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Who or what is responsible for the gruesome deaths of members of the secret society known as the Society of Osiris?

 

Doctor Armiston, an irascible, confirmed bachelor who believes in medicine not mysticism, is certain the deaths are only tragic accidents.

 

Members of the Society of Osiris suspect something more sinister is at work. They profess to believe an ancient curse has been visited upon their society. Handsome and mysterious Captain Maxwell requests Armiston’s help.

 

Tarot cards? Egyptology? Spiritualism? Armiston has little patience with the superficial and silly pastimes of the rich, but he does love a good puzzle. Or could it be that he is more drawn to young Captain Maxwell than he wishes to admit?

 

Either way, Armiston must solve the secret of the cursed sarcophagus very soon, for Captain Maxwell is the next slated to die…

 

 


THE CURSE OF THE BLUE SCARAB

A Monster Mash-up

(Based on The Mummy by Riccardo Stephens)

Josh Lanyon

 

 


Chapter One

I AM CALLED IN

 

I remember the fog was particularly thick that February morning.

Pressing its formless face to the steamy window panes, gray and dreary as a specter, it crept down the chimney, dripping and hissing onto the smoking logs.

Drip. Hiss. Drip. Hiss.

An otherwise unremarkable start to the day that was to change my life forever.

Bird, my servant, an ex-sergeant of Marines, was spinning some lengthy and involved yarn about his exploits at Ladysmith while I attempted to read my magazine and finish my breakfast before the business of the day began.

“Those were weary hours. Lying on that hill while the bullets hailed down on us. I can still hear ’em cutting through the air and clacking on the rocks. You couldn’t hear yourself think…”

“One can only imagine,” I murmured.

My name is Armiston. I’m a physician living and working in the West End. This sounds grander than the reality which is a little flat over a grocer’s shop in a small side-street off Piccadilly. My patients are principally the servants (and principally the men-servants—butlers, coachmen, and such) from the big houses and clubs.

“Nine hours we clung to that pile of stones. Cartridges dwindling and men dying. I can tell you hope was fading…”

“I feel as though I’m there beside you.” I turned the page of the paper, studying the dubious claims in the advertisement for Madam Harper’s hair tonic.

In the street below, a couple of news-boys began yelling about exciting information exclusive to the special edition of the Daily Tale. I knew nothing would satisfy Bird till he got a copy. So I sent him out.

Drip. Hiss. Drip. Hiss.

Presently the outer door was flung open, and a man’s voice demanded whether the doctor was in.

“Second door right-hand side of lobby,” I shouted, and the man was in before I could swallow another mouthful.

He was a handsome, well-dressed young fellow, though noticeably lame. He leaned heavily upon an ebony walking stick—I observed he wore no gloves—and his face was bloodless and strained with pain and shock.

I rose at once, ready to go to his aid, but his words stopped me.

“Sorry to come in on you like this,” he said, “but there’s been a sudden death in the Albany—a man I know—we were to have breakfast, and I—we—need you to come round at once.”

His eyes, dark now with emotion, appeared to be gray in color. His hair was black. He was perhaps thirty.

“I see.” I left the paper-knife to mark my place in the magazine. “Are you quite sure he’s dead?”

“I’m afraid there’s no doubt about it.”

“Poor fellow,” I said, and sat down again. “If he’s dead, I may as well finish my breakfast.”

The young man stared as though he could not believe his ears.

I took another mouthful of kippers.

“You damned cold-blooded c-cormorant,” he said very angrily. “Will you come or won’t you?”

I studied him for a moment. Too thin, nervy, and young. Younger than I had first thought. Pain and illness had taken their toll.

“Not unless you want me,” I assured him, “but I’m ready if you are—and it seems you are.” I took one final bite, rising and turning into the lobby for a hat, munching the last of my breakfast as I followed my visitor out.

I didn’t mind his remarks, for though my attitude was both logical and practical, his sentiment was natural enough. I observed his awkward gait as he preceded me down the stairs. He managed to move quickly, which must have hurt considerably.

Instinctively I patted my hip-pocket, to make sure that my hypodermic case was there. It is an old servant, and reminds me of a good many odd things if I sit down to overhaul it. But the queerest had not happened when I felt its comfortable presence that raw February morning.

A taxicab waited at the street door, noxious fumes pooling into the damp fog. We piled inside and the cab pulled away at once.

Maxwell, as he told me his name was, said that he and another man had gone round to breakfast at the Albany, and had found their host lying lifeless on the ground.

“Poor Scrymgeour’s man Seymour knew you,” he said. “He gave me your address.”

The name Scrymgeour was unfamiliar to me, and I could think of no patient named Seymour. I had a number of questions—beginning with why Scrymgeour’s own physician had not been summoned—but it seemed futile to quiz Maxwell when I was about to see for myself.

My companion did not appear to be a talkative man. His profile was grim and withdrawn as he stared out the cab window. The hand clutching his walking stick clenched and unclenched in unconscious anxiety.

In a few minutes we reached the Albany. Maxwell paid the driver, and we hurried inside.

All was quiet. There was no sign of life. And by the same token, no indication that a death had occurred. The gas lamps made a valiant effort to challenge the chilly gloom of the day, but the soft light could not dispel the shadows lurking in the corners.

