
  
    [image: The Egyptian Antiquities Murder]
  


  
    
      The Egyptian Antiquities Murder

    

    
      
        Sara Rosett

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      THE EGYPTIAN ANTIQUITIES MURDER

      Book Three in the High Society Lady Detective series

      Published by McGuffin Ink

      Copyright © 2019 by Sara Rosett

      Cover Design: Alchemy Book Covers

      Editing: Historical Editorial

      Map Illustration by L. Rosett

      Newsletter sign-up for exclusive content

      

      All rights are reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this work may be used, stored, transmitted, or reproduced in any manner or form whatsoever without express written permission from the author and publisher.

      This is a work of fiction, and names, characters, incidents, and places are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, incidents, and places is coincidental.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About The Egyptian Antiquities Murder

          

        

      

    

    
      An opulent London townhouse, a mummy curse . . .

      . . . and a plucky lady detective. It’s October, 1923, and Olive Belgrave has a new case. Her client, Lady Agnes doesn’t believe in curses, and she hires Olive to prove her Egyptologist uncle wasn’t the victim of a malevolent mummy. Olive investigates and discovers the truth is much worse—it’s murder.

      

      Can Olive debunk the curse and reveal the true culprit before the supposed curse claims another victim?

      

      The Egyptian Antiquities Murder is the third book in the High Society Lady Detective series, a historical mystery series set in 1920s England. If you enjoy lighthearted novels reminiscent of the Golden Age of detective fiction with spirited protagonists, perplexing mysteries, and atmospheric settings, you’ll love the High Society Lady Detective series from USA Today bestseller Sara Rosett.
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      Peers in Britain are addressed and known by their title, but the title is often different from the family surname. Thus, the fictional Lord Mulvern in The Egyptian Antiquities Murder is addressed as "Lord Mulvern," but his given name is Lawrence Curtis. His niece Agnes has the courtesy title of Lady Agnes because her father was also a peer, but her given name (and the name she signs her correspondence with) is "Agnes Curtis."  
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        October, 1923

      

      

      Even on a drizzly autumn day, Mulvern House didn’t look as if a mummy’s curse hung over it. Set back from the road, behind a wall of peaked wrought-iron fencing and surrounded with swaths of lawn and lush plantings, the Mayfair town house seemed solid and respectably elegant. Beyond the semicircular sweep of the drive, its three stories rose in symmetrical Georgian sophistication.

      I paused at the open gates and checked my wristwatch. A quarter to ten. I was early, which showed how nervous I was. I wasn’t normally someone who arrived at appointments fifteen minutes beforehand, but I was meeting with Lady Agnes Mulvern. I didn’t want to put a foot wrong. Arriving too early was out of the question.

      I walked past the open gates and strolled through the exclusive neighborhood around the fenced park at the center of Mulvern Square. The drizzle was light, and with my warm felt cloche I didn’t need to put up my umbrella. A wind with a sharp edge pulled at my skirt, and I gathered the lapels of my new wool coat around my neck. Within a few blocks, I left the residential area and joined the quick pace of Mayfair shoppers on a commercial street.

      I had the letter I’d received from Lady Agnes tucked away in my handbag, but I didn’t need to take it out to read it again. I knew the short missive by heart. Lady Agnes and her family were having trouble with some nasty rumors about their uncle’s death. A mutual friend, Sebastian Blakely, had recommended Lady Agnes contact me. I’d helped sort out an unpleasant situation during a party at Sebastian’s country home, and I was pleased he’d mentioned me to Lady Agnes.

      The fact she’d contacted me on Sebastian’s recommendation meant I might actually be able to  make my own way in the world. I was a well-read woman with an education befitting a lady—I had the ability to carry on a conversation about the weather for at least a quarter of an hour, and I could sort out complex seating arrangements at a dinner party—but neither my ladylike education nor my status as a gentlewoman had been advantageous when it came to finding paid employment. Instead of working for a company or individual, I’d had to create my own job.

      I’d done fairly well in the line of work I’d fallen into, which was helping people handle sensitive matters discreetly. I’d successfully completed the two jobs I’d taken on. I’d made some headway in supporting myself, but my money troubles were far from over. I felt as if I’d dragged myself up to a narrow ledge where I was balanced precariously. Any misstep could send me plummeting back into the mass of the unemployed. If I could convince Lady Agnes to hire me, then solve her problem, I could really be on my way. There’s nothing like a recommendation from the aristocracy to boost a commercial concern.

