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  To err is human, and I am and I do, despite the fact that I go to considerable effort to get even small details right. I do not scruple to make use of my friends in this
  endeavour; several of them have read all or part of the manuscript and made suggestions. I am particularly indebted to Tim Hardman and Ann Crispin, for setting me straight on the (to me) esoteric
  subject of horses and cavalry. Catharine Roehrig, one of the few Egyptologists who have visited the area of the southwest wadis, was good enough to tell me where I went wrong in my initial
  description. Donald Ryan, one of the few others, also corrected mistakes in his usual tactful manner. Dennis Forbes, George Johnson, and Kristen Whitbread read the entire bulky manuscript and
  offered advice. If errors remain, they are mine, and not those of my advisers.
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  The Editor is pleased to present another of the journals of Mrs Amelia Peabody Emerson, Egyptologist, adventurer, wife, and mother. (She would, the Editor believes, approve that
  order.) Editing her prose is no easy task, for the original text contains some misinformation, a great deal of repetition, and certain omissions. In order to repair the latter fault, the Editor
  has, as before, inserted sections from Manuscript H, begun by Ramses Emerson at approximately the age of sixteen, and continued by him and his wife after their marriage. This manuscript describes
  events at which Mrs Emerson was not present, and gives a viewpoint differing in significant ways from hers. She was an extremely opinionated lady.


  The rest of the Emerson papers are still being studied, collated, and edited. Material from these sources has appeared in earlier volumes (and may appear in the future), but
  none of it adds anything relevant to the present volume.
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  When I am in one of my philosophical moods, I am inclined to wonder whether all families are as difficult as mine.


  I was in such a mood as I dressed for dinner on the penultimate evening of our voyage. We would dock at Alexandria in two days, unless, of course, the ship was sunk by a German torpedo. A winter
  voyage from England to Egypt is never comfortable; but in that fateful December of 1916, after more than two years of war, the possibility of submarine attack had been added to the perils of rough
  seas and stormy weather.


  I was not thinking of that danger  for I make it a habit never to worry about matters that are beyond my control  nor of the difficulty of trying to keep my footing while the floor
  of the cabin rose and fell and the oil lamps swung wildly on their brackets  for mine is the sort of mind that rises above such things  but perhaps these considerations did affect me
  more than I realized, giving a pessimistic cast to my normally cheerful reflections.


  Mind you, I had no legitimate grounds for complaint about my immediate family. My husband, Radcliffe Emerson, is the most distinguished Egyptologist of this or any other era. His sapphirine-blue
  eyes, the cleft, or dimple, in his strong chin, his thick sable hair, and muscular but symmetrical frame are additional attractions to me and, I regret to say, to innumerable other females.


  He has a few minor eccentricities: his command of invective, which has earned him the Egyptian sobriquet of Father of Curses, his explosive temper, his autocratic, arbitrary method of dealing
  with the authorities of the Service des Antiquits, which had led in the past to our being barred from most of the interesting sites in Egypt . . .


  Well, but no proud mother could have asked for a better son than mine. Ramses had been named for his Uncle Walter, but everyone called him by the nickname given him by his father in infancy. He
  was as handsome and intellectually gifted as his father, idealistic, kind, and courageous . . . A little too courageous, perhaps? He had been one of the most infuriating children I have ever had
  the misfortune to encounter, and his reckless disregard for danger, when he believed the cause he supported to be morally right, was one trait that I had been unable to eradicate. The most
  terrifying of his adventures had occurred during the winter of 191415, when he had taken on a secret assignment for the War Office. He and his best friend, David, had completed their mission
  successfully, but both had been seriously injured, and Ramsess true identity had been exposed to agents of the Central Powers. I had hoped his marriage would sober him, but although he was
  as passionately attached to his beautiful wife as Emerson was to my humble self, Nefret had not been the calming influence for which I had hoped. She would have thrown herself in front of a
  charging lion if Ramses were its destined prey, but what I wanted was someone who would prevent him from provoking lions in the first place.


  Nefret had been our ward, dear as a daughter, before she married our son. As a firm believer in the equality of the female gender, I could only approve the determination with which she had
  achieved against considerable odds her goal of qualifying as a surgeon. As a person of high moral principles I could only commend her for spending part of her large fortune in establishing in Cairo
  a hospital for women that served even the lowest and most despised members of that sex. If only she would consent to settle down  devote her ardent energies to medicine and to archaeology,
  and to Ramses  and perhaps . . .


  The boat gave a great lurch and I dropped the earring I was endeavouring to insert. With a muttered Curse it I lowered myself to hands and knees and began feeling about on the
  floor  without, I hardly need say, losing the track of my mental musing.


  Honesty compels me to admit that the propensity of my son and daughter to become engaged with individuals who desired to wreak grave bodily harm upon them was not entirely their fault. Emerson
  and I tended to attract such individuals too. Over the years we had dealt  effectively, I hardly need add  with murderers, forgers, tomb robbers, and criminals of various sorts.
  Several of them had been related to us.


  As I crawled under the dressing table in pursuit of the elusive earring, I remembered something Emerson had said about my side of the family, to the effect that not one of them had any redeeming
  qualities whatever. This was rude, but undeniably correct. One of my nephews had been  I am happy to employ the past tense  a thoroughly repellent human being. Sennia, his little
  daughter by a Cairo prostitute, who had been callously abandoned by her father, was now part of our family.


  The boat bounced again and the top of my head came into painful contact with the underside of the dressing table. Since I was alone, with no one to overhear, I permitted myself a few expletives.
  I do not approve of bad language, but everybody else in the family employs it freely. It is Emersons fault. He cannot or will not restrain himself and of course the children emulate him.
  There are times when Nefrets language . . .


  The cursed earring continued to elude me, but I endeavoured, as is my habit, to look on the bright side. Emersons kin were exemplary human beings: his brother Walter, a true scholar and
  gentle man; Walters wife, my close friend Evelyn; and their fine brood of children, in which category I must include the husband of their daughter Lia. David, a talented artist and trained
  Egyptologist, and Ramsess best friend, was the grandson of our dear departed reis Abdullah. We had missed him terribly the year before, in both his professional and personal capacities.


  However, there was Emersons other brother.


  The door burst open and Emerson staggered in. Observing my position, he let out a bellow of alarm, seized me round the waist, and lifted me to my feet  and off them. Did you fall,
  sweetheart? The cursed boat is bouncing like a rubber ball. Speak to me, Peabody.


  I was touched by his use of my maiden name, which he employs as a term of approbation and endearment, and by his tender concern, but discomfort compelled me to utter a mild complaint. I
  cannot breathe, Emerson, you are squeezing me too tightly.


  Oh. Emerson removed one arm and caught hold of the doorframe.


  I dropped an earring, I explained, after drawing a long breath. Pray put me down, my dear. I dont want to lose it, it was one of the pair you gave me last
  Christmas.


  I will find it. Emerson deposited me on the bed and began crawling round the floor. Stay still or you will brain yourself. Ah  here you are, my love.


  The gem winked and sparkled in his big brown hand. As a general rule I do not care for diamonds  an antique scarab or a string of mummy beads is much more to my taste  but Emerson
  had selected the stones and designed the settings. Having observed that other women seemed to like diamonds  it had only taken him thirty years to notice this  he had decided I should
  have some, too.


  Why have you got yourself up so formally? he demanded. No one will dress for dinner tonight, the sea is too rough.


  It is necessary to keep up appearances, especially in times such as these. Have you forgotten the date?


  Yes, said Emerson, in  I could only suppose  a desperate attempt to forestall my suggestion that he assume evening dress. Emerson dislikes the confinement of tightly
  fitting garments, and I would be the first to admit that his impressive form never shows to better advantage than when he is attired in the wrinkled flannels and open-necked shirts he wears on the
  dig. I felt obliged to persevere, however.


  It is December the thirty-first, Emerson. We must toast the New Year and pray that 1917 will bring better hopes.


  Bah, said Emerson. It is an artificial distinction with no meaning. The only significance of January the first is that we will be one day closer to Alexandria. You are fine
  enough for both of us. That gown becomes you, my love. Is it new?


  It was not, and he knew it  at least I think he did  it is difficult to be certain with Emerson, since he remains happily oblivious to things one expects him to notice, and sees
  things one hopes he will not.


  A glance in the mirror gave me little in the way of confirmation of his compliment, for my image was distorted by movement and shadow. However, I know my own appearance well enough  a
  form perhaps slightly more rounded than in the distant past, a rather too prominent chin, eyes of steely grey, and black hair that is long and thick but not sleekly shining, despite the hundred
  strokes of a brush it receives each evening. (In the pages of my private journal I will confess that its colour owes a little something to art rather than to nature. Emerson is unaware of this
  small deception and I have seen no reason to enlighten him.) In short, beautiful I am not  except in the eyes of my husband.


  Softened by this touching thought, I smiled affectionately at him. No, Emerson, you would be the only person not in evening dress. On this occasion especially it is necessary to display a
  stiff upper lip and  


  Damnation! Emerson shouted.


  With my assistance and a good deal of grumbling, he did as he was told. He then offered me his arm, and the remnants of his ill humour vanished as I clung tightly to it. Emerson likes me to
  cling to him. I do not do it often, but I doubt I could have kept my footing that night without his support.


  We had not seen much of our fellow passengers, of whom there were far fewer than in the happy past. The inclement weather had kept most persons in their bunks. Thanks to the judicious
  application of whisky and soda, which is, among other things, an excellent remedy for mal de mer, we had been unaffected, but there was little pleasure in walking the deck in a howling gale.


  More people than usual were at dinner that evening. The celebration of the New Year was no doubt the occasion, but few of them looked as if they were in a mood to celebrate. The tightly
  curtained windows of the dining saloon were a silent reminder of war, and the ship kept rolling about in a disconcerting fashion. Perhaps, I thought hopefully, submarines do not sail in bad
  weather. I must remember to ask someone.


  The others were already at our table; as we wove a somewhat erratic path towards them, Ramses rose, balancing lightly with a hand on the back of his chair. I was pleased to see that he was
  properly attired in black tie and that Nefret looked particularly lovely in the soft shade of blue that matched her eyes and set off her red-gold hair. The fifth member of the party was tightly
  wedged between them, in order to prevent her from flying off her chair. Sennia should have been in her cabin with Basima, her nurserymaid, for the hour was late for a seven-year-old, but Basima did
  not feel well, and Sennia had wanted to be with Ramses on this special occasion  and she had got her own way, as she often did.


  It was not surprising that many people believed my nephews child to be Ramsess illegitimate daughter, for she had my dark grey eyes and his colouring. Ramses had always looked more
  like an Egyptian than an English person: wavy black hair, black eyes and thick lashes, skin several shades darker than is common in our island. (I cannot explain this, and I see no reason why I
  should be obliged to do so.) His looks are very pleasing, and I assure the reader that his fond mother has not been the only female to think so.


  He seated himself somewhat hastily and caught Sennia as she slipped sideways. She let out a high-pitched laugh, which sounded very loud in the subdued air of the saloon. Several persons looked
  and smiled; several others frowned disapprovingly; but that peal of childish laughter had unquestionably relieved some of the tension that filled the room.


  Enjoying this, Little Bird? Emerson inquired fondly.


  Oh, yes, its great fun bouncing up and down. And if I spill soup in my lap Aunt Amelia cannot say it is my fault. She gave me a cheeky grin, and I smiled back at her, glad
  she was too young to share the uneasiness that affected the rest of us. We had thought long and hard about exposing her to the perils of the voyage instead of leaving her in the tender care of
  Walter and Evelyn; but Sennia had not thought about it at all, she had simply assumed she would come along, and any attempt to prevent her would have led to consequences that were loud and
  unpleasant. Emerson could not bear to see her cry, and the little witch knew it. She had come into our lives under circumstances that were painful to recall even now, but what a joy she was to us
  all! She was quite like a grandchild . . . the only one . . . thus far . . .


  Nefret caught me staring at her and the colour in her face deepened. Yes, Mother? she inquired. Is there a smudge on my nose?


  Why, no, my dear. I was just thinking how that shade of blue becomes you.


  The subject was one into which no person of sensibility could properly probe, and I felt certain I would be the first to be informed.


  After Ramses, of course.


  A great deal of soup was spilled, and not only by Sennia. Most of the diners stuck it out until the end, however, and after Sennia had finished the light meal which was all I allowed her, she
  began to fidget and look round. How she had got to know so many of the other passengers I could not imagine, since we had never let her out of our sight, but her waves and smiles were acknowledged
  by several persons. One was a tall grey-haired gentleman whom I had seen once or twice on deck; his forbidding face broke into a smile and he waved back. Sennia received an even more energetic
  response from a man seated at the captains table. He had a round face, as red and wrinkled as a well-preserved winter apple, and he bobbed up and down in his chair, waving, until the young
  man next to him put a restraining hand on his arm. He was as stiff as the older man  his father?  was friendly. Eyeglasses gave him a scholarly look, but he was dressed with foppish
  elegance, every hair in place.


  Who are they? I asked Sennia.


  They are Americans. Can I have an ice?


  May I have an ice. Yes, you may.


  Is the lady his wife? Nefret asked. Goodness, look at that frock, and the diamonds, and the rubies.


  Vulgarly large, I said with a sniff.


  I think they are very beautiful, said Miss Sennia. She let me look at them one day  it was in the saloon  but only because Mr Albion told her to. She is not as
  nice as he is, and their son is not nice at all. She took firm hold of the bowl and dug her spoon into the pink mound. Mr Albion wanted to meet you, but I told him you did not meet
  people.


  Good girl, said Emerson approvingly.


  Between bites Sennia told us about the grey-haired gentleman, who was going out to join a firm in Alexandria, and about several of the other passengers. The storm began to subside, the howls of
  the wind were not so loud, the motion not quite so violent; but I believe we were all relieved when the attendants came round with champagne and the captain rose to propose a toast. It was somewhat
  long-winded. I remember only the end.


