

  

     

  




Author’s Note


Many Greeks visited ancient Egypt, but it was the Romans who began collecting Egyptian antiquities and Sphinxes and statues of the Pharaohs adorned the Palaces of the Roman Emperors.


Demand for antiques from Europe in the early 1830s encouraged tomb robbing. In this way the great collections of the British Museum, the Louvre, Berlin, etc., were built up. The Valley of the Kings, however, aroused only a lukewarm interest until in 1922, when Howard Carter, financed by Lord Carnarvon, discovered the tomb of Tutankhamun.


On my first visit to Luxor in the ’20s, I met Howard Carter at the tomb and saw the dazzling display of treasures it contained.


The magic I felt then in Luxor was intensified on my second visit, over thirty years later, into a spiritual awareness, which I have tried to portray in this novel.




  Chapter One ~ 1892


“I have something to tell you.”


The Duke of Darleston, who was just thinking sleepily that he should return to his own bedroom, roused himself to ask,


“What is it?”


“Edward Thetford has asked me to – marry him!”


There was silence before the Duke said,


“I think you would be wise to accept him, Myrtle. He is slightly pompous, but rich and good-natured.”


There was no response for a moment and then Lady Garforth said hesitantly,


“I suppose – you would not – marry me?”


The Duke smiled.


“I cannot remember if it was Oscar Wilde or Lillie Langtry who said that a good lover makes a bad husband.”


“It was the Prince of Wales!” Lady Garforth replied. “And it is certainly true where he is concerned.”


“As it would be for me.”


“We have been – so happy,” Myrtle Garforth murmured with a little sob in her voice. “And I love you, Dasher, as you well know.”


“Thetford will make you a good husband. Does he know about us?”


“I am quite sure he suspects, but it is not something he would put into words and he certainly would not embarrass me by asking questions!”


The Duke laughed.


“If I know Thetford, he will know only what he wants to know and will ignore the rest. Marry him, Myrtle. You will be able to twist him round your little finger and the Thetford diamonds, which I believe are very fine, will become you.”


There was silence again.


Then Lady Garforth exclaimed tearfully,


“Oh, Dasher!” and turned to hide her face against his shoulder.


The Duke held her close and thought as he did so that she was a very sweet person and he was very fond of her.


They had enjoyed a fiery but at the same time an amicable relationship for the last five months. Inevitably, however, he had found himself thinking that Myrtle’s love tied him to her and if there was one thing he was afraid of it was of being tied.


The Duke’s nickname of ‘Dasher’ was an extremely apt one and he had earned it from the moment he was born.


His father, the fourth Duke, had just watched his horse, The Dasher, pass the Winning Post on the Epsom Racecourse a length in front of the rest of the field, when his Comptroller, pushing his way through the crowds outside the Jockey Club, came to his side.


For a moment it was difficult to speak to his Master because his friends were congratulating him so heartily on his win.


“Well done!”


“A tremendous victory!”


“The Blue Riband of the turf and nobody deserves it more!”


The Duke was just about to move away to see his jockey weigh in, when he found his Comptroller at his elbow.


“Excuse me, Your Grace.”


“What is it, Hunter?” the Duke asked testily.


“Her Grace has just been delivered of a son!”


“A son?” 


The Duke roared out the word and his voice arrested the attention of quite a number of men near him.


“A son! At last!” he ejaculated.


His closest friends echoed the cry, well aware that after four daughters, a son was what the Duke wanted more than anything else in the world.


Then he laughed and it shook his large frame.


“A son and three weeks early!” he cried. “It seems to me he intends to be a bit of a Dasher too!”


From that moment the Marquis of Darle was never known by any other name.


He was duly christened after his grandfather, his Godparents and his mother’s favourite brother, but he became The Dasher by name and inevitably The Dasher by nature.


Extremely good-looking, by the time he left Eton it seemed as if few women could resist his engaging smile and what was undoubtedly a raffish face.


It was easy to understand why he was so irresistible.