      A high-pitched voice drew my attention as I reached the end of the street. A newspaper boy in a flat cap called out, “Mummy haunts Mayfair town house. Details inside. Get your copy right here.” I handed over a few coins and took a newspaper. It wasn’t one of the staid, respectable papers. The newssheet was The Hullabaloo, one of the tabloids that specialized in scandalous headlines in gigantic fonts.

      The story was front and center, above the fold. I checked the byline, but it was a man’s name, not my boarding-school chum Essie Matthews, who worked for the newspaper. A picture of the new Lord Mulvern, Gilbert, Lady Agnes’s brother, ran alongside the text, which described a maid—unnamed, of course—who recounted horrible wailing sounds emanating from the great gallery in Mulvern House.

      “No one wants to go in there,” the scandal sheet quoted the unnamed servant. According to the story, the last housemaid who had dusted in the great gallery fainted and had to be carried out by two footmen. Once she came around, she refused to return to work and left her position, choosing instead to go back to her family in the country. The article included a statement from a current resident of Mulvern House—also unnamed—who said, “No one will go into the great gallery now. The doors are chained shut to keep the spirit locked in.”

      I skimmed to the last lines. “The troubles continue for the family of the late Lord Mulvern, eminent Egyptologist and possessor of a cache of mummies. Will the Curtis family ever be free of the torment?”

      A church bell rang out, and I started. It was the first of several chimes. The quarter of an hour was over. It was ten o’clock, the moment I should have been knocking on the door of Mulvern House. I thrust the newspaper at the boy. I certainly couldn’t carry it into Mulvern house.

      “Don’t you want it, lady?”

      “No, you can have it back. It’s not even creased.”

      He shrugged and returned it to his stack as I dashed back the way I’d come. I reached Mulvern Square in a few minutes and sped through the gates, along the curve of the drive, and up the steps to the porte-cochère. I was only slightly breathless when a butler with a head of abundant gray hair opened the door. I informed him I had an appointment with Lady Agnes. A footman took my damp coat, and the butler said, “Lady Agnes is in the morning room. Please follow me.”

      He had remarkable speed for his age, and I hurried to keep up. I followed him up a wide staircase with a blood-red runner over marble steps and gilded balustrades. We paced through several enormous rooms with soaring ceilings, silk damask walls, and beautiful skylights that brightened the rooms even on a gray day like today.

      The art and antiquities on display made my head spin. Ornate French furniture, old Masters’ paintings, Roman statuary, and Egyptian artifacts filled the rooms. My aunt and uncle lived in Parkview Hall, which had a nice stock of antiquities and beautiful paintings, but the contents of Mulvern House were astounding.

      The butler entered a smaller room with a pale green silk damask on the walls along with several massive medieval tapestries. Crates were stacked around the room, and the aroma of straw filled the air. A woman was seated at a Louis XVI desk, which was covered with what looked like small brightly colored oval-shaped stones. A dark-haired man with a suntan who looked to be in his mid-thirties sat in a chair across from the desk. He wore an impeccably tailored double-breasted suit. I thought I saw a trace of annoyance in his close-set green eyes as his gaze flicked over me.

      The butler announced me, and the man in the suit stood. “I didn’t realize I was intruding on your social calendar, Lady Agnes,” he said in a soft-spoken voice. “I’ll leave you to your visitor, but do think on my offer. You’ll not get anything better.” He reached for a Homburg hat that rested on the corner of the desk. He didn’t pause to be introduced, only nodded as he brushed by me. “You don’t have to show me out, Boggs,” he said to the butler. “I know the way.”

      Lady Agnes came toward me, her hand outstretched. “Miss Belgrave. Thank you for coming.” She motioned to the door. “You’ll have to excuse Mr. Dennett. He came to speak to me about Egyptian antiquities, and it’s as if he has blinders when that subject is under discussion. He’s just returned from Cairo and is in the grip of Egyptomania.”