A long mirror at the end of the hall caught our reflection and for an instant created the unsettling illusion that our doppelgangers rushed to intercept us. I saw myself, a large man, neither old nor young, with a high nose, stern green eyes, and resolute jaw. The man behind me was shorter, slighter, and a great deal more alarmed. My companion and I merged briefly with our alternate selves and flashed past.

We hastened up the stairs. We had just reached the top of the dimly lit landing when a woman seemed to come out of nowhere, narrowly missing collision. Head down, face heavily veiled, she brushed past us with a breathy wordless apology and disappeared hurriedly down the stairs. I glanced after her.

“This way, Doctor,” Maxwell urged, and we continued down the corridor.

Maxwell knocked at A14 and the door opened at once.

A cadaverous-looking specimen stood before us, and I recognized my former patient Seymour. His complaint had been a touch of liver, as I recalled, and in fact his gray and puckered face rather resembled a piece of undercooked meat.

Maxwell and Seymour exchanged a certain silent look. Without a word Seymour turned, leading the way.

These Albany suites consist mostly of dining-room, bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen, and a pigeon-hole for a servant. The three first are en suite, each opening into the hall or lobby. Seymour took us past the open door of the dining-room straight to the bedroom. Entering, one faced a high carved mantelpiece over the fire; and above the mantelpiece was the half-length portrait of a man in the dress of Charles the Second’s time.

On the hearth lay a large, heavy man, his head turned a little over his shoulder, his face half-hidden. It was easy to see before handling him that his neck must be broken, and when I touched him I found he was not only dead, but cold.

Next to his feet lay wooden steps of the sort one uses to reach high book shelves. The right panel had broken off and the stool was overturned.

I glanced up at my companions. Maxwell met my gaze steadily, almost fiercely, as though waiting for me to make some objection. Seymour was staring at his fallen master.

I returned my attention to the unfortunate Scrymgeour. He wore evening-dress, and his face, the face of a man in his thirties, was strikingly like that over the mantelpiece. The resemblance was increased by a small pointed beard and by the dead man’s pale hair being just a little longer than most men wear their hair in town nowadays. What troubled me was his expression. His dull brown eyes were protuberant, as though starting from his head in alarm. His lips were drawn back from his rather pronounced teeth in a grimace of horror.

Near his outstretched fingers was a speck of something blue. I touched the tip of my index finger to it and saw that it was only a bit of iridescent insect wing. It crumbled away at my touch.

A young fellow, whom I judged to be Maxwell’s companion to this projected breakfast, joined us through another door than that by which we had entered, and bowed rather ceremoniously to me, without saying anything.

I began to like the situation less and less, though I could see nothing actually untoward in the case. More, it was the peculiar attitude of Scrymgeour’s friends. They were genuinely shocked, as they should be, but they also seemed almost…fearful, and for this I could see no reason.

I became conscious of a strange scent, an undernote to the more obvious odor of death. What was it?

“Your friend is, of course, dead,” I said, rising from my knees, “and he has been dead several hours.”

“And will you be so good as to tell us the cause of death?” asked Perceval, the young fellow who had just joined us. He was fair-haired with wide, sable eyes like a calf’s. He would have been about the same age as Maxwell, but of a softer and more conciliatory nature. Maxwell, unless I missed my guess, had seen military service. This young man had never faced a more dangerous adversary than a bill collector. His voice was pleasant, though high-pitched, his manner was polite almost to affectation.

“A broken neck,” I said, “vulgarly speaking. More accurately, there’s a separation of the cervical vertebrae, and probably complete rupture of the spinal cord.”

“But would you kindly oblige us with your opinion as to the cause of the broken neck?” At Maxwell’s warning look, he added, “I hope I’m not asking too much.”

I looked at the young man, at the body, the steps, and the portrait.

“I cannot take the place of the coroner’s jury, you know,” I said. “The general appearance of things suggests that your friend was using the steps—perhaps examining that portrait—and that the steps broke, and the consequent fall did the mischief.”

He offered an uncertain smile. “Quite so. That’s what we thought. I’m greatly obliged to you for your opinion.”

“But my opinion,” I went on, looking at them both rather sternly, “isn’t of the slightest value, except as to the injury. The police must be told at once, and things had better be left exactly as they are until they come. There will be an inquest.”

“Is that absolutely necessary?” Maxwell asked.

“Absolutely, as you must surely realize. But the police will tell you,” and I turned to leave the room.

I was thinking about the poor fellow on the floor, whose face was, I dare say, a good deal less grave and dignified then than it had been while he was alive. When death is sudden, in this case almost violently sudden, the victim is sometimes frozen in his final conscious or unconscious act, however ludicrous or embarrassing. The abject terror on the dead man’s features was disturbing even to someone who had not known him, and I wondered if perhaps it was this that was so distressing his friends to the point of addling their wits.

Preoccupied with this thought—or at least that would have been my excuse had either challenged me—I made absent-mindedly for the nearest door which led to the room the second young man had exited in order to join us.

As I reached for the handle I heard the two friends say simultaneously, “Not that door!”

But they were too late.

The strange scent was much stronger in here, and I recognized it at once.

Bitumen.

The hair rose on the back of my neck, though there is nothing inherently terrifying about the substance.

The room smelled of other things too. Cedar and candle wax and musty linens, but the acrid smell of bitumen underlay it all.

I pushed the door the remainder of the way open, and my attention was immediately caught by the queerly shaped something propped against the far wall. It was the size of a small settee.

The next instant Maxwell reached me. He caught my arm. “This is only a dressing room, Doctor,” he said. Though his tone was courteous, his expression was grim.