  To the health of His gracious Majesty and to victory in 1917!

  Somehow I was not surprised to hear a familiar voice amend the statement. To peace, said Ramses. We
  drank to that.


  As it turned out, we reached Alexandria without being torpedoed, and were met by Selim and Daoud. Selim had replaced his father Abdullah as our reis, or foreman; he and his
  Uncle Daoud, like Abdullahs other relations, were as close as family, and valued assistants in all our endeavours. They assisted us in resuscitating poor Basima and Gargery, our butler, who
  had suffered horribly from seasickness the entire time, and Sennias cat, who had not been seasick but whose normally bad temper was even more strained by long confinement in a room that was
  in constant motion. It would have been impossible to leave the nasty beast behind because Sennia, and, to a lesser degree, Nefret, were the only persons who could control him. Horus was the only
  cat with us that year. Seshat, Ramsess erstwhile companion and guardian, had given up a professional career for domesticity. Perhaps she felt she could now trust Nefret to look after
  him.


  Basima brightened as soon as she set foot on dry land, and Gargery, though still unsteady, went off with Daoud to see about the luggage. We had a great deal more than usual this time, for we had
  reached a momentous decision. Ordinarily we left for Egypt in the autumn and ended our excavation season before the summer heat set in; but this time we had come for an indefinite stay. Emerson,
  who does not fear man nor beast nor demon of the night on his own account, had declared his nerves were unequal to having the rest of us travel back and forth as long as the submarine menace
  remained.


  It will get worse before it gets better, mark my words, he had declared. I dont mind people shooting at us or shutting us up in pyramids or trying to brain us with
  heavy objects  that is to say, I dont much like it, but I have become accustomed to it. Having a bloody ship sunk under us by a bloody U-boat is something else again. Call me a coward
  if you will . . .


  None of us did; as Ramses remarked, there was not a man alive who would have dared. I knew how Emerson felt, for I have the same fear of air raids. We had, all of us, been in deadly peril on
  more than one occasion, and felt quite comfortable about our ability to deal with ordinary human adversaries. To be sure, there were human beings at the control of aeroplanes and submarines, but
  since one never saw them, one was inclined to think of the machine itself as the enemy  a remote mechanical menace.


  Nor for worlds would I have questioned Emersons motives in proposing the scheme, but he had always yearned to work year-round in Egypt instead of having to close down the dig in March or
  April, sometimes when the excavation was at its most interesting. For the past several seasons our archaeological activities had been even more constrained by family matters and by Ramsess
  undercover work for the War Office. This season Emerson had been awarded the firman for a site in Luxor. It was of all places in Egypt the one we loved best  the scene of several of our
  greatest discoveries, our home for many happy years, and the home as well of our dear friends the Vandergelts, who were even then settling in for a long season of excavation.


  There was only one objection I could think of to such a splendid prospect. I do not refer to the blistering heat of Luxor in summer  an objection that would never have occurred to
  Emerson, who has the constitution of a camel  but to the fact that we would leave behind for Heaven knew how long our beloved family. The Reader will be cognizant, after my earlier remarks
  on the subject, that I was not thinking of the members of my side of the family.


  Nonsense, said Emerson, when I mentioned this. You are hopelessly given to melodrama, Peabody. We are not bidding anyone a final farewell, only prolonging the separation a
  trifle. Circumstances may change; we will not be completely cut off.


  He had readily agreed that we must spend Christmas with our loved ones and we did our best to make a merry time of it, for the sake of the children  Sennia, and Lia and Davids
  little Dolly, who was just old enough to toddle about. All our surviving nieces and nephews were there: Raddie and his new wife, the widow of a friend who had died in France; Margaret, newly
  engaged to a young officer; even Willie, on leave from France, who tried, dear lad, to make twice as many jokes to compensate for the absence of his twin brother, Johnny, who had been killed in
  action the year before. There were tears as well as laughter; the war was too much with us; but we carried it off, I think, and there was one moment of genuine hilarity when Emerson asked David if
  he had considered coming out later in the season.


  Up to you, of course, he added hastily. But little Dolly is fit and healthy, and Lia  


  She is doing very well, said Nefret. All things considered.


  She smiled at David, whose candid countenance betrayed his relief at her intervention. He had difficulty in refusing Emerson anything, and he had not known how to break the news.


  I, of course, had known the moment I set eyes on Lia.


  Emersons jaw dropped. Oh, good Gad! he shouted. Not again! Just like her mother! It must be a hereditary  


  Emerson! I exclaimed.


  The reminder was sufficient, for Emerson is really the kindest of men. He managed to choke out a few words of congratulatory import, but everyone had heard his bellow and most of them knew what
  had occasioned it. Even Evelyn, who had not laughed a great deal since Johnnys death, had to retreat behind the Christmas tree to conceal her mirth. She was well aware that Emerson had never
  entirely forgiven her for abandoning a promising career as a copier of Egyptian scenes in favour of motherhood.


  We would miss David and Lia, and not only for their affectionate companionship; David was one of the best artists and epigraphers in the field and Lia had learned enough about Egyptology to have
  become a valued assistant. Their absence would leave us somewhat shorthanded that season. I did not allow that to worry me. We would manage somehow. As I stood on the dock at Alexandria, the old
  joy of being back in Egypt pervaded every atom of my being. We got ourselves and our baggage onto the train for Cairo with only the usual confusion, which was compounded by the presence of the cat.
  Horus had to sit between Sennia and Nefret, since he refused to tolerate anyone else.


  Other members of our Egyptian family awaited us at the station in Cairo. We were soon the centre of a shouting, cheering mob, which included not only our friends but practically every Egyptian
  who happened to be there, all greeting us by our Egyptian names. Emerson disliked formal titles and would not allow our workers to address him as Effendi, but he rather revelled in his
  well-deserved sobriquet of the Father of Curses. Many Egyptians still called me Sitt Hakim, though a lady doctor I was not; however, in my early days in Egypt, when medical services for the
  fellahin were practically nonexistent, even my limited medical skills were appreciated. The title should have been Nefrets, but she had long been known as Nur Misur, Light of
  Egypt; and Ramses was Brother of Demons  a tribute to his supposedly supernatural powers.


  Emerson was soon so enveloped by well-wishers that only his head (hatless, as usual) showed above the crowd, some of whom attempted to embrace him while others knelt for his blessing (and
  baksheesh).


  All at once Emersons voice rose in a vehement swearword. Stop him! he shouted, spinning round in a circle and swatting his admirers away with wide sweeps of his arms.
  Where did he go?


  Why, Emerson, what is the matter? I demanded, hastening to his side.


  Red-faced and shaking with rage, Emerson invoked the Creator in a manner of which I thoroughly disapprove. He was here a second ago. Dressed in rags, smelling like a camel, squatting at
  my feet . . . Where is he?


  Vanished, I said, as the crowd again closed in. Did he speak to you?


  Oh, yes, he spoke. Welcome back, brother! And thank you.  Said Emerson, between clenched teeth, I had just given him fifty piastres.


  Emersons other brother. Strictly speaking, he was a half brother, the son of Emersons father and a lady who had had the misfortune not to be married to that
  gentleman. Only recently had we discovered the true identity of the man who had been for many years our most formidable opponent, a master of disguise and the head of a ring of criminals that
  specialized in tomb robbing and antiquities fraud; and the additional, equally astonishing fact that Sethos, as he chose to be called, was one of Britains most valued secret agents. These
  revelations had forced us to reevaluate a relationship that had been marked by considerable acrimony. As I pointed out to Emerson, one cannot wholly despise a man who has risked his life for us and
  for his country.


  I made the point again as my seething spouse spun round and round in a vain attempt to locate the insolent beggar. Ramses and Nefret hastened to us, demanding to know what had happened. A few
  brief sentences of explanation sufficed; they were only too well acquainted with Sethoss skill at disguise and bizarre sense of humour. Ramsess enigmatic countenance remained unmoved
  except for a faint line between his brows, but Nefrets dimples were very much in evidence. She had a certain weakness for the man. Most women did, and Sethos was not above exploiting it for
  his own advantage.


  There was nothing to be done about locating him in that mob, so, with the assistance of the children, I forced Emerson into a carriage and persuaded him to delay discussion of the matter until
  we had got ourselves settled into the hotel.


  Although he was anxious to get on to Luxor, Emerson had agreed to spend a few days in Cairo catching up on the news. Press censorship was so strict, we had only the faintest idea of what had
  been going on in our part of the world. We were staying at Shepheards; and it was with a sense of agreeable nostalgia that I found myself once again in the ambience that had provided the
  prelude to so many remarkable experiences. The villain Vincey (and his cat) searching our luggage in the bedroom; the Master Criminal, aka Sethos, aka (had I but known) my brother-in-law, slipping
  a sleeping potion into my wine in the dining salon . . .


  Whats he up to now? Emerson demanded, as the servants carried in our bags and the manager advanced to welcome us.


  Do stop shouting, Emerson, I implored. Wait until we are in private.


  We had been given our old rooms on the third floor. By the time we had got everyone settled in and I had convinced Sennia that she must have an early supper with Basima instead of joining us for
  dinner, the sky was darkening and the lights of Cairo were twinkling through the dusk. The private discussion I had promised Emerson would have to wait a little longer; Gargery was not to be got
  rid of. Fully recovered and officious as usual, he was determined to carry out the duties of a valet. Emerson did not employ a valet, nor should the Reader suppose that under ordinary circumstances
  we would have taken a servant as useless as a butler with us to an archaeological dig. Gargery was something more and perhaps something less than a butler, however; he had taken part in several of
  our criminal investigations and had proved himself ready and willing to employ any methods he deemed necessary to protect us  and most particularly, Sennia.


  I completed my toilette and retired to the sitting room, where I found that the sufragi had delivered a number of messages and letters. I glanced through them, entertained by the growls and
  curses coming from the dressing room. Finally Emerson emerged, looking sullen but very handsome in black tie, and after admiring his handiwork and requesting my approval, Gargery retired.


  Emerson said, Now, Peabody, curse it  


  No, my dear, not now. We will want to hear what the children have to say about this.


  Nefret and Ramses were late in joining us in the dining salon, so I took advantage of the interlude to see if there was anyone present from whom I could extract useful information. Pickings, as
  Emerson remarked, appeared to be slim. Many of our fellow archaeologists had left Egypt for war duties. I had hoped to see Howard Carter, who led a peripatetic existence, running back and forth
  between Luxor, where he excavated in a rather random manner, and Cairo, where he carried out certain mysterious activities on behalf of the War Office. However, he was not there.


  There was one familiar face among those present  one I would rather not have seen. He was looking directly at me, and I was not quick enough to avoid meeting his eyes; the thin lips
  compressed between a pointed nose and chin parted in a smile and he rose to his feet.


  Curse it! said Emerson. Its that bastard Smith.


  That is only his nom despionnage, Emerson.


  His what?


  You know what I mean. I thought it a rather clever term.


  Emersons expression indicated that he did not agree. His name is Boisgirdle-Bracedragon, I added. Or is it Bracegirdle-Boisdragon? The reason I have difficulty in
  remembering is, of course, because I dislike the fellow so thoroughly. It is a well-known psychological  


  Dont talk psychology to me, Peabody. It is a damned ridiculous name in any case. If we must refer to him at all, Smith is good enough. He isnt going to have the infernal
  gall to speak to us, is he?


  If Smith had intended to do so, Emersons concentrated scowl made him think better of it. He sank back into his chair. I kept an unobtrusive eye on him, though, and when Ramses and Nefret
  joined us a few minutes later, he again rose, and this time, he bowed in our direction.


  Ramses misses very little, and this overture would have been difficult to overlook. His bland expression did not change, but Nefret let out a muffled swearword. She looked very beautiful in her
  favourite cornflower blue, with pearls and sapphires as her ornaments and her gold-red hair coiled into a coronet around her head; but her pretty face had assumed a scowl almost as forbidding as
  that of Emerson.


  Whats he doing here? she demanded.


  One must suppose he is dining, said Ramses coolly.


  Here?


  Nefret had a point. Shepheards was no longer the hotel favoured by the smart set of Cairo. Smith was a member of that group of silly women and pompous officials, the
  majority of whom were probably unaware of his intelligence activities, believing him to be an official of the Department of Public Works. He was dining alone that evening.


  It would not have been difficult for interested parties to learn the date of our arrival and the name of the hotel where we had booked rooms. Some of those interested parties were in London, and
  I did not doubt that their particular interest was in my son. At the behest of his superiors, Smith had tried once before to recruit Ramses for a dangerous mission. Would he try again? Or 
  the idea had just occurred to me  did his presence have something to do with the reappearance of Emersons brother? Sethos had been connected in some way with the group Smith directed,
  whatever it may have been. Secretiveness is second nature to such persons; they may and do claim it is necessary, but in my opinion they revel in being mysterious.


  I did not mention this conjecture to Emerson, for that would have inflamed his temper even more.


  The devil with Smith, he declared. What I want to know is  confound it, young man, what are you doing?


  Serving the next course, I said, as the youth fumbled with the plates. That is his job, Emerson. Stop terrorizing him.


  Oh. Well. Sorry, my boy, he added, addressing the waiter, who went pale with horror.


  I groaned. And dont apologize to him!


  It has proved impossible to train Emerson in the proper ways of dealing with servants. He treats prince and peasant, basket carrier and archaeologist the same  that is, he shouts at them
  when he is out of temper and begs their pardon when he has been unjust. The waiter ought to have been trained in the proper way of dealing with Emerson, whose peculiarities are well known to the
  staff at Shepheards, but he was very young and apparently he had not taken the warnings to heart.