It was not only his good looks, his social position and the immense wealth of the Darleston family. It was because he found life an exciting and amusing adventure.


But it meant that nothing lasted permanently where The Dasher was concerned, least of all women.


“What the hell have you got to be so happy about?” his friends would sometimes ask when he seemed to radiate a joy of living that they somehow missed.


As he grew older, the women came into his life in such numbers that even the most inveterate gossips lost count.


The strange thing, unusual in most men’s affaires de coeur, was that the women he loved so fleetingly were seldom bitter or even resentful when he parted from them.


Undoubtedly many of them had aching hearts, but in some extraordinary and quite unusual way they thought of The Dasher with gratitude for the happiness he had given them and were prepared to defend him against his enemies.


It was inevitable that quite a number of people, especially men, were jealous and envied him, but he also had many friends who were concerned with him as a person and with his sporting rather than his amatory activities.


There was little in the sporting world that The Dasher had not attempted. He raced his own horses, riding even in the Grand National and had made his name on the polo field.


He had sailed his own yacht in the races at Cowes and had nearly been drowned trying to beat the record when paddling a light canoe.


As a fast bowler he had captained the First Eleven at Eton, owned the champion greyhound for two years and naturally was Master of his own pack of foxhounds.


The shooting on his estates had been greatly improved since he had inherited the title and the Prince of Wales had said only the previous year that he would rather shoot at Darle Castle than anywhere else.


 All these interests, numerous though they were, seemed to leave The Dasher time to want more and yet more out of life.


“It is almost,” somebody had once said, “as if he is racing against time or perhaps seeking something that he is afraid he may miss if he does not hurry.”


It was as if this idea came to Myrtle Garforth’s mind now, as she asked,


“What are you looking for in a wife, Dasher?”


“I have no intention of getting married,” the Duke replied.


“But you will have to sooner or later. Don’t forget that your father had four daughters before you arrived.”


“My relatives leave me no choice of forgetting that!”


He was thinking, and he was very honest with himself, that it was not surprising that he had been spoilt as a child.


His four sisters had adored him and, as far as his father was concerned, the sun and the moon rose for him alone.


He remembered his mother, when he was very small, saying,


“You must not spoil him. If you give him his own way in everything, he will be impossible by the time he grows up.”


What had saved the Duke from becoming impossible was the fact that he was extremely intelligent.


He was well aware of his good fortune in being born into a family that was respected and admired by everyone from the Monarch downwards. Even the Queen, extremely critical of the Nobility, especially those who surrounded her son, had no fault to find with the fourth Duke and his wife.


And, although some of the present Duke’s more outrageous exploits must have been repeated to her, she treated him with an indulgence that she seldom granted to any other young man of his age.


The Duke’s critics said sourly that Her Majesty had always been susceptible to flattery.


But actually the Duke did not flatter the Queen. He merely talked to her, as he talked to every woman, as if he found her both attractive and interesting.


And like all women the Queen responded to it like a flower opening its petals to the sun.


In fact the only problem in his life, if you could call it that, was how to avoid being married to one of the innumerable females who were determined by hook or by crook to shackle him for life either to themselves or to their daughters.


“One day, Dasher,” Myrtle Garforth said now, “you will fall in love.”


For once she actually surprised the Duke.


“Are you suggesting,” he enquired, “that I have never been?”


“I am not suggesting it, I am stating a fact!”


The Duke was about to laugh at her for saying something so absurd when it suddenly struck him that it might be the truth.


He had always thought himself to be in love when he was attracted by some beautiful face turned towards his and saw two eyes gazing at him with an unmistakable invitation in their depths.


Whenever he felt a response within himself and knew an irrepressible desire to kiss a pair of provocative lips, he would tell himself that Cupid had struck again and he was in love!


Now, looking back at what had invariably been a short-lived rapture, an ecstasy that had slowly but inevitably subsided, he wondered if Myrtle was right.