I glanced down at his hand, raised my gaze pointedly.

Maxwell stubbornly held my stare.

I saw the very moment the thought occurred to him—recognized it because it was the exact same instant the thought occurred to me. His eyes searched mine, and then he released my arm.

I said, “I was thinking that if I write a note for the police—I know the superintendent—it may save you trouble. I can write it here, I suppose?”

“No,” Perceval said. “You can’t.” He threw Maxwell an impatient look and then turned to Scrymgeour’s man. “Seymour, find the doctor pen and paper. Doctor, there’s a writing-table right in here.”

I ignored him, nodding at the heavy coffin-shaped container. “What’s that?” I asked. I suspected I already knew what it was, though it was difficult to be certain in the poor light. I could see that it was made of dark wood and had been painted with exotic blue and gold designs.

“That?” It was Maxwell who answered. His tone was casual. Too casual. “That’s a mummy case, with a Mummy inside. Poor Scrymgeour was interested in such things.”

This was my first introduction to the Mummy.

I wish it had been my last.

 

 


Chapter Two

AN UNLIKELY COINCIDENCE

 

“Doctor Armiston, you performed the postmortem examination of Paris Scrymgeour?” inquired the coroner.

“That is correct,” I replied. “I was assisted by Doctor James Hardy.”

“And it is your opinion there were no organic changes which might explain the expiration of Mr. Scrymgeour?”

I said sharply, “On the contrary. I believe the introduction of a broken neck rather conclusively explains the expiration of Mr. Scrymgeour.”

The audience—for the inquest into the death of Paris Scrymgeour, a former resident of the Albany, resembled something along the lines of a music hall performance—tittered. Mr. Warrington, the coroner, turned the color of puce and banged his gavel for order.

Scrymgeour’s mysterious death excited a good deal of interest, not least because he was related to several well-known people, and was himself rather an eccentric character. No fewer than three London papers detailed the more puzzling aspects of the case.

Not that the most puzzling aspects were revealed to the press.

But ludicrous rumors circulated. Scrymgeour had belonged to a secret society, Scrymgeour liked to dress up in the costume of the ancient Egyptians. Scrymgeour was an ardent supporter of female suffrage.

Having performed the postmortem examination, I was required to appear at the inquest and make my report. The only evidence besides my own was given by the three men whom I had met in the Albany: Maxwell, Seymour, and Perceval.

Captain Maxwell, late of the Royal Horse Guards, gave his evidence as though facing down an enemy cannon: face pale, expression set. Yet his account was innocuous enough.

The star witness was my former patient Seymour.

Scrymgeour’s man stated that he slept in the house, but on the evening before the death he had gone to see The Merry Widow, and upon his late return had found the lights out—in the dining-room at any rate. He had “retired,” to use his own word, without seeing his master.

When his master’s guests arrived the next morning, he went into the bedroom and found the electric light on. He spotted the body lying on the hearthrug, cried out, and the two gentlemen joined him. Later Captain Maxwell went for the doctor, whose name and address he, Seymour, had supplied.

Seymour insisted he was not a heavy sleeper and would certainly have heard the sounds of a fall if the fatal event occurred after he was in his bedroom. The light might be switched on in the bedroom without his being able to notice it from the lobby. Therefore, he believed the accident had occurred before he returned from the theatre.

The evidence of young Maxwell and his friend Perceval was hardly more than corroborative of Seymour’s. Both stated they had met up with Scrymgeour at their club on the previous evening and arranged to breakfast at the Albany. Scrymgeour had seemed quite well and in good spirits. He left the club about eleven o’clock—before they did.

As for myself, I was examined as to my visit and my postmortem observations. The questions were routine, though I annoyed an inquisitive juryman, a druggist, by speaking of the victim as a “heavy” man, without having weighed the body.

Also no one had measured the precise height of the steps, and I declined to give a dogmatic opinion as to the height from which the fall of a man, say thirteen stone, would cause a broken neck. I suggested a hangman might be able to say, should the information prove absolutely necessary.

This resulted in another outbreak of titters from those in attendance, further incensing Mr. Warrington, who reapplied his gavel.

At this point in the proceedings, Perceval rose and asked whether he might be allowed to make a statement, which he thought might be useful in clearing up the matter.

Warrington agreed.

“Our dear friend Scrymgeour,” Perceval began, “belonged to an honorable family, and had an amiable weakness. He delighted in genealogy and ancestral histories. He possessed several old family portraits; but his favorite was one of Sir Ambrose Scrymgeour, a soldier living in the time of the first and second King Charles.

“This remarkably lifelike portrait hangs in his bedroom over the mantelpiece, and poor old S. was fond of showing it to his acquaintances and hearing them comment upon the family likeness. I’ve known him to mount the steps already spoken of and dust the frame of the portrait himself, calling attention to various characteristics in his ancestor’s face. I’ve given the matter great thought, and I believe it’s only too possible that he was examining the picture when the steps broke and caused his fall.”

This theory was met with murmurs ranging from approbation to disappointment, the audience no doubt hoping for revelations more in keeping with the denouement of a Fergus Hume novel. I had proposed this explanation myself, and yet listening to it in court…

The jury, after a certain amount of delay, due, everybody was sure, to the pedantic druggist, returned a verdict of death by misadventure, in accordance with the medical evidence.

