
  
    [image: The Lady's Guide to Egyptian Curses, cover design of a couple embracing in the sands of Egypt by a pyramid]
  


  
    
      
        
          [image: dark castle press logo]
        

      

      Copyright

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. With the exception of well-known historical figures and places, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, now known or hereafter invented, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the applicable author, except for the use of brief quotations in a critical article or book review.

      Copyright © 2025

      Cover graphic by Chris Cocozza

      The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

      The scanning, uploading, or distribution of this book without explicit written permission is theft of intellectual property. Thank you for your support.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Content warning

      This story is a work of fiction—a suspenseful, steamy, gothic tale. It includes references to dark rituals and possession, of the heroine compelled, sometimes against her true will and desire.
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      Akhenaten — the ‘heretic’ pharaoh, who moved his capital to a new city far north of Thebes, and forbade the worship of the multitude of gods, in favor of the sun deity, Aten, revering him as the ‘creator god’.

      Amarna — the modern name for the lost city of Akhetaten (built by the Pharaoh Akhenaten)

      Amnet — the Eater of Souls: a monster with the torso of a lion, rear of a hippopotamus and head of a crocodile

      Ankh — a symbolic cross with a loop at the top,  it symbolized eternal life, immortality, and the sun's journey.

      Dahabeya — a flat-bottomed sail boat for river cruising

      Dragoman — someone acting as a guide and interpreter

      Dukkah — a blend of toasted spices, nuts and seeds

      Fellaheen — local farm laborers who can be hired to work on dig sites outside of the planting / harvesting season

      Firman — the license granting permission for an individual to dig a site

      Galabeya — traditional Egyptian dress, being a tunic-like garment, worn over a cotton kaftan, and accompanied by a scarf about the head and the neck

      Reis — someone in authority - such as a captain or foreman of a crew of men

      Shabti — figurine found in ancient Egyptian tombs, often inscribed with spells to magically compel them to undertake labor in the afterlife, serving their owner.

      

      Egyptian Temples

      pylon — a monumental gateway, with two grand walls flanking the door

      courtyard — an open space in which large numbers could gather for festivals and to witness rituals

      hypostyle — an inner, roofed hall filled with columns, in which offerings were made

      sanctuary — the shrine in which the statue of the deity was housed
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        The Egyptian desert, north of Amarna

        April, 1887

      

      

      

      The clouds shrouding the moon helped Onora slip through the tent encampment undetected. Only now, descending the ramp between tall banks of sand, making her entrance into the temple, did she dare uncover her lantern.

      Even by its meager light, the palette of yellow, turquoise, and apple green was remarkable, hues painted more than three thousand years ago within the monumental pylon walls, evoking a frieze of Nile reeds, palms and lotus blossom, crocodiles and hippopotami, and the barely clad figures of men and women.

      She moved from the confined space to an open courtyard—the one portion of the temple she knew from above. For months, she’d watched as the men heaved their buckets of sand, sending them out first via a chain of hands, then vertically, on ropes and pulleys, uncovering portion by portion the smooth limestone of the floor. It was strange to think how long all this had been buried beneath the sand, like the rest of the ancient city, located to the south.

      Hearing a distant shout, Onora cloaked the lamp once more and darted behind one of the perimeter columns, squeezing between its bulk and a solid wall of stone—once built to keep out prying eyes, now shoring up the weight of sand beyond. Her caution was unwarranted, for none appeared to follow her. Still, she kept to the darkest portion of the courtyard, moving stealthily.

      Her triumph rose as she reached the far side, slipping into the hypostyle of the temple. This offering hall was modest in size compared to the courtyard, though still impressive. Here, soaring columns ran through the central portion, densely engraved with hieroglyphs. How she wished for greater illumination than her paltry lantern, that she might see the decoration her father had told her spanned the ceiling. The whole night sky had been painted upon a layer of plaster, the constellations each in their place, symbols of the order of the universe—influencing all aspects of life, connecting the divine and the earthly. However, despite its majesty, it was not for a glimpse of this place that she’d come.