      I hadn’t met Lady Agnes. She spent most of her time in Egypt with her uncle on the excavations he sponsored, but I’d seen enough pictures of her in the society pages to recognize her. There was no mistaking her heart-shaped face and corkscrew raven curls, which were cut short in a bob that framed her large brown eyes. I thought perhaps she might be tanned from all her time spent in the Egyptian sun, but her complexion was a creamy porcelain except for a tinge of pink in her cheeks.

      “It’s my pleasure.”

      She wore a tunic-style dress in a black and red paisley print with a Mandarin collar. A wide cuff of glossy black fur edged the sleeves, and the dress floated with her movements as she turned to the butler. “Boggs, send up some refreshments.”

      “Yes, my lady,” Boggs said and melted away.

      A Siamese cat came out from under a desk, and Lady Agnes stooped to run her hand along its cream-colored fur as it curved by her legs. “This is Lapis.”

      “She’s beautiful,” I said, amazed at the cat’s bright blue eyes.

      “She certainly thinks so,” Lady Agnes said with a grin.

      Lapis gave my shoes a sniff, then sauntered over to the windowsill by the desk and leaped straight up into the air. She landed lightly on the ledge and spread out, tail trailing over the side.

      Lady Agnes gestured to armchairs positioned in front of the fireplace, where a blaze crackled. “Please have a seat. It’s turned so chilly I could do with a good hot cup of tea.”

      “Sounds lovely.” I inched my way between the crates.

      “Sorry about the crush.” She waved a hand. “I’m finalizing items for the exhibit. Soon all this will be at the museum.”

      “The exhibit?”

      “Uncle Lawrence was in the final stages of preparing for an exhibit of his Egyptian antiquities when he died.” Her voice and manner up to that point had been forthright and matter-of-fact, but now sadness infused her tone.

      “My condolences. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you.”

      A maid entered with a tea tray and wove her way through the crates. Lady Agnes waited until the maid deposited the tea tray on a low table and left the room before she asked, “I suppose you’ve heard about the rumored curse?”

      “I read about it in the newspapers.”

      Lady Agnes gave an irritated shake of her head as she poured. “I’m still amazed they’re focusing on Uncle Lawrence.”

      I took the teacup from Lady Agnes. “Why is that?”

      Lady Agnes’s gaze went to the crates. “While Uncle Lawrence’s finds are quite fascinating in themselves, they’re nothing compared to the discovery of King Tutankhamen’s tomb. The newspapers should concentrate on Mr. Carter and Lord Carnarvon’s discoveries, not Uncle Lawrence’s.”

      “I’ve found that newspapers rarely cover what one wishes they would.”

      Lady Agnes gave a small laugh. “So true, Miss Belgrave. Unfortunately, I’m learning that. So what do you know about the situation surrounding my uncle?”

      “Only what I’ve read in the newspapers. Perhaps you could tell me what happened, and then we can decide if I can be of help to you.”

      “Yes, of course.” Lady Agnes sipped her tea. “Uncle Lawrence’s valet couldn’t rouse him one morning. It was September ninth.”

      So a little over a month before, which would account for the lack of mourning at Mulvern House and in Lady Agnes’s clothing. The Great War had destroyed the strict rules about mourning attire and etiquette. I wasn’t surprised to see no evidence of mourning in the town house, and Lady Agnes in bright colors. My Aunt Caroline would disapprove, but I didn’t see anything wrong with limiting the external signs of mourning. I could see from Lady Agnes’s somberness when she spoke of the death of her uncle that she was still mourning him.

      “Uncle Lawrence left a brief note saying the horrors prevented him from going on. The press found out about the note. I have no idea how. The gossip sheets immediately latched onto the story. They reported Uncle Lawrence was driven to suicide by the curse.” Lady Agnes’s cup rattled as she put it down. “It’s completely ridiculous. Besides the preposterous stories about the curse, the articles are inaccurate. They can’t even spell the name of the mummy properly. They spelled it Sozar, which is completely wrong. It’s Zozar, with a Z.” She closed her eyes briefly and drew a breath. “Of course that’s the least important thing.”