Warrington himself did not appear altogether satisfied. Yet I left the place feeling that the verdict was common-sense, and sure that the druggist was a bumptious ass. Still, I had noticed one or two things which did not precisely square with the general evidence, although they did not contradict it.

For example, Maxwell and Perceval stated that they went by invitation to breakfast with Scrymgeour. Seymour also referred to this planned breakfast. But there was no breakfast laid, certainly not in the dining-room which we had passed on our way to the bedroom.

Were all three lying? Or was Seymour late with breakfast? Or were Maxwell and Perceval before time in their arrival?

Perceval’s manner while giving evidence, and particularly while being questioned by the druggist (who obviously thought all men liars and rather wanted us to know it), was conspicuously unconcerned and matter-of-fact. But when he passed me on his way back to his seat, I was surprised to see by the light of a straggling ray of the cold February sun, that his immobile face was covered with little beads of sweat.

Maxwell too had seemed—for a military man—oddly shaken by both the death of his friend and the necessity of bearing witness.

In any event, the inquiry was closed.

There was, however, one further peculiar circumstance.

Following the inquest, I was making my way back to my surgery when it so happened that the traffic at Piccadilly Circus marooned me for a few minutes on the edge of the pavement. Losing patience, I made a dash for it, but I was stopped in mid-stream, between the two opposing currents.

A light, masculine voice spoke close to my ear. “Well, thank God we kept her name out of it. That’s something.”

“Yes. But the doctor, Armiston, is sus—” The second voice, deeper, huskier and, inexplicably, more familiar, broke off.

I turned and found myself staring directly into a motor-brougham. My fellow witnesses, Maxwell and Perceval, gaped back at me.

It was Maxwell who had been speaking until Perceval had him clutched by the arm. Maxwell’s wide gray eyes fixed, as though hypnotized, on my own.

At that moment the traffic lurched forward. The blue brougham moved on; I had to leap for the pavement, and left them without a word or a nod.

But we had recognized one another—and I was more uneasy than ever.

 

 

 


 

Chapter Three

A NIGHT SUMMONS

 

For a fortnight after the inquest my life in my flat over the grocer’s shop was as monotonous as usual.

I had seen nothing during those two weeks of my fellow-witnesses, Maxwell and Perceval; but I heard something of them from my patient Seymour, the dead man’s servant, who returned to me complaining of sleeplessness and palpitation.

Not yet having found another place, Seymour was still sleeping at the Albany, standing watch over his late master’s things. More correctly, to use the old expression, he “lay” there, for he slept little. He complained of mysterious noises—whispers and rustlings—though he was alone in the suite. When he did sleep, he was apt to dream, so he told me, of being forced to enter his master’s bedroom, knowing the ghastly thing he would find upon the floor.

I prescribed for him upon perhaps unorthodox lines—hot foot-baths and valerian and mint tea—and spoke of his master’s friends. Maxwell, as I had learned from the Army List, had been in the cavalry and had the D.S.O. Seymour told me he was a “talented officer” and a “great traveler,” but had suffered a tragedy in his youth. I assumed this tragedy was something more than the grievous wounding that had resulted in his being invalided out of the service, though Seymour did not—perhaps could not—expand.

As for Perceval… Seymour seemed quite shocked that I didn’t know—nor care—about Charles Perceval’s impressive lineage.

“Cousin, sir, to the Earl of Moy and Merricourt, and heir. A gentleman, sir, with a great deal more in him than meets the heye. A very delusive gentleman, if I may say so.”

“You may not say so,” I replied. “Unless you can support such a statement.”

Seymour’s thin mouth puckered primly. “Too much money, that’s all. It’s not good for a young sprig to have unlimited resources and no guidance.”

“Where do you feel Perceval lacks guidance?”

His watery gaze slid away from mine. “Of course, I’m only going by the words of my own dear dead master.”

Indeed. From what I could gather, Scrymgeour was another young man with too much money and not enough guidance. Still, I can’t deny that, being curious by nature and a lover of puzzles, I wished to know more about both Maxwell and Perceval.

The affair at the Albany had stimulated my interest, and I was a little disappointed it had ended so prosaically.

But ended it had. Or so I believed.

 

 

I was talking to Seymour and Bird one evening when my bell rang, and Bird rose to answer it.

“Bearer awaiting reply, sir,” said he, and stood to attention, while I read the crisp note he gave me.

There was a crest on the heavy paper, an eagle displayed, motto Ad Solem, and an address, “Dene Court, Sussex, S.O.”

Doctor Armiston is urgently requested to meet Doctor Thorne in consultation at Dene Court to-night. The car will wait for him, and will be at his disposal for returning in the morning.

I knew nothing of Dene Court, or who lived there—certainly no patient of mine. Nor was I accustomed to such summons. However, I told Bird to put a change of clothes into a bag for me, and within a few minutes was down in the street, where a bottle-green electric-brougham stood with a chauffeur in gray livery.

“Back before lunch to-morrow, I suppose,” said I. It was then about half-past eleven. “Good night, both of you.”

As the car started I nodded to Seymour, who stood on the curb.

It might have been the electric light, but his face looked perfectly ghastly.

 

 


 

Chapter Four

THE MUMMY RETURNS

 

The road before us curved black and unrelenting as a mourning band. The March moon rode high in the arch of night, too far away to cast any real illumination, and the landscape took on a shadowy, unearthly quality.

