you certain you have taken into account the fact that we will be going
  directly to Jaffa?


  Naturally. I assumed that we would, since it is the major port for Palestine. Until I know how many of us there will be, I cannot calculate quantities properly, I went on.


  I assumed you would already have settled that. You and I  You are allowing me to accompany you, I trust?


  There is no need to be rude, Emerson. I presume you mean to take a crew of our trained men to act as supervisors, but the decision as to which and how many is yours. Selim, of course, and
  Daoud and . . . As I said, the decision is yours.


  Emersons well-cut lips twitched, whether from amusement or (more likely) the effort to repress a swearword, I could not determine.


  Selim and Daoud will suffice, he said. With you and me and Nefret and 


  You propose to take a young, attractive woman into what you yourself have described as a dangerously unsettled region?


  Come now, Peabody, you are only trying to make difficulties. It is no more unsettled than the Lost Oasis or more dangerous than the western desert.


  I was unable to prevent her from joining us in that expedition, Emerson. She was determined 


  And still is. She is of age, my dear. You cant prevent her this time either. Anyhow, I will need her.


  Insofar as Emerson was concerned, that was that. He had no fears for Nefrets safety; would he not be present to protect her from any danger that might arise?


  Well, I would also be present. And Nefret was no spoiled miss of English aristocracy. She could use a knife with cold-blooded efficiency if the need arose. I was reasonably certain that if we
  did not allow her to accompany us, she would set out for Samaria by herself  and get there, too.


  Ramses, of course, Emerson went on. We will take him with us when we leave Samaria.


  Have you informed Mr. Reisner that we will be visiting him, or do you intend to appear in a burst of glory, heralded, perhaps, by angelic trumpets?


  Emerson pursed his lips and appeared to ponder. We could hire a troupe of local musicians to precede us. Drums instead of trumpets, dancing girls 


  I was joking, Emerson.


  No, you were being sarcastic. I admit, said Emerson, baring his teeth, it was not a bad effort. As a matter of fact, I have written Reisner. Yesterday.


  So had I. Ten days earlier.


  But, Emerson, suppose Mr. Reisner has not finished his season and doesnt want Ramses to leave?


  Reisner can hardly refuse my personal request, said Emerson complacently. We will need David too. A skilled artist and draftsman will be essential. Well! I believe we have
  settled the important points. He pushed his chair back from the desk and made as if to rise.


  Thus far I had succeeded in speaking quietly and rationally. The look of smug complacency on Emersons face caused my temper to snap. We have barely begun, I cried
  indignantly. Where in Palestine do you intend to excavate? If, as I assume, that is our ostensible purpose, we will have to settle on a specific site. We cannot go wandering around the countryside
  like a party of pilgrims; nobody who knows you would believe for an instant that you have suddenly become a convert. You have kept me in the dark for days, Emerson, and I insist on answers to all
  my questions. My breath control is admirable, but it has its limits; I was forced to pause at that point to inhale, and Emerson let his breath out in a roar.


  Hell and damnation, Amelia! How dare you imply 


  Fortunately for him, a knock at the door stopped him before he said something I would cause him to regret.


  Come in, curse it, Emerson shouted, at the same decibel level as before.


  The door opened just enough to allow Gargery to put his head in.


  There is a person, he began.


  Emerson let out another, even more emphatic, oath. I told you we were not to be disturbed. Send him away.


  I beg your pardon, sir, but the person was somewhat insistent. Emerson leaped up from his chair. Insistent, was he? I will teach him not to 


  Just a minute, Emerson, I said. Who is this person, Gargery?


  A police person, madam.


  From Manuscript H


  Ramses had assumed that the accommodations available in villages like Sebaste would not be good enough for a lady of fastidious taste, but he was unprepared for the
  extravagance of her caravan. The camp was located on the bank of a little stream pleasantly shaded by locust and mulberry trees. In addition to a dozen or more Turkish soldiers, a small army of
  workmen was present, unloading packing cases and various articles of furniture from the wooden donkey carts. The largest of the tents  her personal quarters, no doubt  had already
  been set up; porters were carrying in rolled rugs, a mahogany table, and a number of large wooden crates. Did the lady insist that her table be laid with crystal and linen and fine china, like the
  British traveler Gertrude Bell? He had heard his mothers biting commentary on Miss Bells aristocratic habits and activities. (At the time she had been scrubbing the walls of a house
  in Luxor with carbolic.)


  Apparently the work wasnt proceeding as rapidly as Madame had expected. She frowned and issued a curt order in Turkish to one of the uniformed guards. The man broke into a run, shouting
  in the same language. The porters quickened their pace imperceptibly. They were a motley lot, their attire as diversified as their complexions. Their slowness and sour looks gave the impression
  that this was not a happy group of people.


  He was about to speak when she turned and held out a gloved hand. Good-bye. Thank you for your company.


  Ramses took her hand, wondering whether he was supposed to kiss it. He settled for bowing over it.


  It has been a pleasure, madam. Are you sure there is nothing more I can do to 


  Thank you, no. Please give my regards to your distinguished parents.


  She left him standing with his mouth open and his extended hand empty. She had controlled the conversation, neatly ignoring the gambits he had tossed out in the hope of learning something about
  her travels, past and future. Why should she be so reluctant to admit she had visited Carcemish, or anyplace else, for that matter? If this was a professional pilgrimage, from one archaeological
  site to another, why had she avoided talking about them?


  Obviously her caravan had only just arrived. She might have arrived before it  he could see several horses tethered near the stream  but she had gone straight to the tell, without
  stopping to rest or freshen up. Why the hurry? Why come at all, for that matter?


  His mother claimed that idle curiosity was his besetting sin. Shed be right in this case; it was none of his business what the lady and her party were doing, or why. But he stood watching
  while a pair of veiled women emerged from her tent to greet her with bowed heads and hands raised in a gesture of respect. They must be her personal servants. A well-bred lady wouldnt travel
  without them.


  When he turned to go back, he saw a crumpled shape of pristine white on the ground just behind him. It was a handkerchief unadorned by lace or embroidery, but it certainly wasnt one of
  his  too small, too clean, of fine linen fabric. Looking back, he was in time to see the tent flap close.


  With a shrug, Ramses put the handkerchief into his pocket.


  He went back by way of the village. As he passed the mosque he saw a tall white-clad form slip into the door. None of the villagers was that tall. The man was Mme von Eines taciturn
  fellow traveler. He must have slipped away while Ramses was spying on the lady.


  Stop looking for mysteries, Ramses told himself. Why shouldnt the fellow take advantage of the opportunity for formal prayers? It was almost midday, and Madame obviously had no intention
  of moving on that day.


  The thin voice of the muezzin came to his ears as he reached the tower. The men had been dismissed and Reisner and Fisher were seated in the shade, eating a frugal lunch. It was the same every
  day, unleavened bread, cheese, grapes and figs and olives.


  Did you get rid of the lady? Reisner asked, offering the basket of food.


  I walked her back to her camp. What the devil was she doing here?


  Damned if I know, Reisner said placidly. People do drop in for a variety of inexplicable reasons.


  Is she really an archaeologist?


  Damned if I know.


  Her name is familiar, Fisher said, digging into the basket. One of the Germans mentioned it, I think  Winckler or Schumacher.


  The name of his predecessor at Samaria brought a scowl to Reisners face. He had been horrified at Schumachers sloppy excavation methods, and his vehement criticism had led to
  Schumachers dismissal from the site.


  She did seem to be interested in the Hebrew ostraca, Ramses offered.


  Maybe shes a philologist, Fisher said.


  Modesty prevents me from mentioning that if that were her field I would have recognized her name, Ramses said.


  Forget the damned woman, Reisner said irritably. I couldnt care less who or what she is; well never set eyes on her again. Unless, he added, with a
  sidelong look at Ramses, she invited you to call on her?


  Why should she?


  Reisner chuckled. That little byplay, pretending not to recognize you? She knew, all right. She asked for you.


  Youre joking.


  Well, not by name. But she asked if my youthful assistant could show her around. How would she know I had one if she didnt know who it was?


  Dont distinguished archaeologists always have youthful assistants hanging about? Ramses inquired.


  Hmm. Well, back to work. You can start the men on that next section.


  Ramses went back to the dig in a thoughtful mood. Reisner had enjoyed teasing him, but his syllogism made a certain amount of sense. And Madame had known who his parents were.


  Later that afternoon, Ramses took a short stroll toward the stream. He didnt venture close to the camp, but from what he could see from a distance there was no indication that a move next
  day was contemplated. There was no sign of the lady. The tent flap was still closed.


  The sun was setting as he went back. Passing the mosque on his way to the village, he was moved by a sudden impulse. He stopped and looked into the courtyard. It was almost time for evening
  prayers, but the number of worshippers who were assembling was larger than the usual crowd. As far as he could remember, this was not a particular holy day; it wasnt even Friday.


  When he reached the dig house he found the others already there. He expected a reprimand  hed been ordered not to wander off alone  but Reisner greeted him with a cheerful
  announcement. The mails just come. Several for you.


  The arrival of mail was a cause for celebration, since its delivery was spasmodic at best. After arriving at Jaffa, the nearest port, it sat around until someone, for reasons known only to
  himself, decided to send it on. Ramsess pleasure was muted by the recollection that he hadnt responded to the last batch of letters. In fact, he couldnt even remember what he
  had done with them. Anticipating a forcible rebuke, he was about to open the first of several from Nefret when Reisner let out a loud groan. The envelope he had just ripped open was directed in a
  hand with which Ramses was only too familiar.