She was aware that she had made him think and, settling herself a little more comfortably, she said,


“I love you, Dasher, and I know that I shall love you all my life and there will never be another man to compare with you. But I am not so foolish as to think that what you feel for me is something that will last.”


“How do you know that?” the Duke enquired.


“Because, darling, you have never been in love in the way that has inspired men and women since the beginning of time so that if necessary they would be prepared to die for it.”


“I understand what you are trying to say,” the Duke remarked, “but do you really think that that sort of love, the love of the poets, the musicians and the romantics, is likely to happen to a man like me? I am a roamer.”


“Of course you are,” Myrtle agreed. “But that is because you have not found what you seek.”


“I am certainly not seeking love, if that is what you mean,” the Duke answered sharply. “I am quite prepared to admit that what you are talking about exists, but I am very content with what I can find and enjoy.”


His arm tightened round Myrtle’s soft body as he said the last word and she responded by putting her arm round his neck as if to pull his head down to hers. 


Then she changed her mind.


“Because I love you, Dasher,” she said, “I would like you to find real happiness. And I have the feeling, although I may be wrong, that one day you will find it.”


“When I do, I will let you know!” the Duke said lightly.


“No, I am serious. You give so much happiness to others, in all sorts of different ways, that I want you to find the greatest happiness that human beings can attain, and that is real love.”


“You are trying to make me dissatisfied,” the Duke complained, “and I understand you think that I am missing something! In which case, you know as well as I do that I shall do everything in my power to find it. And win it!”


“I hope what you are saying is true,” Myrtle said, “but perhaps it would only be fair if you failed. You have too much already.”


“Now I am quite certain that you are trying to punish me for saying that you should marry Thetford!” the Duke exclaimed.


“That is unkind,” Myrtle protested. “I only want you to have the best out of life.”


“That is what I thought I had already.”


There was silence as the Duke thought over what she had said.


In a way it annoyed him to think that she might be right.


He had always been so sure that everything he wanted was within his reach and, while he enjoyed having to strive for what he wanted, deep down he always had the conviction that sooner or later he would be the victor.


Even now it was impossible for him to believe that there was some strange sort of love that so far had evaded him.


He thought of the women he had been infatuated with, if that was the right word, and the pleasure they had given him and he had given them.


The excitement they had engendered together had sometimes been like fireworks sparkling against the darkness of the sky, at others like flowers growing at the water’s edge and the lap of waves on golden sand.


Love, many diverse and different types of love, but always the initial fiery flames dying down to a mere glow.


“Why should I want anything different?” the Duke asked defiantly.


“I have made you think,” a soft voice broke in on his thoughts, “and that is an achievement in itself.”


“You are making me feel as if I was abnormal,” the Duke said crossly.


“Not abnormal,” Myrtle protested, “but different! A King, a Chieftain, a Pharaoh and very different from any ordinary man I have ever known.”


There was a little pause. 


Then the Duke said,


“Is that really the truth?”


“Of course it is,” Myrtle replied. “You must be aware, Dasher, that there is nobody like you. That is what makes you so exciting. You make one feel almost as if you don’t belong in these modern times, but have stepped out of history or perhaps a different planet.”


She gave a little laugh before she went on, 


“Perhaps you have been – what is the word for having lived before and being reborn?”


“Reincarnated.”


“Yes, that’s it,” Myrtle agreed. “Perhaps you have been reincarnated after being, as I said just now, a King in some Eastern country or a Pharaoh in Egypt.”


“Or a slave, a monkey or a reptile!” the Duke said teasingly.


“No, that would be impossible!” Myrtle cried. “Your talents, or whatever they are, are far too developed.”


In his determination not to be serious, the Duke said,


“And all this because I suggested that you should accept Edward Thetford’s proposal of marriage!”


“And you – refused to marry me!”


“I want you to continue to love me,” the Duke said, “and that is certainly something you would not do if I became your husband.”


“It would almost be worth the – unhappiness of being jealous like – Princess Alexandra, rather than – lose you altogether.”


The Duke did not answer and after a moment she said,


“Very well, I shall marry Edward. But please, Dasher, let’s forget him for just a little while longer.”