  With the assistance of the headwaiter he managed to get the soup plates off the table and the fish course served, and Emerson, who was unaware of having done anything unusual, resumed where he
  had left off. Whats Sethos doing in Cairo? What was the point of that impertinent encounter? Was it a challenge or a warning or  


  Why should it have been either? Nefret asked. We havent heard from him for months, and he knows we have good reason to be concerned about him. Perhaps it was only his
  way of telling us he is alive and well.


  Bah, said Emerson.


  Nefret laughed, and I said, Now, Emerson, you mustnt hold a grudge, my dear.


  Grudge! It is petty-minded, no doubt, to resent a man because he tried to kill me and seduce my wife and steal my antiquities.


  That was all in the past. The services he has rendered us and his country in the past few years attest to the sincerity of his reformation, and his recent  er  arrangement
  with another lady should be sufficient assurance of his abandonment of an attachment that was, I do not doubt, occasioned as much by his resentment of you as by his interest in me.


  I paused to draw a deep breath, and Emerson, who had been stabbing at his fish, placed his fork on the table. Peabody, he said mildly, that was even more pompous and
  pedantic than your usual declarations. Do not suppose that the complexity of your syntax can conceal the inaccuracy of your conclusions. He has not reformed. He as good as said so last year. As for
  his arrangement with Miss Minton, for all you know that came to an end almost as soon as it began. Your attempts to communicate with the lady this past summer were unsuccessful, werent they?
  Dont deny that you tried, for I know you did.


  At this point he had to pause in order to breathe. Ha! I exclaimed. You did the same. And you learned, as did I, that after being incommunicado for several months she
  had been accredited as a war correspondent and was in France. You also tried to get information about him from the War Office  without success, as you ought to have anticipated. Why
  wont you admit that you care about the man? After all, he is  


  Mother, please! Nefret said. You are becoming heated. And so are you, Father. Perhaps you might allow someone else to offer an opinion.


  Well? Emerson demanded of his daughter. What have you to say?


  Nothing, really.


  Ah, said Emerson. Ramses?


  He had remained silent, only smiling faintly as he looked from one speaker (Emerson) to the other (me). Now he shrugged. Speculation about the motives of my uncle are surely a waste of
  time. One never knows what he will do until he does it. Reddening, Emerson started to speak. Ramses raised his voice a trifle. Thus far, all he has done is greet you. An encounter of
  that sort would appeal to his peculiar sense of humour, and he couldnt risk a face-to-face meeting, not if he is still working undercover.


  I dont give a curse about that, Emerson declared forcibly, if not entirely accurately. What I want to know is whether he is still in the antiquities game. Ramses,
  supposing you and I make the rounds of the cafs tonight and interrogate the dealers. If the Master is back in business  


  They wont tell you, I said.


  No, Nefret agreed. After the waiter had removed the plates without incident (Emersons attention being otherwise engaged), she planted her elbows on the table and leaned
  forward, her blue eyes sparkling. Your methods are too direct, Father. Do you remember Ali the Rat and his  er  young friend?


  Emerson choked on a sip of wine, and I said uneasily, Ramses cant be Ali the Rat again, Nefret. His masquerade was discovered.


  But the people who knew of it are dead, Nefret argued. And I made a very pretty boy, didnt I, Ramses?


  She turned to look him squarely in the eyes. He did not respond at once. Then he said equably, Very pretty. Id prefer not to risk Ali, in case some of the old crowd are still
  hanging about, but we might try a variation of the same thing.


  I had been afraid of this, though I had not expected matters would come to a head quite so soon. Nefret was as courageous and capable as any man, and utterly devoted to her husband. He was
  equally devoted to her, and I could only imagine what a struggle it must have been for him to admit she had the right to share his adventures and his danger. Naturally I was in full agreement with
  her demand for equality; had I not demanded and (more or less) received the same from Emerson? That did not mean I liked Nefrets doing it. Principles do not hold up well when they are
  challenged by personal affection.


  To my relief, Ramses went on, Not tonight, though. It will take me a while to collect the appropriate disguises.


  Certainly not tonight, I said. It has been a long day. We should retire early.


  An excellent suggestion, said Emerson, cheering up.


  Yes, Mother, said Ramses.


  We had a little private conversation, Emerson and I, sitting cosily side by side before the dying fire in the sitting room and sipping a last whiskey and soda. I summed it up by saying,
  So it is agreed that we leave Cairo as soon as possible?


  Emerson nodded emphatic agreement. It is worrisome enough having Ramses prowling the suks and the coffeeshops looking for criminals, without her going with him.


  Not so worrisome as having him take on another filthy job from the War Office. Smiths presence this evening was highly suspicious, Emerson.


  Nonsense, said Emerson. However . . . Good Gad, what with the intelligence services and my devious brother, Cairo is no place for a family of harmless archaeologists. But
  you are worrying unnecessarily, my love. There is no way on earth Ramses could be persuaded to take on another assignment.


  Emersons tender affection did not miss the slight shiver that ran through my limbs. Damnation, Peabody, he snarled, if you are having one of your famous forebodings,
  I dont want to hear about it! Come to bed at once.


  While we breakfasted in our rooms, Emerson looked through the post (distractions of various kinds having prevented him from doing so earlier) and came upon a letter from Cyrus
  Vandergelt that aroused such indignation he leaped to his feet, rushed to the door, and would have bolted out in his dressing gown had I not caught hold of him.


  For pitys sake, Emerson, where are you going?


  Emerson waved the close-written pages at me. Theyre at it again. Another tomb. Looted. The artifacts already at the Luxor dealers. Damnation! Ramses  


  If you want to share this with Ramses, I said, interpreting his incoherent comments with the skill of long experience, I will send the sufragi to invite him and Nefret to
  join us. Sit down, Emerson, or, if you prefer, put on your clothes. A few more minutes delay cannot worsen a situation which  


  Curse it, said Emerson, heading for the dressing room. He took the letter with him. Being accustomed to my husbands impetuous behaviour, I dispatched the sufragi on his
  errand and went on with my breakfast.


  The children must have been already up and dressed, for they came almost at once. Is something wrong? Ramses asked.


  Why should you suppose that? I replied, over the cries of outrage from the adjoining room. Some of them had to do with his inability to find his shirts, whose location (in the
  second drawer of the bureau) I had pointed out to him the previous night.


  A summons at such an early hour  


  Emerson came charging out of the dressing room, attired in trousers and shirt. Ah, there you are. Good. Just listen to this.


  Finish your breakfast, Emerson, I said, deftly removing the crumpled pages from his clenched fist and handing them to Ramses.


  I will summarize the account, which Ramses, at my request, read aloud.


  A few months earlier, rumours had spread that a hitherto unknown tomb had been discovered by the indefatigable thieves of Luxor. It had contained objects of rare value and distinction: royal
  diadems, vessels of stone and precious metal, and jewellery of all kinds. For once, the rumours were correct. Cyrus, who had heard the tales shortly after he arrived on the scene in November, had
  gone straight to the shop of our old acquaintance Mohammed Mohassib, who had been dealing in antiquities for thirty years. The canny old scoundrel, looking as pious as only a Luxor dealer can, had
  denied any knowledge of the reputed treasure. He always did, though it was well known that he had handled many of the big finds. There was nothing anybody could do about it, since he never kept the
  valuables in his own house, but distributed them among his various relations, and when he was in the process of marketing the goods he conducted private negotiations with interested parties who
  were not inclined to turn him in because they wanted the artifacts themselves.


  Knowing this habit of dear old Mohassibs, Cyrus had persisted until Mohassib finally remarked that he had just happened to have acquired an interesting object  not from a tomb
  robber, of course! It proved to be a heavy gold bar approximately two inches long, set with five small figures of reclining cats, two of which were missing; the surviving three were of gold and
  carnelian. Cyrus knew his antiquities too well to remain long in doubt as to the meaning of what he saw. The gold spacer was part of a womans armlet, he had written. Had
  to be a females because of the cats. It had the cartouches of Thutmose III. Theyre saying there were three burials in the tomb, folks  queens or princesses related to Thutmose
  III.


  Attempting (in vain, if I knew Cyrus) to conceal his excitement, he had immediately made Mohassib an offer. The old gentleman had regretfully declined. Another party had expressed interest, and
  he was obliged to give him the first chance. What else could a man of honour do?


  Thats how it stands, Cyrus ended his letter. Im pretty sure the other party is Howard Carter, acting as agent for Carnarvon or some gol-durned
  museum. Mohassib is trying to raise the price by playing the bidders off against each other. You better get down here and talk to Mohassib, Emerson; hes a wily old skunk and youre the
  only one hes scared of.


  We are leaving Cairo at once, Emerson declared.


  Ramses exchanged glances with his wife. Excuse me, Father, but I dont see the need for such haste. The tomb has been cleared and Mohassib isnt going to admit anything, even
  to you. It would make better sense to talk with Carter. Isnt he working for the War Office? He may be in Cairo even now.


  Hmph, said Emerson thoughtfully.


  We cannot leave immediately, Nefret said. I must go to the hospital. Ive been out of touch for months, and there are a number of matters I must settle with Sophia
  before I go away again.


  Hmph, said Emerson again. Emersons grunts are quite expressive, to those who have learned to differentiate them. This one expressed disagreement and protest. The hospital
  Nefret had founded for the fallen women of Cairo was in a particularly vile part of the city; as she had pointed out, the unhappy creatures she wanted to help would not have dared venture into a
  respectable neighbourhood.


  Its all right, Father, Ramses said. You dont suppose I would allow my helpless, timid little wife to go alone to el-Wasa?


  Nefret put out her tongue at Ramses. She had never entirely abandoned such childish gestures. This one appeared to amuse Ramses a great deal.


  Ah, said Emerson, brightening. Good. What about you, Peabody? Are you going with them?


  I have other plans, I said, folding my napkin.


  Emersons eyes narrowed into sapphirine slits. Oh, no, you dont, Peabody. You are coming with me. Or, he added, to put it another way, I am going with
  you.


  The children left us and I sent Emerson off to finish dressing. I knew the process would take him some time, so I went to see how Sennia and her entourage were getting on. She and Basima and
  Gargery  and the cat  were still at breakfast. Sennia had a perfectly astonishing appetite for so small a person. When she saw me, she dropped her slice of toast  jam-side down
   and ran to throw her arms round me, demanding to know where we were going that day.


  You and Gargery and Basima will have to amuse yourselves today, I replied, in the tone that brooked no argument. The rest of us have errands. I suggest a visit to the
  Museum, or perhaps you would like to hire a carriage and go out to Giza.


  I do not believe that is a good plan, madam, said Gargery, winking furiously and wrinkling up his face in a most alarming manner. After what happened last year 
  


  That was last year, Gargery. The people responsible for that incident are no longer a threat to us.


  But, madam! She will want to take the da the cat with us.


  He scowled at Horus, who was sitting by Sennias chair cleaning his whiskers. Horus left off long enough to sneer at Gargery. All cats can sneer, but Horus did it better than most. He had
  a very large head and the dark stripes on his face reminded one of a gargoyle.


  Shall we go to Atiyeh? Basima asked. Others of the family will want to see the Little Bird.


  And you will want to see them, I said, realizing I ought to have thought of it. Basima was a devoted and dedicated woman who seldom asked anything for herself. In fact, it was an
  admirable idea; the village near Cairo where the northern branch of Abdullahs family lived was not far off, and Sennia would be under the close supervision of dozens of affectionate friends
  who would prevent her from getting into mischief. I expressed my approval, and Gargery was pleased to agree. Nobody asked Horus for his opinion.


  Where is Ramses going? demanded Sennia, who was nothing if not persistent.


  Somewhere you cannot go. We will be back in time for tea.


  I left her pouting and Gargery fingering some object in his pocket which I hoped was not a pistol, though I feared it was. He took his duties as Sennias guard very seriously.


  After I had collected Emerson and made him put on a waistcoat and tie, and had changed my blouse, which bore several sticky handprints, we left the hotel and strolled along the Muski, waving
  away offers from cabdrivers.


  Where are we going? I asked.


  Dont be coy with me, Peabody, said Emerson amiably. You are going to the suk, arent you, to bully, harass, and interrogate antiquities dealers about
  Sethos.


  I thought I might ask a few questions of a few people, yes. Wouldnt that be preferable to having the children prowling about the city after nightfall, with Nefret decked out as
  Ramsess  er  his  um  


  Emerson shuddered. Good Gad, yes. But  but she didnt mean it, did she?


  She meant it.


  It is a nice healthy stroll from Shepheards to the Khan el Khalili, along the Muski and through the old Fatimite city with its mosques and gateways. Yet how the character of the city had
  changed! Motorcars and motorbicycles wove hazardous paths among horse-drawn cabs and donkey-drawn carts and caravans of camels. Uniforms were everywhere, the men who wore them as diverse as their
  insignia: tall rangy Australians and bearded Sikhs, dark-skinned Nubians and pink-cheeked boys fresh from the English countryside.


  It was a depressing sight. These men, now so bright-eyed and cheerful, were destined for the battlefields of Palestine and Europe, from which most would never return.


  The Khan el Khalili at least had not changed  the same narrow lanes, covered with matting and lined with small shops selling every variety of goods from silks to carpets to silver.
  Peddlers and sellers of sweetmeats wended their way through the crowds; a waiter, carrying aloft a tray with small cups of Turkish coffee, hastened to the shopkeeper who had ordered it.


  Not far from the mosque of the venerated Saint Hosein is the area given over to the stalls of the booksellers, and it was here I hoped to rid myself of the amiable but inconvenient presence of
  my spouse. Somewhat to my surprise he did not put up much of an argument.


  You are calling on Aslimi, I suppose, he said.


  And perhaps a few others.


  Very well. Emerson took out his watch. I will give you three hours, Peabody. If you arent back by then, I will come looking for you.


  Anything but that! I exclaimed jestingly.