      All that she’d seen so far was freely spoken of and, soon, when her father deemed the site safe, he’d bring her in himself. Yet the final room—the sanctuary—he refused to be drawn upon.

      The wooden gates were still intact, though unsecured. With effort, she pulled them open and, standing upon the threshold, peered in.

      The darkness was still and silent, but her lantern illuminated several solid shapes, each about three feet tall and rectangular.

      Sarcophagi? In a temple?

      Where Onora stood now reached far beyond the external excavations, an untold weight of sand remaining upon the roof. She’d always felt herself to be stout-hearted. Nevertheless, she wasn’t brave enough to close the doors, shutting herself within the sacred room. Against all logic, she feared being unable to push them open again. Her mind strayed to the possibility of being trapped, the chamber growing stale and musty, the lamp extinguishing.

      It was stifling. Her jacket was too tight and the neck of her blouse choking. She yanked at the collar and several dainty buttons tore away. Gripping the doorway, she pressed her head to the cool, hard stone.

      There’s nothing to be afraid of, and I must see what’s here.

      I need to see.

      She moved forward, past the slabs. There was another portion of open floor and then…Some twenty feet tall, the statue was a naked woman clutching snakes in both hands, and with a crescent moon over her head.

      Who are you?

      Not Isis, for she would have wings. Not Sekhmet, either.

      The latter was associated with snakes, often having a cobra crowning her head, but bore the facial features of a lioness.

      Onora had a sense of the statue’s painted eyes boring into her, as if taunting her to say its name, and then to bow down.

      The puzzling thing was that the goddess—whoever she might be—shouldn’t be there at all. From all Onora knew of their site, on the far outskirts of the ancient city of Akhetaten, all temples would have been built at the behest of Pharaoh Akhenaten, as part of his plan to solely worship the creator sun-god Aten. If any statue were to occupy the sanctuary, it would be one of the pharaoh himself—or a sun-disk, its rays becoming hands holding ankhs, as symbolized life.

      Onora prided herself on her knowledge of Egyptology, having studied everything since the days of Napoleon’s invasion, then Belzoni and Champollion, through to the recent discoveries west of Luxor and those south of their own dig, but this filled her with confusion.

      In her wonderment, she’d almost failed to notice a sixth sarcophagus, placed slightly apart and directly before the statue. Setting her lantern upon the lid, she saw that it bore an embellishment absent from the others: a line of twelve small ovals, embedded in the stone.

      Running her finger over the protrusions, she was surprised to find them warm to the touch.

      What are they made of?

      Leaning in, she determined them to be some shade of red, slightly mottled.

      Red jasper or carnelian?

      Drawing the lantern closer, the details became apparent.

      They’re etched in the form of beetles!

      That made sense, if this truly was a sarcophagus.

      Whoever was entombed within would have a scarab amulet placed directly over their heart, inscribed with magical spells. She found this aspect of Egyptian mythology both fascinating and horrifying—the idea of the heart being weighed against the Feather of Truth once the deceased reached the final gates into the afterlife. One’s heart would desire to confess its ill deeds, but the charmed amulet bound it to silence.

      Still, she’d never heard of someone having a host of decorative scarabs like this.

      Looking into the statue’s unrelenting gaze, Onora felt her own heart speed. She was too young, surely, to have amassed a great many sins, yet she had a sense of the unknown goddess looking into her soul, searching there.

      And finding something dark?

      Onora trembled.

      She wants to find that place inside me.

      The voice that filled her mind seemed not to be her own.

      Everyone has the potential for darkness. A corner of their heart that’s selfish, jealous, vengeful even.

      The hot, constricted feeling came over her again, making her want to tear the clothes from her body, to prostrate herself on the floor.

      Leave me alone!

      Falling against the sarcophagus, her fingers raked the scarabs. Her nail pried one upward and she closed her hand about the thing, though it seemed to sear her flesh, branding itself into her palm as her fist curled tight. She slumped down, moaning with fear and pain.

      “Onora! What in damnation are you doing!” A figure strode forward, his lantern near blinding her. “Get up from the floor!”