The Duke could not resist the pleading in her voice. He turned round, pulled her nearer to him, and his lips were on hers.


But, even as he kissed her, he was asking himself,


‘Where is the love I am missing?’


*


Harry Settingham was fast asleep when he became aware that somebody was pulling back the curtains over the windows and thought before he opened his eyes that he was very tired.


He had certainly gone to bed late and perhaps he had drunk too much of Dasher’s excellent wine, for he certainly had no wish at the moment to face another day.


He suddenly realised that it was not his valet who had opened the curtains to let in the daylight but somebody very much larger, who now advanced to sit down on the end of his bed.


“Dasher!” he exclaimed. “What do you want so early?”


“I want to talk to you, Harry.”


With an effort, Harry opened his eyes wider.


“What about? What time is it?”


“About six o’clock, I think.”


“Six o’clock? Good Heavens, Dasher, what has happened?”


“I have decided to go exploring and I want you to come with me!”


“Exploring?”


With an effort Harry Settingham moved himself higher against his pillows before he asked,


“What has upset you?”


“Nothing has upset me,” the Duke replied. “I have merely decided that I want to get away from all the things we have been doing week after week, month after month, with monotonous regularity.”


“I think you are mad!” Harry Settingham exclaimed. “Anything less monotonous than your life I cannot imagine! You were hunting in Leicestershire last week and we were supposed to be hunting tomorrow, if the ground is not too hard, and yet you talk of going away!”


“I am leaving for Egypt immediately!”


“Egypt!” Harry cried. “What on earth for?”


“I think it will be interesting and I want to see the land of the Pharaohs.”


“I am not sure I wish to look at a lot of old ruins,” Harry said. “Bertie went there last year and said it was a dead and alive place, except that there were some pretty dancers in Cairo.”


“I am not going for that sort of thing,” the Duke retorted. “I am serious, Harry. I want to look into the past of Egypt and see other parts of the world.”


“Are you bored with Myrtle?” Harry asked as if the idea had suddenly come to him.


“I am very fond of Myrtle,” the Duke said firmly, “but Thetford has asked her to marry him and I have advised her to accept.”


“So he has come up to scratch, has he?” Harry remarked. “The betting at White’s since you took over was that he would cool off.”


“You can always be quite certain that any conclusion reached by members of White’s, who have nothing else to do, is invariably wrong!”


Harry laughed.


“What you are really saying is that you dislike their talking about your private affairs. Good Heavens, Dasher, you must be aware that you bring light and laughter into their otherwise rather dull lives.”


The Duke laughed too as if he could not help it. 


“I suppose in that case I must be willing to oblige,” he remarked. “But you have not yet accepted my invitation.”


“To come to Egypt with you? Of course, if you want me. Who else are you thinking of taking?”


“I am not quite certain,” the Duke said. “It’s something I want to discuss with you.”


“At this hour of the morning?”


“As I wish to leave as soon as possible, the invitations will have to be sent out immediately.”


Harry put back his head against the pillows and laughed.


“That, Dasher, is exactly like you! Most people, if they are going abroad for any length of time, especially to places they have never visited before, spend months preparing for it. All right, you win! And I will not protest about losing my beauty sleep.”


“You can make up for it on the voyage,” the Duke said unfeelingly. “Now, who will be amusing for what may be quite a considerable length of time?”


There was an hour’s discussion before finally they chose four people.


Harry Settingham had been the Duke’s closest friend all through his life. They had been at Eton together, had gone up to Oxford University together and both had served for three years in the Household Brigade until the Duke had inherited the title.


Although he had enjoyed the comradeship in his Regiment, he had longed for the activity of war, which had not come their way, owing to the fact that the Household Brigade was so seldom sent abroad.


Camps and manoeuvres were not the same thing, and Harry had been aware that The Dasher was already champing at the bit when, on his father’s death, he could resign with dignity and without reproach.


