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            Chapter I
   

         

         Romilly
       felt the moonlight pouring all over her, bathing her in a flood of silver, and in some strange way transforming her and setting her apart from the desert behind her. But at the same time that she was aware of this phenomenon she was also aware that the smile on the face of the Sphinx was becoming increasingly mocking.

         The sensual lips of the carven mouth seemed to be curving upwards derisively, and a voice emerged from behind the giant mask that had drawn millions to gaze at it since those far-off days when it was first placed where it was and drawled at her softly and provocatively:

         “Pretty Romilly!” it said. “Come all this way to look at me! … Just as your great-aunt did, only she never returned to her own people. She used to stand there just where you’re standing now, and she thought she knew so much about Ancient Egypt, and of course she knew nothing at all! She was much like you when she was your age.

         … The same pale skin and Anglo-Saxon blue eyes and pretty hair. What do you call it … chestnut hair? I like the way it shines, as if it was powdered with gold dust; but in my day we fancied something lusher and more exotic. … We liked our women to be exciting!”

         “How do you know I’m not exciting?” Romilly answered the great beast silently, rebelling against such a tepid description of herself.

         “Because you’re not. … You know very well you’re not! You’re thoroughly conventional and thoroughly English. It’s in your bones!”

         ‘I’ve been told I’ve very shapely bones “ she protested mutinously.

         The mocking smile spread until even the eyes lit up with it.

         “What are bones?” the Sphinx demanded. “It’s the flesh that covers them that is important! … Your curves are not pronounced enough, and you’re too thin. At least, that’s my opinion.”

         “Have you never heard of dieting?” she enquired sarcastically. “Women don’t wish to run to fat nowadays.”

         “The women of Ancient Egypt were slender as gazelles, and their skin was as firm as ripe fruit to the touch! Their eyes were all velvet with the shimmer of starshine, and they had mouths like wild red buds …”

         “Hothouse plants,” she scoffed. “I’ve heard about them!”

         Kalim was standing not very far off, guarding her greataunts tired-out Daimler. Kalim was one of the local Fellaheen and she was quite sure used to the ways of tourists, with their strange preoccupations and obsessions with monuments such as this; but at the same time she suspected he was moving a little restlessly in the shadows, and having already provided her with a brief history of the Great Pyramid of Cheops and the slightly smaller one of Chephren, as well as nostalgically recounted for her benefit episodes in his own past life when he had attached himself with unshakable firmness to the Great British Tourist who had had a habit of wintering in Egypt as well as uncovering her extraordinarily colourful and magnificent past, and was now no more, she was not surprised.

         Kalim was getting old, and had grown old in her late aunt’s service. The splendours of moonlight at the foot of the Sphinx, while a rather nagging wind from the desert on the edge of which they were virtually standing reached them, and the stars burned somewhat remotely overhead, had few charms for him nowadays, and he would have infinitely preferred to be back in his quarters, which without being luxurious were comfortable enough for him. He wished the sitt would stop standing there in quite such a rapt manner and remember that he suffered from rheumatism, and the hour was very late anyway.

         Romilly sighed. She supposed she would have to tear herself away from the great sprawling monster which attracted her far more than the Pyramids, and plan to come back and see it another day … or rather, another night. For the Sphinx was at its best by moonlight. And she was quite sure it had all sorts of things to say to her.

         She caught that soft, mocking whisper again.

         “Little girls like you should be in bed by this time! … You’re keeping Kalim out of his!”

         She spun round. From where she stood she couldn’t see Kalim, and the noise of the occasional car on the distant road seemed very far away, but somebody was standing quite near to her, and although the moonlight touched him only faintly she was quite sure he was unusually tall. He had an impressive breadth of shoulder, and yet at the same time a leanness of build that was rather like the lean, clean lines of the Sphinx. She received the curious impression that he was poised for flight, and that he had only suddenly alighted there … not arrived there in anything so prosaic as a car, or even walked there from the nearest hotel. And as he stood watching her, with slightly back-flung head and narrowed eyes, a mouth that curved upwards at the corners and seemed to be smiling at her disdainfully, just as the Sphinx was still smiling down at her, she received a shock.

