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            THE MUMMY’S CURSE

         

         Wily Fox, the world’s greatest detective, was inside the British Museum in London, looking at a display of Egyptian mummies. There were cats, dogs, monkeys and falcons – all wrapped up tightly in bandages.

         Usually the room was full of visitors, but right now it was empty. It was 8 a.m. and the building was not yet open but Wily was there to meet the famous Egyptologist, Basil Buffalo.

         As he peered at the mummies, Wily heard a voice behind him. 

         “I wouldn’t get too close if I were you.”

         Wily turned to see a cleaning lady – a cheerful-looking raccoon wearing a scarf around her head and holding a large feather duster.

         “Why not?” Wily asked.

         “They’re cursed,” said the raccoon.

         “Right,” said Wily with a smile.
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         He moved across to the next cabinet and looked inside.

         “Those are cursed, too,” said the raccoon.

         “OK,” said Wily, moving along to another exhibit.

         “Cursed,” said the raccoon.

         “OK…” said Wily. “Are any of the exhibits NOT cursed?”

         “Hmm,” said the raccoon. “This lot is safe.” She pointed to a cabinet behind her. “But stay at this end. There’s an amulet down there that is HIGHLY dubious.”

         “What makes you think everything here is cursed?” Wily asked.

         “The animals that discovered them all died in very suspicious circumstances.”

         “Really,” said Wily, raising an eyebrow.

         The raccoon started cleaning another cabinet. 

         “I can’t help noticing,” Wily remarked, “that you don’t seem to be worried about the curse. You’re cleaning all the cabinets.”

         “Ah, yes,” said the raccoon, “but that’s because of these.” She pointed to a tangle of necklaces and charms around her neck. “They protect against evil spirits,” she said. “Tell you what, take this and then you can look at whatever you like.”

         She took off one of the necklaces and offered it to Wily but he held his hand up. “It’s OK. You keep it.”

         Wily didn’t believe in curses. Whenever animals died in suspicious circumstances, there was always a reason. The mystery might be wound up tight like a bandaged mummy but if you kept tugging, you could always unravel it.
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         Ten minutes later a security guard showed Wily into Basil Buffalo’s office. It was full of Egyptian vases and statues. A tubby buffalo stood up and shook Wily’s hand excitedly. His wool was grey and dusty and he had three pairs of glasses balanced on his head.

         “Thank you so much for agreeing to see me,” Basil Buffalo said. “Do sit down.”
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         “It sounded urgent,” Wily said, taking a seat.

         Basil nodded. “It is. I need you to find a knife.”

         “A knife?” Wily replied. “Did you look in your cutlery drawer?”

         “Well, it’s more a dagger than a knife,” Basil said with a smile, typing something into a computer on his desk. A projector beamed an image on to the wall. It showed a fragment of stone covered in hieroglyphics.

         “Do you know what these mean, Mr Fox?” Basil asked, flipping one of his pairs of glasses down on to his nose.
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         Wily squinted at them. “I recognize some of the symbols but you can hardly see them.”

         “Exactly,” Basil said. “This has been part of our collection for two hundred years. But because most of the hieroglyphics are worn away, nobody’s been able to make head nor tail of the inscription. Every few years we throw a young researcher at it, to see if they can crack the code. And guess what? Last month, a very smart young vole worked it out! She used some clever computer program that I don’t pretend to understand. Now we know what the hieroglpyhics say.” He tapped the keyboard and the image changed.

         
            
               
                  Find the lion’s body and go on ahead.

                  My weapon sleeps in the desert’s bed.

                  Silently, with a million cuts.

                  From inside out, it shreds your guts.

                  Menes 

               

            

         

         “Find the lion’s body?” Wily wondered aloud. “Isn’t there a huge statue in Egypt with a lion’s body?”

         “There is!” Basil said. “Near the pyramids of Giza. It’s called the Sphinx.”

         “And you think there’s a dagger hidden there?” Wily said.

         “Yes, there’s a trench north of the Sphinx that’s never been excavated. I’m sure it’s there.”

         “OK – so who’s Menes?” Wily asked.

         “He was one of the first pharaohs,” said Basil, “and a great military commander. He won battles against impossible odds. In all the depictions of him he’s holding a dagger but we didn’t know it was real – until now.”

         “So you think the riddle reveals the location of the dagger?”

         “I think so,” replied Basil. “The riddle says: ‘Silently, with a million cuts’. Doesn’t that sound like a dagger to you?”

         “Maybe,” said Wily, rubbing his chin. “But why aren’t you in Egypt digging it up?”

         Basil stuck out his leg, revealing a foot in plaster. “I’m stranded. You see, the news of the hieroglyphics being decoded was top secret but two days ago, I made rather a large boo-boo. I told my mother about it. I was just so excited, you see. I swore her to secrecy but she couldn’t help boasting to one of her oldest friends, Diana Donkey.”

         “Why’s that a problem?”

         “Because this is her son.” Basil tapped at his computer again and a picture of a donkey appeared on the screen. “Doug Donkey,” he explained. “We’ve been rivals ever since we were at school together but we’ve taken very different paths.

         I give everything I find to museums and galleries but Doug sells what he finds to the highest bidder.”
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         “You mean he’s an antiques dealer?”

         “I’m afraid he’s worse than that. If he has to break the law to find relics, he will. He cheats and steals, then sells his treasure to rich criminals.” Basil sighed. “Douglas has become something of a monster.”

         “I used to have a friend like that,” Wily said. Klara Kraftypants had been top of the class when they were at detective school together but a year ago she’d built a mega-torpedo from plans she’d disguised as paintings. Wily had stopped her destroying the world with only seconds to spare.

         “Old friends always make the worst enemies,” Wily added. “What makes you think Doug’s mum told him?”

         “That’s what our mothers do. My mother is always telling me how Doug has bought a yacht or a private jet. I keep explaining he’s a criminal but she says I’m just jealous. And there’s THIS, too.” He pointed at his injured foot.

         “Yesterday someone pushed me over, knocked me out and took my briefcase. It had my notes on the riddle inside.”

         “You saw it was Doug?”

         “No, but it’s his style, all right. And who else would do it?”

         “Do you still have your coat or anything that the criminal might have touched?”

         “Yes,” said Basil, taking a large brown coat off a peg.

         Wily put the coat to his nose. “There’s a whiff of donkey on there. But my assistant Albert will check it over properly.”

         Basil nodded.

         “One final question,” Wily said. “Why didn’t you tell the police?”

         “Doug’s too clever for the police,” Basil said. “He’s spent his whole life breaking the law and getting away with it.” He grabbed one of Wily’s paws. “Do say you’ll take the case, Mr Fox. I know you can find the dagger for me and stop it falling into Doug’s hands. It belongs HERE in a museum. Not in some billionaire’s private collection.”

         Wily pulled his paw free and said, “I’ll do it.”

         “Wonderful news!” Basil clapped his hands and jiggled up and down, sending all three pairs of glasses clattering to his desk. Then he handed Wily a piece of paper. “Here’s a map of Giza. I’ve put a cross where I think the dagger is most likely to be.”

         “OK,” Wily said, putting the map in his pocket. “I’d better go and stop Doug digging.”
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