  Emerson grinned. Quite. Enjoy yourself, my love, and dont buy any fakes.


  Aslimi did deal in fake antiquities, as had his father, who had met a very ugly death in his own shop some years before. At first I did not recognize him. He had gained an enormous amount of
  weight and was almost as fat as his father had been. Seated on the mastaba bench outside his shop, he was importuning passersby in the traditional fashion and in a mixture of languages: Oh,
  Howadji, I have beautiful antiquities! Monsieur et madame, coutez-vous! and so on. When he saw me he broke off with a gurgle and began wriggling, trying to stand.


  Good morning, Aslimi, I said. Stay where you are.


  Aslimi swallowed. The Father of Curses  


  Is not with me.


  Ah. Aslimi put his hands on the approximate region of his waist and sighed heavily. He gives me pains in the stomach, Sitt Hakim.


  It is as God wills, I said piously. Aslimi shot me a look that indicated he was more inclined to put the blame on Emerson than on Allah, but he rallied enough to go through the
  prescribed gestures of hospitality, offering me coffee or tea and a seat on the mastaba. Then we got down to business.


  I left the shop an hour and a half later, with several parcels. Bargaining takes quite a long time, and the subtle interrogation at which I excel takes even longer. Since I had time to spare, I
  stopped at a few more stalls, learning little more than I had from Aslimi, but purchasing a number of items that would be needed in our new home: a set of handsome copper cooking vessels, thirty
  yards of blue-and-silver Damascus silk, and two elegant carpets, all of which I directed to be sent to the hotel.


  I found Emerson surrounded by loosely bound volumes and piles of manuscripts and several of the more learned booksellers, with whom he was engaged in heated argument. I had begun to suspect that
  they enjoyed egging him on, for his views on religion  all varieties of religion  were unorthodox and eloquently expressed. The discussion ended when I appeared, and after an exchange
  of compliments all round, I led Emerson away.


  Why do you do that? I scolded. It is very rude to criticize another individuals religious beliefs, and there is not the slightest possibility that you will convert
  them.


  Who wants to convert them? Emerson demanded in surprise. Islam is as good a religion as any other. I dont approve of Christianity or Judaism or Buddhism
  either.


  I am well aware of that, Emerson. I dont suppose you learned anything of interest?


  It was very interesting. I raised several unanswerable points . . . He noticed my parcels and took them from me. What have you got there?


  Dont unwrap them here, I cautioned, for Emerson was, in his impetuous fashion, tugging at the strings. While you were wasting your time debating theology, I went
  about the business for which we came to the Khan. Aslimi showed me some remarkable things, Emerson. He told me he had never known the supply of merchandise to be so great. He is getting objects
  from all over Egypt, including Luxor.


  What the devil! Emerson came to a dead stop in the middle of the road. He began to unwrap the largest parcel, ignoring the camel advancing ponderously towards him. The driver,
  recognizing Emerson, managed to stop the recalcitrant animal before it ran into my equally recalcitrant spouse. He turned an outraged glare on the camel, which responded with its usual look of
  utter disgust. I stifled my laughter, for Emerson would not have found anything amusing about his attempt to stare down a camel.


  Somehow the driver got the beast past Emerson, who had not stirred an inch. I took the parcel from him.


  It is not like you to be so careless, Emerson, I said severely. Careless with antiquities, I mean. Come out of the middle of the road and let me undo the wrappings enough to
  give you a peep.


  Care was necessary, since there were two objects in the wrappings, both of them breakable  or at least, chippable. The one I showed Emerson was an alabaster disc with a thin band of gold
  around the rim.


  No hieroglyphs, he muttered. Beautiful piece of work, though. Its the lid of a pot or jar.


  A very expensive pot, I amended. I have the pot as well  an exquisitely shaped alabaster container, most probably for cosmetics. Now shall we go back to the hotel
  where we can examine it in private?


  Hmmm, yes, certainly. Emerson watched me rewrap the lid. I beg your pardon, my dear. You were quite right to scold me. What else have you got?


  Nothing so exciting as the cosmetic jar, I said, but I believe they are all from the same tomb  the one Cyrus told us about.


  So Mohassib didnt get everything. Emerson strode along beside me, his hands in his pockets. How did Aslimi come by these?


  Not from Sethos.


  You asked him point-blank, I suppose, Emerson grumbled. Aslimi is a congenital liar, Peabody. How do you know he was telling you the truth?


  He turned pea-green at the very mention of the Master. It would have been rather amusing if he had not been in such a state of abject terror; he kept wringing his hands and
  saying, But he is dead. He is dead, surely. Tell me he is really dead this time, Sitt! 


  Hmmm, said Emerson.


  Now dont get any ideas about pretending you are the Master, Emerson.


  I dont see why I shouldnt, said Emerson sulkily. You are always telling me I cannot disguise myself effectively. It is cursed insulting. So  from whom
  did Aslimi acquire these objects?


  He claimed the man was someone hed never seen before.


  I trust you extracted a description?


  Certainly. Tall, heavyset, black beard and mustache.


  Thats no help. Even if it was true.


  Aslimi would not lie to me. Emerson, please dont walk so fast.


  Ha, said Emerson. But he slowed his steps and gave me his arm. We had emerged onto the Muski, with its roaring traffic and European shops. Well just have time to tidy
  up before luncheon, he added. Do you suppose the children are back?


  One never knows. I only hope they havent got themselves in trouble.


  Why should you suppose that?

  They usually do.


  
    From Manuscript H

  


  
    The infamous Red Blind district of Cairo was centred in an area embarrassingly close to the Ezbekieh and the luxury hotels. In the brothels of el-Wasa, Egyptian, Nubian, and
    Sudanese women plied their trade under conditions of abject squalor. In theory they were under government medical supervision, but the governments only concern was the control of venereal
    disease. There had been no place for the women who had suffered beatings or botched abortions or illnesses of other kinds. Even more difficult to control were the brothels in the adjoining area
    of Wagh el-Birka, which were populated by European women and run by European entrepreneurs. They were foreigners and therefore subject only to the authority of their consuls. Ramses had heard
    Thomas Russell, the assistant commander of the Cairo police, cursing the restrictions that prevented him from closing down the establishments.

  


  The alleys of el-Wasa were fairly quiet at that early hour. The stench was permanent; even a hard rain only stirred up the garbage of the streets and gathered it in oily pools, where it settled
  again once the water had evaporated. There were no drains. Ramses glanced at his wife, who walked briskly through the filth, giving it no more attention than was necessary to avoid the worst bits,
  and not for the first time he wondered how she could bear it. To his eyes she was always radiant, but in this setting she glowed like a fallen star, her golden-red hair gathered into a knot at the
  back of her head and her brow unclouded.


  Initially the clinic had been regarded with suspicion and dislike by the denizens of the Red Blind district, and Nefret and her doctor friend Sophia had deemed it advisable not to advertise its
  presence. Now it was under the protection of the Cairo police. Russell sent patrols around frequently and came down hard on anyone who tried to make trouble. Emerson had also come down hard on a
  few offenders who had not known that the person in charge was the daughter of the famed Father of Curses. They knew now. Nefret had found another, unexpected supporter in Ibrahim el-Gharbi, the
  Nubian transvestite who controlled the brothels of el-Wasa, so the expanded building now proclaimed its mission in polished bronze letters over the door, and the area around it was regularly
  cleaned of trash and dead animals.


  Ill not come in this time, Ramses said, when they reached the house.


  Nefret gave him a provocative smile. You dont like trailing round after me and Sophia, do you?


  He didnt, especially; he felt useless and ineffective, and only too often, wrung with pity for misery he was helpless to relieve. This time he had a valid excuse.


  I saw someone I want to talk with, he explained. Ill join you in a bit.


  All right. She didnt ask who; her mind was already inside the building, anticipating the duties that awaited her.


  He went back along the lane, kicking a dead rat out of his path and trying to avoid the deeper pools of slime. The man he had seen was sitting on a bench outside one of the more pretentious
  cribs. He was asleep, his head fallen back and his mouth open. The flies crawling across his face did not disturb his slumber; he was used to them. Ramses nudged him and he looked up, blinking.


  Salaam aleikhum, Brother of Demons. So you are back, and it is true what they say  that the Brother of Demons appears out of thin air, without warning.


  Ramses didnt point out that Musa had been sound asleep when he approached; his reputation for being on intimate terms with demons stood him in good stead with the more superstitious
  Egyptians. You have come down in the world since I last saw you, Musa. Did el-Gharbi dismiss you?


  Have you not heard? The mans dull eyes brightened a little. It was a matter of pride to be the first to impart information, bad or good, and he would expect to be rewarded.
  He looked as if he could use money. As a favourite of el-Gharbi he had been sleek and plump and elegantly dressed. The rags he wore now barely covered his slender limbs.


  I will tell you, he went on. Sit down, sit down.


  He shifted over to make room for Ramses. The latter declined with thanks. Flies were not the only insects infesting Musa and his clothes.


  We knew the cursed British were raiding the houses and putting the women into prison, Musa began. They set up a camp at Hilmiya. But my master only laughed. He had too many
  friends in high places, he said. No one could touch him. And no one did  until one night there came two men sent by the mudir of the police himself, and they took my master away, still in
  his beautiful white garments. They say that when Harvey Pasha saw him, he was very angry and called him rude names.


  Im not surprised, Ramses murmured. Harvey Pasha, commander of the Cairo police, was honest, extremely straitlaced, and rather stupid. He probably hadnt even been
  aware of el-Gharbis existence until someone  Russell?  pointed out to him that he had missed the biggest catch of all. Ramses could only imagine the look on Harveys face
  when el-Gharbi waddled in, draped in womens robes and glittering with jewels.


  Musa captured a flea and cracked it expertly between his thumbnails. He is now in Hilmiya, my poor master, and I, his poor servant, have come to this. The world is a hard place, Brother
  of Demons.


  Even harder for the women whose only crime had been to do the bidding of their pimps and their clients  many of them British and Empire soldiers. Ramses couldnt honestly say he was
  sorry for el-Gharbi, but he was unhappily aware that the situation had probably worsened since the procurer had been arrested. El-Gharbi had ruled the Red Blind district with an iron hand and his
  women had been reasonably well treated; he had undoubtedly been replaced by a number of smaller businessmen whose methods were less humane. The filthy trade could never be completely repressed.


  My master wishes to talk with you, Musa said. Do you have a cigarette?


  So Musa had been on the lookout for him, and had put himself deliberately in Ramsess way. Somewhat abstractedly Ramses offered the tin. Musa took it, extracted a cigarette, and calmly
  tucked the tin away in the folds of his robe.


  How am I supposed to manage that? Ramses demanded.


  Surely you have only to ask Harvey Pasha.


  I have no influence with Harvey Pasha, and if I did, I wouldnt be inclined to spend it on favours for el-Gharbi. Does he want to ask me to arrange his release?


  I do not know. Have you another cigarette?


  You took all I had, Ramses said.


  Ah. Would you like one? He extracted the tin and offered it.


  Thank you, no. Keep them, he added.


  The irony was wasted on Musa, who thanked him effusively, and held out a suggestive hand. What shall I tell my master?


  Ramses dropped a few coins into the outstretched palm, and cut short Musas pleas for more. That I cant do anything for him. Let el-Gharbi sweat it out in the camp for a few
  months. Hes too fat anyhow. And if I know him, he has his circle of supporters and servants even in Hilmiya, and methods of getting whatever he wants. How did he communicate with
  you?


  There are ways, Musa murmured.


  Im sure there are. Well, give him my . . . He tried to think of the right word. The only ones that came to mind were too friendly or too courteous. On the other hand, the
  procurer had been a useful source of information in the past, and might be again. Tell him you saw me and that I asked after him.


  He added a few more coins and went back to the hospital. Dr Sophia greeted him with her usual smiling reserve. Ramses admired her enormously, but never felt completely at ease with her, though
  he realized there was probably nothing personal in her lack of warmth. She had to deal every day with the ugly results of male exploitation of women. It would not be surprising if she had a
  jaundiced view of all men.


  He met the new surgeon, a stocky, grey-haired American woman, who measured him with cool brown eyes before offering a handclasp as hard as that of most men. Ramses had heard Nefret
  congratulating herself on finding Dr Ferguson. There werent many women being trained in surgery. On the other hand, there werent many positions open to women surgeons. Ferguson had
  worked in the slums of Boston, Massachusetts, and according to Nefret she had expressed herself as more concerned with saving abused women than men who were fool enough to go out and get themselves
  shot. She and Sophia ought to get along.


  As Ramses had rather expected, Nefret decided to spend the rest of the day at the hospital. She was in her element, with two women who shared her skills and her beliefs, and Ramses felt a faint,
  unreasonable stir of jealousy. He kissed her good-bye and saw her eyes widen with surprise and pleasure; as a rule he didnt express affection in public. It had been a demonstration of
  possessiveness, he supposed.


  Walking back towards the hotel, head bent and hands in his pockets, he examined his feelings and despised himself for selfishness. At least he hadnt insisted she wait for him to escort
  her back to the hotel. Shed have resented that. No one in el-Wasa would have dared lay a hand on her, but it made him sick to think of her walking alone through those noisome alleys, at a
  time of day when the houses would be opening for business and the women would be screaming obscene invitations at the men who leered at them through the open windows.


  His parents were already at the hotel, and when he saw what his mother had found that morning, he forgot his grievances for a while. The little ointment jar was in almost perfect condition, and
  he was inclined to agree with her that the scraps of jewellery  beads, half of a gold-hinged bracelet, and an exquisitely inlaid uraeus serpent  had come from the same Eighteenth
  Dynasty tomb Cyrus had told them about.


  Aslimi claimed the seller was unknown to him? he asked. Thats rather odd. He has his usual sources and would surely be suspicious of strangers.