In fact, it was so dark once we had passed beyond the lamps of the suburbs, I could not have testified as to whether we were en route to Sussex or the Moon.

I confess to a slight sense of foreboding.

First I speculated idly upon the reason which might induce people to send for me in particular as a consultant. I had no delusions about my small reputation. I seldom write to the medical journals, being well aware that what comes under my observation has been already noticed and recorded by others—and that the afflictions of dull common folk are rarely of interest to the ambitious learned. My patients were hardly likely to recommend my services to such personages as might reside in Dene Court. Nor would a family that sent a liveried chauffeur to fetch an undistinguished sawbones require the recommendations of the poor to whom I attended.

It was a puzzle.

After a time I recognized one or two landmarks and realized that I must be passing in the darkness through many places which had been familiar to me as a boy. I smiled sourly at the memory of the great things which at that time I had expected to do in life. I had surely been a fool at fifteen. But then, considering my current situation, it seemed I continued to be a fool at fifty—and there’s no fool like an old fool.

The hour’s journey was lengthened almost to three by fog, and was sufficiently dreary. I was far enough from the cheery frame of mind proper to the consultant, when we stopped before the great curved gates opening onto a carriage-drive.

By my calculation we passed through a leafless tree-lined avenue of about a mile before we stopped again in front of a large pile of buildings which stretched into the darkness on either hand.

No light appeared to shine in any window.

I threw off the warm rug and disembarked into a damp and clouded night that smelled of any number of cold and slimy things: wet grass, wet stone, wet frogs. My breath hung like white smoke in the air. Mist rose like ragged ghosts from the walk.

I was received by the stoutest butler I have ever seen.

He was a huge man, shaking like a jelly with grief. A ridiculous sight, had it not been for the conditions of my visit; but from his appearance I formed the worst possible prognosis of the case I had come to see. My heart sank and I knew my sense of foreboding had been justified.

I said nothing to him about that, of course, nor he to me. He directed a footman to take charge of my bag, and led me across a large empty hall, where a wood-fire blazed, to a smaller room where the table was laid for a meal.

Here he pressed me to take food, and asked me to excuse him, as there were things to attend to. A groom, he said, had driven to fetch the doctor who was to meet me, but they could not be back for half-an-hour.

Left to myself, I munched a biscuit and sipped a glass of very fine port, sitting in an easy-chair by the fire and studying my surroundings. Somber tapestries, ancient weapons, and gold-framed portraits of a particularly pugnacious-looking clan covered the walls. The women looked even more truculent than the men.

I sighed and ate another biscuit. The fire snapped and crackled in the grate.

Hopefully someone would come before I dozed off.

The house remained perfectly still, and no one else, rather to my perturbation, came near me. I remained quite alone with the defiant-eyed portraits and port until my confrere’s arrival over an hour later.

Doctor Thorne was a smallish, hard-bitten man of sixty or so, with a tanned face and slightly bowed legs. His eyes were a flinty blue, his general appearance was distinctly horsey.

“Delighted to make your acquaintance, Doctor Armiston.” He helped himself liberally to the port bottle. “You’re an excellent fellow to have made the trip on such a night and with so little notice.” He sniffed the port and went to stand beside the fire, resting one elbow on the mantelpiece and shaking his head at his own thoughts.

I felt that was a strange comment given that inconvenience is part of a physician’s stock and trade.

“I’m happy to be of service. However—”

“A sad case!” Thorne interrupted—although I’m not sure he even realized I had spoken. He seemed to be thinking aloud. “To think that I’ve known him from the time he went into knickerbockers. A charming fellow, I assure you. One of our best families.”

I’ve never known disease to make an exception for bloodline.

I said, perhaps a shade impatiently, “I’m afraid I know nothing whatever of the case. I’ve seen no one but servants since I came. What should I know about your patient before we meet with him?”

Thorne, who had been staring moodily into the fire, moved so abruptly that he knocked his wineglass off the mantelpiece. It smashed on the fender. The broken pieces winked like tears in the firelight.

“Patient!” he said. “God bless my soul, sir! The boy is dead. Was dead for some hours before we sent for you.”

I stared at him, trying to comprehend. “Why then did you send for me?”

“Why? Well, the case is a curious one.” He threw me a quick look. “Sad, very sad! And the hounds to meet here in two days’ time. One of the best days of the season generally.”

“A tragedy. Still—”

“Not certain if they’ll be out again at all. Respect for the dead, you know. A most charming young fellow. Rode straight, and family of course greatly respected. All the same, hope they won’t miss a day’s hunting for me, when my hour comes.”

“Why, sir, did you send for me?” I repeated, and rapped on the table to focus the old fool’s attention. Thorne started.

“Yes, yes,” he muttered. “There I go, rioting as usual till I’m whipped off. Disgrace to my profession. A mere hunting man.” He threw me another of those glinting looks, and I began to wonder if he was quite the fool I imagined.

I waited in silence, and after a second or two he sighed. “Naturally you will have questions. Well, the boy is Hugh D’Aurelle. You know the family, of course.”

I did not bother to hide my impatience. “I do not follow the society pages, Doctor Thorne.”

“Don’t—? Well! Daniel D’Aurelle is one of the richest men in England. One of the richest commoners, for he’s refused a peerage, as more than one of his forefathers did. The boy was his only son—about twenty-two, and in every way a manly fellow. Lady Helene D’Aurelle, his mother, was ill last autumn, and wintered abroad with her husband. Hugh spent a good deal of time in town this winter, but he hunted here regularly.”