         He could be the very embodiment of the Sphinx, the heart and soul of the Sphinx – if that indescribable creature had a heart and soul. And although he appeared to be clothed in modern dress, and she thought she saw the moonlight glinting on his tie-pin – or was it an ornamental stud in the front of a dress-shirt, since it could be that he was wearing a dinner-jacket? – there was nothing emphatically modern about him. His vague shape, standing there, with patches of moonlight creating all sorts of extraordinary illusions, and his back-flung head and a line of shadow across his forehead indicating that he was wearing some sort of a headdress, although that could have been simply the effect of moonlight and shadow, had the almost literal effect of bringing her heart up into her mouth.

         She had seldom felt so startled in her life, and yet there was nothing really to startle her. Just a man, like herself, admiring the Sphinx.

         Or was he concentrating all his attention on her? And was he just a man …?

         She heard Kalim cough, and nearer, on the road, she caught the fat kiss of tyres as a car drew closer to the Pyramids. If she had turned her head she would have caught the beam of headlights.

         But she did not turn her head. She felt quite unable to move even an inch, and if her life had depended on it she could not have found a voice to call out to her silent neighbour and ask him what he was doing there. Which would have been an impertinence in any case, since it was anyone’s right to approach the Pyramids, just as she herself had done, and remained there fascinated by what there ‘was to see.

         Emboldened by weariness and a growing craving to compose his limbs for what remained of the night, Kalim deserted his own particular block of shadow and approached nearer to her.

         “It is growing late, sitt,” he called out to her thinly. “Ought we not now to leave …? The sitt can return another day.”

         Romilly did not even start. She was still staring at the tall man – was he only six feet away from her? – whose eyes, curious and gleaming in the dark, were holding her own. She saw his white teeth as his shapely lips parted and he smiled in an utterly inscrutable fashion.

         “Sitt!”

         “Oh, Kalim,” she called breathlessly, “is that you?”

         “Of course, sitt!”

         “Oh, Kalim, I’m coming. … Don’t go away!”

         The man vanished as if he had never been just as Kalim arrived within a foot of her, and she put out a hand and grasped his arm to ensure that he, too, didn’t vanish. Her breath was coming unevenly between her parted lips, and her eyes were staring.

         “Kalim, did you see a man … just now?”

         “No, miss. No one,” he assured her.

         “But there was a man … someone! He was tall, and he stood –” she gestured with her hand – “over there!”

         Kalim felt that niggling little wind from the barren desert finding out the weak spots in his bones, and he shivered although he had lived many years under blazing suns. He supposed that like the late Miss Styles he was growing so old that he was vulnerable, and soon even waiting for a new mistress at the foot of the Sphinx would be too much for him. He shook his head unhappily at the prospect of workless days in store.

         “We will go now, sitt,” he muttered.

         But Romilly was completely bewildered. One moment the man had been there, and the next he had vanished into thin air. He was real – he must have been real! – and real people could not just disappear as if they were creatures of phantasy. She listened for the sound of a car starting up on the road, but there was only that distant hum of another car which had approached and then turned and driven away again. And while it was still driving away – subconsciously she had registered that much – the man had been there!

         She accompanied her late aunt’s servant back to the Daimler, and as he opened the rear door for her and she subsided on to the seat she felt she had to have some sort of reassurance. Almost coaxingly she asked him:

         “But you must have seen someone, Kalim? Just, for a moment, out of the tail of your eye? Or is this place –” laughing a little shakily – “haunted?”

         Quite clearly Kalim did not relish such a suggestion. His toffee-ball dark eyes rolled in a distinctly unhappy manner.

         “Always the burial places of the Pharaohs are haunted,” was his reply. “Many people see things in places such as this. … Even I. Once!”

         “Oh, Kalim,” she insisted, “what did you see?”

         He glanced around him uneasily, his hand still on the door of the car, taking in the dark shape of the Sphinx, and the darker shapes of the nearby Pyramids, their conical outlines etched against the stars and the purple night sky. There was utter silence all around them, a silence that could be felt. … No longer even the comforting noise of a car.

         He shook his head, while his eyes rolled wildly.

         “Nothing, mistress.”

         “I don’t believe you,” she replied.

         “It is true, sitt,”he returned. “And in any case, I prefer not to speak of it.”

         Romilly smiled slightly. In the face of such determination not to reveal any of his past experiences what could she do? And by this time, in the comforting enclosure of the car, she was certain the man had been real. That had been an ornamental button on the front of his shirt, she was sure.

         They drove away along the road which leads to Cairo, and she decided to say nothing more about her experience at the foot of the Sphinx. She realised she had rather a vivid imagination, and the curious atmosphere of the place they had just left must have affected her. Or at any rate, it could have affected her. … But she was reasonably certain it had not.

