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      The renowned Egyptologist, Professor Erland Kautz, clutched his chest with his right hand as the latest in a series of attacks took hold. This one was by far the worst since his last operation and he knew deep down that the time he had left was short, regardless of what his cardiologist, Dr Freedman, assured him.

      Each breath the professor took was more laboured than the last.

      His chest felt as if a great weight were sitting on it, pressing down, and making it harder for him to take in his next lungful of air.

      With a quivering hand, he reached across to the occasional table beside his chair and fumbled with the catch on the tiny round pill box he always kept by his side.

      When he eventually managed to flick the lid open, several of the tiny white pills within spilled out on to the table. Erland pressed his index finger down hard on one of them and pinched it between his thumb and forefinger before carrying it over to his open mouth.

      He dropped the pill beneath his raised tongue, and collapsed back in his chair, spent from the effort.

      After a moment, he could feel his chest starting to relax and the awful pressure slowly eased away.

      That was it!

      As far as he was concerned, tonight was the night. It had to be – fate might not give him another chance.

      Since his retirement from the lecturing circuit, Professor Kautz had spent his time devoted to the one passion he had left in life, studying and translating the scriptures of ancient Egypt.

      In reality, it had always been his passion. Or, as some of his erstwhile colleagues used to refer to it behind his back, his obsession. He had fallen in love with the history of the land at a very early age, when he was fortunate enough to have been taken on a dig led by his great aunt, a formidable and austere Egyptologist, on behalf of the British museum.

      From that day, the young Erland spent every free moment he had in Egypt, volunteering for digs, and working on excavations under the watchful eye of his great aunt, until her unfortunate death as a result of a landslide.

      Erland focused his formal education on a single goal; to become as renowned in the field as his great aunt had been.

      And he had succeeded. Most academics agreed he had surpassed her triumphs, becoming a world authority on the subject and highly sought after for guest lectures at the most important universities throughout the world.

      Throughout his long and distinguished career, Erland had also come into contact with some less-than-scrupulous characters, who nonetheless were able to get their hands on some of the most authentic and best-preserved antiquities he had ever laid eyes on.

      Their price was always high, but worth every penny, in his opinion.

      Erland had spent a major proportion of his inheritance on such artefacts, but each purchase was, to him, a treasure.

      He had donated so many finds to the major museum in the nearby town that they had even erected an extension, specifically for the display of his many endowments, in his honour.

      But there were some rarities with which Erland could not bear to part.

      These were the ones that he had taken special care not to reveal to anyone, not even those academic colleagues whom he considered his equal when it came to their hunger for knowledge about ancient Egypt.

      Erland had gone to extreme lengths to acquire some of these items, and, although he was ashamed to admit it, even to himself, he had turned a blind eye to everything from bribery to murder itself to lay his hands on them.

      As soon as he felt strong enough, the professor rose from his chair and walked slowly down the long corridor that led to his cellar.

      Switching on the overhead light, Erland descended the wooden stairs to the cellar floor. Once there, he checked around and listened for the sound of approaching footsteps.

      There were none.

      He knew that all his servants had already left for the day but, whenever he decided to visit his secret chamber, a cloak of paranoia enveloped him, which always had the effect of making him believe that there were thieves hiding in the shadows.

      As soon as he was satisfied that he was alone, he walked over to the far wall and slid back a mock-stone-covered panel in the wall, revealing a keypad concealed in the brickwork.

      With bated breath, Erland tapped in his code and, within seconds, a large section of the wall pivoted silently to reveal a hidden chamber beneath the cellar.

      Just like the Pharaohs of ancient Egypt, Erland had ensured that the builders he had employed years earlier to carve out his underground hideout did not live long enough to reveal their endeavours to anyone.

      It was a necessary, if somewhat regrettable, precaution, over which the professor had, to his credit, lost an immense amount of sleep.

      As the stone door pivoted open, the underground chamber flooded with a dim light. The strip lights in the ceiling held tubes of a low wattage, to ensure that their glare did not damage any of the delicate artefacts on which the professor secretly worked.

      Even after his generous donations to the museum, the professor’s underground collection was immense. Most consisted of ancient scripts, pieces of jewellery, trinkets and relics, some of which were merely broken fragments although, to the professor, they were all priceless treasures.

      But the pride of his collection stood at the far end of his chamber, still encased in its sarcophagus.

      The mummy of Anlet-Un-Ri.

      The sarcophagus had been unearthed in a dig in 1975 in the Valley of the Kings. At the time, the professor was an invited guest in Egypt, representing the British Museum, when the tomb of Mehet-Met-Too was discovered.

      At the time of his death, Mehet-Met-Too had been only a boy. The third son of the pharaoh by his second wife was buried with all the grace and ceremony befitting a member of the royal household.

      During the excavation of his tomb, some of the local workers discovered a separate tunnel that, on later inspection, led to the burial chamber of the servants of the young boy.