  Whats the matter? he asked, expecting the worst.


  He wants, Reisner said in hollow tones. He says . . .


  His voice faded out. Wordlessly he handed over the piece of paper.


  As Ramses had expected, his father didnt waste words. Will arrive Sebaste shortly to take Ramses with me to assist my forthcoming excavations in Jerusalem. Regards, R.
  Emerson.


  It cant be true, Ramses gasped. What excavations, where? Are there any others letters from him?


  He began looking through his own accumulation. A few frenzied moments later they had managed to sort the letters into sequence. Finally Reisner let out a gusty sigh of relief. This one
  from your mother seems to be the most recent. She says instead of coming here to collect you, they want you to meet them in Jaffa on . . . Good Lord, thats less than a week away.


  Shes written the same to me, Ramses said. At least she had the decency to apologize, and gave us more information than Father deigned to do. Have you ever heard of
  this fellow Morley?


  No, but he wouldnt be the first to follow some biblical will-o-the-wisp and rip an archaeological site to shreds, Reisner replied. Your father will make
  certain that doesnt happen, at any rate.


  He had resorted to his pipe early in the procedure, jaws clenched on the stem. Now he leaned back in his chair and gave Ramses a friendly grin. Youd better start getting your gear
  together.


  Ramses finished reading Nefrets latest  it wasnt so much reproachful as threatening  and handed it to Fisher, who had been collecting them. I wont
  simply walk out on you, sir. They have no right to expect it.


  Thats quite all right, Reisner said, looking off into space.


  You mean you want me to go?


  I dont want you to go. But if you dont . . . Had he only imagined it, Ramses wondered, or had Reisners tanned countenance paled? If you dont,
  theyll come here.


  Gargery is secretly thrilled at the prospect of another of our criminal investigations, as he deems them, but he feels it his duty as our butler to be offended by
  the presence of vulgar policemen in our home. (I would not like to imply that we frequently entertain police officers, vulgar or otherwise, but it has occurred on a number of occasions.) In this
  case his snobbishness was particularly obnoxious, since the police person in question turned out to be our local constable, George Goodbody. Gargery had left him standing in the hall, and one would
  never have supposed from Gargerys frozen stare that he and George often enjoyed a convivial glass of ale in the bar of the White Boar. Observing poor Georges hurt expression, I put
  myself out to be agreeable.


  How nice to see you, Constable. I trust your family is well?


  George whipped off his helmet and clasped it to his large breast, like a mother cradling a baby. Yes, maam, thank you. Them pills you gave Mariah for her catarrh worked just
  fine.


  Good Gad, Emerson burst out. Have you been dosing the local population, Peabody? You might at least confine your dubious medical experiments to Egypt.


  They worked just fine, sir, George insisted. Mariah said 


  Never mind, never mind. Emerson waved a dismissive hand. What do you want, Goodbody?


  Emerson makes George very nervous. (He has that effect on most people.) The constable maintained a convulsive grip on his helmet, and began to stutter. Well, sir, its a peculiar
  sort of thing, to tell the truth, and I am sorry, sir, indeed, to bother you, but I couldnt see what else to do, since there was nothing on the body except your 


  Body! Emerson and Gargery cried in an unmelodious duet. Emersons tone was one of outrage, Gargerys of delight.


  Stop it at once, I said, observing that George was about to lose his grip on his helmet. Let him speak. Or rather, let me direct the course of the discussion. Just answer my
  questions, Constable. Is it a dead body of which you speak? A corpse?


  Well, as it turned out, maam 


  Yes or no?


  No. Uh . . . as it turned out. But we thought at first 


  It required considerable skill to extract the requisite information, so I will spare the reader Goodbodys ramblings. To summarize: the unconscious body of an unknown individual had been
  found in a bedchamber of our local inn (the aforementioned White Boar). He had arrived the night before. When the chambermaid brought his morning tea, she found him stiff and stark (I quote
  Goodbody) on his bed. He was fully dressed except for his coat, which was hanging over a chair. Goodbody, summoned by the agitated owner, had sent for Dr. Membrane, our local medical man, who had
  examined the body and declared the individual was alive. He had applied a few obvious methods of resuscitation without result and had then taken himself off, remarking that the victim had probably
  suffered a seizure and that there was nothing he could do. (This diagnosis came after a hasty search of the unknowns garments and luggage had failed to find any money except a few crumpled
  pound notes.) Nor was there any means of identification except . . .


  This bit of paper, said Goodbody, extracting it from his breast pocket. All crumpled and pushed down in one of his trouser pockets, sir. With your name on it,
  sir.


  Emerson snatched the scrap from him. Curse it, he remarked.


  So we thought . . . Goodbody resumed.


  Yes, quite, I said. Very sensible. We will go round at once.


  It is only a short walk from the gates of the estate to the village and the White Boar. I took advantage of the time to point out to Emerson facts he knew quite well but was too irritated to
  admit. It is our duty to inquire into this matter, Emerson; we are obliged, by custom and by our position in this little community, to assume responsibility. Surely it struck you as highly
  suspicious that there should be no identification on the fellow, not even a pocketbook. Someone must have removed that identification after drugging or attempting to poison 


  Stamping along beside me, Emerson let out a growl like that of an angry bear. I knew what he was about to say, so I raised my voice and went on.


  It is an assumption, I know, but one that fits the known facts. The man was robbed and left for dead. Dr. Membrane would not recognize a case of arsenical poisoning unless the victim held
  a sign with the word arsenic on it. Once he learned the fellow had no means of payment, he left.


  So now, said Emerson resignedly, we have progressed from poisoning in general to a specific poison. I despair of you, Peabody. I refuse to discuss the situation further
  until you  er  we have examined the individual.


  The village of Camberwell St. Annes Underhill consists of a few houses, a forge, a small general store and post office, and the White Boar. It is a picturesque edifice whose main fabric
  dates from the fifteenth century. Additions and renovations over the years have given it a sprawling look, and the original building has sagged so that the half-timbering slants and the roof appear
  to be in imminent peril of collapse. However, it is a comfortable hostelry and the bar is the social center for many residents of the area.


  Mrs. Finney, the proprietress, was waiting for us at the door, bouncing up and down and wringing her hands. The moment we appeared she burst into agitated speech. Nothing like this had ever
  happened in the White Boar. (Most unlikely, in my opinion, since the inn had seen the Wars of the Roses and the Civil War, to mention only a few.) What was she to do with the poor gentleman? She
  could not keep him here. He required nursing. She would not dare go in the room for fear of finding he had passed on. Perhaps he was an escaped murderer! What other sort of person would travel
  without papers or money?


  She fixed trusting brown eyes upon me. Mrs. Finney is shaped like a cottage loaf, very tight around the middle and very full above and below. I patted her shoulder.


  Leave it to me, Mrs. Finney.


  She will, she will, muttered Emerson. Curse it.


  Tell me  did not the gentleman sign the register last night?


  Oh, yes, Mrs. Emerson, maam. I will show you.


  The signature was a scrawl, totally unreadable except for an initial letter that might have been a B. Or a P.


  So much for that means of identification, I said, returning the register. Very well, let us go upstairs.


  The unknown had a small chamber at the back, on the second floor, where the ceiling slanted down at a steep angle. The furnishings were simple but adequate: a blue-and-white-braided rug, a
  wardrobe, a narrow brass bed, and a set of the usual china necessities, painted with bright red roses. Some of the paint had chipped off.


  Emerson came to a halt in the center of the room, the only place where he could stand without hitting his head on a beam, folded his arms, and stared fixedly at the individual lying on the
  bed.


  Someone, presumably the doctor, had loosened his cravat and opened his shirt. The rise and fall of his breast was so slight as to be almost imperceptible. His countenance was pale, but not
  deathly white, and his lips were curved in a faint enigmatic smile. Beard and hair framed his face like a fallen halo.


  Damnation, said Emerson.


  I had, of course, anticipated that it would be he.


  The reverends heartbeat was faint but steady, his respiration slow but regular. His temperature was normal. There were no needle marks on his arms. When I delicately
  raised one eyelid, I found myself staring into a placid blue orb, the pupil neither dilated nor shrunken. He lay limp and acquiescent as a stuffed doll as I moved him about.


  Mrs. Finney watched the proceedings in pleasurable horror. No doubt she hoped for a convulsion or a death rattle. Two of the maids peeked in through the door, which I had left ajar.


  No smell of prussic acid? inquired Emerson. No gaping wounds? Broken bones? Pools of blood?


  I had proceeded to the next stage of the examination. Not a pool, I said, withdrawing the hand I had inserted between the pillow and the back of the reverends skull.
  I doubt there was much blood to begin with, and it will have dried by now. Emerson, stop swearing  there are ladies present  and help me turn his head. Carefully, if you
  please.


  The injury was on the side of the head, above and behind the right ear. Mrs. Finney clapped her hands to her mouth when she saw the small stain on the pillow. Cold water and lemon
  juice, I said over my shoulder and then addressed Emerson. There appears to be no damage to the skull and only a small abrasion. The blow was hard enough to have resulted in a
  concussion, but the symptoms are not 


  He may have fallen, said Emerson desperately. Hit his head and 


  Hit it on what, while he was doing what? Banging his head against the mantel, which is made of wood? Washing his hands in a china basin which is at waist height? There is nothing in the
  room hard enough or blunt enough to have caused such trauma.