      “Father?” She managed to croak the word, and with it, the strange, all-consuming heat receded.

      Sir Montague snapped at his daughter. “Do you know how worried I was, and how humiliated, having one of the night watchmen fetch me to say you were skulking about. I guessed immediately you’d be here.”

      She blinked as he bent over her. “I just wanted to see. I didn’t mean to…” Her feeble pleading seemed to infuriate him more.

      “We’re leaving.” Snatching up her lantern, he propelled her from the chamber, his grip firm above her elbow. Not until they were halfway across the open courtyard did he pause, releasing his hold, almost pushing her from him.

      “I don’t understand…” Never had Onora seen him like this; never heard him shout—at her or anyone else.

      “It’s all right, child.” He heaved a sigh, the ire draining from his features. “You’re safe. There’s no harm done.”

      She rubbed at her arm, not yet trusting him.

      The scarab!

      It was still there in her palm, though cool now, but she dared not show it to her father.

      She fought the wobble in her voice. “It shouldn’t be there, should it, that statue? Nor the sarcophagi. Who are they?”

      “We don’t know, as yet.” Her father didn’t meet her eye.

      Why are you lying to me?

      “I’m sorry, my dear.” He shook his head, looking every one of his three and sixty years. “You’re at a difficult age. If only Eleanor was still with us…”

      What has my age to do with anything? Or my mother?

      “When you’re older, you’ll understand; when you’re married.” Her father was deflecting again.

      As to marriage, it was the subject upon which Onora could never argue. The wealthy lord who funded their dig had retreated to Cairo while they undertook the monotonous task of clearing the sand covering the temple but was due back any time now. She knew little of him, other than he was titled and in need of a wife, his first having died some time previously without having presented issue.

      Onora had youth and, she was told, the sort of looks that would be considered beautiful, once she’d grown into womanhood—her golden-red hair being particularly unusual. Moreover, she was accustomed to life in the desert, having accompanied her father since the earliest age. She supposed that was important, since his lordship seemed to prefer this part of the world to his family seat in Northumbria.

      It was the sort of match every woman apparently desired, and yet, when Onora thought of the man to whom she was promised, she felt foreboding. He was a mystery to her, as much as she was a mystery to herself, and she couldn’t imagine, even for one moment, how it would be to be married—to him, or anyone else.

      “In any case, the marriage shan’t take place until you reach one and twenty. Your betrothed is a patient man and if, when the time comes, you are so very much against the idea, he has sworn to release you.” Sir Montague gave a small frown. “Though I hope you’ll be sensible, my dear. You are but seventeen and have led a strange life, I’m aware. Believe me when I say such an opportunity is unlikely to come again.”

      Her father was safeguarding her future, as was his duty, and she knew she ought to be grateful. If his motivation was also stirred by the thought of some as-yet-unborn grandson one day holding the title of marquess, she could hardly hold that against him. Their own lineage was the most watered-down sort, hailing from a minor Irish viscountcy.

      “Come, we both should be asleep.” Her father handed her one of the lanterns. “I hope you may pardon me, Onora, for any…curtness.” He looked decidedly uncomfortable. “I do my best.”

      “Forgive me too.” She kissed him lightly upon the cheek. “It was impetuous of me.” Truly, she wished she’d never left her tent this night.

      At her father’s gesture she walked ahead, toward the gateway and the ramp, leading out of the submerged dig site. Reaching the top, she waited for him, making his way slowly across the wooden planks.

      As the sand rising steeply either side began to crumble, there was no time to shout warning. Even had she done so, there would have been no escape.

      The first trickle swiftly became a deluge. If the man who fell beneath that torrent uttered any last words, they were buried with him.
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        Shepheard’s Hotel, Cairo

        Late September, 1892

      

        

      
        Four and a half years later

      

      

      Sitting in the far corner of the terrace, tucked behind a conveniently placed fern palm, Onora sipped her cordial, enjoying the luxurious evening warmth and some moments alone.