“For God’s sake, man. Will you get to the point?”

Doctor Thorne’s tone grew nettled. “I’m getting to it as quickly as I can. The boy came down about a week ago, and, when I met him, told me that he would be here for about a fortnight. Two days ago he was riding hard to hounds, with a couple of friends who came down with him. Yesterday afternoon the butler found him lying dead. He had not been at lunch, but it was an understood thing that he and his guests acted independently of each other till dinner-time. They supposed he was lunching at a neighbor’s house some few miles away.”

“What was the cause of death?” I asked. “Is there some uncertainty?”

“None whatever!” Thorne answered briskly. “There’s not a shadow of doubt about it. He overtaxed his heart two years ago. He was in the Oxford boat. The run of two days ago was unusually stiff. Are you a hunting man?”

“No.”

“Ah, well, you’ve missed one of the great pleasures of life; given a good scenting day, a good mount, and a country you know like a book. The first whimper of a trustworthy hound in covert—I know all their voices.”

This time I did not interrupt his reminiscences. I had begun to form my suspicions.

Thorne broke off abruptly. “Poor Hugh. He’ll never hear them again. Well! As I said, it was a hard day, and he rode hard, and we killed some fifteen miles from home. He spoke of stiffness next morning, and, undoubtedly, to try and work it off with heavy clubs was a fatal mistake.”

“Heavy clubs?”

“Indian clubs. He was found dead in the salle d’armes.”

He tossed the additional information out very casually.

I watched his face as I asked, “And why am I called in?”

“In the absence of his people, and to avoid any source of error or of gossip, an independent opinion seemed advisable. It gives me the pleasure of making your acquaintance.” Thorne bowed pleasantly to me across the fire.

A preposterous story! And the most preposterous part of all was the idea that an uncelebrated London physician would in the natural course of things be brought in to sign off on the suspicious death of the son of one of the richest men in the country.

But I did not say so. Along with my skepticism, my curiosity had been roused, and I determined to discover what exactly was going on.

Accordingly, I returned Thorne’s bow, and after a word or two more we went upstairs.

Passing along one of the chilly upper corridors, which smelled faintly of camphor and beeswax, we found Mott, the big butler, evidently on guard at a bedroom door. A candelabrum stood on a Chinoiserie chest, and its candles flickered in the draft. This made the butler’s huge shadow go through strange changes; and indeed I think his fat body still shook with grief, though he made no sound, even when Thorne greeted him with a pleasant word.

Mott drew himself up to attention as we passed him, and stayed where he stood, making no move to enter the room with us.

Thorne told me that the man had served in the Guards, had saved the elder D’Aurelle’s life in the Egyptian war, and had been the son’s first teacher in boxing and fencing.

He may have told me other things, but by then my attention was on Hugh D’Aurelle.

Later I learned that in life the boy had been strikingly handsome, the very flower of English manhood. His portrait had been painted by no less a personage than William Powell Frith. But what I saw—what I could not fail to see—was a man who had died in agonizing terror.

D’Aurelle’s clean-shaven face was a death mask of clenched teeth and starting eyes—not unexpected given the pain and fear he might have experienced in his final moments. What was not expected and not natural was the position of the body, frozen as it was in rigor mortis. He looked as though he had been struck down in the very act of crawling away…

From what?

The boy’s muscular arms were outstretched, his hands spread like claws. His legs were drawn up, knees bent.

What made it worse—though I’m not sure there was a way to make it better—was that while fixed in this undignified and bizarre position, he had been placed in bed on his back and the covers drawn over him. He looked like a piece of statuary ready to be unveiled, and were the circumstances not so sad, they might have been macabrely comical.

I opened my mouth, but words failed me. I stared at my colleague. Thorne stared back at me without expression.

“I was shocked as well,” he said. “Nonetheless I can find no indication that the boy’s death did not result from heart-failure.”

“Rigor seems unusually pronounced given the supposed time of death.”

“Examine him for yourself.”

I did exactly that.

I examined the body at length before returning to the corridor to ask Mott a few questions.

He repeated Thorne’s story of finding young D’Aurelle in the fencing room the previous afternoon.

“Dead or dying?” I questioned.

Tears welled in the giant’s eyes. “Dead. Stone cold dead.”

In some indefinable way he reminded me of Bird, and I said more kindly than before, “All right. The lad was already dead. There was nothing more you could do. Was the door to the fencing room locked?”

“No, sir. Not locked.”

“Can you describe what you saw when you entered the room?”

“The young master was lying on the floor. It seemed to me that he had been trying to reach the door. His arm was outstretched so.” Mott stuck his arm out, fingers curled as though in desperate pain.

“You told the doctor the boy went there to work out his stiffness with the Indian clubs?”

“It was his habit, sir.”

“Were the clubs beside the body?”

“No. They were back on the shelf. There was only this bit of paper.” He proffered a stiff brown scrap to me. “I thought it might be a note, but there’s no writing.”

I took it curiously, smoothing out the crinkles. Was that parchment? No. Not paper of any kind. It was some kind of cloth. Muslin or linen perhaps. It felt dusty. No, it was coarser than dust. Sand? Salt? I sniffed it cautiously.

Camphor and a very faint odor of… What was that? Soda ash?

Natron.

Strange.

Still studying the scrap of cloth, I asked, “And what of these friends of Hugh’s?”