  Curse it, said Emerson.


  Oh dear, oh dear, lamented Mrs. Finney.


  In my opinion we had no choice but to remove Papagopolous to Amarna House. Emerson did not share in this opinion but gave in, simmering silently, when I pointed out that we
  could not leave him on Mrs. Finneys hands, and that the nearest hospital was a good twenty miles distant. I also wanted Nefrets opinion, for though my experience is extensive, her
  training was more up-to-date. While we awaited the arrival of the makeshift ambulance, I questioned the good landlady and made a thorough search of the room, announcing my deductions aloud and
  countering Emersons objections as he made them. (I have found this saves time in the long run.)


  According to Mrs. Finney, the gentleman had arrived at six the previous night. He had refused her offer of refreshment and asked not to be disturbed until morning. Therefore the assailant had
  not waited for darkness, which was not complete until approximately ten oclock, before entering the room . . .


  (Emerson: Jumping to conclusions again, Peabody. Myself: He had not unpacked nor prepared to retire. What was he doing for three or four hours? Emerson: Taking
  a nap, praying, scratching his . . . Myself: Never mind, Emerson.)


  The attacker must have entered through the door, since the room was on the second floor and the window was inaccessible from below.


  (Emerson: Ladder. Myself: How would he know where to find one? How could he ascend without being observed, or climb in through a window without arousing the suspicions of
  his victim? Emerson: Hmph.)


  It would not have been difficult for the assassin to gain entry to the room. He had only to wait until Mrs. Finney left the desk to attend to her other duties, inspect the register to determine
  Papagopolouss room number, and knock at the appropriate door. Papagopolous would probably have assumed it was the maid. Turning to flee when he recognized his enemy, he had been struck down
  by a blunt instrument.


  (Emerson: What blunt instrument? Myself: For pitys sake, Emerson, will you stop making irrelevant objections? A pistol butt, a rock, a stocking filled with
  sand.)


  Damnation, said Emerson morosely. Very well, Peabody, let us not drag this discussion out. I have not the slightest hope of winning it anyhow. Your hypothetical assailant
  then removed all means of identification, overlooking only the scrap of paper naming me, and put the body onto the bed in the hope that a cursory examination would conclude Panalopagus 
  Panepororous  curse it, I cannot be expected to remember such a ridiculous name  that he had suffered a stroke or heart attack?


  Well done, Emerson.


  It is good of you to say so. Have you concluded your investigations?


  Almost. I had searched the reverends small valise, which contained only toilet articles, a change of clothing, nightclothes, and a well-thumbed Bible. Turning back to the
  bed in order to make another examination, I was surprised  and, of course, relieved  to find that my patients breathing had strengthened and that some color had returned to his
  face.


  He appears to be regaining consciousness, I exclaimed, and removed the bottle of sal volatile from my medical bag. Waving it under his nose, I was rewarded by a sneeze so violent
  that Panagopolouss lower limbs jerked up and his head jerked forward. His eyes opened.


  Excellent, I exclaimed. How do you feel?


  Feel, the reverend repeated dreamily. I feel, therefore I am. But who, kind lady, am I? Who are you? And who is this Panagopolous to whom you refer?


  Hell and damnation! cried Emerson. Hands clapped to her ears, Mrs. Finney fled.


  The reverends physical condition being sufficiently improved, we called for our own carriage and dismissed the ambulance (a nice hay wagon belonging to Mrs.
  Finneys cousin). He came with us willingly, having concluded  as he informed us  that I must be a dear acquaintance from one of his former lives. Emersons attempts to
  correct this misapprehension were met with a shake of the head and an amiable smile. Perhaps it was in Athens, when I was preaching to the heathen, he mused. Whom
  therefore ye ignorantly worship, him declare I unto you . . . They mocked me, but some believed . . . Were you by chance the woman Damaris?


  I doubt that very much, I said gently but firmly. To Emerson I remarked, Apparently in that life he was the apostle Paul. Do not argue with him, Emerson, I feel sure his
  amnesia is temporary and that he will come out of it in due time and with the proper treatment.


  One of the kindly women in Bordeaux who sewed the crosses on our surplices when I proclaimed the great crusade?


  Peter the Hermit? asked Emerson, increasingly intrigued. He doesnt suffer from excessive humility, does he?


  Panagopolous ignored this as he had ignored our other comments, and I said, People who believe they have lived past lives were seldom anonymous commoners in those lives. Napoleon is a
  favorite, I believe, and so is Ramses the Second.


  I must admit, said Emerson, over the mumbling of Panagopolous, that the fellow is rather entertaining. I give you three days, Peabody. If you havent got him back to
  1910 by then, I will inform Captain Morley and request he remove his demented friend from our premises.


  Nefret had returned from her ride during our absence and, having been informed of our mission by Gargery, was waiting impatiently to hear what had ensued. She agreed with me that the reverend
  should rest, so we handed him over to John, our large and dependable footman, who helped him to his room and into bed. I told Rose to ask Cook to make chicken soup. Panagopolous submitted to
  Nefrets examination without protest; indeed he seemed quite pleased to be with us, though he was still trying to decide who we were. When he saw Horus, who had pushed his way into the room
  in pursuit of Nefret, his face flushed with pleasure. One of the sacred cats of Bastet, he exclaimed. Her worship was proscribed after I brought Pharaoh Akhenaton to the
  knowledge of the One God, but do you know, I missed having the cats about.


  After he had eaten a hot bowl of chicken soup, Panagopolous declared he would sleep awhile. Once outside the room, I asked Nefret for her diagnosis. It agreed, of course, with mine. Temporary
  loss of memory is not uncommon following such a blow on the head. It is usually only a matter of time. Panagopolouss belief in reincarnation probably would not pass off, but I doubted there
  was anything I could do about it.


  Emerson was mightily entertained by the reverends comments about the so-called heretic pharaoh. So he was Moses, was he? Who will be next? I wonder. Abraham? Pope Leo?


  He knows his history, at any rate, I replied thoughtfully. Few people are familiar with the short-lived religious revolution of Akhenaton, or the theory that he learned of
  the sole god from Hebrews dwelling in Egypt.


  Far-fetched theory, you mean, said Emerson.


  Panagopolouss recovery was slow but sure. On the following day he remembered my name, and the day after, his own  his present name, that is to say. His vital signs were normal and
  his appetite was excellent. On the third day I deemed him well enough to join us for tea, and the plate of chocolate-iced biscuits proved, as I had hoped, the catalyst.


  I have been here before, he exclaimed (taking a biscuit). Or have I been here all along? What has happened?


  We were hoping you could tell us, I replied. I proceeded to recount the circumstances that had led to his present whereabouts. Do you remember arriving at the
  inn?


  Stimulated by my questions (and the consumption of a number of biscuits) Panagopolous was able to recall his arrival, and being shown to a room. He was engaged in prayer (Emerson smirked at me)
  when a knock at the door interrupted him. Here he paused, his brow furrowed.


  Who was it at the door? I asked.


  Panagopolous shook his head. I remember nothing more.


  Dont distress yourself, Nefret said, patting his hand. It doesnt matter.


  The devil it doesnt, said Emerson. Well, well. Of equal importance, sir, is the question of what you were doing at the inn. Were you coming to see us? And if so, for
  what reason?


  You, Panagopolous repeated. The lines across his brow were perfectly parallel, like those of a musical staff. In mounting excitement he went on, For what reason? Why, to
  show you the scroll. To give it into your keeping. Is it safe? Is it secret? You must not let him have it!


  The news that no scroll had been found  blurted out by Emerson before I could stop him  brought the reverend to his feet in a fit of incoherent agitation. We put him back to bed
  and after Nefret had administered a sedative we returned to the parlor for a council of war.


  All is now made clear, I said. Someone was after the famous scroll, the manuscript that describes the location of the treasure. And he found it.


  Clear as a foggy day, said Emerson. We have no proof that any such scroll exists. This may be a plot designed to convince us that Morleys project is worth
  supporting.


  Forgive me, sir, but that is rather far-fetched, Nefret exclaimed. His injury was genuine. Would he go to such an extreme to persuade you?


  Hmph, said Emerson, rubbing his chin.


  Neither have we proof that such a manuscript did not exist, I said. When the reverend is coherent again, we can ask him whether he has reason to suspect that any particular
  individuals wished to gain possession of the scroll.


  It all depends on his word, Emerson protested. The word of a man who is not in full possession of his senses.


  Not entirely, I said. Emerson, did you ever bother to look at that brochure Major Morley brought with him?


  Why should I have done so? It was pure fiction.


  What did you do with it?


  After excavating in the pile of papers on his desk, Emerson located the pamphlet. We perused it together. A good deal of it did sound like pure fiction  for instance, Morleys
  grandiose claim that he knew the precise location, within ten feet, of the temple treasure.


  Why ten feet, I wonder? I said.


  It is a good round random number, said Emerson, with a curl of his lip. He does not supply precise information.


  One could hardly expect him to disclose the location, I said fairly.


  You are leaning over backward to be reasonable, Peabody. Look at this photograph, which purports to be that of the notorious scroll. It looks to me like a large knockwurst which has been
  chewed by mice.


  The photograph is somewhat unfocused, I admitted.


  And here, said Emerson, reading on, are the comments of the so-called experts Morley mentioned. Do you recognize any of the names or organizations?


  They all appear to be foreign. Le Socit Biblique, Marseilles . . . 