      Among them stood the sarcophagus of Anlet-Un-Ri, a female warrior of distinction and a decorated soldier in the pharaoh’s army.

      Erland was immediately captivated by the find.

      There was something mysterious and almost mesmerising about the ornate carvings and intricate detail that had gone into the construction of her sarcophagus which, for a mere servant, even a decorated soldier, was extremely unusual.

      A script discovered inside the chamber recounted how Anlet-Un-Ri had volunteered to be buried alive in the chamber to protect the young royal when he passed over, and that the warrior would without mercy tear asunder anyone who violated his tomb.

      As Erland happened to be the only official on the site at the time, he bribed the workers to steal Anlet-Un-Ri’s sarcophagus and hide it until he could find a way to have it exported to England without the knowledge of the authorities.

      During the endeavour, several guards who would not accept bribes were killed, and in the morning, it was assumed that thieves had attempted to rob the tomb of the young royal and been chased off by the surviving guards on duty.

      But there was another script of equal fascination that Erland discovered in the warrior’s chamber on that night. One that he also kept hidden from the rest of the party.

      It bore the ancient seal of the dead, and, although it was not the first of its kind to be discovered, it piqued Erland’s interest enough that he knew he had to study it in secret.

      Sure enough, his suspicions were confirmed when he finally managed to decipher the ancient parchment. It was indeed one of the missing parts of the ancient scripture of the dead, and the professor knew that its value as an artefact would mean more to him than diamonds or gold.

      Since then, it had taken the professor more than forty years to piece together the ancient scripture, which was supposed to have been written by the high priests, from fragments he had managed to collect from the famed Book of the Dead.

      Even when the priests wrote it, they knew that the whole contents could not be entrusted to any single individual, not even the monarch himself. So they devised a system whereby they created smaller individual scripts, each one on its own incapable of providing the reader with sufficient knowledge to appreciate the immense power the complete manuscript could impart.

      These parts were then passed down from high priest to high priest, each endeavouring to secrete one piece of the overall scripture in the tomb of the next pharaoh who died during their time in office.

      The secret of the forbidden scripts became legendary over the centuries.

      But it was not until the first piece was unearthed in the mid-19th century, and eventually verified, that the leading authorities in Egyptology throughout the academic world finally acknowledged its existence.

      The other extracts from the forbidden scripture were housed in various museums and universities throughout the world, depending on which country financed the excavation from which the script was unearthed.

      Erland had used his not unsubstantial credibility as one of the world’s most formidable experts in the field, to gain access to each parchment in turn. Those he was not able to decipher immediately, he copied and brought back with him to England so he could work on them in his own time, far away from prying eyes.

      Unable to rely on the discretion of even his most trusted colleagues, Erland worked alone, unhindered by outside distractions.

      Now, finally, he had mastered the cryptic message that the ancient priests had hidden within the various scripts.

      Tonight would be his final unveiling, with a chosen audience of one – himself.

      The professor moved to his desk where he had set out his copies of the ancient scripts.

      Without delay, he began to recite the long-dead language of the high priests of ancient Egypt.

      Out of nowhere, a thunderstorm erupted above him. Even from down here in his hidden chamber, he could hear the roar of each ear-splitting clash growing louder with each word he spoke.

      As he recited the ancient text, Erland could feel the dark power of the high priests flooding through his veins, demanding that he cease his blasphemy before it was too late.

      But, for him, that time had already passed.

      As he continued to read, he could hear the sound of movement behind him.

      Erland turned in his chair and stared at the sarcophagus of Anlet-Un-Ri.

      With an unsteady voice, he continued to recite the sacred text.

      Suddenly, the sarcophagus began to shake.

      At first, it was a minor movement, so slight it was barely perceptible.

      But, as Erland continued with his forbidden task, the vibrations grew stronger, until, as he read out the last few lines, the lid of the casket shuddered open, and the mummy of Anlet-Un-Ri opened its eyes and turned its head to see who had awakened it from its eternal rest.

      Even though this was a day that the professor had dreamt about since he first entered the chamber of the mummy, all those years ago, the sheer shock of seeing the mighty warrior come to life was more than his heart could stand.

      Erland immediately felt a tingling in his chest, which he knew all too well was the first sign of another angina attack.

      Keeping his eyes fixed on the mummy, he reached into his old-fashioned smoking jacket pocket for his pills but, to his horror, the box was not there.

      Frantically, he searched his other pockets, all to no avail.

      As the hammering in his chest grew more acute, it felt to Erland as if his heart was in competition with the mounting thunder outside.

      It was only then that he remembered leaving his pill box on the table next to his armchair.

      The distance would be only a short stroll to anyone else. But to him, in his present condition, it might as well be a marathon.