         The experience had been real. The man, who could have existed in the days of Ancient Egypt, had just slipped away. Possibly he was an expert at dematerializing himself.

         Which caused her to smile again, although very faintly, as she lay back against the comfortably upholstered back of the seat, for the first time she realised that it had been a long day. Arrival in Egypt followed by a first visit to the Pyramids, and now already it was a new day. Soon “dawn’s left hand” would be in the sky, and all the scents and sounds of a strange new world would be around her.

         She felt vaguely excited by the thought, just as she was excited by the thought of exploring the contents of the late Romilly Styles’ house – now her own.

         She found it difficult to believe. She had come all this way to inspect a house which was now hers, and only a few weeks ago she had had no idea at all that such a place existed. She had known about the great-aunt after whom she had been mysteriously named, but that was all. That the seventy-eight-year-old spinster had remembered her in her will had come as the biggest surprise of her life. The equally elderly solicitor who had broken the news to her seemed to think she ought to be tremendously grateful, but at the moment she was simply bewildered.

         It was too much to take in, just as this first long day in a country utterly alien to her own had been like something out of a dream. Any moment now she might wake up and find that it was a dream, but while the illusion lasted she thought longingly of curling up in one of the big beds with enormous feather pillows which had made life comfortable for the late Miss Styles, and with which she had seemed to fill her crumbling mansion on the outskirts of the Egyptian capital.

          
   

         In the days when the British influence was most strongly felt in Cairo many fine houses were built for their comfort and convenience, together with the race-course, golfcourse and polo grounds of the Gezira Club, which was actually concentrated on the island of Gezira in the middle of the Nile. But the years have passed and the influence of the British has not merely waned, it has practically ceased to be an influence at all. Romilly, who was very British, and didn’t care who knew it or suspected it – in which she closely resembled her unknown namesake and benefactress, had she but been aware of it – was conscious of being an oddity from the moment she arrived in Cairo, sticking out rather like a sore thumb while she was being closely questioned by the immigration people, and had to admit that the purpose of her visit was to arrange for the sale of a house which had been left to her by her relative.

         There could have been difficulties, but apparently Miss Romilly Styles – the seventy-eight-year-old version – had, despite her predeliction for all things British, got along very harmoniously with the local authorities, and she had even benefited one or two local institutions with bequests under the terms of her will which had endeared her to them still more. She had been very much in favour of the emancipation of Egyptian women, and had helped them greatly in her time. Her father had been a well-known archaeologist whose particular passion was the Valley of the Tombs of the Kings, and Cairo museums had benefited as a result of this passion during his latter years.

         Romilly had had no idea what to expect when she first saw the House of the Seven Stars, as it was called. Kalim had arrived at her hotel, where she had had an early breakfast, with the ancient Daimler, and had driven her ponderously to inspect the house, which was bathed in brilliant December sunshine, and far more impressive than she had dared to hope.

         The sunshine delighted her, after the raw cold of England, and the fact that the garden was carefully tended and full of flowers delighted her still more. She had already been amazed by the unexpected fertility of Egypt, which she had imagined a dried up, sun-scorched land with little to relieve the bareness, and to discover that her late aunt’s house had flower borders which were regularly looked after as well as a fascinating palm grove and a tennis-court which, unfortunately, was very badly neglected, pleased her so much that she actually commented upon her surprise to Kalim.

         The house itself stood well back from the road, and was ensured a good deal of privacy by its extensive gardens.

         Inside, it was not quite so welcoming, for the contents would have appealed much more to a collector than a home-lover.

         Everything smelt of age, and there was so much of it that Romilly felt slightly appalled. There must have been hundreds of ivory statuettes and brass, bronze, jade and silver ornaments, lacquer cabinets filled with treasures, and one or two fine Persian rugs and Turkish hangings which would probably fetch a good deal of money when the house was put up for sale. There was one room which Miss Styles had plainly made a stupendous effort to deceive visitors into believing was a faithful copy of an English drawing-room, but even that was rather pathetic for the divan coverings and cushions were threadbare, and the flowered carpet was so faded that one could only guess at the original design.

         The bedrooms were just as crammed with antiques as the rest of the house, but at least the beds, without exception, looked comfortable and capacious, and the linen was exceptionally fine, and there were endless stacks of it.

         The dining-room was more like an armoury, lined with weapons of every sort and kind from many different countries. It also contained some rather sad Birmingham junk, which caused the new owner to shake her head and wonder what had come over Aunt Romilly when she allowed herself to acquire that lot.