  He made them up, said Emerson. They might impress possible donors who are unfamiliar with the field and who wouldnt bother investigating them. Good Gad, the
  gullibility of the human race never ceases to astound me. Look at some of the names on this list of contributors. Hardheaded businessmen, some of them, who ought to know better.


  When emotion supersedes reason, my dear, gullibility must follow. The subject is dear to the hearts of many true believers.


  Bah, said Emerson, dismissing the subject. What are we going to do about Papapagopolous?


  Our obvious course is to communicate with Major Morley. In my opinion we ought to have done so before this.


  At my suggestion we dispatched telegrams both to his flat in Mayfair and his club. Not until the next day did we receive a reply from the latter source. Major Morley sailed on Tuesday
  last. Forwarding address, the Augusta Victoria Hospice, Jerusalem.


  
    
  


  Chapter Three


  Pacing up and down the drawing room, waving the telegram, Emerson ranted and cursed until I interrupted his tirade with a timely reminder.


  Why should the War Office inform you of Morleys departure? They would have no excuse for detaining him, and you had already informed them that he was not a German agent.


  I had also informed them that I was prepared to follow the bastard to Palestine, sacrificing my own plans 


  What plans? You didnt have any.


  Emersons response was to snatch up his coat and dash out of the room, leaving the door ajar. Seconds later I heard the front door slam.


  I knew where he was going  straight up to London by the first train  and why he had departed so precipitately  in order to prevent me from accompanying him. I could only
  hope that by the time he arrived he would have calmed down enough to be sensible.


  I would not have wished to go in any case. Shouting at General Spencer would be a waste of time and breath, and I had too many other things to think about.


  We hadnt heard a word from Ramses, though I had sent a series of letters to him and Reisner, each more emphatic than the last. I tried to tell myself that my sons dilatory habits
  and the uncertain state of postal delivery in the region were probably responsible for his silence, but in my heart of hearts, doubt lingered. I knew my son only too well.


  The reverend was an additional source of concern. What were we to do with him? He appeared to be quite happy to remain with us; when I asked, in my tactful fashion, if his family and friends
  might not be worrying about him, he had replied he had no family, few friends, and no plans whatsoever. I felt about him as I might feel about a friendly, dimwitted stray dog that had decided to
  move in with us. He could not be cast out onto the street, but he was shedding all over the furniture. (I speak metaphorically.) I found an ally in Nefret, who had taken him under her wing, as she
  might have done with any other stray.


  We had been unable to settle on final plans for our forthcoming expedition (forthcoming, that is, unless Emerson infuriated the War Office into canceling its support altogether). I wanted to
  arrange for our men to meet us in Jaffa instead of stopping off in Egypt to pick them up, as Emerson had nonchalantly suggested. I had managed to persuade him that going out of our
  way to remove Ramses in person from the dig at Samaria would be an additional waste of time. He too could meet us in Jaffa. Emerson put up a stiff fight about that, since he had been looking
  forward to inspecting Reisners excavations and telling him what he had done wrong, but eventually I prevailed  as I generally do. I had taken the precaution of writing to Reisner
  myself, putting the matter as a request instead of an order, as Emerson would have done. I felt sure Reisner would oblige me, especially since the alternative would have been to have Emerson
  descend upon him.


  Another little matter Emerson had blandly refused to discuss was the question of additional staff. What we lacked, in my opinion, was an individual acquainted with pottery. To an untrained eye
  there is nothing more boring than undecorated, broken pieces of pottery. I am inclined to share this view, since I have seen too many of the cursed things. Unlike most of his predecessors, who were
  primarily interested in impressive architectural features and attractive grave goods, Emerson considered that every scrap of material from a site had potential value and must be noted and
  preserved. When inscriptional material was lacking, the comparative development of pottery types was sometimes the only way a tomb or occupation level could be dated. I could not argue with this
  principle, but since I was generally the one in charge of sifting the debris and finding such fragments, my feelings about them were less than enthusiastic. I did not look forward to continuing
  that labor in an area where the pottery was likely to be even less interesting than in Egypt. However, my inquiries (made without Emersons knowledge) failed to locate a suitable person. Our
  staff, therefore, consisted of Nefret, David, and Ramses in addition to our two selves.


  Well, we had managed with as few persons before, particularly since our primary purpose was not excavation but preventing Morley from doing the same. The site we had fixed on was on a rocky
  slope south of the Old City of Jerusalem. The modern name of the village there was Silwan, and there was general agreement that it derived from the biblical Siloam. According to Second Chronicles,
  King Hezekiah, anticipating an attack by the Assyrians, had dug a tunnel from a spring outside the walls in order to bring its waters directly into the city. The actual tunnel had been found in
  1838, thereby confirming the accuracy of the biblical account, and thirty years later a British engineer named Robinson had traversed its entire length, despite the silt that had accumulated over
  the years. I hoped we would have an opportunity to explore the tunnel, since Robinsons description of crawling on his stomach through its dark, dank, constricted length was quite intriguing.
  When I mentioned this possibility to Emerson, his response was so profane that I decided not to pursue the matter . . . For the present.


  Emerson returned in time for tea, his arrival heralded by his usual slam of the front door and his hearty halloo: Peabody, where are you? I am back. Peabody! I was reading in the
  drawing room, but I had no difficulty in hearing him.


  Well! I said, returning his friendly embrace. You are in a much better frame of mind than you were when you left. I take it all went well at the War Office?


  I cannot imagine why you should assume otherwise. Emerson removed his coat and tossed it in Gargerys general direction. Why isnt tea ready, Gargery? I am
  famished.


  I suppose you didnt take time to eat lunch, I said, after Gargery had stalked off and Emerson and I had returned to the drawing room.


  Lunch? Oh. Emerson pondered. No, I cant recall having done so. That bastard Spencer kept me cooling my heels for a good half hour, and then persisted in arguing with
  me.


  What about?


  It was more or less along the lines you had suggested, Emerson admitted. He took a seat next to me on the sofa and put his arm round my shoulders. The bloody idiot said that
  since we had already agreed we would follow Morley to Jerusalem, he couldnt see that it made any difference when we went, so long as we were there in good time. So I told him
  


  That he was a bloody idiot?


  More or less. He took it quite well, Emerson said in mild surprise.


  He was trying to get you out of his office, I expect. Did you ask about the firman?


  It hasnt arrived yet, but he promised we would have it by the time we reach Jaffa. Ah, there you are, Nefret. And  er  Papadalopous. He follows her about like a
  puppy, he added, in what he probably believed to be a whisper.


  He has been telling me about the fall of Jericho, Nefret said, giving Emerson a reproachful look.


  Ah, said Emerson, perking up. He was Joshua?


  He explained that it didnt happen quite as the Bible describes it, Nefret said.


  It didnt happen at all, said Emerson, his mood improving even more at the prospect of argumentation, and the sound of the tea cart rattling along the hall. The
  excavators of 1907 concluded that the latest remains dated from 1800 B.C., a thousand years, give or take a century, before your apocryphal Joshua.


  The reverend paid no attention to any of this. His attention was fixed on the tea cakes which Gargery placed on the table.


  I wouldnt mind taking a crack at Jericho myself, Emerson went on. But the Germans still hold the concession, and we must be nearer Jerusalem.


  Panagopolous looked up. When shall we depart?


  By dint of Herculean efforts on my part we were ready to depart in less than a week. I was busy from morning till night telegraphing Selim, sending final orders to Ramses,
  purchasing supplies, packing, and of course making lists. Emerson offered to make our travel arrangements, which I accepted because I didnt suppose he could locate a disreputable old friend
  in London who happened to own a steamer. He had perpetrated that indignity several times before, but that was in Egypt and the Sudan, where Emerson had only too many disreputable old friends. I
  took comfort in the fact that he could not have many old friends in Palestine.


  The reverend had come to us with only the contents of a single valise, so another of my chores was to outfit him for a prolonged stay in the Middle East. My inquiries as to where he had left the
  rest of his luggage were met with a blank stare and a murmured reference to the House of David. Sometimes I got quite impatient with him, but Nefret always leaped to his defense. Amnesia was
  unpredictable. An individuals memory might return, or it might not. Certain parts of it might be lost forever.


  Emersons continual mispronunciation of his surname didnt seem to bother Panagopolous, but Nefret began to find it unacceptable. It suggests you dont care enough about
  him to remember his name, she complained to Emerson.


  I dont, said Emerson, surprised that she should have thought otherwise.


  Call him Reverend, I suggested.


  If he is a reverend of any recognized church, I am Attila the Hun, said Emerson. I refuse to give him a title to which he is not  er  entitled.


  Use his first name, then, said Nefret, losing patience. He wouldnt mind.


  Emerson shook his head. How can I contemplate that vacant countenance and address it by the name of one of the greatest of the Greeks? Impossible.


  It strikes me as an excellent solution, I said.


  Emerson, of course, dismissed this solution with a few ill-chosen words and from then on tried to avoid addressing Mr. Plato directly. However, he accepted Platos accompanying us with
  more grace than I had expected. He had managed to have a talk with him, and found him uncharacteristically coherent, to quote Emerson himself. He claims to have memorized the
  information on the notorious scroll, Emerson explained. Not that I believe for a moment that it has any value, but the fellow does seem to be familiar with the former excavations near
  the Temple Mount, including those of Warren and Bliss.


  Doesnt that indicate that there is some basis for his claims?