      The air was laced with sweet acacia and jasmine, masking some of the earthier scents from the street. Even at this time of the evening, the thoroughfare was busy, with hawkers peddling their wares just beyond the hotel steps. The traffic upon the avenue that separated the hotel from the Ezbekiyya Gardens made for interesting watching—camels and oxen and braying donkeys, alongside the merry jingle of one-horse carriages.

      Traveling with Aunt Clodagh had proven a challenge, first by train to Dover, then across the Channel before resuming on the railway to Marseilles. The steamer to Alexandria had followed, then the final train, depositing them in Cairo. Days on end of Clodagh lecturing on what would soon be required of her—not only as a wife, but wife to a marquess, as Lord Seton’s father had died late the previous year. A certain period was obliged to pass before a wedding could be conducted, but that time was ending.

      Aunt Clodagh was inside, with Seton and the strange assortment of guests who were accompanying them on his dahabeya—the traditional way to travel the Nile, newly refurbished and renamed in Onora’s honor.

      As Lady Seton, she’d have a great many duties in the way of hostessing, as her aunt kept reminding her, regardless of whether they were in Egypt or London, or at the Seton ancestral seat up near the Scottish borders.

      Seton had told her about the villa he’d built down at the dig site. It would all be very pleasant, no doubt; a great deal more luxurious than the tent in which she’d been used to living during her father’s time.

      She took another sip of cordial, rather wishing it was champagne. She’d had some for the first time the night before, when Seton had surprised her by presenting a ring, making their engagement official, announcing the event to the whole gathering. Being in the public dining room, people at other tables had swiveled to look, bestowing benevolent smiles.

      Onora had been given no choice but to allow Seton to slip the diamond solitaire upon her hand and to accept the good wishes of all. Her aunt had been almost as surprised as her, but delighted, naturally.

      Feeling for her ring finger, Onora twisted the diamond back and forth. She wasn’t used to how it felt, this family heirloom. The size of the gemstone was such that it rubbed slightly either side. Aunt Clodagh said she’d become accustomed to that, and soon wouldn’t notice. The ring was like this new life, and the new role she was stepping into. Not yet a perfect fit, but one that Onora was determined to make work.

      In truth, she was exhausted. She rarely slept well or, at least, she couldn’t remember a time when her dreams hadn’t troubled her. Lately they’d become more intense, and she’d no doubt of the cause. She was anxious about marrying Seton, and her life changing in ways she couldn’t yet foresee. That was enough to disturb anyone’s slumber.

      Nonetheless, she was glad to be in Egypt for, though it pained her to think of her father, it was where she’d grown up. This was the place she thought of as belonging to, despite much of that early life having been transient and makeshift, moving from dig to dig.

      Slouching lower in the chair, Onora pinched her eyebrow between thumb and forefinger. The technique, for the easing of tension, was something she usually only indulged privately, but she felt very much in need.

      You’re going to make the best of this, and you’re going to be happy.

      If she told herself enough times, it would surely make it true.

      “Excuse me, but are you all right?” A smooth, masculine, well-educated and absolutely English voice interrupted her thoughts.

      Onora bolted upright. Had one of their party been sent to fetch her? It certainly wasn’t Seton.

      “Apologies. I didn’t mean to startle you.” The fellow leaned over her. “I thought you might be…well…crying, and that might mean you needed assistance—or maybe a cocktail.” The last he uttered with a roguish grin, though it dropped quickly enough when Onora gave him one of her stares.

      She’d perfected them during the crossing to Alexandria, when an inordinate number of Frenchmen had attempting flirting with her. The trick was to keep one’s lips firmly compressed, then to sniff as if something particularly foul had wafted under your nose. It sent even the most persistent scurrying away. However, this one was still standing there, a drink in one hand and a newspaper in the other.

      He wasn’t bad looking actually, with skin more deeply tanned than was usual for an Englishman, and dark hair curling at his nape. His suit was a plain, buff linen with a number of pockets in the jacket, the upper buttons of his shirt were open and he had a green kerchief loosely knotted at his neck. He certainly wouldn’t be allowed in the dining room dressed like that.