      Her agitation faded, and she fixed her dark gaze on me. “I want you to get to the bottom of this curse nonsense. My brother Gilbert is a bit of a rattle, but he does have a good heart. He doesn’t deserve the treatment he’s gotten from the press, which has painted him as an incompetent. It’s true he doesn’t have Uncle Lawrence’s interest in Egyptology, but that doesn’t mean Gilbert is a dunce. It’s also upsetting my new sister-in-law, Nora.” The mention of her sister-in-law seemed to be an afterthought.

      Besides reading about the mummy curse in the newspaper, I was also aware of a rumor filtering through the high society set that Gilbert had been anxious to inherit his uncle’s title and money. I knew Gilbert slightly, and in my encounters with him he’d seemed an affable, if slightly dense, young man. Should I mention the gossip? It was something I’d debated all morning, and I hadn’t been able to decide on the best course of action.

      If Lady Agnes took offense . . . well, my work with her would be over before it had begun. But Lady Agnes didn’t seem to be the sort who ignored reality. No, I imagined she met challenges boldly. I cast around for the least offensive way to describe the rumors, but before I could speak, she said, “It’s imperative the rumors are stopped—all of them.”

      Ah, so she was aware of the whispers about Gilbert. I took that to be a good sign. She didn’t deny them out of hand or pretend they didn’t exist—two options I’d found were never productive. “I understand your concern.” I placed my empty teacup on the low table in front of me. “I do have one reservation.” I wanted to help Lady Agnes and her family, but I didn’t know if it would be possible. “It’s difficult to disprove a suspicion. Even if I’m able to demonstrate the curse doesn’t exist, that doesn’t mean the papers won’t continue writing stories about it.”

      “Oh, I don’t want you to debunk the curse. I want you to prove Uncle Lawrence was murdered.”
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      Before I could respond to Lady Agnes’s statement, the door burst open and a young woman strode into the room. Glossy golden-brown hair framed her delicate features, and she was dressed in an exquisite day dress of pale green. She would have been beautiful except for her sulky expression. I recognized her immediately. When I knew her at finishing school, Nora Clayton had long hair and had been a bit plumper, but she’d had the same confident manner. Her nickname at school was Narcissistic Nora—but it was only whispered about her, never said to her face.

      A flash of movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. The Siamese cat, Lapis, jumped lightly to the floor in a silent sinewy movement.

      “Agnes, you must hire a proper lady’s maid for me,” Nora said. “That creature who took Mary’s place shattered my perfume bottle. Now my room positively reeks of lily of the valley.”

      Agnes gestured toward me. “We have a visitor, Nora. Let me introduce you to Miss Olive Belgrave. She’s here to help us with this silliness about the curse. Olive, this is my sister-in-law, Lady Mulvern.”

      “We were at finishing school together,” I said. “Congratulations on your wedding.” The wedding had taken place three months before. I hadn’t been invited, but I hadn’t expected to receive a gilt-edged invitation. Nora and I hadn’t been close.

      Nora flicked a glance my way. “Oh yes. I remember. You were the one who couldn’t ski.”

      Lady Agnes’s eyes widened at the casual rudeness, but I smoothed over the awkward moment. “My asthma does act up in cold, dry air.”

      “Lovely to see you again,” Nora said without the least trace of sincerity, then switched her attention back to Agnes. “The stupid girl lost my gloves too. They’re nowhere to be found. Dorothy will be here soon, and I must find them before I leave.”

      “You probably left them in a taxi, like you did with your handbag.”

      Nora’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t leave my gloves in a taxi. It’s easy to forget a handbag. One puts it down on the seat and then gets distracted, but I’d never take off my gloves in a taxi.”

      Lady Agnes ignored Nora’s biting tone. “One would certainly hope not. Have a cup of tea before you leave.” Lady Agnes didn’t wait for a response but reached for the teapot. I knew I should think of Nora as Lady Mulvern, but it was hard to attach such a formal and imposing title to someone I’d seen clamber out a window to sneak a cigarette.

      Lady Agnes poured the tea. “You can borrow a pair of my gloves. Speak to Carol about it.”

      I expected Nora to wave away the tea, but she came around the sofa and sat down. “No sugar or cream for me.”

      “Of course not.” Lady Agnes handed the tea to Nora.

      Nora looked at me over the rim of her cup as she sipped. “So you’re the one who’s going to do what the police wouldn’t?”