         But also in the dining-room, in glass-fronted cabinets, were one or two obviously very valuable pieces. The keys of the cabinets were missing, but Romilly could see elegant little statuettes and bronzes – obviously Egyptian – and a whole collection of fascinating-looking scarabs, rings and brooches.

         There were no servants in the house, only Kalim to look after it and organise whatever help was needed when he needed it. He explained to Romilly that, anticipating that she would wish to stay in the house, he had arranged for a couple of women to come in daily, as well as a house-boy, and the gardener would continue to look after the garden.

         Romilly explained, a little diffidently, that she had more than half made up her mind to stay at a hotel, but he looked so wistful and disappointed, as well as slightly disapproving, that she changed her mind almost on the instant, and smilingly agreed to spend a week or so, at least, in her own house. She told herself that it would save her money, even if it wasn’t frightfully convenient, for until the house and its contents were sold she had not actually benefited financially as a result of her great-aunt’s will, and was drawing upon funds of her own to make this visit possible.

         Kalim, who looked as fragile as blown glass, and had a curiously withered air about him, although his smile when he rewarded anyone with it was peculiarly radiant, instantly nodded his head and smiled delightedly. He assured the sitt that she would be well looked after, went away to organise his domestic arrangements, and left her to continue making discoveries in her latest acquisition.

         She was glad that she had brought thin things with her, for the weather was enchantingly balmy, and there was nothing in the least wintry about it. She selected a room for herself overlooking one of the most attractive corners of the garden, changed out of her travelling outfit, and went out through the french windows to explore the garden.

         Later she had lunch, which was served to her in the dining-room, and struck her as being very well cooked and prepared. She spent the afternoon enjoying a nap on the outside of her extremely comfortable bed, and awoke to find that the sun was setting and the room ablaze with the crimson magnificence of it.

         Never in her life had she seen such a sunset before, or witnessed such a magical paling of the hard blue sky into a sort of apple-green afterglow. She went out on to the terrace at the back of the house to marvel at it, and the whole garden seemed to be swimming in the lovely green light, while low down on the flat horizon the fires of sunset were all but extinguished by a rush of pure primrose in which the first stars were already hanging suspended as if they were jewels supported by invisible threads. As the green light faded and gave place to a kind of bat’s wing gloom which clamped down protectively over the garden, and it was difficult to see the outline of her own hand when it was extended in front of her, she went back into the house, where the lights were glowing softly, and sought out Kalim to ask him whether, as the moon would be at its full later on, he could drive her out to see the Pyramids, since she understood they were not far away.

         “Certainly, sitt,”Kalim had answered, and he had looked mildly resigned as if he understood perfectly the reactions of people like herself, who could not wait to see the wonders of his country once they arrived in it.

         So the visit to the Pyramids was made, and it was while they were driving back in the car that Romilly made up her mind that if it was at all possible she would extend her visit for at least an extra week, since she was after all being spared the heavy cost of a Cairo hotel, and the highly inflationary cost of her air fare more than justified it. And having arrived in Egypt for the first time, with a travel record behind her that included nothing more exciting than a week-end in Paris and a solitary week in Switzerland, she honestly felt she owed it to herself to broaden her vision a little, if nothing else.

         And what an extraordinarily fascinating place Egypt was! … If only her finances would run to a trip up the Nile … perhaps as far as Luxor! Wonderful starry nights and long, languid, sun-filled days reliving Egypt’s past in the company of other tourists whose society she would probably find very pleasant, while she would almost certainly enjoy the delving into ancient history. She wasn’t the great-niece of a well-known Egyptologist for nothing!

         And Cairo itself had struck her, as a result of the brief glimpse she had had of it, as a very modern and attractive city, with lots of modern shops and hotels. Her frequent visits to the British Museum and absorbed study of the Pharaohs, through the thirty-three dynasties during which they had ruled Egypt, had hardly prepared her for it.

         It was only back there, at the feet of the Sphinx, that all the strange magnetic force of Ancient Egypt had risen up and engulfed her. She had not yet shaken off the peculiar, mesmerised feeling that she had had while entering into a somewhat one-sided conversation with the Sphinx; and as for the man who could have been part of that longdead civilization, but for the fact that she was absolutely certain he had worn a dinner-jacket. … Well, he had laid a spell on her, too.

         She gave her head a sudden, quite vigorous shake in the back of the car, and was convinced for a moment that she was slightly bewitched. The magic of the night had been too much for her, on top of her somewhat hectic day.