      And a shave wouldn’t be a bad idea.

      The stubble across his jaw would soon have the makings of a proper beard.

      “Mint tea, perhaps.” He was still there, still talking. “Although a gin fizz is more efficacious, I find.”

      “I’m not in distress, I don’t require tea, and I don’t accept alcoholic beverages from strange men. Nor am I lonely. If you’d be so kind, I’d appreciate you clearing off.” Being so rude didn’t come naturally to her, but Onora wasn’t in the mood for…whatever this was.

      Can’t a person have a few minutes to themselves without being set upon!

      Did her dress have something to do with it? In fuchsia pink, with a swag of chiffon across the bodice and no more than a flutter of feminine ruffles at each shoulder, it likely made her look more approachable than she was feeling.

      To her annoyance, the rogue smiled, albeit sheepishly. “I admit, I’m the one who’s lonely.” Without being invited, he sat down. “Things haven’t been going my way, and I came over here to cheer myself up, since you’re rather pretty—or you might be if you weren’t scowling.”

      Was she scowling? She supposed she was.

      Good!

      Onora did her utmost to scowl harder.

      “Excuse me. I must join my fiancé.” He’d given her no choice but to leave.

      Moving across the terrace, other people’s laughter drifted across to her and she felt a stab of envy. How nice, to be so carefree.

      When did I last feel like that?

      Not that her life was so awful. She was very fond of her aunts. Fond too, of those she’d become friendly with at Lady Margaret Hall. She’d enjoyed her time there, except that she’d always felt slightly set apart, knowing what awaited her at the end.

      For goodness’ sake! Do snap out of this! You’re not some forlorn heroine in a Greek tragedy, being dragged off for sacrifice to a sea monster, nor are you being forced to marry an ogre against your will. Seton is everything a woman could wish for and, though you’re still getting to know one another, there’s every indication you’re compatible.

      Certainly he’d been attentive since their arrival, meeting them in Alexandria no less, and accompanying them down to Cairo. Moreover, their correspondence in the years since her father’s death had been regular, a letter penned by Lord Seton on the first of every month. She’d often had trouble thinking what to write back but no matter the brevity or frivolity of her replies, his own had been steadfast.

      She was rounding the balustrade when she saw the very man before her, in full evening dress and waiting on the upper step, looking every inch the refined English gentleman, with his jet hair slicked back, revealing a flash of white at each temple.

      He looked down. “Your aunt said you’d come out for a breath of air. Not feeling unwell, I hope.”

      “Not at all, but thank you for coming to find me.” Onora managed a smile.

      “I’m pleased to hear that, my dear, and how fetching you look, though that shade of pink is a bold choice.”

      He offered his arm though remained where he was, obliging her to mount the steps to come alongside. As she slipped her hand through, she looked back to where she’d been sitting.

      The table was empty, the impertinent stranger nowhere to be seen.
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        The following morning

      

      

      What in hell am I doing here?

      Casting an eye over the foyer of the hotel, Jack didn’t know whether to laugh or shudder. The place resembled some sort of absurd Orientalist fantasy, with its lotus-topped columns, Moorish tiles and arches, huge great coppered lamps, and potted palms. Best of all were the twin ebony statues flanking the staircase, in all their bare-breasted glory. Mind you, watching the reactions of hotel patrons—particularly female guests— approaching the shameless display was the most entertainment he’d had in ages.

      It almost made up for how disillusioned he was feeling—about the dig, about his future within the field of Egyptian archaeology, and about life in general. He wasn’t one for admitting failure, no matter how badly things were going, but if his prospects didn’t start looking up soon, he was going to have to change path, possibly even returning to London—and that would bring with it a whole other set of problems.

      Not that his father would see it that way. He’d probably be delighted, having his wayward son brought to heel. He’d find some soul-crushingly tedious job for him at the British Museum, down in the basement, cataloguing items that no one was interested in or, worse still, sifting through boxes of pottery fragments to see if enough of them could be pieced together to create something decent.