  Are you determined to provoke me, Peabody? Emerson inquired with perfect good humor. It indicates that he took the trouble to read up on the subject, as any clever charlatan
  would do. However, I dont see that we have any choice in the matter. We cant expect Gargery and Rose to be responsible for him, and if we abandoned him on a street corner in London,
  he would only find his way back here.


  So Mr. Plato was at the rail with us the day we set sail from London. Our family had come to see us off, as they always did. The weather was fine, and the sun, only slightly dimmed by the
  perpetual haze of smoke, illumined the beloved faces: Emersons brother Walter and his wife, my dear friend Evelyn; their eldest son Raddie; and their daughter, my namesake. Lias
  pretty face was set in a forced smile as she blew kisses to David, who stood next to me at the rail of the steamer. His expression was scarcely more cheerful, though he strove as valiantly to
  smile.


  They had been engaged for two years. Her parents had been opposed to the match initially. Their objections were based solely on prejudice of a nature that is unfortunately only too common in our
  society, for David was the grandson of our late and greatly lamented foreman Abdullah. He was also a fine young man and a talented artist. I had pointed out the illogic and injustice of their
  position to Walter and Evelyn, and naturally my arguments had prevailed. The young people had several more years to wait, since Lia was only just nineteen and David was determined to establish
  himself in his career before marrying. This brief interruption of that career, as Emerson insisted, would not be a serious impediment, since archaeological copying was one of Davids
  specialties, and we were certain  said Emerson  to make important discoveries. I had serious doubts about this. We werent likely to discover exquisitely painted tombs like
  those in Egypt, or monumental temples covered with carved reliefs. Nothing of the sort had ever been found in Palestine.


  There had been no letter from Ramses. I could only hope that he had received ours, and that he would act upon our instructions.


  From Manuscript H


  Ramses wasnt surprised that Reisner wanted to be rid of him as quickly as possible. Not only did he face the dire alternative of Emersons critical presence,
  but the rock-throwing incidents had never been explained. There had been no further attacks, but that might be accounted for by the fact that Ramses had obeyed orders and avoided nocturnal strolls.
  Mme von Eines visit might be regarded as another untoward occurrence. Reisner didnt like untoward occurrences interrupting his work, and Ramses really couldnt blame him for
  suspecting his assistant was somehow responsible for all of them.


  However, he was damned if he was going to sneak away before he had tried to find explanations for certain questions, or at least made an attempt to do so. He knew better than to mention this to
  Reisner; instead he pointed out that he could reach Jaffa in a day and that he would feel less guilty if he could finish his work.


  A few furtive forays over the following twenty-four hours told him that Madame was still encamped, with no signs of imminent departure. She kept to her tent, at least during the times when he
  was watching. On his third trip he narrowly escaped discovery by one of the Turkish guards, who had taken to prowling the perimeter armed with rifles.


  Though he was increasingly curious as to what the lady found so fascinating about Samaria, he was just as curious about the nocturnal attacks. They made no sense. He hadnt responded to
  the languishing glances of certain village maidens, or failed to respect the hours of prayer. As for old enemies, anyone who was really after his blood would have been more persistent.


  There was one obvious way of proceeding, and it was something his father would have done long before: Confront someone in authority, and demand an explanation. Sebaste boasted a mayor, of sorts;
  he was Turkish, and when he wasnt lounging around his ramshackle villa he was extorting extra taxes from the locals. A more likely source was the imam. Ramses had encountered him a number of
  times but had never spoken at length with him.


  The following day was Friday, the weekly day of rest for the men. After lunch, while his superiors were at work on the incessant record keeping, he announced his intention of visiting the bazaar
  to buy a present for his mother, and got out of the house before Reisner could think of a good reason why he shouldnt. Ramses had learned that the mere mention of his mother had an unnerving
  effect on his superior.


  As he made his way through the narrow streets he wished he had taken the time to look for ancient building materials. His father would certainly quiz him about them. In Egypt it wasnt
  unusual to find Fourth Dynasty column drums used as steps and limestone blocks from three-thousand-year-old temples forming parts of the foundations of houses. Such was the case here, but the
  visible remains were scanty enough: columns and Corinthian capitals built into the walls, none of them earlier than the first century. The only structure of interest was the former Crusader Church,
  now the mosque; thanks to his visits there with pilgrim groups he knew the place well enough to satisfy any inquiries Emerson might make. His fathers interest in the twelfth century of the
  Christian era could only be described as indifferent.


  At first glance the open court of the mosque was deserted. Then the sound of snoring led him to a quiet corner, where the imam lay curled up like a cat, enjoying his afternoon nap.


  It was the first time he had got a really good look at the man. He was younger than Ramses had realized, now that the clerics face was relaxed in sleep. His cheeks were pockmarked above
  his neatly trimmed black beard. Ramses hesitated, reluctant to disturb him, and then reminded himself that he was supposed to be acting as his father would have. He nudged the recumbent form gently
  with his toe.


  The imam opened drowsy eyes. They widened in alarm when he saw who had waked him. He pulled himself to a sitting position and wriggled back until he was pressed against the wall. Ramses begged
  pardon for disturbing him in his most formal Arabic. I am leaving Sebaste soon, reverend sir, and wanted to speak with you before that.


  Ah, so it is true. The imam scratched his side and gave Ramses a wary look. Ramses squatted next to the imam, so that their heads were on the same level.


  Yes, it is true. You had heard?


  Ramses wasnt surprised, although his imminent departure had not been officially announced. He knew how quickly news spreads in rural villages. Gossip was one of the chief sources of
  entertainment and eavesdropping was considered a perfectly legitimate activity.


  The imam nodded dumbly. He looked terrified. Since it was obvious that he wasnt going to be invited in for a glass of tea or a cup of coffee, Ramses decided to go straight to the
  point.


  A few days ago I was walking through the olive grove when someone threw a large stone at me. It had happened once before. Have I been guilty of some unwitting offense?


  His conciliatory tone was beginning to have an effect. The young man relaxed a little, and pondered the question briefly before replying.


  It was a mistake. It will not happen again.


  A mistake? So you know who was responsible?


  Wrong question, Ramses thought, seeing the fellows eyes shift. I do not ask in order to take revenge or demand punishment, he said. I only want to know the reason. If
  I have committed an offense, I want to correct it.


  It was a mistake. The bearded lips set stubbornly.


  You say it will not happen again? Why not?


  I must prepare for evening prayers.


  The imam started to get to his feet, still avoiding Ramsess eyes. Ramses put a hand on his shoulder and held him down.


  It is too early for evening prayers. I will not leave until I have an answer, reverend sir.


  Because . . . The imam moistened his lips. The words came out in a rush. It will not happen again because you are the Brother of Demons, the son of the Father of Curses. We
  have been told of him. Why should we risk his displeasure, when soon you will all . . .


  He didnt bother to finish the sentence. The mention of his fathers name  the last thing he had expected  made Ramsess grip relax. The imam squirmed out from
  under his hand and fled into the mosque.


  Pursuit would have been useless and possibly counterproductive. He had got all he was going to get from that source, and the conversation had given him a new perspective and a potential
  lead.


  That last uncompleted sentence had been illuminating. It wasnt difficult to guess how it would have ended:  . . . when soon you will all . . . Be gone? Be dead? One or the
  other, surely. The attacks had not been personal. He was part of a group, you plural.


  He went out of the mosque and walked aimlessly along the street, pondering. They had been told about his father, no doubt by one of the Egyptian foremen. Egyptians reveled in tall
  tales about Emerson; his fame encompassed the entire country, from Cairo to Aswan and out into the Nubian deserts. Stories about Emersons feats of strength and his imposing presence were
  accurate enough to require no exaggeration, and many Egyptians regarded him as possessing supernatural powers. It was a reputation Emerson took some pains to encourage. No one who had watched him
  perform one of his famous exorcisms would ever forget it, for Emerson threw himself heart and soul into his performances. When he cursed an enemy, that enemy was likely to meet an unpleasant end.
  If fate didnt see to that, Emerson did.


  It was a tenuous lead, but the only one he had.


  He didnt know where Mitab lived, but everybody in Sebaste knew everybody else, and his description of the man he wanted eventually led him to a house on the outskirts of town. It was a
  little larger and in better condition than the majority of dwellings; Reisner paid good wages. In many cases the money supported an extended family, which appeared to be the case here. The door
  opened as he approached, and a mob of children spilled out into the street, yelling and laughing and shoving at one another. The boy leading the group, a bright-eyed ragged urchin of about ten,
  came to a sudden stop when he saw Ramses. Ramses recognized him as one of the basket boys on the dig.


  The other children fell silent, staring. Ramses fished in his pocket and brought out a handful of coins  an irresistible offering in this impoverished part of the world. Jingling them in
  his hand, he said, I have come to see Mitab. Please tell him I am here.


  The boy had heard the stories too. His eyes widened until the whites showed all round the pupils, and for a moment Ramses thought he would bolt. Ramses spoke gently, as he would have done to a
  nervous animal. I only want to talk to him. I mean him no harm. I will wait for him here. Take this, as a gift.


  The word was baksheesh. It was regarded, not as payment for services actual or potential, but as a present from one equal to another. The dignity of the recipient demanded a return
  present, though in a good many cases the present consisted solely of thanks or freedom from harassment.


  It took additional reassurance and the handing over of several more coins before the boy nodded. He went back into the house. Ramses prepared himself for a long wait, but it was only a few
  minutes later when the boy reappeared and held the door open. Ramses dropped a few more coins into his outstretched hand as he entered.