      “I’m sorry?” I’d always been wary of Nora. She reminded me of Lady Coddlingham’s dachshund. During a dry spell when I had no other work, I’d searched for the dowager’s lost dog. I’d found it huddled under a tree in the mews down the lane from the dowager’s house. It had looked so darling with its limpid eyes and fluffy ears, but it had sunk its sharp teeth into my hand when I’d gone to pick it up.

      “Agnes tried to convince the police that Uncle Lawrence was murdered, but she wasn’t successful,” Nora informed me, then turned to Lady Agnes. “Is it wise to pin your hopes on an amateur?”

      Annoyance rippled through me at Nora’s disdainful tone, but I tamped down my irritation. It wouldn’t do any good to alienate her. Despite Nora’s bad manners, she was Lady Mulvern. I ignored the barbs and focused on the information. “I didn’t realize there was any question about the cause of Lord Mulvern’s death,” I said to Lady Agnes.

      “Not for want of trying on Agnes’s part,” Nora said.

      Lady Agnes cleared her throat. “Once the police saw the note on the desk in Uncle Lawrence’s room, they didn’t seek any more information, which is unacceptable.”

      After another tiny sip of tea, Nora put the cup down. “I don’t see what the problem is. We all know who did it.” Lapis, the Siamese cat, had made an unhurried circuit of the room and now paused at Nora’s knee.

      “You do?” My gaze skipped from Nora to Lady Agnes.

      “It’s perfectly obvious,” Nora said. “Hodges did it.”

      “Hodges?” I asked.

      Lady Agnes tilted her head slightly in acknowledgment of Nora’s point. “It’s possible. Lionel Hodges. Uncle Lawrence’s valet.”

      “Uncle Lawrence left Hodges a bequest in his will.” I’d expected Nora to ignore the cat or shoo it away, but she angled her knees slightly toward Lapis, and the cat sprang into her lap. “A very generous bequest.” Nora ran her hand over the cat’s head. She pitched her voice higher as she said, “Wasn’t it, Lapis?”

      Lapis closed her eyes and leaned into the stroking.

      “Hodges had access to Uncle Lawrence’s room, and he was the last person to see Uncle Lawrence alive.” Nora lifted one shoulder. “As I said, it’s obvious.”

      “So the household is convinced your uncle was murdered?” I asked.

      Lady Agnes and Lady Mulvern exchanged a glance. I had a feeling the two women didn’t see eye to eye on much, but this was one topic they were in agreement on. Lady Agnes said, “Some of us think that.”

      Nora added, “Of course my husband refuses to even consider Hodges might have had something to do with Uncle Lawrence’s death.” There was a strain in her voice that hadn’t been there a moment before. The cat shook its head then jumped to the floor and padded to the window.

      Nora looked at her wristwatch and popped up, brushing cat hair off her skirt. “I must fly. I’m sure Dorothy is here, and I can’t miss my appointment with Madame LaFoy. I simply must have a new hat to go with my brown velvet. I have absolutely nothing that matches it.”

      She sailed out of the room without saying goodbye and pulled the door closed as she left. It slammed with a bang.

      “Besides knowing how to make an entrance, Nora never skips a chance to make a dramatic exit,” Lady Agnes said, then her expression turned more serious. “Perhaps we should talk about your fee?”

      I shifted on the cushion. “To be perfectly honest, I don’t know if I can help you.”

      Lady Agnes raised her eyebrows. “You don’t seem anxious to work with me.”

      “Oh, I am. I’d love to delve into the situation and see if I can sort it out, but I don’t want you to be disappointed.”

      “I’m rarely disappointed. I’m a realist. I know what I’m asking will be difficult but . . . well, we can’t go on with the situation the way it is now. Let me tell you about my uncle. In fact . . .” She stood. “You should see his work. You’ll have a better understanding then.”

      I thought she was going to take me over to the desk where the rocks were spread out or to one of the crates and let me look inside, but she strode to the door and opened it. “I think you need to see the grand gallery.”
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      We moved through a chain of rooms, each as opulent as the last. “Uncle Lawrence added the grand gallery after he inherited this house. Originally the house was U-shaped, with wings on the east and west sides extending from the front block. Uncle Lawrence added the grand gallery across the back of the house, connecting the east and west wings. He wanted a place to display the best of the antiquities he’d excavated. Here we are,” she said as we came to set of double doors that were propped open.