         And then they were back at the villa, and almost immediately after her head touched the pillow and her bedside light was out she fell asleep. She was awakened quite suddenly by a noise which must have been so very slight that it was difficult to understand why it had aroused her at all, and then while she was staring into the blackness of her room she heard it repeated.

         The moon had set, so it must have been very close to dawn, and as she glanced at the window she could see that there was a certain vague lightening of the sky towards the east. As she stared at the patch of sky framed by the window she saw it brighten as if it was coming mysteriously to life, and a flush of rose invaded the purple gloom in which the last of the stars was beaming benevolently down at her.

         She put a foot out of bed and groped for her dressing-gown. The sound which had reached her and penetrated her decidedly heavy sleep had come from somewhere fairly near at hand, and below her rather than anywhere else. Which meant that someone was moving about on the ground floor of the House of the Seven Stars, and it was as yet too early, surely, for the servants to be stirring?

         She switched on her bedside light cautiously, and saw by her travelling clock that it was a quarter to five. A quarter to five, and certainly too early for the most conscientious domestic to be anything other than still asleep.

         No; there was someone else in the house, and whoever it was was moving about it very cautiously, endeavouring to make as little noise as possible but sufficiently unaware of the geography of the house to avoid certain pitfalls which lay in wait for the unwary. A muted crash was followed by a stunned period of silence while the intruder, whoever he was – and somehow Romilly did not think it could be a “she” – either made good his escape, or trusted to his particular good fortune to ensure that the moment of carelessness had failed to arouse anyone, and was holding his breath in some secret corner of the house until he judged it safe to continue his unlawful prowling.

         But Romilly was far too curious by nature to allow anything like that unexpected crash followed by absolute silence to go un-investigated. She had to know what was happening below stairs, and although she had very little natural boldness, and was inclined to suspect that in a strange house – and a strange land! – she might be wiser if she just slipped back into bed and pulled the covers up over her head until the dawn light outside the windows should have spread sufficiently to make investigation a trifle safer, she did nothing of the kind. Instead she extinguished her bedside light, fastened the sash of her slim silk dressing-gown until it hugged her slender waist as if it loved it, and moved stealthily across the floor to the door.

         Luckily she encountered nothing on the way that could cause her to stumble and advertise her movements to whoever was below, and opening her bedroom door cautiously she stole outside into the thickly carpeted corridor – it was most fortunate that her great-aunt Romilly had favoured lush carpeting despite the fact that she was living in a country renowned for its soaring temperatures! – and then stood appalled by the blackness that greeted her.

         The house was as inky with its closely drawn blinds and closed shutters as the inside of one of the Pyramids; and for a second or so she had no idea of the direction in which the head of the stairs lay. And then she remembered that she turned left outside her bedroom door to reach the stairs, and was halfway down the rather handsome staircase when she saw the gleam of light in a corner of the hall, rapidly extinguished.

         Her heart thudded against her ribs, and for one moment she contemplated flight. Undoubtedly that was the pale beam of a torch that had been doused when the owner of it caught the sound of her footsteps on the stairs. He was standing near the dining-room door, and as she strained her eyes through the gloom she was able to make out that the dining-room door was standing open.

         She summoned up a trembling voice.

         “Who’s there?” she called.

         There was no immediate answer, and she called again.

         “I know you’re there, because I saw your light! You’d better tell me what you’re doing, because I’m going to find an electric light switch and – and switch on a light!”

         But to her horror she realised suddenly that she had no idea where the nearest light switch was, and if the intruder wished to prove awkward he could have her at his mercy Little prickles of horror sped up and down her spine, and she was groping about frantically on the wall behind her for a selection of switches which she had observed somewhere there during the earlier part of the day before, when whoever it was who stood below her laughed suddenly and spontaneously.

         “Little fool!” he exclaimed, and bathed her in the white light of his torch.

         Romilly stood quite still on the handsome oak staircase, and then when she felt herself blinded put both hands up over her eyes. She was not very tall – barely five feet three inches – and swathed in the pale lavender silk of her dressing-gown, with her chestnut curls delightfully disordered and her smooth, rounded cheeks pale from shock while her eyes were wide, she quite obviously represented nothing in the nature of a reprisal, or even a justifiably angry householder, to the man below.

         From the note of contempt in his laughter, and his handsome but contemptuous eyes as he obligingly switched on the hall light for her, he was amazed that she had even discovered enough courage to descend the stairs.