  Cooking smells and the reek of charcoal fires mingled with the stench of too many bodies, animal and human, occupying too small a space. Ramses thought he caught a whiff of hashish too. At first
  glance he believed the room was unoccupied. Then the curtains covering a door at the back of the room stirred. A worried face peered out.


  I came to ask you a question, Ramses said. One question only, one truthful answer, and then I will go.


  The curtain parted and Mitab edged into the room.


  Only one?


  Yes. The answer will be locked in my heart, no one else will hear it.


  You swear?


  By God and the Prophet, may his name be blessed, I swear.


  I meant no harm. It was a warning.


  It was you who threw the stones, then?


  I meant no harm.


  Did someone tell you to throw them?


  They said you must all go. All the unbelievers. Yusuf and I meant you no harm. It was a warning, that you must go before greater harm came to you.


  Who are they?


  Mitab gave him a blank stare. Ramses took out his tin of cigarettes and offered it. Take it, he said. Smoke, be at ease. Who are they?


  Mitab accepted the offering with a childish smile of pleasure. They are the Those Who Come Before, he said simply. One of them spoke to us in the mosque and told us of the
  time when we must rise up against the infidels who want to steal our land.


  When was that?


  Mitab counted on his fingers. Notions of exact time were too difficult; he said simply, Two . . . three times  and again . . . I do not know. He accepted the box of matches
  Ramses handed him, lit up, and drew the smoke into his lungs. A blue fog of expelled smoke veiled his face. But he was angry when he heard what Yusuf and I had done, and we had heard of the
  great and powerful magician who is your father, and Yusuf and I did not want his wrath to fall on our heads.


  You were in trouble enough already, poor devil, Ramses thought.


  Aloud he said, I promise you I will appease his wrath. You meant no harm, you will take no harm from him or from me. I will tell the one in the mosque the same, if you 


  Will you? Will you? In his excitement Mitab dropped the cigarette. I saw that you spoke with him that day on the tell, when he was there with the lady. You know him, you
  have power over him. I will pray for you at the mosque today, Brother of Demons.


  He picked up the stub of the cigarette from the filthy floor before he vanished behind the curtain.


  Ramses hurried back to the dig house. Hed been gone longer than he had anticipated. For once, Reisner wasnt working. Pipe clenched in his teeth, feet on a packing case, he was
  reading a book whose lurid cover depicted a body with a knife protruding from its chest, lying in a pool of blood  one of his favorite mystery novels. He had decided to take part of the day
  off too. Looking up, he asked, Did you find a suitable gift?


  Wrapped in thought, Ramses had forgotten his purported errand. No, he said.


  The local bazaar doesnt have much of interest. But theres one fellow, a wood-carver, who does some excellent work.


  I didnt see him there today. His mother would have approved the statement; it was the literal truth.


  I understand our visitor hasnt left yet, Reisner said.


  Yes. I mean, no, she hasnt. He had been trying to think of an excuse to leave the house so that he could visit the camp. Now it occurred to him that it might be prudent to
  inform someone of his destination, if not his purpose. As his mother had once been heard to remark, If a good lie wont serve, try telling the truth. He was wearing the same
  coat he had worn the day before. After some fishing about he extracted von Eines handkerchief. She dropped this the other day. It would be only courteous to return it, dont you
  think?


  Reisner inspected the now grubby item and burst out laughing. She dropped her handkerchief? I thought women quit doing that fifty years ago. Fisher, what do you think of this? The lady
  dropped her handkerchief. Didnt I tell you she had her eye on Ramses?


  Fisher had emerged from his room, yawning. He found the handkerchief as amusing as Reisner had; the two of them teased Ramses until he left.


  As he made his way toward the camp, Ramses began to have second thoughts about carrying out his plan. Even supposing he was admitted to the ladys quarters, the tactics he had employed
  with innocent Mitab and the imam, a combination of intimidation and persuasion, were unlikely to succeed with the lady and her enigmatic companion. He pictured himself demanding answers to his
  questions, and imagined their reactions: a contemptuous smile from the lady, a dismissive shrug from the other.


  On the other hand, what did he have to lose? Humiliation was a small price to pay for the chance of satisfying his curiosity.


  He came close to paying a higher price when he stepped into view from among the trees and found himself face-to-face with a guard who was pointing a gun at him. Ramses raised his hands and said
  quickly, Is this how you greet visitors? I have come to see the lady. Take me to her.


  He had spoken Turkish. That, as much as the self-confident words, had the effect he had hoped for. The guard lowered the gun. It was only a slight improvement, since his finger was still on the
  trigger and the gun was now pointing at Ramsess knees. He resisted the impulse to step back out of the line of fire, folded his arms, and fixed the guard with a stern stare.


  Take me to her, he repeated.


  The fellow raised a hand to caress his luxuriant mustache. She said to keep everyone away . . . Wait here. I will ask.


  Ramses stood waiting, loftily ignoring the dozens of pairs of eyes focused on him. He didnt have to wait long. The guard was back almost at once.


  The lady is seeing no one. Leave now.


  Arguing with an underling would lower his prestige. Retreating with as much dignity as he could command, he found a spot among the trees where he could see without being seen, and sat down to
  consider what to do. Didnt she ever leave the tent? Behind him the sun was setting, casting long lingering fingers of light across the shaded landscape. As the shadows deepened the canvas
  walls of Madames tent glowed yellow with lamplight; he saw indistinct silhouettes move about inside, too vague to be identifiable. The tent flap opened, and two women came out carrying an
  object Ramses couldnt identify at first. They tipped it up and water poured out; watching in fascination, he decided it must be a portable bathtub, made of canvas and collapsible. Porters
  and guards gathered round newly lighted campfires. The smell of food reached his nostrils and reminded him he was getting hungry.


  So far his investigations had only raised more questions. Mitab wasnt the most reliable of informants, but Ramses believed he had told the truth  as he saw it. He had identified
  Frau von Eines fellow traveler as one of Those Who Come Before  not once, but a number of times  and if poor Mitabs interpretation of their purpose was
  accurate, they were stirring up antagonism toward infidels and foreigners. From what he had observed so far, it appeared to be a fairly ineffectual operation, but he would like to have found out
  more about the plan and what part, if any, the lady played in it.


  It was now so dark that venturing closer might get him shot, and there were too many people about. He started to get to his feet.


  There was no warning, not even the snap of a twig or an indrawn breath. He fell flat under the impact of a heavy body. A hand clamped over his mouth and a voice hissed in his ear.


  For Gods sake dont make a noise or youll get us both scragged!


  The voice had spoken English. Unaccented, idiomatic English.


  Ramses forced his taut muscles to relax. After a few seconds the hand over his mouth lifted.


  Who 


  Ssssh! Lets get farther away. Someone may have heard you fall.


  It struck Ramses as excellent advice. He followed the crawling figure as it made its way rapidly but silently through the grove. When they were some fifty yards away from the camp the other man
  stood up. Ramses couldnt make out his features, only the general outline of someone wearing a loose dark garment and headcloth. The large leaves of the fig tree against which his back was
  pressed provided deep shade.


  Well done, said the unknown, in the same barely audible murmur. We should be all right now. But keep your voice down.


  Who the devil are you?


  After a moment of hesitation the other man said resignedly, Ill have to come clean, I suppose, although its against regulations. Names Macomber. We met at Oxford two
  years ago. Hogarths rooms at Magdalen.


  Macombers name meant nothing to Ramses, but Hogarths did. Distinguished scholar, experienced archaeologist, rabid imperialist, Hogarth despised men in the lump and
  believed in the God-given superiority of the white races  particularly the British. He gathered round him young men whom he inspired to share his vision, who asked nothing more
  than to serve their country in the great game of empire, without recognition or reward. Ramses had been invited to join the select circle because of his long years of experience in the Middle East,
  but he had only attended one of the meetings: he had found Hogarths beliefs and air of certitude thoroughly offensive. He remembered Macomber now  a pale young man with a shock of
  yellow hair and eyes that glowed with adolescent fervor as he listened to his mentor hold forth. Officially Hogarth had no connection with any of the intelligence organizations, but Ramses
  wasnt the only one who suspected he recommended worthy acolytes for recruitment.


  Regulations, he repeated. Which lot are you working for?


  Never mind that, just listen. I spotted you when you came here with her the first time, been trying to speak with you ever since, but you were always with someone, and I wasnt
  allowed to leave camp except once or twice to go to the mosque, and  A rustle of leaves nearby brought him up sharp. He wasnt as cool as he had tried to appear. Ramses was
  getting uneasy too. If they were found together they would both be in trouble.


  Get to the point, he said. Why is MO2 interested in Mme von Eine?


  Shes high up with the German government. They are trying to move into the Middle East, preparing for war eventually 


  I know. Be specific. Why her, why here, why now?


  Shes after something. Some talisman, some document, some . . . I dont know what, but she and that fellow Mansur consider it vital in their plot to unify Islam against us. I
  overheard them talk about other places to look  Jericho, Jerusalem  He glanced over his shoulder. Ive got to get back before Im missed. Im telling
  you this so you can pass the word on if something happens to me.


  Why do you think it might? Has something gone wrong?


  Macomber swallowed noisily. Mansur caught me listening outside her tent the other night. Hes been watching me ever since. Tell them they were right about von Eine, shes a
  major player; tell them about the talisman and about Mansur  I dont know who he is or what his particular game is, but they can 


  Tell them yourself, Ramses said. The sixth sense his mother often spoke of, the feeling of being watched, was raising the hairs on the back of his neck. He put his hand on the
  other mans shoulder. Come with me now. I can supply you with clothes, youll be a friend from university on a walking tour.