  Aslimi would not dare lie to me, his mother declared. She gave her husband a challenging glance. Emerson did not venture to contradict her. He had something else on his
  mind.


  Er  I trust you and Nefret have given up the idea of visiting the coffeeshops?


  I wasnt keen on the idea in the first place, Ramses said.


  Well. No need for such an expedition now; your mother questioned the dealers and none of them had heard of the Masters return. Be ready to take the train tomorrow, eh?


  That depends on Nefret. She may not want to leave so soon.


  Oh. Yes, quite. Is she still at the hospital? You arranged to fetch her home, I presume.


  No, sir, I didnt.


  Emersons brows drew together, but before he could comment his wife said, Is there something unusual about that ointment jar, Ramses?


  He had been holding it, turning it in his hands, running his fingers along the curved sides. He gave her a smile that acknowledged both her tactful intervention and her perceptiveness.
  Theres a rough section, here on the shoulder. The rest of it is as smooth as satin.


  Let me see. Emerson took it from him and carried it to the window, where the light was stronger. By Gad, youre right, he said, in obvious chagrin.
  Dont know how I could have missed it. Something has been rubbed off. A name? An inscription?


  The space is about the right size for a cartouche, Ramses said.


  Can you see anything?


  A few vague scratches. Direct sunlight shimmered in the depths of the pale translucent stone. It looks as if someone has carefully removed the owners name.


  Not the thief, surely, his mother said, squinting at the pot. An inscribed piece would bring a higher price.


  True. Emerson rubbed his chin. Well, weve seen such things before. An enemy, wishing to condemn the owner to the final death that befalls the nameless, or an ancient
  thief, who intended to replace the name with his own and never got round to it.


  Having settled the matter to his satisfaction, he was free to worry about Nefret. He didnt criticize Ramses aloud, but he kept looking at his watch and muttering. Fortunately she returned
  before Emerson got too worked up.


  I hope Im not late for tea, she said breezily. Have I time to change?


  You had better, Ramses said, inspecting her. Not even Nefret could pass through the streets of el-Wasa without carrying away some of its atmosphere. How did it
  go?


  Just fine. Ill tell you about it later.


  She rather monopolized the conversation at tea, which they took on the terrace. Even Sennia found it difficult to get a word in.
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  I could tell Ramses was perturbed about something and I suspected it had to do with the hospital; yet nothing Nefret said indicated that she was unhappy about the arrangements.
  Unlike my son, Nefret does not conceal her feelings. Her eyes shone and her cheeks were prettily flushed as she talked, and when Sennia said pensively, I would like to come and help you take
  care of the sick ladies, Aunt Nefret, she laughed and patted the childs cheek.


  Someday Little Bird. When you are older.


  Tomorrow I will be older, Sennia pointed out.


  Not old enough, Emerson said, trying to conceal his consternation. Anyhow, we must be on our way to Luxor shortly. Nefret, when can you be ready?


  Not tomorrow, Father. Perhaps the following day.


  She went on to explain that she had arranged to dine with Dr Sophia and the new surgeon, Miss Ferguson. A flicker of emotion crossed my sons enigmatic countenance when she indicated she
  would like him to be present. He nodded in mute acquiescence, but Emerson firmly declined the invitation. The idea of spending the evening with three such determined ladies, discussing loathsome
  diseases and gruesome injuries, did not greatly appeal to him.


  So we had an early dinner with Sennia, which pleased her a great deal. It did not please Horus, who had to be shut in Sennias room, where (as I was later informed by the sufragi) he
  howled like a jackal the entire time. As we left the dining salon, we were hailed by an individual I recognized as the apple-cheeked gentleman who had been one of our fellow passengers. His wife
  was even more resplendent in jewels and satin. Sennia would have stopped, but Emerson hustled her on past, and the gentleman, encumbered by the large menu and even larger napkin, was not quick
  enough to intercept us.


  Curse it, said my spouse, who are those people? No, dont tell me, I dont want to know.


  After returning Sennia to Basima, who had taken refuge from Horus in the servants dining hall, I settled down with a nice book  but I kept an eye on Emerson. I can always tell when
  he is up to something. Sure enough, after pretending to read for fifteen minutes, he got up and declared his intention of taking a little stroll.


  Dont disturb yourself, my dear, he said. You look very comfortable.


  And out he went, without giving me time to reply.


  I waited a quarter of an hour before closing my book. A further delay ensued when I attempted to get out of my evening frock, which buttoned down the back; however, I was not in a hurry. I knew
  where Emerson was going, and I fancied it would take him a while to get there. After squirming out of the garment I assumed my working costume of trousers, boots, and amply pocketed coat, took up
  my parasol, left the hotel, and hailed a cab.


  I assumed Emerson would have gone on foot and kept a sharp eye out for that unmistakable form, but there was no sign of him. When we reached the Khan el Khalili I told the driver to wait and
  plunged into the narrow lanes of the suk.


  Aslimi was not happy to see me. He informed me that he was about to close. I informed him that I had no objection, entered the shop, and took a chair.


  Aslimi waddled about, closing and locking the shutters, before he seated himself in a huge armchair of Empire style, its arms and legs ornately gilded, and stared hopelessly at me. I told
  you all I know, Sitt. What do you want now?


  Are you expecting someone, Aslimi?


  No, Sitt, I swear.


  I am. He will be here soon, I expect.


  We sat in silence. The sweat began to pour down Aslimis face. It shone like polished amber. I was about to offer him my handkerchief when there was a soft sound from behind the closed
  door at the back of the shop.


  Aslimi kept his most valuable antiquities in the back room, which opened onto a narrow slit of a passage next to the shop. His eyes opened so wide I could see the whites all round the dark
  pupils. For an instant cowardice struggled with greed. Greed won out; with a grunt he heaved himself to his feet. By the time he accomplished this feat, I had burst through the door, parasol in
  hand.


  Facing me was the intruder. There was enough light from the open door behind me to show his tall, heavyset form and his black beard and mustache. It was the man Aslimi had described that
  afternoon! The seller of stolen antiquities had returned! Aslimi screamed and thudded to the floor in a dead faint. I twisted the handle of my parasol, releasing the sword blade concealed
  therein.


  Stop where you are! I exclaimed in Arabic.


  With a sudden sweep of his arm, the man knocked the blade aside and seized me in a bruising grip.


  


  Chapter Two
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  How many times have I told you not to attack an opponent with that damned parasol? Emerson demanded.


  I did not attack you. You attacked me!


  Emerson handed me into the cab and got in beside me. He was still wearing the beard and clothing he had borrowed from Ramsess collection of disguises.


  It was self-defence, Peabody. I can never predict what you are likely to do when you are in one of your combative moods. You didnt recognize me, did you?


  I certainly would not have gone on the attack without provocation, I retorted.


  Come, Peabody, be a sport. Admit you didnt know me.


  I knew you the moment you took hold of me.


  I should hope so! He put his arm round me, which I permitted; but when his face approached mine I turned my head.


  That is a very prickly beard, Emerson.


  Well, curse it, I cant just peel it off; this adhesive wont come loose unless it is soaked in water. Emerson was still in a high good humour and rather inclined, in
  my opinion, to rub it in. I told you Aslimi had lied to you.


  Was that why you went disguised as the man he had described?


  No, I did that because I wanted to, said Emerson, chuckling. The description I finally pried out of him was the exact opposite of the one he gave you: medium height, slim,
  young.


  But unknown to Aslimi.


  It doesnt fit any of the thieves or go-betweens known to me either. We must accept it, however.


  The beard assumed a particularly arrogant angle. I was forced to agree with him. After I had restored Aslimi from his faint, he could not quite get it straight in his head who the intruder was:
  a thief bent on robbing and murdering him; or the Father of Curses, bent on something equally unpleasant; or both in the same body. He was certainly too confused and terrified to lie.


  We reached the hotel without anything of interest happening, to find that the children had not yet returned from dinner. Emerson had removed the turban and caftan, but the beard and moustache
  occasioned a certain hesitation in the desk clerk; had it been anyone but me asking for the key, he might have questioned the identity of the fellow I was taking with me to my suite.


  He didnt recognize me either, Emerson declared smugly.


  Ha, I said.


  Emerson was sitting with his chin and mouth in a basin of water, breathing through his nose, and I was enjoying a restorative whiskey and soda when there was a tap on the door. I responded, and
  Nefret put her head in. We only stopped by to say . . . she began; catching sight of Emerson, she flung the door wide and hurried to his side. Father! Are you hurt?


  No, said Emerson, gurgling. He spat out a mouthful of water.


  Ramsess face twitched in a frantic attempt to control his amusement. Its the beard, he got out.


  I think thats done the job, Emerson said. He peeled the thing off and gave Nefret a cheerful smile.


  Hold it over the basin, Emerson, I said, as water streamed from the bedraggled object onto the carpet.


  What? Oh. Chagrin wrinkled his brow, and he attempted to wring the water out of the beard. Hope I havent spoiled it, my boy. I would have asked you for the loan of
  it, but you see, the idea came to me after you left, and I had to act at once.


  Thats quite all right, sir, said Ramses. Might one ask . . .


  Certainly, certainly. I will tell you all about it. Make yourselves comfortable.


  It was evident that he planned to revel in every detail, so the children followed his suggestion, settling themselves on the sofa side by side and listening with interest. Neither of them
  interrupted until Emerson, with great gusto, told of my pulling out the sword.


  Good God, Mother! Ramses exclaimed. How many times have I told you  


  She didnt know me, you see, Emerson said, beaming. She wont admit it, but she didnt.


  I did not recognize you immediately, I admitted. But the room was dark and Aslimi was shrieking in alarm, and I didnt expect you would come that way. Nefret, my dear,
  are you laughing?


  Im sorry. I was picturing the two of you scuffling in Aslimis back room. Neither of you was hurt?


  No, I said, while Emerson grinned in a particularly annoying fashion. It may take Aslimi a while to recover, though.


  He admitted that his original description was false in every particular, Emerson said smugly. The seller was bearded, of course  most Egyptians are  but he was
  young, slender, and of medium height.


  Ramses could not come up with a name to match the new description either. Someone new to the business, he said thoughtfully.


  Someone who has been in Luxor recently, Emerson added. Assuming, that is, that the artifacts did come from the tomb of the princesses. He must have got them direct from one
  of the robbers, who had withheld them from the rest of the loot. Those scoundrels cheat even one another.


  I suppose you are now even more on fire to go on to Luxor and track down the thieves, Nefret said, tucking her feet under her and leaning against Ramses.


  You would like a few more days at the hospital, wouldnt you? Emerson asked.


  Well, yes; but I wouldnt want you to change your plans on my account.


  I must give my dear Emerson credit; he was too forthright to pretend he was doing it on her account. The tomb has already been robbed and the loot dispersed, he explained.
  And I expect everyone knows the identity of the thieves  the Abd er Rassuls, or one of the other Gurneh families who specialize in such activities. It is strange, though, to have some
  of the objects turn up in Cairo. The local boys usually work with Mohassib or another of the Luxor dealers. Ramses, are you certain that ointment vessel is Eighteenth Dynasty?


  No, of course not, Ramses said, somewhat defensively. Im not an expert on hard stone vessels. The same forms and materials were used over a long period of time. If
  you think its important, we might pay a visit to the Museum and see what examples they have.


  If we can find them, Emerson muttered. The way that place is arranged is a damned disgrace.


  Emerson always complained about the Museum and about almost everything else that was not under his direct supervision. I pointed out that Mr Quibell, the director, was doing the best he could
  under difficult circumstances. Emerson nodded grudgingly.


  No doubt. I suppose we ought to call on him. Or we might have one of your little archaeological dinner parties, Peabody. The Quibells, and Daressy, and anyone else you can
  collect.


  My dinner parties, celebrating our return to Egypt, had been very popular. For the past few years I had been loath to hold them; it was too painful to see the diminished company and reflect on
  the fates of those who were no longer with us: our German and Austrian colleagues departed, the ranks of the French and English Egyptologists depleted by death or military service. However, I had
  already been in receipt of friendly messages from those who were still in Cairo  the news of our arrival had, of course, immediately become known. Emersons proposal solved the
  difficulty of how I was to respond to these greetings and invitations, and astonished me not a little, for he was never inclined towards social engagements, and he had been insistent on leaving
  Cairo as soon as was possible.


  A brief period of reflection explained his change of heart. The letter from Cyrus and the discovery of the artifacts at Aslimis had whetted his curiosity; Cyruss mention of Howard
  Carter being in some manner involved aroused an understandable desire to question that individual. There was another reason for his willingness to stay on in Cairo; he was hoping for a further
  communication from his brother. He had made a point of looking through the messages every day and his disappointment at finding nothing of the sort was evident to me at least. I confess I was also
  somewhat exasperated with Sethos. What had been the point of that brief encounter?


  Unfortunately I was unable to locate the archaeologist whom Emerson had hoped to interrogate. Howard Carter was not in Cairo. No one knew where he was. However, when the sadly diminished group
  met next evening, he was the chief topic of conversation. Owing to the short notice, the Quibells were the only ones who had been able to accept my invitation.


  You just missed him, Annie Quibell said. He got back from Luxor a few days ago, and went off again without any of us seeing him. James was furious.


  She smiled at her husband, whose equable temper was well known, and who said calmly, I presume his duties for the War Office called him away, but I had hoped to hear more about his recent
  work in Luxor.


  And his dealings with Mohassib? Emerson inquired, motioning the waiter to refill Jamess wineglass.


  Who told you that?


  Cyrus Vandergelt, I replied. Is it true?


  James shrugged. Ive heard the rumour too, but I doubt Carter would admit it to me, even if it were true. He spent several months out in the southwest wadis, where the
  princesses tomb was found; when he was in Cairo for a few days early in December, he gave me a brief report. Did you hear about his finding another tomb of Hatshepsuts? This one was
  made for her when she was queen, before she assumed kingly titles. It was empty except for a sarcophagus. He picked up his glass and sipped his wine appreciatively.