         “Little fool,” he said again, and this time she felt indignation bubble up in her.

         “You!” she gasped, as if she could hardly believe it.

         For it was one thing to have decided that a flesh and blood man encountered at the feet of the Sphinx had something to do with Ancient Egypt, and quite another to discover in the early hours of the morning that he was nothing but a vulgar housebreaker.

         And a very modem housebreaker, too, for she had been right about his wearing a dinner-jacket; and not even the fact that it was a very well-cut dinner-jacket, and it really was a diamond stud – unless he went in for paste, which she doubted owing to the way in which it caught the light and sparkled like a diamond-bright eye – in his immaculate shirt-front; while tucked in at the end of his sleeve was a rakish red handkerchief which looked like extremely expensive silk, could lend him any respectability which his means of entering her house had deprived him of. In fact, she had caught him red-handed.

         She glanced in through the open door of the dining-room and saw a broken ornament lying in the middle of one of the Oriental rugs.

         “I’m sorry,” he said casually, “but if you will allow junk like that to clutter up the place you musm’t allow yourself to be upset when some of it gets smashed. I tried to move about as carefully as I could, but the wretched thing got in my way!”

         “Got in your way!” She regarded him as if he was something utterly alien in her experience … which, as a matter of fact, he was. “I wonder whether you would mind very much telling me precisely what you think you’re doing here at this hour?”

         “Of course.” His voice still held that slight, insolent drawl which offended her even more than his casualness. “But it will take time, so you’d better ask me to sit down somewhere … anywhere that is a little less public than the hall here. By the way, does your man Kalim sleep in the house?”

         “I – I don’t know,” she answered, realising that that was something she ought to have found out before she went to bed.

         Her intruder smiled.

         “Not particularly au fait with things yet, are you? But of course, you’ve only been in the country a matter of hours, haven’t you? However, a young woman alone should have a servant sleep in the house.”

         She regarded him with a look of strong suspicion.

         “You knew Kalim didn’t sleep in the house?”

         His smile broadened, permitting her to admire his excellent white teeth. His eyes were very dark, and strange, and in some way sensual while at the same time remaining cold and emotionless. And never before in her life had she seen a man with such long eyelashes.

         “I would have been foolish to break in knowing him to sleep in the house, wouldn’t I?” he counter-questioned.

         “But She felt extraordinarily helpless all at once, very much aware of the deficiencies of her dress, and the fact that he was more than adequately clothed. And she was perplexed by his extraordinary air of complete self-possession (considering the circumstances), and his faint but quite unmistakable air of criticism and amused disapproval which lent him a curiously maddening air of disdain, which in view of all the circumstances deprived her of the capacity to think clearly. “I have no idea what it is you want,” she concluded, her voice faltering. “And presumably you do want something?”

         His eyes warmed as his look flickered over her.

         “Oh, yes, I want something,” he assured her. He held his handsome head on one side. “Looking at you, in that fetching kimono, some people might say I’d been lucky enough to find it!”

         The colour was flooding back into her cheeks, and his words brought it pounding back like an avalanche. The rosy flush disappeared under the soft waves of her hair, and even the pale ivory of her throat was stained by it. With the golden light of the fine mosque lantern, swaying slightly in a current of air above her head, pouring over her and making it unnecessary for him to exercise his imagination where her general shapeliness was concerned, she realised she was at a disadvantage and he was basely taking advantage of it.

         She told him so, shortly, her indignation reviving with his impertinence.

         “You followed me from the Pyramids, didn’t you?” she accused him. “It was you I saw at the Pyramids!”

         His smile was intended to annoy her.

         “Even now you don’t seem absolutely certain that I’m quite real,” he told her, in his curiously provoking drawl. “But I was very much entertained by the one-sidedness of your conversation with the Sphinx! The one thing I still don’t understand is why you seemed to be attempting to justify yourself!”

         Romilly flushed brilliantly.

         “You shouldn’t have been listening,” she said shortly. “And in any case, I wasn’t having a conversation with the Sphinx. … That would be absurd! I was merely musing aloud.”

         He smiled in a very amused way.

         “So that was it, was it?” he said. “Well, well!”

         She turned hurriedly in the direction of the dining-room door.

         “You’d better come in here,” she said, “if you’ve really got some explanation to offer that will convince me you’re not just a common housebreaker,” with an edge to her voice. “But I might as well warn you at the outset it will have to be a very good explanation if I’m to be prevented from ringing the police.”