“What about them, sir?”

“Are you sure no one was with him when he was taken ill?”

“He was alone, poor lad. The other young gentlemen went to the village for lunch.”

“And where are they now?”

“They’ve since returned to London, sir.”

I pocketed the scrap of muslin, asked a few more general questions, but there was no hint of dissembling from Mott. He seemed greatly shocked and genuinely distressed.

So too did Thorne, who I also chatted with a little longer. The doctor was eager to give all possible information—being anxious, he acknowledged, to avoid a postmortem in the parents’ absence, if it could be honestly done.

I was not happy about the situation, but there seemed no just reason for doubting Thorne’s decision about the cause of death. It was only too likely the boy had overtaxed his already strained heart, and that the final attack had occurred immediately after he finished his exercise. There had been no time to summon help.

Finally, I agreed to sign a joint certificate, giving heart-failure, due to overexertion, as the cause of death.

It was then between five and six, chilly and rather depressing, as it always seems to one who has been up all night. A bedroom was ready for me, and I am sure that the servants, of the old-fashioned type, would have offered me every attention. But I was conscious that my presence must be a burden on the distressed household.

Besides, I had taken an unreasoning dislike to the place.

I also declined Thorne’s pressing offer of a bed at his place, and asked Mott, the butler, privately, whether he thought I could arrange with the chauffeur to take me back into town at once. It ended in my getting a quite decent breakfast while sundry preparations were being made; for Mott seemed to brighten up quite visibly at my suggestion. Indeed, until he conducted me himself to the car, I was rather puzzled at his haste to speed things.

Passing down the steps from the big hall door to the carriage drive in the ashen morning light, I talked to him, conscious all the while that like myself he seemed to feel some vague uncertainty about the cause of the boy’s death. He didn’t express it openly. Indeed, I knew if I pressed him, he wouldn’t acknowledge it. Perhaps he only felt special responsibility because his master and mistress were away.

The flight of steps was high, rather reminiscent of those early pyramids, and in going down I looked on the top of the car.

My bag was there, and also a long, sinister-shaped object, partly muffled in rugs. The foot of the box stuck out several inches from beneath the wrappings, and I could see that it was painted in an alien gold and blue design.

“What in God’s name is that?” I demanded.

Mott looked down too, began to stammer, but then the guardsman in him seemed to get the upper hand of the butler.

“’Twas an order I got from him,” he said. “The damned thing was to go to town this morning, anyway. Twice this week he said, ‘Remember, Mott, as I might forget, or be away, that the Thing’s to go back on the twenty-fifth.’” Mott sighed heavily. “Well, go it shall, and it’s me that’s glad to be quit of it. Though if you ask me, I say it’s too late.”

“What is it?” I asked, but really I already knew.

“A blasted Mummy,” said Mott.

 

 


 

Chapter Five

WHEREIN SOMETHING HAPPENS

 

The black and gold hatchment over the front steps grew smaller and smaller, the drooping yellow and green flag at half-mast, damp and dull, swallowed by the morning mist as we departed Dene Court for London.

I uneasily fingered the bit of muslin in my pocket that I’d removed from the salle d’armes. Why had I taken it? I wasn’t sure. Did I imagine it to be some kind of clue? Ridiculous. What were the chances that these two sudden deaths, one in Albany and one in Sussex, were somehow connected?

All the way back to town I pondered this question, my grim thoughts accompanied by the unsettling scraping and scratching of the silent passenger upon the roof, each time the car followed a curve in the road.

Every chilly draft that infiltrated the window frame seemed to carry the faintest whiff of bitumen.

What were the chances that in both households a Mummy—or at least a mummy case—should be present?

What were the chances it should prove to be the same Mummy?

Minus the dangerous fog of the night before, we reached Piccadilly in record time, and I decided to resolve these points as far as possible for myself.

While the startled chauffeur handed my bag over to Bird, who waited for us on the curb and has been too long with me to show or to feel astonishment at anything, I climbed to the level of the car-roof to examine its burden.

Yes—to all appearance this was the very same mummy case which I had seen a fortnight before. Though admittedly no expert, I thought the painted symbols of golden reeds and large blue beetles were both memorable and quite unlike any I had seen in a museum or private collection.

I’m too old and too skeptical to give way to imaginings, but in the smoky morning air of the city I thought I picked up a faint whiff of moldering decay.

Though I would have liked to examine the thing carefully, its suggestive shape was likely to arouse concern from prospective clients. I only settled one more point before climbing down. I looked for an address, and found it:

PROFESSOR MAUNDEVILLE,

21 Courtenay Street, W.

London

 

 

Over my coffee and a pipe that night I tackled the affair again. My thoughts were not pleasant.

Within the space of four weeks I had been called upon to certify two sudden deaths. Both had occurred apparently without witnesses. Those concerned were both young men, bachelors, well-to-do, of good social position.

Well, young men did frequently die.

In the first case the death seemed accidental, and the cause of the accident seemed obvious. The second case had been foreshadowed given certain conditions, namely overexertion and fatigue. According to witnesses, who as far as I could tell were unbiased, those conditions had been present.

Both cases, so far, might occur in any man’s practice, but certainly not with the great coincidence that was left to be accounted for.

In each instance there was a Mummy in the house. Moreover, it was apparently the same Mummy.

While it is true that life is full of startling coincidence, that seemed an extraordinary one.