      His brother would be equally smug, lording it over him with his stuffy but respectable position in academia, telling him that, if he worked extremely hard and proved himself reliable, he might have a chance of acquiring some minor lecturing placement at one of the provincial establishments.

      No! It couldn’t be borne!

      He’d rather offer himself as manual labor on someone’s dig site than go back to dreary Britannia and lead a life as dull as those unrelenting gray skies.

      Not that I’m much more than that at present.

      It was beyond his understanding why his uncle bothered to keep him on, since he was now forbidden access to any part of the temple.

      Jack had a hunch it was purely for the pleasure it gave the cad to order him about, knowing he couldn’t refuse. This trip to Cairo, for instance—where he was permitted to stay under the same roof in one of the hotel’s sad single rooms on the ground floor, but not to join his uncle and his rabble of guests to dine. Not that he was tripping over himself for that honor. The whole troop could take a flying leap off the top of a pyramid for all he cared. Knowing how brazen most tourists were, walking roughshod where they had no business to be, that outcome wasn’t entirely beyond the bounds of possibility.

      A glance at his pocket watch told him he’d better get on and make himself useful. He was supposed to be supervising a supply run this morning, meeting the reis of the sailboat down at the dock before heading to the market. Then he needed to check over the state rooms, making sure everything looked tip top. He wasn’t even invited on the dahabeya, being relegated to the paddle-steamer for the journey south, where he’d be repeating his housekeeping supervision at the villa.

      As if I’m chief bloody chambermaid!

      He was making his way out when he was brought up short by a swish of pale-yellow skirts emerging from the breakfast room. Even from behind, there was no mistaking her, with that golden-red hair piled high, curled and pinned, topped by a dainty confection one could hardly call a hat.

      Close behind was an older woman but she veered off to speak to the concierge.

      Jack smiled to himself. He was feeling prickly himself right now, but that feisty piece had taken the biscuit last night. Not that he entirely blamed her for how she’d treated him. He ought to know better than to approach a woman who didn’t know him from Adam and start up with some flirting. It wasn’t his usual style, but something about her made him want to talk to her more—even if for another tongue-lashing.

      Sidling up behind, he bade her good morning and was rewarded by her visibly jumping in alarm. However, she quickly regained her composure, whirling about to glare at him.

      “You again!” If the flashes she sent him were lightning bolts he’d be sizzled on the spot.

      For a moment, he clean forgot what he’d been planning to say. She’d looked ravishing on the terrace, in a froth of pink, but lemon suited her better. The blush was high in her cheeks, presumably brought on by pique at having him accost her.

      And those eyes!

      He’d thought them regular blue in the evening light but saw now they were lighter. Azure, or cerulean? He wasn’t sure there was a name for this hue, but it reminded him of a Scottish beach he’d once visited, where the sands were very white and the sun had momentarily breached the clouds to transform the water to a sparkling shade.

      She was glowering at him, looking down her nose, as if daring him to utter one more word.

      He almost faltered, his voice emerging slightly hoarse, obliging him to clear his throat. “On your own again? Be careful, this place is full of dodgy characters.”

      “Is that right?”

      He would swear her lips twitched.

      “I hardly think I’ll come to much harm in the foyer of the hotel, but if you attempt to offer me beverages, or anything else…” she paused, “I have my parasol to beat you off.”

      Jack couldn’t suppress a smile, nor the desire to keep looking at her. She was certainly worth looking at—taller than most women and slender, with an elegant neck and upright posture, haughty without a doubt, uppity and imperious and imposing.

      But magnificent.

      Instinctively, he imagined what it would be like to have her pinned beneath him, with all that glorious hair tumbled over a pillow, her lips and thighs parted, eager to receive his…

      That thought was interrupted by a trilling from across the lobby. “All arranged!” The older woman bustled over. “That’s the telegram arranged. Though we really ought to send a postcard. Something with the pyramids, and the Sphinx, don’t you think? Perhaps two postcards and⁠—”

      “Aunt!” The young beauty spoke in a hushed whisper. “A quieter voice, please!”