  Where? Emerson asked.


  High in a cleft in the cliffs, in one of the western wadis, Annie said. She and her husband were not great admirers of Howard; after his falling-out with the Service, he had begun
  dealing in antiquities, and this did not make him popular with his professional colleagues. She added, with a distinct and amusing touch of malice, He didnt find Hatshepsuts
  tomb, James. Some of the Gurnawis did. He only followed them.


  Bah, said Emerson vehemently. I wonder what else he did?


  So do I, said James.


  Having failed to locate Howard, Emerson was ready to leave for Luxor at once. However, it was not to be. We were finishing breakfast en famille in our sitting room when a
  messenger arrived with a letter for Emerson. It was a delightful little domestic scene, with Sennia badgering Ramses to give her a lesson in hieroglyphs and Horus snarling at Gargery and Emerson
  reading the Egyptian Gazette and smoking his pipe, while Nefret told me about the new arrangements at the hospital. When I saw the envelope, with its official seal, it was as if the sun had
  gone behind a cloud.


  Whom is it from? I demanded.


  Emerson frowned over the epistle, which he was holding so I couldnt read over his shoulder. Wingate. He would like me to come to his office at my earliest convenience.


  Sir Reginald Wingate? What does the Sirdar of the Sudan want with you?


  He replaced MacMahon as high commissioner last month, Emerson replied. He doesnt say what he wants.


  We had all fallen silent except for Sennia, who had no idea who the high commissioner was and cared even less. Emerson looked at his son. Er  Ramses . . .


  Yes, sir. When?


  Later. He says at our convenience. It is not convenient for me at present.


  Sennia understood that. Ramses will have time to give me my lesson, she announced firmly. Sennia was in the habit of making pronouncements instead of asking questions; it usually
  worked.


  Ramses rose, smiling. A short lesson, then. Lets go to your room where we wont be distracted.


  The door closed behind them  and Horus, who went wherever Sennia went unless forcibly prevented from doing so. Having got Sennia out of the way, Emerson turned stern blue eyes on Gargery,
  who stood with arms folded and feet slightly apart, exuding stubbornness. Go away, Gargery, Emerson said.


  Sir  


  I said, go away.


  But sir  


  If there is anything you need to know, Gargery, I will tell you about it at the proper time, I interrupted. That will be all.


  Gargery stamped out, slamming the door, and Nefret said quietly, Do you want me to leave too?


  No, of course not. Emerson leaned back in his chair. It isnt the military or the secret service this time, Nefret. Wingate probably wants us for some tedious office
  job.


  Are you going to accept?


  That depends. Emerson got to his feet and began pacing. Like it or not, and God knows we dont, we cannot ignore the fact that there is a bloody war going on. They
  wont let me carry a rifle, and Ramses wont carry one, but there are other things we can do, and we have no right to refuse.


  You and Ramses, Nefret repeated, with a curl of her lip. Men. Never women.


  You offered your services as a surgeon, didnt you?


  Yes. Nefrets eyes flashed. The military isnt accepting women physicians. But that would have been saving lives, not  


  There are other ways of saving lives, or at least minimizing suffering. You cant keep him out of this forever, Nefret; Ive seen the signs, and so have you. Hes
  feeling guilty because he thinks he is not doing his part.


  Hes done his part and more, Nefret cried. It wasnt only that ghastly business two years ago, it was the same sort of thing again last winter; if he
  hadnt risked his life twice over, the War Office would have lost its favourite spy and a German agent would have got away. What more do they want from him?


  It did seem to me as if she were underestimating my contribution and that of Emerson, but I did not say so; where her husband was concerned, Nefret was passionately single-minded. Her eyes were
  bright with tears of anger. Emerson stopped by the chair in which she sat and put his hand on her shoulder.


  I know, my dear, he said gently. But I cannot suppose they want us to go chasing spies again. The situation has changed. With the Turks driven out of the Sinai, the Canal is
  no longer in danger, and the Senussi are in full retreat. There is nothing going on that requires Ramsess unusual talents, or, he added with a grin, mine.


  Unless, I said, this has something to do with Sethos.


  Emerson shot me a reproachful glance, but I had only voiced aloud what was in all our minds.


  Theres been no further word from him? Nefret asked. I shook my head.


  If Ramses gets in trouble because of him, Ill murder him, she muttered.


  She did not go to the hospital that morning. She did not want to leave the hotel, though I pointed out that we could probably not expect Emerson and Ramses back before luncheon. Finally I
  managed to persuade her to go walking in the Ezbekieh Gardens with Sennia and me. I always say there is nothing like the beauties of nature to distract one from worrisome thoughts. The Gardens are
  planted with rare trees and shrubs and the air is harmonious with birdsong. Sennia was even more of a distraction; it required both of us to keep track of her as she ran up and down the gravelled
  paths. It did Nefret good, I believe. When we started back, both of us holding tight to Sennias hands, she said ruefully, You think Im behaving like a silly coward, dont
  you?


  Perhaps just a bit. But I understand. One becomes accustomed to it, you see, I continued. One never likes it, but one becomes resigned.


  I know I cant keep him out of trouble, Nefret said. Its just this particular  


  Little pitchers have big ears, I warned.


  If you are referring to me, said Sennia, with great dignity, my ears are not at all large. Ramses says they are pretty ears. Is he in trouble?


  Nefret laughed and picked her up. We were about to cross the street, which was crowded with traffic. No, Little Bird. And we will make sure he doesnt get into it, wont
  we?


  We had been waiting for almost an hour before they returned. Sennia was reading aloud to us from a little book of Egyptian fairy tales, but the moment the door opened she dropped it and ran to
  meet them. Throwing her arms round Ramsess waist, she asked anxiously, Are you in trouble?


  Not unless you crack one of my ribs, Ramses said, with a theatrical gasp of pain. Who told you that?


  Let us go to luncheon, I said.


  Yes, I am starving, Sennia announced, rolling her eyes dramatically. I didnt mean to hurt you, Ramses.


  Emerson detached her from Ramses and swung her up onto his shoulder. We will go down now.


  I let them go ahead. Well, Ramses? I inquired.


  You shouldnt worry the child, Mother.


  It wasnt Mother, it was me. Nefret took his arm. Im sorry.


  Its all right. He offered me his other arm, and as we proceeded to the dining salon he explained.


  All he wanted was a consultation. Hes new at the job, and apparently nobody bothered to put him in the picture about certain matters. The military and the civil administration have
  always been at odds. Hed heard of some of our activities, and wanted to know the facts.


  Thats all? Nefret demanded. Nothing about . . .


  He wasnt mentioned. Ramses grinned. Under any of his pseudonyms. Father agreed to stay on in Cairo for another day or two, and meet with Wingate again. That should
  please you; youll have more time at the hospital.


  
    From Manuscript H

  


  
    The second meeting with Wingate was shorter than the first, and somewhat more acrimonious. Wingate wanted more details about a number of people Emerson was not anxious to
    discuss, and the roles they had played; when he asked about their dealings with a certain gentleman named Smith, Emerson lost his temper. (He had been itching to do so for some
    time.)

  


  Good Gad, man, if you dont know who the bastard is and what hes up to, how should we? Come, Ramses; we have wasted enough time telling people things they ought to have known
  anyhow and going over and over facts that are either self-explanatory or irrelevant.


  The new high commissioner took this rudeness better than Ramses had expected. Now in his sixties, he had had a long and illustrious career as governor of the Sudan, and Ramses got the impression
  that he was finding it harder to deal with his peers in Cairo than with rebellious Sudanese. As Emerson stalked out of the room, Wingate said mildly, Thank you for your time,
  gentlemen, and returned to his papers.


  Thats that, Emerson declared. Its high time we got out of this bloody city. Is Nefret ready to leave?


  On the morning of their departure Nefret and Ramses breakfasted alone in their room, at what struck Ramses as an obscenely early hour.


  I need all the time I can get at the hospital, she declared. Since Father is determined on leaving today.


  Hed have put it off again if you had asked him.


  I couldnt do that. Hes on fire to get to Luxor and catch a few tomb robbers. There was no need for you to get up so early. You dont have to escort me.


  Would you rather I didnt?


  You can if you like. Frowning slightly, she concentrated on the piece of toast she was cutting into strips. Its boring for you, though. You hardly said a word the
  other night when we dined with Sophia and Beatrice.


  Im sorry, he began.


  Dont apologize, damn it! She put her knife down and gave him a rueful smile. Theres no need for you to be so defensive, darling. I didnt mean it as a
  reproach. You couldnt have got a word in anyhow! It was rude of us not to include you in the conversation.


  Thats all right. The pronouns jarred, though. Us and you. I think I will come along, if you dont mind. Theres someone I want to see, if I can find
  him.


  Who?


  He described his encounter with Musa as they walked through the ornate lobby and out the door of the hotel.


  You didnt tell me, Nefret said, and then laughed and took his arm. You couldnt get a word in, could you? Sophia told me about el-Gharbis being arrested.
  Did you know he had put the word out that we were not to be bothered?


  I thought he might have done.


  I never supposed I would regret the arrest of the worst procurer in Cairo. Her face was troubled. But Sophia says things have got worse. More injuries, and fewer of the
  women are coming to us.


  Musa wants me to intervene on behalf of el-Gharbi. Shall I try to get him out?


  Could you?


  Do you want him out?


  Oh, I dont know, Nefret said despairingly. How does one choose between two evils? Leave it alone, darling. I dont want you getting involved with the police
  again. Russell would try to recruit you for some rotten job, and I wont allow it.


  Russells sticking to ordinary police work these days. Theres a new military intelligence organization  or will be, if they ever get it right. They keep shuffling
  people around. Clayton and the Arab Bureau are now  


  How did you find that out? Her eyes narrowed and her voice was sharp.


  From Wingate, for the most part. Plus odds and ends of gossip here and there.


  Oh, very informative. Ramses, I dont care who is doing what with whom, so long as whom isnt you. Promise me youll stay away from them. All of
  them.


  Yes, maam.


  Her tight lips relaxed into one of her most bewitching smiles, complete with dimples, and as a further inducement to good behaviour, she told him she would be back in time for luncheon. Ramses
  watched her run lightly up the steps and in the door before he turned away.


  Could he get el-Gharbi paroled? The answer was probably no. Unless . . . the idea hadnt occurred to him until Nefret asked. It had probably been Thomas Russell who reeled him in. If he
  could persuade Russell that el-Gharbi had information that could be of use to him . . .


  The answer was still no. Russell wouldnt make a deal with someone he despised as much as he did the procurer. Anyhow, there were only two questions Ramses would like to have answered: the
  whereabouts of his infuriating uncle, and the identity of the man who had sold the artifacts to Aslimi. El-Gharbi had once had contacts with every illegal activity in Cairo, but drugs and
  prostitution were his chief interests; he dealt with illegal antiquities and espionage only when they impinged on his primary business.


  Musa was nowhere to be found, so Ramses spent a few hours wandering through the green groves of the Ezbekieh Gardens, to get the smells of el-Wasa out of his system. It was a little after midday
  when he returned to the hotel. Nefret was not there, so he went to see what his parents were doing. He found his mother alone in the sitting room, placidly working at a piece of embroidery.
  Wondering what had prompted this unusual exercise  she hated sewing and did it very badly  he joined her on the sofa.


  Where is Father? he asked.


  He took Sennia for a walk, in order to work off some of her energy. Have you finished packing?


  No, Ramses admitted. Nefret told me I mustnt, she says I always make a mess of it.


  Just like your father. His notion of packing is to dump the entire contents of a drawer into a suitcase and then throw his boots on top.


  Whats wrong with that? Ramses asked, and got a smile in return.


  Ill ask Gargery to take care of it, she promised.


  Thats all right, Nefret said shed be back before luncheon. I suppose you are all ready?


  Certainly. She looked searchingly at Ramses. Is something wrong? You seem somewhat pensive.


  No, nothing is wrong. Im sorry if I . . . Her steely grey stare remained fixed on him, and he felt a sudden need to confess. His mothers stare often had that effect
  on people.


  Im jealous  oh, not of another man, its even worse. Jealous of the hospital and the time she spends there. Contemptible, isnt it, that I should resent
  Nefrets skills and interests?


  Quite understandable, his mother said calmly. She poked her needle into the piece of fabric, muttered something, and wiped her finger on her skirt. Ramses noticed that the skirt
  and the embroidered fabric were spotted with blood. Do you want her to give up her medical work?


  Good God, no! Id hate her to do that on my account. Id hate myself if she did.


  She will have to make a choice, though. While we were working at Giza she could spend a certain amount of time at the hospital, but it appears we will be in Luxor for some time to
  come.


  Someone will have to make a choice.


  His mother dropped her fancywork and stared at him. You dont mean you would give up Egyptology!


  Nothing so drastic. I can always get a position with Reisner, at Giza. She looked so horrified, he put his hand over hers. I dont want to work with anyone but Father,
  you know that. But I have to be with her and I want her to be happy. Why should I expect her to give up her work when Im not willing to make a reasonable compromise?


  Honestly, Ramses. His mother gave him a look of exasperation. I would expect any son of mine to appreciate the talents and aspirations of women, but you are carrying
  fairness to a ridiculous extreme. What makes you suppose Nefret wants to abandon archaeology? Have you asked her?


  No. I didnt want  


  To force the issue? Well, my dear, Nefret is not the woman to keep her opinions to herself. You are leaping to unwarranted conclusions and tormenting yourself about something that will
  never happen. It is a bad habit of yours.


  Dyou really think so?


  I am certain of it. She hesitated, but not for long. Indecision was not one of his mothers weaknesses. She once told me something that perhaps you should know.
  I would leave the hospital forever, without a backward glance, if it would help to keep him safe. 