  I have to finish the job. The muscles under his hand stiffened.


  Ramses bit back a blistering expletive. Youve done the job. The chance of your finding out anything more is negligible, especially since you are now under suspicion.


  One more thing. I overheard them mention the Sons of Abraham. I dont know what it means, but it sounded important.


  To Ramsess heightened senses the night seemed to be alive with movement and sound. Dont go back there, he said urgently.


  Ill be all right. Ramsess face was so close to Macombers he saw his teeth flash in a smile. I was getting a little . . . Well, you know. Its
  helped, talking to you.


  He moved quickly, slipping out from under Ramsess restraining hand, and was gone into the night before Ramses could stop him.


  Ramses stood listening for several minutes before he dared hope Macomber had slipped back without being spotted. There had been no outcry, no gunfire. His skin was still prickling, though, and
  he concentrated on moving with exaggerated caution, slipping from shadow to shadow and tree to tree, making use of every bit of cover. It wasnt until he had reached the outskirts of the
  village that he was able to relax a bit and consider the implications of that extraordinary encounter.


  Macomber had not answered him when he asked who had sent him on his mission. Some section of MO2, probably; the Ottoman Empire was under its jurisdiction. Whoever they were, they had no business
  sending a novice like Macomber out into the field. He could get in deep trouble just for being what he was: a lone Englishman trying to pass as a native of the area, for purposes unknown and
  therefore threatening. It was a miracle he had pulled it off as long as he had. The knowledge necessary to pass as a member of a completely different culture couldnt be drilled into someone,
  like cramming for an examination. It took years of living the life, learning the language fluently and idiomatically, and a thousand little things that could mean the difference between success and
  failure  or life and death.


  He could only hope that Macomber had got carried away by the thrill of a secret mission and let his imagination run away with him. What had he actually learned, after all, that could put him in
  danger? Germanys aspirations in the Middle East were a matter of public knowledge. Vague references to conspiracies and amulets, mysterious phrases . . . It sounded like the plot of a spy
  novel, and there hadnt been a single hard fact in that rambling narrative. As for the Sons of Abraham, it was the sort of romantic name that might have been selected by a religious cult or
  one of those strange American fraternal organizations.


  He had to put up with more teasing when he returned. Youve been gone quite a long time, Fisher said, with a sidelong glance at Reisner. Enjoy yourself?


  I wasnt admitted to the presence, Ramses said. They kept me waiting awhile. Ill just go finish copying the ostraca now.


  Thats right, youre leaving tomorrow, Reisner said.


  Dont you wish, Ramses thought. Day after tomorrow, he corrected. If thats all right with you.


  If you think that gives you enough time. You wouldnt want to be late meeting them.


  Plenty of time. Enough, not only to finish tracing the ostraca but to give Macomber a chance to reconsider his offer.


  The others set off for the dig early next morning, leaving Ramses bent industriously over his work. As soon as they were out of sight, Ramses headed for the camp.


  But when he reached the spot, the camp was gone. Only the blackened scars of campfires and a stretch of trampled earth littered with animal droppings and miscellaneous trash showed where it had
  been.


  He walked slowly across the area where Frau von Eines tent had stood, on the unlikely chance that something of interest had been overlooked among the scraps of packing material and other
  debris. He picked up a crumpled paper and smoothed it out. It seemed to be a page torn from a diary or notebook, bearing only a few words in German  the beginning of a letter to Mein
  lieber Freund. A disfiguring blot on the last word showed why it had been discarded. The only other unusual item was a scrap of baked clay, so close in color to the earth on which it lay that
  he almost missed it. Roughly triangular, it bore a few marks that might have been the wedge-shaped cuneiform script that had been used in the Middle East for international correspondence and
  diplomatic documents during the second millennium B.C. Could this have been broken off one of the clay tablets employed for such letters? If so, it would explain why Madame
  had reacted to his casual statement about tablets missing from Boghazkoy, and why she had been so wary of admitting where else her travels had taken her.


  All this, inspection and theorizing, was only postponing the discovery he hoped he wouldnt make. He put the scrap in his pocket and moved on. The ashes of the fires were cold. They must
  have left before dawn, not lingering to cook breakfast or make coffee. It would have taken a long time to break camp, pack the ladys furniture and belongings, and load the carts, so they
  must have started not long after . . . The sky was clear and the sun was bright, but a shiver ran through him.


  He searched the area, walking in widening circles, his eyes on the ground. He didnt know what he was looking for until he found it  a rectangle of recently disturbed soil, on the
  edge of the encampment. The dirt had been trampled down, but it was still loose. He dug with his bare hands. Hed only got down a few feet when his fingers touched something hard. Hard and
  cold. He scraped away enough of the soil to expose a pair of bare feet.


  It was all he needed for identification. Some of the brown dye had worn off and the soles, though calloused, lacked the thick integument acquired by years of going without shoes or sandals. He
  sat back on his heels, swallowing strenuously. He should have made Macomber come back with him, by force if necessary. He should have realized that the faint sounds he had attributed to birds or
  wind meant that they were being watched.


  Squatting there in a blue funk, struggling with guilt, wasnt doing any good. He tried to remember what his mother had said about rigor mortis. The bare feet were ice-cold but flexible.
  Did that mean rigor had set in and was starting to pass, beginning with the extremities? If so, Macomber had been dead for approximately twelve hours, give or take an hour. He had been killed
  shortly after he had left Ramses.


  He didnt want to do it, but he forced himself to dig at the other end of the rectangle. There was no doubt in his mind that Macomber had been murdered, but there were other things he
  needed to know.


  He had dealt with a number of dead bodies, not all of them mummified. His parents had a way of attracting fresh-dead people, as their reis Abdullah had called them. He had thought
  himself fairly hardened, but when he drew aside the dirty cloth that covered the face and saw Macombers empty brown eyes looking up at him, he had to draw several long breaths before he
  could go on.


  The cause of death was only too obvious. Macombers throat had been cut. His tattered robe was drenched with blood. Ramses wondered why they had bothered to pull a fold of cloth up over
  his face before they dumped the dirt on him. Perhaps even a murderer preferred not to look at the eyes of the man he had killed.


  He forced himself to dig out the torso, looking for other injuries. He found nothing that would indicate Macomber had been tortured before he was killed. That didnt necessarily mean they
  hadnt questioned him. Some methods of causing pain left few marks.


  He drew the cloth back over the dead face, replaced the dirt and stamped it down. Removing the body to a more seemly place would necessitate explanations he couldnt give, and delay he
  could no longer afford. The only thing he could do for Macomber was get to Jaffa as quickly as possible and pass on the information he had been given  information whose importance and
  accuracy had been verified in the worst possible way.


  If he could get to Jaffa.


  The conveyance was the fastest the village had to offer, a once-elegant carriage drawn by horses instead of donkeys. The proud owner also hired out riding horses and operated a
  delivery service of sorts between Sebaste and Nablus, the capital of the district. A hazy sunrise lit the clouds to the east as Ramses finished loading his gear into the carriage. Abdul Hamid had
  turned up before dawn, but anxious as he was to be off, Ramses preferred not to be on the road during the hours of darkness. A firm handshake and a clap on the back from Reisner, a hearty
  Have a good trip from Fisher; he swung himself up onto the seat beside Abdul Hamid.


  The road descended and climbed again; the carriage rattled alarmingly as the horses broke into a trot. Ramses had forbidden the use of the whip, to the openmouthed astonishment of Abdul Hamid.
  You told me we must be in Jaffa before nightfall, he protested. We can go faster, much faster.


  Not on this road. Ramses caught hold of the seat as the carriage swung wildly around a flock of goats. Traffic wasnt heavy, but there were enough pedestrians, donkey riders,
  and varied animal life to bring out the best  or worst  in his driver. Abdul Hamid stopped for neither man nor beast, and the carriage had long since lost any springs it might once
  have possessed.


  The carriage rounded a curve. Straight ahead Ramses saw the houses of a small village and the minaret of a mosque. He saw something else  a line of uniformed men drawn up across the road
  where it narrowed to enter the village.


  Abdul Hamid let out a strangled bleat and yanked on the reins. Ramses had approximately thirty seconds to decide what to do. Luckily the options were too limited to require prolonged thought.
  The country on either side was open and the soldiers carried rifles. They were stopping every vehicle. Flight and concealment were both impractical.


  Abdul Hamid had stopped ten yards from the roadblock. He looked wildly from side to side. Turkish soldiers meant trouble, even for the innocent.


  His hands tightened on the reins, and as the soldiers approached them, Ramses said softly, Dont try it. Let me do the talking.


  He sat still, looking down his nose at the officer in charge. Why are you stopping us? he asked in his best Turkish.


  You are the one we are looking for. Get down and come with me.


  He could have tried bluster: I am a British citizen and you have no right to detain me. That would almost certainly be the wrong tack. He had recognized two of the men. They were
  Turkish army, all right, but they were also part of Frau von Eines personal guard.


  He reached in his pocket and pulled out a handful of the miscellaneous currencies used in the area. Perhaps we can come to an agreement.


  The initial effect was encouraging  an exchange of interested glances and a moment of hesitation by the officer. Only a moment, though.


  You will come with me, he repeated, and reached for Ramsess arm. Ramses pushed his hand away and descended with dignity, taking his time. He was several inches taller than
  the officer, including that worthys fancy fez, and he took full advantage, looming as best he could, his lip curling.