Because the two men were such close friends, it had been assumed that Harry Settingham would follow the Duke’s example.


It was also generally accepted that Harry had a restraining influence on The Dasher, but only he knew that actually nobody had any influence on a man who was unique, especially when it came to intellect.


If Myrtle Garforth thought that the Duke had never been in love, Harry was sure of it.


He told himself it was unlikely that the Duke would ever find any woman to satisfy him while there were so many who could offer him the physical attractions of Venus, but who could not hold his mind as well as his body.


Now, as he listened to the Duke planning their trip to Egypt, he told himself that he might have expected it, since he had been aware that The Dasher’s interest in Myrtle Garforth was inevitably waning.


He had always liked Myrtle and thought her one of the nicest and most understanding of the many lovely women the Duke had been enamoured with.


She was kind to other women, pleasant to the Duke’s friends and he had never heard her say anything spiteful or unkind about anybody.


At the same time, while she had an average intelligence, she was not well read.


Very few women were, when inevitably their education had been entrusted to one badly paid Governess who had been expected to teach every subject in the curriculum.


This was the ordinary accepted pattern in any aristocratic household, where every penny was expended on the sons and as little as possible on the daughters.


Kept in the schoolroom and out of touch with ordinary everyday life until the moment they made their debut, the girls were then supposed to blossom like flowers and make a distinguished Social marriage within the first two years of their ‘coming out’.


This was, of course, arranged by their mothers with little or no regard for their daughters’ feelings in the matter.


Only when they had the ring on their finger and were able to enjoy the company of other young married women did they develop the sophistication and poise expected of them.


The extraordinary thing, Harry had often thought, was that they did in fact become elegant and witty with a polish and a sophistication that made them outstanding even in other countries.


The ladies who centred round the Prince of Wales were obvious examples of those qualities and, although The Dasher and Harry were almost a generation younger, they expected the same standard from their contemporaries.


‘It’s a pity about Myrtle,’ Harry thought now, ‘but doubtless her place will soon be filled.’


Aloud he asked,


“Are you really intending to include Lady Cairns in your party?”


When the Duke had first mentioned her name, Harry had hesitated because he thought that, although she was extremely beautiful, she might not have the same kind nature as Myrtle.


Lily Cairns had obviously aroused the Duke’s interest the previous week when he had been introduced to her at Marlborough House.


Because she had been living in the North, she was new to London, but there was nothing countrified about her appearance.


With her auburn hair, her white skin and a slightly enigmatic look in her eyes, she had caught everybody’s attention when she had appeared, including that of the Prince of Wales.


“This is your first visit to Marlborough House?” Harry had heard His Royal Highness ask in his deep, rather guttural voice. “I understand you have only just arrived in London.”


“I have been living in Scotland, Sire.”


“And has the ‘Land of the Haggis’ so much to offer that it has made you neglect us here in the South?” the Prince enquired.


The smile that Lily had given the elderly Prince was very enticing.


“I have merely returned home, Sire, now that I am a widow.”


Later in the evening Harry had seen the Duke gravitating irresistibly towards the corner of the room where Lady Cairns was undoubtedly holding court.


Although he had not realised it at the time, he knew now that it had been the moment when Myrtle’s fate was sealed, for The Dasher was once again drawn to a new and lovely face.


In answer to Harry’s question the Duke said now quite seriously,


“Lily Cairns has lived in Scotland for so long that she should be used to a certain amount of hardship, not that I expect there will be much aboard The Mermaid.”


“I hope not,” Harry said. “If I am to be uncomfortable, I have no intention of going with you.”


“After that extremely selfish remark,” the Duke replied, “I shall take you riding in the middle of the desert on a camel. You are getting soft, Harry, and it would doubtless do you good to climb to the top of one of the pyramids.”


“I refuse to talk about this absurd trip any longer,” Harry complained. “I want to go back to sleep. Arrange anything you like. Bring anyone with us who will amuse you, not me, so that you will not be bored stiff within twenty-four hours and I am prepared, O Master, to obey thy command!”
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