  She said that?


  I do not claim to remember the precise words, but that was unquestionably the gist of her remark. Goodness gracious, Ramses, dont look so stupefied. If you are really unaware of
  the strength of your wifes affection, you have not been paying her the proper attentions.


  He didnt dare ask what she meant by that. Her prim circumlocutions always amused him, but he said humbly and without a smile, You are right, Mother, as always. I havent said
  anything to her, and I never shall. Please dont tell her.


  Why, Ramses, I would never betray another individuals confidence. She patted his hand. He flinched, and she let out an exclamation of distress. Oh, dear. I forgot I
  was holding the needle. Suck it.


  Ramses dutifully obeyed. What is that youre making? he asked. It was hard to tell the bloodstains from the pattern.


  Its just a little something to keep my hands occupied. Stop fretting, dear boy, I will talk to Nefret myself. Tactfully.


  She stuck the needle into the fabric and folded her work. It is past time for luncheon. Emerson is late as usual.


  He turned up a few minutes later, with Sennia, and dropped rather heavily into a chair. Emerson could work under the hot Upper Egyptian sun from dawn until sunset without any sign of fatigue,
  but a few hours with Sennia left even him worn out. Are we ready for lunch? he asked.


  Nefret isnt back yet, his wife said.


  Ramses had been watching the clock. It was after one. His father gave him a critical look. Is she waiting for you to fetch her?


  No, Ramses said, and went on, before his father could voice his opinion of a man who would allow his wife to walk the alleys of el-Wasa unattended. I expect shes got
  involved and lost track of the time. The rest of you go down, Ill run over to the hospital.


  He wasnt worried  not really  but she knew they were due to leave that evening, and she had said shed be back before luncheon.


  He took the most direct way to the hospital, the one they always followed, expecting at every turn of the street to see her hurrying towards him. The foul alleys were deserted; the denizens were
  indoors, resting during the heat of the day. Anger, born of concern, quickened his steps. She had no business worrying him like this, after he had done her the courtesy of leaving her free of his
  escort.


  He had almost reached the hospital when a man stepped out into his path. You must come with me, Brother of Demons.


  Get out of my way, Musa. I havent time to listen to el-Gharbis compliments.


  You must! the other man repeated. He held out his hands. Stretched between his palms was the filmy scarf Nefret had worn round her neck that morning.


  Seeing Ramsess expression, Musa jumped back a few feet and began to babble. Do not strike me, Brother of Demons, she is not hurt, she is safe, I will take you to her.


  Damned right you will. Ramsess hand shot out, catching Musas stringy arm in a bruising grip. Where is she?


  Come. Come with me, it is not far. She is unharmed, I tell you. Would any of us dare injure  


  Shut up. Which way?


  Knowing he was no longer in imminent danger of violence, Musa said plaintively, You are hurting my arm, Brother of Demons. I can walk faster if you do not hold on to me. I will not run
  away. I was ordered to bring you to her.


  Ramses didnt bother to ask who had given the order. He released his grip and brushed at the enterprising fleas that had already found his hand. Where?


  This way, this way. Musa trotted ahead, around a corner and through a pile of discarded fruit rinds and peelings that squelched under his bare feet. This way, he said
  again, and turned his head to nod reassuringly at Ramses. Do you have a cigarette?


  Dont push me too far, Musa.


  He was no longer worried about Nefret, though. The man who must be responsible for this would not harm her. They ended up where Ramses had expected: in an outstandingly filthy alley behind the
  house el-Gharbi had once occupied. Musa went to the small inconspicuous door Ramses remembered from earlier visits. The police had barricaded it with heavy boards, but someone had removed most of
  the nails; Musa pulled the planks aside and climbed through the opening.


  The house that had once been alive with music and the other colourful accompaniments of a contemptible trade was dark, deserted, and dusty. The windows had been boarded up, the rich furnishings
  removed or left to moulder. There was a little light, streaking through cracks in the boards. When they reached the room in which el-Gharbi had held court, Ramses made out a massive shape squatting
  on the ruined cushions. Nefret sat next to him. A ray of sunlight sparked in her hair.


  Sorry, she said cheerfully. I did it again.


  Ramses got the words out through lips unsteady with relief. Not your fault this time. Another black mark against you, el-Gharbi. What do you mean by this?


  But, my dear young friend, what choice had I? The voice was the well-remembered high-pitched whine, but as his eyes adjusted to the gloom, Ramses saw that the procurer was dressed
  in a ragged galabeeyah instead of his elegant white robes. He didnt appear to have lost any weight, though. Shifting uncomfortably, he went on, You would not come to the camp. You
  would not have come to me here  so I invited your lovely wife. We have been having a most enjoyable conversation. Sit down, wont you? I regret I cannot offer you tea 
  


  What do you want? Ramses interrupted.


  Why, the pleasure of seeing you and your lovely  


  I dont have time for this, Ramses said rather loudly. You cannot keep us here against our will, you know.


  Alas, it is true. The procurer sighed. I do not have the manpower I once had.


  What is your point, then?


  You wont sit down? Oh, very well. It is the camp, you see. It is no place for a person of refinement like myself. A shudder of distaste ran through the huge body. I
  want out.


  You are out, Ramses said, unwilling amusement replacing his annoyance. El-Gharbi was unconquerable.


  Only for a few hours. If I am not there tonight when they make the rounds, that rude person Harvey will turn out every police officer in Cairo to look for me. I do not intend to spend the
  rest of my life running away from the police, it is too uncomfortable.


  Yes, I suppose it would be. Can you give me one good reason why I should intercede on your behalf, even if I were able?


  But my dear young friend, surely the many favours I have done for you  


  And I have done several for you. If the score is not even, the debt is on your side.


  I was afraid you would see it that way. What of future favours, then? I am at your command.


  There is nothing I want from you. Nefret, lets go. The parents will be getting anxious.


  Yes, of course. She rose. Good-bye, Mr el-Gharbi.


  She used the English words, possibly because the Arabic terms of farewell invoked a blessing or an expression of goodwill. El-Gharbi didnt miss the implications. He chuckled richly.


  Maassalameh, honoured lady. And to you, my beautiful young friend. Remember what I have said. The time may come . . .


  I hope to God it wont come, Ramses muttered, as they left the room. Nefret, are you all right?


  Musa was very polite. No damage, darling, except . . . She scratched her arm. Lets hurry. I expect Father is frantic by this time, and Im being devoured by
  fleas.


  That makes two of us.


  My poor darling. What you suffer for me!


  The narrow back door was still unbarred. Ramses did not bother replacing the boards.


  Taking the cowards way out, he sent a servant to the dining salon to announce their return, and they went straight to their room and the adjoining bath chamber. When he emerged, wearing
  only a towel, his father was sitting in an armchair, pipe in hand.


  Where is she? he demanded.


  Still bathing. Ill tell her youre here.


  Oh, said Emerson, belatedly aware of his intrusion on their privacy. Oh. Er  


  Ramses opened the door to the bath chamber and announced his fathers presence. Water splashed and Nefret called out, Ill be with you in a few minutes, Father.


  It wasnt often that Ramses could embarrass his father and he was rather inclined to enjoy those moments. Emerson was blushing. Youve been the devil of a long time, he
  complained. We are due to leave in a few hours, you know.


  It couldnt be helped. Ramses dressed as he told Emerson what had happened. He expected an outburst; Emerson had nothing but contempt for procurers in general and el-Gharbi
  in particular. Instead of shouting, Emerson looked thoughtful.


  I wonder if he knows anything about  um  Sethos.


  I didnt ask. I dont want to be in his debt, and I was in a hurry to get away. Its highly unlikely, Father. The illegal antiquities trade was only a sideline, and
  hes been shut up in Hilmiya for weeks.


  Hmm, yes. Emerson brooded.


  The door of the bath chamber opened and Nefret appeared, wreathed in steam. She was wrapped in a long robe that covered her from chin to bare feet, but Emerson fled, mumbling apologies.


  [image: ]


  Getting my family onto the train  any train  is a task that tries even my well-known patience. Emerson had sent Selim and Daoud on to Luxor a few days earlier, to
  survey the site and determine what needed to be done. That left seven of us, not counting the cat, who was more trouble than anyone. The railroad station is always a scene of pure pandemonium;
  people and luggage and parcels and an occasional goat mill about, voices are raised, and arms wave wildly. What with Horus shrieking and thrashing around in his basket, and Sennia trying to get
  away from Gargery and Basima so she could dash up and down the platform looking for acquaintances, and Emerson darting suspicious glances at every man, woman, and child who came anywhere near him,
  my attention was fully engaged.


  The train was late, of course. After I had got everyone on board and in the proper compartment, I was more than ready for a refreshing sip of whiskey and soda. Removing the bottle, the gasogene,
  and the glasses from the hamper, I invited Emerson to join me.


  As I could have told him  and indeed, did tell him  it had been a waste of time to look for Sethos. He never did the same thing twice, and he had had ample time to communicate with
  us had he chosen to do so.


  Emerson said, Bah, and poured more whiskey.


  I had dispatched telegrams to the Vandergelts and to Fatima, our housekeeper, informing them of the change in schedule, but being only too familiar with the leisurely habits of the telegraph
  office in Luxor, I was not surprised to find that no one was waiting to meet us at the station. No doubt the telegrams would be delivered later that day, after the unofficial telegraph, gossip, had
  already announced our arrival. It did not go unremarked. There were always people hanging about the station, meeting arrivals and bidding farewell to departing travellers, or simply wasting time. A
  great shout went up when the loungers recognized the unmistakable form of Emerson, who was  I believe I may say this without fear of contradiction  the most famous, feared, and
  respected archaeologist in Egypt. Some crowded round and others dashed off, hoping to be the first to spread the news. The Father of Curses has returned! Yes, yes, I saw him with my own
  eyes, and the Sitt Hakim his wife, and his son the Brother of Demons, and Nur Misur, the Light of Egypt, and the Little Bird!


  It took some little time to unload our traps, as Emerson called them, and get them from the station to the riverbank and onto the boats which would take us across. I managed to
  arrange matters so that Sennia was in one boat, with Basima and Gargery in close attendance  it required at least two people to hang on to her and keep her from falling overboard  and
  Emerson and I in another. On this occasion I wanted to be alone with my dear husband.


  Ah, I exclaimed. How good it is to be back in Luxor.


  You always say that, Emerson grunted.


  I always feel it. And so do you, Emerson. Breathe in the clear clean air, I urged. Observe the play of sunlight on the rippling water. Enjoy once again the vista before us
   the ramparts of the Theban mountains enclosing the sepulchres of the long-dead monarchs of  


  I suggest you write a travel book, Peabody, and get it out of your system. But his arm went round my waist and his broad breast expanded as he drew a long satisfied breath.


  After all, there is no place like Thebes. I did not say this, since it would only have provoked another rude comment from Emerson, but I knew he shared my sentiments. The modern city of Luxor is
  on the east bank, together with the magnificent temples of Karnak and Luxor. On the west bank is the enormous city of the dead  the sepulchres of the long-dead monarchs of imperial Egypt (as
  I had been about to say when Emerson interrupted me), their funerary temples, and the tombs of nobles and commoners, in a setting unparalleled for its austere beauty. The stretch of land bordering
  the river, fertilized by the annual inundation and watered by irrigation, was green with growing crops. Beyond it lay the desert, extending to the foot of the Libyan mountains  a high,
  barren plateau cut by innumerable canyons or wadis. For many years we had lived and worked in western Thebes, and the house we had built was waiting for us. I moved closer to Emerson and his arm
  tightened around me. He was looking straight ahead, his clean-cut features softened by a smile, his black hair wildly windblown.


  Where is your hat, Emerson? I asked.


  Dont know, said Emerson.


  He never does know. By the time I had located it and persuaded him to put it on, we were landing.


  Fatima had not received our telegram. Not that it mattered; she had been eagerly awaiting us for days, and the house was in its usual impeccable order. I must say that our relations with Fatima
  and the other members of Abdullahs family who worked for us was somewhat unusual; they were friends as well as servants, and that latter word carried no loss of dignity or implication of
  inferiority. Indeed, I believe Fatima thought of us as sadly lacking in common sense and of herself as in charge of the entire lot of us.


  My first act, after we had exchanged affectionate greetings with Fatima, was to inspect our new quarters. The previous winter a remarkable archaeological discovery had necessitated our spending
  some months in Luxor. Our old house was then occupied by Yusuf, the head of the Luxor branch of Abdullahs family, but he had amiably agreed to move himself and his wives and children to an
  abode in Gurneh village. It had not taken me long to realize that the house was no longer commodious enough for all of us to live in comfort and amity. I had therefore ordered several subsidiary
  structures to be added. In spite of Emersons indifference and total lack of cooperation, I had seen the work well under way before our departure, but I had been obliged to leave the final
  details to Fatima and Selim.


  I invited Fatima to accompany me on my tour of inspection. Selim, who had been awaiting us, came along, not because he wanted to, but because I insisted. Like his father, he was never quite sure
  how I would respond to his efforts along domestic lines. Abdullah had been inclined to wax sarcastic about what he considered my unreasonable demands for cleanliness. The men are sweeping
  the desert, Sitt, he had once remarked. How far from the house must they go?


  Dear Abdullah. I missed him still. At least he had tried, which was more than Emerson ever did.


  In fact, I found very little to disapprove, and Selims wary expression turned to a smile as I piled compliment upon compliment. The new wing, which I intended for Sennia and her entourage
   Basima, Gargery, and the cat  had a number of rooms surrounding a small courtyard, with a shaded arcade along one side and a charming little fountain in the centre. The new furniture
  I had ordered had been delivered, and while we were there, one of the maids hurried in with an armful of linens and began to make up the beds.