      So not quite the “locked up” situation the papers had described. I stepped into the room and the newspaper’s description of supernatural mumbo-jumbo seemed utterly absurd. There was nothing frightening or eerie about the gallery.

      It was decorated in the same style as the rest of the house, with sumptuous silk damask wall coverings, a coved ceiling with gilded accents, and an intricate parquet floor. Spectacular skylights ran the length of the narrow corridor of the room, which let in plenty of natural light, even on this overcast day. But I barely noticed the impressive setting. The antiquities dominated the grand gallery. Not two feet from me lay a stone sarcophagus—a term everyone knew because of the discovery of King Tutankhamen’s tomb. Beyond it were several mummy coffins.

      “Let me turn on the lights.” Lady Agnes went to a panel on the wall. “We keep them off to preserve the colors.”

      She flicked a switch, and the vibrant colors of the coffins—ebony, lapis blue, and shimmering gold—glowed. A glass cabinet nearby contained fragile papyrus fragments, each with a translation card beside it. Another display case held ancient jewelry, row after row of intricately designed collars, cuffs, and earrings made with golden beads and precious stones. A line of coffins—at least ten or fifteen of them—stretched down the center of the room, each one in a glass display cabinet. Some of the coffin lids had been removed, revealing the yellowed linen wrappings of the mummies. “This is truly amazing,” I said.

      Lady Agnes smiled. “I agree. It’s one of my favorite places. I often come here and wander around, admiring the artistry of the pieces.”

      I stepped closer to the nearest coffin. The vibrant colors, the intricate decoration, and the lifelike representation of a face with a delicate nose and dark outlines around the eyes were stunning. “This was one of three coffins made for a temple singer in Thebes.” Lady Agnes motioned to the next two coffins in the row, which looked similar, but each was slightly smaller than the pervious one.

      “Like Russian nesting dolls,” I said.

      “Exactly. Let me show you something else.” Lady Agnes strolled down the gallery at a slow pace, which gave me time to examine the pieces. “My uncle was not a treasure hunter. Uncle Lawrence admired the gorgeous craftsmanship of the antiquities, but he was truly passionate about the scientific study of the Egyptian civilization.”

      We stopped in front of a plinth with a large oval pot. It had a wide rim and small handles. A boat with several oars decorated the reddish-brown pot. Lines scored the surface; tiny cracks, I thought. Then I realized the pot had been shattered into hundreds of pieces but then meticulously put back together. “Uncle Lawrence reassembled this pot. He thought every shard of pottery or scrap of fabric was just as important as the most magnificent treasure.”

      Lady Agnes opened a drawer in another cabinet and pulled out a sheaf of papers. “These are the field notes from the excavation in the winter of nineteen twenty.”

      Cramped writing covered the page, documenting the day’s work. The notes were concise yet specific. I skimmed one page, which noted exactly where they dug, what the soil was like, the exact position of the objects they found, and the condition of those objects.

      “Uncle Lawrence believed in going slowly and methodically.” She tapped the papers. “A careful record like this will be invaluable to scholars in the future. We have photos, drawings, surveys, and summary reports of every excavation.”

      I handed the papers back. “I can see he wasn’t a dabbler.”

      “Far from it.” Lady Agnes put the papers away. “Of course Uncle Lawrence was excited when something gorgeous or beautiful or unusual was found, but his main goal was to progress through a dig rationally and dispassionately. He despised people who rushed in and cleared a tomb simply to get all the valuables out. He wanted everything done in an orderly way so we can understand as much as possible.”

      We resumed walking then paused beside the most ornate coffin in a glass case at the center of the room. A bird-like creature spread its wings from shoulder to shoulder. Rows of hieroglyphics in gold, green, red, and black covered the rest of the case. “This is Zozar, a temple administrator at Thebes.”

      “There’s a mummy inside?”

      “Oh yes. It was the last one Uncle Lawrence acquired, and he wanted it kept just as it is, with the coffin closed and Zozar inside.”