         At that he laughed softly, with enjoyment.

         “Oh, my poor, dear, foolish young woman, you’re not even on the telephone, so I don’t quite see how you’re going to contact the police! And there can be no question of detaining me by brute force,” towering above her in the open doorway. “I’m afraid you’d come off very badly if we attempted a contest of that sort!” laughing softly in his throat.

         She looked round at him in alarm. It had never even occurred to her that the house wasn’t on the telephone.

         Her intruder continued to smile, his black eyes gleaming like velvet.

         “Yes, an odd notion, wasn’t it …? Thinking a telephone a nuisance! But that, I’m afraid, is what your aunt thought of such a very valuable means of maintaining some sort of contact with the outside world!”

          
   

         Romilly remained standing once they were inside the dining-room, with the broken vase making an untidy litter at her feet. But although she indicated a chair her early morning caller seemed also to prefer to stand while he delivered himself of his explanation.

         “You see, I knew your great-aunt very well! She was a somewhat eccentric maiden lady, and I’m amazed her house wasn’t constantly broken into, considering the number of valuable objects it contains.”

         Romilly glanced round at the heterogeneous collection of objects that immediately met her eye, and she felt surprised that he considered some of them – in fact, apparently, a good many of them! – valuable.”

         “Oh, yes.” He nodded his head with emphasis. “Don’t be misled because I talked about junk just now. There is a vast quantity of junk in the place, of course,” spurning the broken ornament with his foot, “but there are also one or two priceless pieces. One in particular!”

         “Oh!” She looked at him for further enlightenment. “My great-uncle was an archaeologist. Do you mean that some of the things here came from the –”

         “Tombs? Yes; of course. … But nothing very note worthy! At least your great-uncle was no fool, and neither did he wish to deprive the local authorities, and most of his finds are in museums scattered about the country. No; the piece I have in mind he picked up quite legitimately in an antique shop.”

         “Oh!” she said again, for want of something better to say. “Would you mind telling me what this priceless piece is?”

         He started to walk about the room, examining cabinets and shelves. Plainly, he had been doing this very thing with the somewhat inadequate assistance of a flash-light when she was inconsiderate enough to interrupt him.

         He opened drawer after drawer, and turned away from the contents with disgust. Then, after running an eagle eye over the contents of a vast Chinese cabinet, hauling down various boxes that looked like deedboxes from a shelf and sorting through the accumulation inside them with very great diligence, but apparendy failing to discover what he wanted to discover, and feeling annoyed by his failure, he turned to her.

         “It isn’t here! Not in this room – anyway. … And I know it used to be kept in this room. Of course, it’s just remotely possible that your aunt parted with it, but I don’t think so. She wouldn’t have been such a fool, knowing what it was worth. … And someone with enough money to recompense her adequately might have been difficult to come by.”

         “You intrigue me,” the old lady’s great niece observed a trifle drily. “I think you’re trying to make me understand that there is a small fortune hidden away somewhere in this house, and apparendy you fancied it for yourself. Is that it?”

         He swung round to face her and eyed her with great contempt.

         “Of course not, you small-minded and quite unworthy descendant of a very interesting old gentleman and a very charming old lady! I happen to have your aunt’s interests at heart. … And, incidentally, yours.”

         “Oh, yes?” she said, with increased dryness.

         He regarded her with displeasure.

         “Oh, yes,” he echoed, his beautifully shaped eyebrows arching themselves disdainfully above his brilliant but veiled dark eyes. She couldn’t help feeling that he would have been completed by the wearing of a tarboosh – now, she knew, banned in Egypt – or some other form of classical Egyptian headdress. “Difficult as you may find it to believe, it does happen to be the truth. My own collection of objets d’art would be enhanced by the addition of such a piece, but I wouldn’t risk my reputation by breaking into a neighbour’s house for the purpose of acquiring it illicitly.” “Then you are a neighbour,” she stated rather than asked.

         “I have a house in the district, yes,” he answered coldly. “Interesting!” she commented. “I must ask Kalim tomorrow what he knows about you. Now, will you be so good as to tell me a little more about your reason for coming here to-night?”

         “I have told you, I got in by means of an unfastened window to look for the statuette I have already told you about.”

         “So it is a statuette!”

         “Made of solid gold!”

         Her feathery eyebrows ascended.

         “Don’t tell me it’s also studded with diamonds?”

         The contempt returned to his face.

         “It doesn’t need to be studded with diamonds. It is of exquisite craftsmanship, and one of a pair – the other has been missing for half a century. If this one is missing, also, it will be a tragedy.”