  Excellent, I exclaimed. All it needs is  er  um  well, nothing really, except for some plants in the courtyard.


  We thought we should leave that to you, Sitt, said Selim.


  Yes, quite. I enjoy my gardening.


  I meant to make a few other changes as well, but they could wait.


  The others were still in the sitting room, with several other members of the family who had turned up, including Kadija, Daouds wife, all talking at once and doing absolutely nothing
  useful. I made a few pointed remarks about unpacking, to which no one listened, dismissed Selim, and asked Nefret to join me and Fatima for the rest of the tour.


  She had seen only the unfinished shell of the second house, which was situated a few hundred yards away. The intervening space would be filled in with flowering plants, shrubs, and trees as soon
  as I could supervise their planting and cultivation. Just now it was desert-bare, but the structure itself looked very nice, I thought, its mud-brick walls plastered in a pretty shade of pale
  ochre. My orders had been carried out; the interior was as modern and comfortable as anyone could wish, including an elegant bath chamber and a small courtyard, enclosed for privacy. As we went
  from room to room I found myself chattering away with scarcely a pause for breath, pointing out the amenities and explaining at unnecessary length that any desired alterations could be accomplished
  quickly and easily. Nefret listened in silence, nodding from time to time, her face unsmiling. Finally she said quietly, Its all right, Mother, and I got hold (figuratively
  speaking) of my wagging tongue.


  Dear me, I said somewhat sheepishly. I sound like a tradesperson hoping to sell a house. I beg your pardon, my dear.


  Dont apologize. You mean this for us, dont you  for Ramses and me. You didnt tell me last year that was what you intended.


  My intentions are not relevant, Nefret. It is entirely up to you. If you prefer to stay on the dahabeeyah, as you used to do, that is perfectly all right. But I thought . . . It is some
  distance from our house, you see, and once I have the plantings in place they will provide additional privacy, and we would not dream, any of us, of intruding without an invitation, and 
  


  Can you imagine Father waiting for an invitation? Nefret inquired seriously. Or Sennia?


  I will make certain they do, I said.


  It is a beautiful house. But a trifle large for two people, perhaps?


  Dyou really think so? In my opinion  


  Oh, Mother! Laughter transformed her face, from shining blue eyes to curving lips. She put her arm round me, and Fatima, who had listened anxiously to the exchange, broke into a
  broad smile. Nefret gave her a hug too.


  It is a beautiful house, she repeated. Thank you  both of you  for working so hard to make it perfect.


  
    From Manuscript H

  


  
    The appearance of Sethos at the Cairo railroad station had worried Ramses more than he admitted. He would have been the first to agree that his feelings for his uncle were
    ambivalent. You couldnt help admiring the mans courage and cleverness; you couldnt help resenting the fact that he was always one or two steps ahead of you. Affection 
    yes, there was that, on both sides, he thought  a belated understanding of the tragedies that had turned Sethos to a life of crime, appreciation of the risks he had taken for them and for
    the country that had denied him his birthright . . . Ramses felt certain he was still taking those risks. Had he turned up to greet them because he was about to embark on another job, one from
    which he might not return? It was a far-fetched notion, perhaps, but Ramses had once been a player in the Great Game, and he was only too familiar with that fatalistic state of
    mind.

  


  He did not mention this, not even to his wife. It would worry her, and the others, including his father. Emersons pretence of indifference didnt fool Ramses. Bastard
  was one of Emersons favourite epithets. It was indicative that he never used it to refer to his illegitimate brother.


  However, there had been no sign of Sethos since, and no indication that he was back in the antiquities business. Ramses was relieved when his father decided to leave Cairo. If Nefret had
  insisted on accompanying him on a tour of the coffeeshops he could not have denied her; she had demanded a role as equal partner in all his activities, and God knew she had earned it. He believed
  he had put up a fairly good show of willing acquiescence, but the idea of seeing her facing thieves and murderers still made his hair stand on end.


  Anyhow, he preferred Luxor to Cairo and the Theban cemeteries to those of ancient Memphis. Emerson had managed to get official permis- sion to excavate the ancient village at Deir el Medina and
  Ramses was looking forward to a long, peaceful period of purely archaeological work. They wouldnt find any buried treasure or long-lost tombs, which was fine with him. As for the recent
  discovery that had aroused Cyrus Vandergelts interest, he hoped he could persuade his father to stay out of that matter. They had had enough trouble with tomb robbers the year before.


  His mothers energetic renovations had altered the house almost beyond recognition. There were new structures all around. The shaded veranda was the same, however, and the sitting room
  still had its handsome antique rugs and familiar furniture. Nefret went at once to the pianoforte and ran her fingers over the keys.


  Is it not right? Fatima asked anxiously. I will find someone  


  I cant imagine where, Nefret said with a smile. Actually its in remarkably good tune, considering.


  Sounds fine to me, declared Emerson, who was blissfully tone-deaf. He looked round with an air of great satisfaction. Help me unpack these books, Nefret. First things
  first.


  A brief and inconclusive argument with his wife, who wanted him to inspect the new wing, ended with her marching off with Fatima and Selim and Emerson happily wrenching the tops from cases of
  books, which he proceeded to put in piles all over the floor. He hadnt got very far before they were interrupted by visitors. News of their arrival had reached Gurneh before them.
  Abdullahs extended family numbered almost fifty people, and it seemed to Ramses that most of them had come hurrying to welcome them back. The maids served coffee and mint tea, and a cheerful
  pandemonium ensued. Sennia was in her element, running from one pair of welcoming arms to another, and Emerson was talking to several people at once.


  Ramses looked round for Nefret, and saw she was deep in conversation with Daouds wife, Kadija, a very large, very dignified woman of Nubian extraction. According to Nefret, Kadija had a
  lively sense of humour, but the rest of them had to take that on faith since she never told them any of her stories. She was obviously telling one now; Nefrets cheeks rounded with laughter.
  Ramses went to join them. He was disappointed but not surprised when Kadija ducked her head and slipped away.


  What was so funny? he asked.


  Nefret slipped her arm through his. Never mind. It loses something in the translation.


  But I understand Arabic.


  Not that sort of translation. She laughed up at him and he thought again, as he did several dozen times a day, how beautiful she was and how much he loved her. That lost something
  in the translation, too.


  Yusuf isnt here, she said, a look of puzzlement replacing her smile. Thats rather odd. As the head of the family, courtesy would demand he welcome us
  back.


  Selim says he isnt well.


  Perhaps I ought to go to him and see if there is anything I can do.


  I dont think your medical skills would help, darling. Poor Yusuf s world had been overturned the past year when he had lost his two favourite children. Jamil, the
  handsome, spoiled youngest son, had fled after becoming involved with a gang of professional thieves. He had not been seen since. Jumana, his sister, had found a happier ending; fiercely ambitious
  and intelligent, her hopes of becoming an Egyptologist were being fostered by the Vandergelts and Ramsess parents.


  Nefret understood. I didnt realize it had hit the poor old chap so hard.


  Neither did I, but it isnt surprising. Having his daughter flout his authority, refuse the fine marriage he arranged for her, and go off to become a new woman  educated,
  independent, and Westernized  must have been almost as great a blow as discovering that his best-beloved son was in trouble with the law.


  Greater, perhaps, to a man of his traditional beliefs, Nefret said. Is it true that he disowned her and refuses to see her?


  Who told you that?


  Kadija. She tried to reason with him, but he wouldnt listen.


  Selim said the same. Its a pity. Well, well send Mother round to talk to him. If she cant set him straight, no one can.


  What about Jamil?


  According to Selim, theres been no sign of him. Dont get any ideas about trying to track him down. Theres a trite old proverb about sleeping dogs.


  All right; dont lose your temper.


  I thought you liked me to lose my temper.


  Only when were alone and I can deal with you as you deserve.


  Before he could respond to that, his mother came back and began organizing everyone. The women of the family carried Sennia and her luggage off to her new quarters. His father refused to budge;
  he was having too fine a time making plans for the seasons work. He insisted that Ramses and Selim join him, but he lost Nefret to his wife. The two of them went off with Fatima.


  So, Selim, said Emerson. Have you got a crew together? I hope you didnt let Vandergelt take our best men.


  He has hired my fathers cousins son Abu as his reis, but we will have a full crew, Emerson. There is not much work here now.


  Emerson did not ask about Yusuf. He was too busy making plans for work to begin the following day.


  A series of high-pitched shouts from the children who were playing on the veranda heralded a new arrival.


  I might have known you couldnt leave us in peace for a few hours, Emerson grumbled; but he went quickly to meet the newcomer with an outstretched hand.


  Cyrus Vandergelts leathery face creased into smiling wrinkles. The American was dressed with his usual elegance, in a white linen suit and polished boots. Yes, you might, he
  said with a grin. No use trying to sneak into town unnoticed  just got your telegram a while ago, but Id already heard you were here. Good to see you. Heres somebody
  else who couldnt wait to say hello.


  He had stood back for her to precede him through the door. Once inside, she put her back against the wall and watched them, wide-eyed and unsmiling, like a wary animal. Emerson, always the
  gentleman with women, took her small hand in his and gave it a hearty squeeze.


  Jumana! Good of you to come, my dear. Er  how youve grown the past few months!


  Not so you could notice, Ramses thought. She was a tiny creature, barely five feet tall, with the exotic colouring and wide dark eyes of a lady in a Persian miniature, but her clothing was
  defiantly English  neat little boots and a divided skirt, under a mannish shirt and tweed jacket. After spending the spring and summer with them in England, being tutored in various subjects
  and absorbing information as a dry sponge soaks up water, she had returned to Egypt in November with the Vandergelts.


  What was wrong with her? Usually her small face was alive with excitement and she could outtalk everyone in the family  which was no small feat. Now she replied to Emersons
  greeting with a wordless murmur and her dark eyes moved uneasily around the room.


  Where is Nefret? she asked.


  She and Mrs Emerson have gone off to look at the new house, Emerson said.


  I will go too. Please? Excuse me?


  She hurried out of the room without waiting for a reply. Shes got something on her mind, all right, Ramses thought. Well, whatever it was, it was not his problem. His mother thought she
  could solve everything; let her deal with it.


  She came bustling in a few minutes later and went straight to Cyrus, holding out her hands. Jumana told me you were here. Didnt Katherine and Bertie come with you?


  Bertie wanted to, but Katherine had some chore or other for him, Cyrus answered.


  Ramses wasnt surprised to hear it. Katherine disapproved of her sons fascination with the pretty Egyptian girl.


  She was hoping youd come to us for dinner tonight, Cyrus went on.


  Bah, said Emerson. Cyrus burst out laughing and stroked his goatee.


  I know, old pal, you dont have time for social engagements. Thisll just be us, nothing formal, come as you are.


  Emersons jaws parted, but his wife got in first. Certainly, Cyrus, we accept with pleasure. Ramses, Nefret wants you to join her. She is at the new house.


  Oh? Oh, right.


  A sensation his mother would have described as a hideous premonition came over him. Why hadnt he realized? Of course  she had built the house for Nefret and him. It
  was just like her to do it without consulting them. And there was no way on earth they could refuse without sounding churlish and ungrateful and selfish. Nefret was too fond of his mother to tell
  her no to her face. She would want him to do it!


  He expected to find his wife on the doorstep, vibrating with indignation. She wasnt there. He had to track her down, looking into room after room as he searched. The place was quite
  attractive, really  large, low-ceilinged rooms, with the carved mashrabiya screens he liked so much covering the windows, tiled floors, bookshelves on many of the walls. Otherwise the house
  was almost empty except for a few tables and chairs and couches. Shed had sense enough to leave the choice of furnishings and decorations to them. Not at all bad, on the whole. If it had
  been up to him . . .


  If it had been up to him, he would rather live in a hole in the rock than tell his mother he didnt like it.


  He found Nefret sitting on the shady porch that looked out on a small courtyard. Jumana was with her, their heads close together.


  Im sorry, Nefret, he began.


  You apologize too often. It was an old joke between them, but when she looked up he saw that her face was grave.


  Its not so bad, is it? he asked. She meant well, and it is some distance from the main house, and  


  Its fine, Nefret said impatiently. Never mind the house, Ramses. Jumana has something to tell you.


  There were wicker chairs and a table or two. He sat down. Well?


  She had obviously been talking freely with Nefret, but the sight of him froze her tongue. She twisted her hands together.


  What is it? Ramses asked. Something about Bertie? Dont worry about him, Jumana, youll be staying with us from now on. That was the agreement.


  Bertie? She dismissed him with a shrug. He is not a worry. No. I must tell you, but . . . She swallowed, hard. I have seen Jamil.


  My God. Ramses breathed. Where? When?


  Two weeks ago. Now that she had got the worst of it out, the words flowed freely. I went to Luxor Temple, while Mrs Vandergelt was shopping at the suk and Mr Vandergelt was
  at Mohassibs. Bertie wanted to go with me, but Mrs Vandergelt said  


  I understand, Ramses said. Jamil was at the temple?


  She nodded. He had been waiting for days to find me alone. He wanted money. He said that he had discovered a rich tomb, but the others had cheated him and he cursed them all and said he
  would get even, but he needed money . . . I gave him all I had.


  You shouldnt have done that, Nefret said. The best thing for Jamil would be to turn himself in.


  Her mouth drooped like that of a child on the verge of tears. He is my brother. How could I refuse to help him? But he said . . . Oh, I have been so afraid! I didnt know what to
  do. But now you are here, you will tell the Father of Curses, and he will not let Jamil   Her voice broke.


  Its all right, Ramses said gently. He took her small shaking hands in his. He wont let Jamil hurt you. Is that what he threatened? That he would harm you if
  you told anyone you had seen him?


  No, oh, no! She clung tightly to his hands and looked up into his face. It is you the Father of Curses must guard. It is you Jamil hates most. He said if I told anyone he
  would kill you.
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