  Take me to your superior, he snapped. At once. To Abdul Hamid he said curtly, Wait for me.


  Oh, he will wait, said the officer. You may be sure of that.


  Three of them, including the officer, trotted along with him as he strode into the village. The other soldiers remained with the carriage. The street was typical of such villages, narrow and
  littered, walled in by the facades of the houses that lined it. It was a gloomy, tunnel-like stretch, made even gloomier by the clouds that were gathering. They passed one or two slitlike side
  passages and Ramses fought the urge to dart into one of them. Common sense told him it would be jumping from the frying pan into the fire  being trapped in a cul-de-sac or dead end. Anyhow,
  he couldnt run out on Abdul Hamid. Hed brought the poor devil into this and in the unlikely event that he could get away Abdul Hamid would be in for it.


  Their destination was a house next to the mosque. It was a trifle more pretentious than the others they had passed, with barred windows and a heavy ironbound door. The door opened as they
  approached. The man who had opened it was Frau von Eines companion.


  Mansur stood back and gestured to Ramses to enter. The soldiers crowded in after him and took up positions on either side of the door. Another gesture to Ramses indicated the divan against one
  wall. There wasnt much else in the room, only a few cushions, a low wooden table next to the divan, and a brazier that gave off an acrid-smelling smoke and just enough light to make out
  Mansurs features.


  Ramses didnt even think of trying to make a break for it. Nor would bluster serve him here. He took the seat indicated and waited for the other man to speak first.


  Mansur clapped his hands. A servant entered through a curtained doorway, carrying a tray which he put on the table. He was neatly dressed in a brightly embroidered vest over a brown galabeeyah,
  with red slippers on his feet. He gave Ramses a quick sidelong glance before salaaming profoundly to Mansur and backing out of the room.


  Would you care for tea? Mansur asked, indicating the glasses on the tray.


  It was the first time Ramses had heard him utter more than a muttered word or two. His voice was low and melodious, a deep baritone. Even more surprising was the fact that he spoke educated
  English, with only the faint trace of an accent.


  Oxford? Ramses inquired, taking one of the glasses.


  Cambridge.


  And before that?


  Mansurs eyes narrowed, and Ramses explained disingenuously, What I meant to say was that your English is excellent.


  How kind of you to say so.


  To speak a language so well, most people require years of study, starting at an early age.


  Mansur took a seat beside Ramses and helped himself to tea.


  We can go on fencing, if you like, but it would save time if we went straight to the point. What do you want to know?


  Ramses raised his eyebrows. You want me to ask you questions? I expected it would be the other way round.


  The other mans thin lips curved in a smile. With the turban low on his brow and his beard hiding the outline of chin and jaw, and those deep-set, hooded eyes, his face was to all intents
  and purposes masked, no feature that might have expressed his feelings exposed. Still fencing. I dont have to question you. Last night you met a man who was a British spy. He told you
  a number of things he was not supposed to know. Please dont bother to equivocate. I let him leave the area so that I could follow him.


  You couldnt have overheard what he said to me, Ramses said.


  I heard enough. He had only suspicions, no proof, but if those suspicions were passed on, an investigation might interfere with our work.


  So you killed him. Was it you who cut his throat?


  Why should you think that? These vagabonds one hires are a quarrelsome lot.


  And by the time someone went looking for the grave, the body would no longer be there.


  Mansur finished his tea and put the glass onto the tray. In any case, he continued, his disappearance wont be discovered for some time. By then we will have finished
  our work and be . . . elsewhere.


  And how do you propose to prevent me from reporting his death? If you kill me 


  My dear chap! Another fleeting, sardonic smile. I wouldnt do anything so foolish, even if my civilized instincts did not forbid it. Your disappearance would be known
  immediately, and your devoted family would move heaven and earth to find out what had become of you. I spent some time in Egypt and I know your fathers reputation  and that of your
  mother. They would learn that you had had encounters with our group, and that we dont want. No, my young friend, you will have to accept our hospitality for a brief period.


  Ramses sipped his tea. His mouth was dry, but he was beginning to entertain a faint, cowardly hope that he might survive a little longer. He didnt believe in Mansurs
  civilized instincts, but his reasoning made sense. There was one large flaw in his plans, though. Ramses debated with himself as to whether he should point it out.


  He might have known his wily adversary had anticipated that too. The same problem will arise if you dont turn up in Jaffa at the appointed time. Oh, yes, we know all about that. We
  have allies in the village. They listen to your conversations, they read your letters. Therefore you must write to your parents and make some excuse for not meeting them. We will see it is
  delivered.


  What excuse? I cant think of one they would accept.


  A secret mission? Mansur suggested, eyebrows elevated. You have a reputation, I believe, for independent action. The less specific your excuse, the better. Perhaps the best
  thing would be for you to say something like, Have been delayed. Will explain when I see you. Go on to Jerusalem.


  So even the contents of his parents letters were known. How many villagers could read English that well? Maybe the letters had been borrowed and shown to Mansur or Madame.
  Their temporary absence might not have been noticed.


  They wont buy that, Ramses said, knowing that they probably would. For some reason his parents had a low opinion of his common sense.


  Are you trying to persuade me to kill you? Mansur inquired. I wont do that, for the reasons I have explained. But I can make life very unpleasant for you while you
  are in my custody if you refuse to cooperate.


  Civilized men dont torture prisoners, Ramses pointed out.


  I dont believe in torture. It is ineffective. A man in pain will say whatever he believes his questioner wants to hear. Come now, be sensible. He leaned forward, his
  deep-set eyes intent. As I said, you have no proof of wrongdoing on our part. Our mission is secret, but it poses no threat to anyone. In fact, if our plans succeed, many people will be
  helped. One day soon I will be able to tell you about it and it may well be that you will find yourself in sympathy with our aims.


  Then why not tell me now?


  I have taken a vow of silence.


  Cant argue with that, Ramses thought. Nor with any of the other vague hints Mansur had dropped. He remained silent, and Mansur went on, You will not be harmed and you will have the
  usual comforts. And  This time the smile was broader. Who knows, you may find a means of escape.


  There is that, Ramses agreed. Against all his inclinations he was inclined to believe the other mans assurance that he would not be harmed. Anyhow, what choice had he?
  Assuming he could overpower Mansur and three men carrying rifles, which was not so much unlikely as impossible, where would he go?


  Ill write the letter, he said. Have you paper and pen?


  No. But I expect you have, in your luggage if not on your person. Shall I have your suitcases brought in?


  No need. Ramses reached in his pocket, where he carried a small notepad and pen. Hed never got over the habit of cramming his pockets with various objects picked up during
  his daily activities. After removing a fragment of stone with a carved leaf  which he had forgotten to leave at the dig  a handful of figs, a coiled length of string, and the clay
  fragment he had found, he located the notepad. When he took it out, something else came with it  a crumpled piece of white linen.


  You may as well return this to Frau von Eine, he said, handing it over. She dropped it the other day. Or will I have the opportunity to do so myself?


  Mansur stared at the motley objects on the table. After a moment Ramses rephrased his question. Will I be encountering Frau von Eine in the near future?


  I cannot say.


  You mean you will not say, or that her future activities are not known to you?


  Write, Mansur said. He picked up the handkerchief and slipped it into the breast of his robe.


  Ramses wrote as Mansur dictated, almost word for word, the same message he had suggested earlier, tore the page from the notepad, and handed it over.


  Now what? he asked.


  You accompany us to . . . where we are going.


  What about Abdul Hamid?


  Who? Oh, your driver. He will return to Sebaste tomorrow, having left you, at your request, with a group of pilgrims whom you encountered in Nablus and who were planning to travel to
  Jaffa next day.


  That should muddy the trail nicely, Ramses said with grudging admiration. I presume Abdul Hamid will be well bribed.


  A combination of greed and fear will convince him to stick to his story. He rose to his full impressive height. We must be on our way.


  In the enclosed courtyard behind the house were a wooden cart, into which his suitcases had already been loaded, and a yaila, one of the traveling conveyances more common in Syria than here.
  Drawn by a pair of horses, it was shaped like a tube, in which the passenger lay at full length on his bedding. At the back was a platform for a servant, who supplied the traveler with food and
  drink. Substitute guard for servant, and the enclosed conveyance was admirably suited for transporting a prisoner. There were plenty of guards available  at least a dozen muscular men in
  local garb, as well as the three soldiers.


  Ramses looked inquiringly at his companion. The yailas had room enough for two, if they were very friendly, but he didnt suppose Mansur would be careless enough to let him travel without
  restraints of some kind. So far he had proved himself a thorough sort of fellow.


  I apologize for the blindfold, Mansur said, beckoning one of the guards. If you will give me your word as an Englishman that you will not attempt to remove it or try to
  escape . . .


  He left the sentence incomplete.


  That wouldnt be playing the game, would it? Ramses inquired.


  From Mansurs expression, or lack thereof, he realized Mansur hadnt understood he was being ironic. That was one of the problems with humor. Sometimes it didnt translate
  well.


  He submitted to being blindfolded and having his hands tied behind him. Mansur himself helped him stretch out on the mattress that had been provided.


  I can give you something to make you sleep, he said, for all the world like a conscientious physician to a patient. The time will pass more quickly.


  No, thank you. There was always a chance he would overhear something that would give him a clue as to their destination or their real purpose.


  And the possibility of getting back at Mansur for his infuriating condescension.
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