      He saw his chance and stuck out his hand to the older woman. “A pleasure to meet you. Jack Balfour, at your service. If you need help with anything at all, please allow me to be of assistance.”

      “How very kind! I’m Miss Sullivan and I take it you’ve met my niece. As to assistance, I believe everything is in hand. I was asking the clerk to arrange the sending of a telegraph message, to inform my sister that we’ve arrived safely. She does worry, you see, and very much wanted to accompany us, but isn’t in the best of health, poor dear. Arthritis, you know, which comes to us all, and trouble with her chest. Nothing too serious, but her digestion is delicate. A trip like this! Well, it would be risking the most inconvenient sort of⁠—”

      “Aunt Clodagh! I’m sure Mr. Balfour doesn’t want to hear about…any of that.” The younger woman winced. “In any case, we mustn’t detain him. He surely has some place to be.”

      “Not at all. I’m perfectly at liberty.” It wasn’t true, but he could tell the offer was safely made. He could see full well that Miss Haughty would rather receive overtures from an over-amorous camel than spend a moment longer in his company.

      “So charming!” Miss Sullivan cooed. “Isn’t he charming, Onora?” Her attention spun back to him. “My niece has been living with us. She’s frightfully clever you know; has been studying all sorts of ancient things at Lady Margaret Hall, in Oxford. Do you know it?”

      Jack didn’t have a chance to answer before Miss Sullivan dove in once more. “We’re going down the Nile in a one of those quaint sail boats, all the way to Philae, although we’ll be stopping along the way, naturally.”

      He glanced at…Onora, wasn’t it…She wasn’t looking particularly happy, nor had she the night before. He was beginning to think the tension etched between her brows had nothing to do with him, contrary to her remonstrations. Someone in her position, about to set off to see the grand sites of Egypt, ought to be in a more buoyant mood.

      Miss Sullivan carried on, “Have you been down the Nile? I hear it’s a life-changing experience. All that history! It puts one’s own life, so uneventful and insignificant, into perspective, don’t you agree, Mr. Balfour?”

      “I do.” He smiled, though his thoughts were wistful. “How can we not admire a civilization that lasted more than three thousand years and achieved so much? Despite the wonders of our modern age, I’m uncertain whether we shall be so well remembered, when several millennia have passed.”

      He dared a surreptitious glance at Onora and was glad to see she was no longer glaring at him.

      “I only hope our fascination for Egyptology, and the resulting flood of visitors, trampling blithely, shall not destroy what we revere.” Her voice was now soft, almost as if she were speaking to herself. “It would be so easy, would it not, to damage what has endured these thousands of years.”

      “Very true.” It was a subject close to his own heart. “I fear even at the highest level, things are not as they should be. Treasures are being lost, spirited away to private collectors as well as to foreign museums. A proportion is housed in Cairo but even then, the conditions are far from desirable. For every piece well-displayed, tenfold more crumble away.”

      “Goodness me!” Miss Sullivan looked flustered. “I had no idea. I was thinking to buy some token artefact—a statuette perhaps. It hadn’t occurred to me to question the provenance.”

      “It’s more likely you’ll be offered a fake antique than something originating from a tomb. But, yes, anything authentic has undoubtedly been acquired illegally.” He sighed. “I’m sorry. I sometimes don’t know what to think. There have been grave robbers as long as there have been tombs, and many of the sites we unearth have long-since been raided. Who is to say our excavations today are any less wrongful?”

      Miss Sullivan’s eyes lit up. “Are you working with one of the museums, Mr. Balfour? You speak so knowledgeably.”

      He inclined his head in recognition of the compliment. “I’m with a dig, although I’m unsure⁠—”

      “How exciting! Do tell us more!” Miss Sullivan pounced again.

      Jack scanned the foyer. It was frowned upon to share too many details, but he was almost past caring. In likelihood, he wouldn’t be there much longer—though he didn’t know if his own patience would break in advance of his uncle dismissing him. He sensed the old fox was enjoying tormenting him too much to do that prematurely.
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