         “And you wish to safeguard me against such a tragedy?” “I wish to warn you that unless you want to be deprived of something exceptionally beautiful you will institute a search, and when this object has been found you will place it in very safe keeping. I can look after it for you myself, if you wish, or advise you as to the best method of ensuring its safety. And if you do wish to part with it I will buy it from you. … And, more than that, you shall name your own price!”

         “Ah!” Romilly exclaimed. “So you do covet it! And,” she added, as the thought occurred to her, “you must be very rich!”

         He looked infinitely disdainful.

         “That is an expression I find unpleasant. But if you mean have I a sufficiency of this world’s goods …? Well, yes, more than a sufficiency.”

         “Wonderful!” she exclaimed, with mock envy. “I wish I had!”

         He looked at her with rather more curiosity and interest than he had displayed so far, and then remarked that, in that case, she was fortunate to have been made the leading beneficiary under the terms of her late aunt’s will.

         “For if you take skilled advice before disposing of the contents of this house you will find that you have cause to be grateful to the late Miss Romilly Styles. She lived for the greater part of her life without very much luxury in her personal surroundings, but she hoarded many treasures throughout the years. … She loved them, and so did her father! I don’t think she would have traded any of them for money.”

         “But I shall, very likely,” Romilly remarked with a shrug. “For one thing,” she added defensively, “I don’t live in Egypt and I shall have to dispose of everything in this house. That is one of the reasons why I have come out here to see things for myself.”

         He nodded.

         “And I’m right in believing you to be a second Miss Romilly Styles?”

         “Yes.”

         An odd expression, not particularly flattering, crossed his face.

         “But you will probably not die Miss Romilly Styles. One might say it is a matter about which one can be certain!”

         She felt the flush rise to her face again, and didn’t know how to answer him. Feeling at a loss, and considering the situation absurd in any case, she decided to ask him:

         “Before we go any farther, can I be told the name of the man who has my interests so much at heart that he breaks in at three o’clock in the morning to warn me about my statuette? I’ll say nothing about the shock I received when I realised that someone was prowling about the house, and I’ll say nothing about the curious, unorthodox style of your behaviour which could have resulted in my breaking my neck in the dark, since I couldn’t find any of the light switches and hadn’t got any matches

         “In a strange house and a stranger country you should have made yourself familiar with the light switches before you went to bed,” was all he commented as a result of this protest. And then he walked to the window and opened the heavy curtains and she saw to her surprise that it was by this time broad daylight outside, and the garden swam in a lovely, liquid light as the sun slipped into a lightly flushed, clear blue sky, and a chorus of birdsong reached them as the man flung the window wide.

         He indicated the heartening picture before them with a shapely hand, and observed that even England couldn’t produce anything fairer in the way of a brilliant early morning than the one that had stolen up on them while they were still shut away behind thick curtains.

         Romilly agreed with him. And then she looked at him as he stood there, tall and shapely and very masculine, with shining black hair that was very beautifully barbered and an evenly tanned skin and square, attractive jaw – and a curiously mobile mouth, as she noted for the first time. She felt, suddenly, an intense curiosity about him, slightly disturbed by the fact that he was about to step out on to a paved terrace and disappear – possibly quite permanently – out of her life. So while he talked as if to himself in a pleasing, almost a lyrical way about the charms of the morning, and the absurdity of considering thick curtains a necessity in such a climate, and incidentally painted such a vivid picture of the wonders of Egypt about which she asyet knew less than nothing, she decided to allow him to go on talking uninterrupted, until she thought she heard Kalim moving about on the ground floor of the house, and she spoke up hurriedly.

         “You know, you. may be very familiar with your subject, which you make sound quite interesting, but I still haven’t a clue who you are. If you don’t wish me to get an entirely wrong impression,” with considerable dryness, “and just in case we meet again while I’m in Egypt, will you tell me who you are? It would be awkward if I had to greet you with ‘Hello, Mr. Burglar?’ Other people might get the wrong idea!”

         He turned and smiled down at her.

         “Yes, it would be rather awkward, wouldn’t it?”

         “For you, but not for me!”

         He continued to study her quite deliberately.

         “Perhaps it didn’t occur to you,” he said, “but you could have shouted for help!”

         And then he walked away from her into the calm beauty of the Egyptian morning, before the heat of the day became really trying, and while the dew was still sparkling on the grass of the well-cared-for borders.
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