      As I admired the attention to detail in the decoration, Lady Agnes said, “My disposition is similar to Uncle Lawrence’s. I like to look at things logically and carefully, but I’ll be the first to admit I’m far from rational about his death.”

      Her voice caught on the last word. We were standing side by side, both of us facing the coffin. I didn’t want to embarrass her by staring, but even in the fleeting glance, I could see her eyes were shiny.

      I reached into my pocket for a handkerchief, but she drew in a deep breath and turned to face me, blinking quickly. “I’d like you to assess my uncle’s death,” she said, her voice firm. “You’re an outsider. I realize you know Nora, but you’re not a close friend. You’re not a family member either. I’d like you to look at the situation and give . . . well, let’s call it a second opinion.”

      “I want to help you, but I’m not logical—far from it, in fact.” My friend Jasper was always telling me I rushed in headlong without thinking, but that was going too far, in my opinion. “I tend to be more . . . intuitive.”

      “But you’ve worked out what happened in some very—um—unpleasant situations.”

      “Yes, that’s true.”

      “Then examine the situation, and tell me what you see. That’s all I ask.”

      “I can do that.”

      “I believe you should come and stay here at Mulvern House with us for a few days. You can meet everyone and gather all the information.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate the offer, but it’s not necessary. I’m in London—”

      “Nonsense. You’ll get on much better if you’re here.”

      I decided not to argue. It was clear Lady Agnes had made up her mind, and I could tell that once she made a decision, she moved forward––a characteristic I understood completely.

      “I’ll add you to the guest list for the opening of the exhibit, which is on Thursday.”

      “I’d be delighted to attend.”

      “Excellent. Now—”

      Brisk footsteps clicked on the parquet floor as a man in his early twenties with spectacles and unruly dark hair entered the room from the set of doors at the opposite end of the gallery. He glanced up from a paper, spotted Lady Agnes, and refocused his attention on the paper. As he walked, he ran his hand over his hair in an attempt to smooth it down, but the moment he stopped, bumps sprang up, creating deep contours in his hair.

      “Lady Agnes, I must speak to you about the papyrus display.” His words were rapid-fire. “Mr. Rathburn wants an extensive selection, but many of them are far too delicate to move. And then we’ve had another inquiry about unwrapping—” He looked up, noticed me, and frowned. A tall glass display cabinet had blocked me from his view until that moment. “—the mummy.”

      “I’ll speak to Mr. Rathburn about the papyrus display,” Lady Agnes said. “As to unwrapping Zozar or any of the other intact mummies, the answer is—as always—absolutely not. Now, let me introduce you. Miss Belgrave, this is Mr. Wilfred Nunn. Wilfred is our collection manager. Miss Belgrave is going to help us sort out this awful business about the curse and Uncle Lawrence’s death.”

      “Pardon me. I didn’t realize you had company, Lady Agnes.” Nunn pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, then blinked several times as he focused on me. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Belgrave.”

      “Delighted to make your acquaintance, Mr. Nunn. What a fascinating job you have, managing the antiquities.”

      Nunn glanced around the room as if he’d forgotten it was packed full of Egyptian artifacts. “Yes, yes it is,” he said, his attention already back on the paper he held. “Are you sure about the mummy, Lady Agnes? It might be beneficial to unwrap it. It would distract the newspapers from their—ah—current topic. We could stage the event and invite scientists and scholars as well as a few hand-selected reporters. Give them something useful to cover, instead of . . .”

      “No. It’s out of the question. Uncle Lawrence wanted Zozar left exactly as he is. He believed it wouldn’t be long before new techniques in addition to X-rays will allow us to study them without unwrapping them, and I agree.”

      “But consider the amulets inside the wrappings, the scarabs and jewelry. If we unwrap the mummies, we can study those items closely.”

      “No. They will be left exactly as they are.”

      Was there a flash of anger in Nunn’s eyes? It was hard to tell. The light reflected off his glasses, hiding his gaze.

      Lady Agnes turned to me. “Come, I’ll take you to Uncle Lawrence’s room. You can have a look around, and then perhaps send for your things. I hope you’ll join us for dinner tonight.”

      “That would be lovely.” What else could I say? Lady Agnes was a teeny bit like a steamroller.
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