Further, whereas in the first instance I had been fetched because I was nearby and already known to someone present, in the second I had several hours’ journey to make—and was an absolute stranger.

Imaginative or not, this troubled me.

I decided to know as quickly as possible whether the two dead men had been acquainted, or had had mutual acquaintances. I rang the bell.

“Where’s Seymour?” I asked Bird.

“Gone to a music-hall, sir, to get rid of the ’orrors.”

“What horrors, Bird?”

Bird’s stolid features twisted into something like scorn. “Dunno, sir. ’E seems scared of something, and says ’e won’t sleep alone in the Albany at any price.”

“Well, keep him here when he comes back,” I ordered, “but don’t disturb me. I don’t want to see either of you to-night. More coffee!” and then I was left to myself.

There is nothing like strong coffee, a fragrant pipe and undisturbed quiet to concentrate the mind.

That night I got nothing for my vigil except an attack of biliousness, and a certainty that I must interview the men connected with my Albany experience—Perceval and Maxwell.

I also reached the unpleasant conclusion that somehow I had been duped.

If I hadn’t given in to my own undefined trepidation, I shouldn’t have left Dene Court directly I saw that Mummy on the car. At the very least I should have returned and torn up that death certificate, refusing to sign without further investigation.

I had a miserable night.

It was the early morning when I fell asleep, and in consequence ate a late breakfast in a shocking temper.

I was in the middle of my smoked kippers and scrambled eggs when the front-door bell rang.

“If it’s anyone to see me,” I said to Bird, “I’m engaged and shall be all day. I won’t see anyone but Seymour. If it’s a patient, tell him there’s a younger and better man at the bottom of the street.”

By then I was convinced that the greatest Harley Street quack would be a better choice for a patient than someone as oblivious and cowardly as myself.

Nevertheless Bird returned in two or three minutes, and said that two gentlemen had insisted that they must see me, and were waiting in the lobby.

“Insist!” I repeated. “How much did they give you?”

Bird was so rattled, he mentioned half a sovereign before he knew what he was about.

“Return their tip and show them the door.”

“They’re gentlemen, sir,” said Bird. “I believe one’s an officer.”

Apparently Bird was suffering a flare-up of dormant loyalty to his earlier life. “Tell your ‘officer’ what your orders are. I’m engaged,” I snapped.

Bird saluted stiffly, went out, and returned.

“Gentlemen say they must see you, sir.”

“Bird! Are you being deliberately obtuse?”

It was no use. In fact, I saw that I did not even have his undivided attention. Bird’s gaze was pinned to the mirror over the mantelpiece a little behind my chair to the left, and he was grinning idiotically.

I twisted in my chair, and found that the two patients stood just inside the door.

Maxwell and Perceval.

My heart jumped and a strange flush suffused me as I met Maxwell’s curious gray gaze. It was a reaction impossible to analyze, mixed as it was between pleasure and alarm—pleasure being the most inexplicable element. There was no reason for pleasure. Quite the opposite.

For a moment no one said anything. Then the situation struck me as being rather paradoxical, and I uttered a harsh laugh.

Maxwell’s eyes narrowed. Otherwise neither man revealed thought or emotion. In deed, my two visitors remained perfectly solemn.

“Bring chairs, Bird,” I commanded.

He obeyed with alacrity, placing the chairs before Maxwell and Perceval.

“Gentlemen.”

My “patients” seated themselves with every aspect of self-possession.

I sat back and waited for them to explain themselves.

 

 


 

Chapter Six

A PECULIAR CONSULTATION

 

“To begin with, we must apologize for this intrusion,” Perceval said. “We realize our behavior might seem rather…”

Here he glanced at Maxwell as though requesting reinforcements. Maxwell continued to study me as though I presented a strategic problem he had not quite worked out.

I replied, “I see. Well, in any case I wanted to see you both. What do you want?”

Perceval explained that they had both come to consult me regarding the subject of their health. “Of which,” he said, “we believe we have reason for concern.”

Perceval, at any rate, looked remarkably fit, though both were as solemn as owls. My misgivings grew.

“My fee for each is a guinea,” I said, and both, without saying anything, produced two guineas, and placed them on the table.

I inquired who wished to consult me first. “The other,” I said, “can stay here till I send in for him.”

They exchanged a look.

Perceval coughed politely. “We would prefer to consult you together.”

I frowned. “That is not how an examination is conducted.”

Maxwell said, “We don’t request—or require—the use of your examination room, Doctor Armiston.”

“I see.” I poured out more coffee. “Most irregular.”

I was inclined to say a great deal more, but decided it would be simpler to hear them out.

“What is your complaint, then?” I asked Maxwell.

He considered. His brows drew in a black line, he bit his lip. He looked like a schoolboy confronted with a difficult mathematical equation.

“Bad dreams?” Perceval suggested.

“Yes!” Maxwell agreed. “Bad dreams.”

“Nightmares,” Perceval added helpfully.

“Yes! Nightmares.” Maxwell leaned forward eagerly as though getting into the spirit of things. “And I have the constant feeling that something is about to happen.”

Perceval interjected, “A sense of foreboding. A feeling of doom.”

Maxwell nodded.

I leaned forward and took Maxwell’s wrist. He tensed, but then relaxed.

“What is it you fear is going to happen?” I inquired. He was wiry but strong. I could feel the delicate network of nerves and synapses flashing and firing as they went about their business beneath the blue-veined skin of his inner wrist.
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