      He looked up to see the mummy take its first tentative steps in more than 3,000 years. Although he knew he had nothing to fear from it, the sight of its eyes boring into him from behind its wrappings caused his heart to skip several beats.

      As fear and panic took hold, the professor could feel a hand reach into his chest and squeeze his heart, cutting off the blood flow.

      He tried to stand, but the effort was too much for him.

      As he slumped back into his chair, his book of scriptures fell to the floor.

      In his final seconds of life, Professor Erland Kautz knew that what he had done was both unearthly, as well as ungodly, and no human alive had the knowledge or power to stop it.

      He had unleashed an undead spirit into the world, and although he had spent over half his life building towards this moment for all he was worth, he wished he could take it back.

      As he closed his eyes for the final time, he prayed that God would forgive him.
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      “Keep your fuckin’ eyes on the road!” Scrapper demanded, reaching over and slapping Jeremy across the back of the head.

      “Ow, that fuckin’ ’urt,” moaned Jeremy, gripping the wheel tighter to prevent the van swerving into a different lane.

      “Ha, that was funny,” Sara chimed in. “Smack him again.”

      Scrapper smiled at his girlfriend and raised his hand as if to comply with her wish.

      “Leave it out, Scrapper – we want to arrive there in one piece.” Phil turned around in the passenger seat and looked back at his mate. He knew that Scrapper would do anything to impress Sara, even though he always claimed that he was in full control and did only what he wanted when he wanted to do it.

      Phil knew better than to antagonise his old school friend but, by the same token, he was not prepared to sit back while Scrapper used Phil’s cousin Jeremy’s head as a punch bag. Especially when he was the one driving.

      On top of which, he had promised his aunt that he would look out for his cousin, even though Jeremy was a bit of a wimp and completely wet behind the ears. They had never exactly been close as children, and in fact, the more he saw of his cousin, the less he liked him.

      But this was different.

      This was a job, and they needed a driver with a clean license at short notice, and Jeremy was the only one who fit the bill.

      Scrapper glared back at Phil, evidently deciding whether or not he was going to take exception at his instruction to leave Jeremy alone.

      Phil could tell by the way his mate’s eyes narrowed, that he was giving the matter due consideration. It would not be the first time Scrapper had lashed out at one of his own. But Phil had known him long enough to accept that it was usually the drugs talking, so he did not take it personally.

      When the pair had been banged up in Feltham Young Offenders Institution, Scrapper had looked after Phil, and saved him from a beating-up on more than one occasion.

      The fact that it was Scrapper who had led to them being locked up in the first place made no difference to him. Phil knew he was already a long way down the wrong road so, as far as he was concerned, he would have ended up behind bars sooner or later.

      Since then, they had both been extremely lucky not to end up in prison. Phil was all too aware of that fact, although Scrapper believed it was down to his ingenuity that they had never been caught thus far.

      Billy “Scrapper” Watson was a small-time crook, and purveyor of an assortment of narcotics. He had made several connections in the underworld over the years and believed himself to be a hard-man and gangster who commanded respect and loyalty from others in the same fraternity.

      In reality, Scrapper was anything but.

      The “contacts” he had made were strictly low-level crooks, not the type that he aspired to be, but the simple fact was that Billy would not have known a serious criminal if he tripped over one.

      He had let it be known over the years that he had earned the name Scrapper because of all the fights he had been in, whereas, in reality, it was given to him in school because he was made to work weekends in his uncle’s scrap-metal yard.

      Usually, Scrapper relied on Phil as his bagman, and the two of them made their money carrying out odd jobs around London for whichever villain required their assistance.

      Scrapper made it a habit not to ask too many questions, preferring to build up his reputation by never turning down an offer. Although this philosophy did not always sit well with Phil, he usually went along out of loyalty rather than commitment.

      Their latest job was a little unusual in that it involved making an out-of-town collection, hence the need for a driver. Scrapper had never learnt how to drive, and Phil, who usually did the honours, was midway through a six-month ban for speeding.

      Sara was not an option. Although she had finally passed her test after the seventh attempt, she could not handle anything bigger than the pink Mini her father had bought her and, even then, she had already crashed that three times in as many months.

      So Phil had enlisted his cousin Jeremy for the night.

      Up ahead, Phil saw the sign for Lewes. As they approached the turning, he could tell that Jeremy had not noticed it, by the fact he was not indicating, so rather than spark another outburst from Scrapper, Phil pointed it out to his cousin.

      “Next left,” he said.

      “Oh, right,” replied Jeremy, switching on the windscreen wipers. “Oh crap, why is everything in this van the wrong way round?”

      Jeremy corrected his mistake before Scrapper noticed.

      As they took the turning, the sign stated the town was only two miles away.

      Phil turned in his seat. “Do we head straight into town?” he asked Scrapper, who was too busy making out with Sara to acknowledge the question. “Scrapper!” Phil shouted.

      “What?” replied his mate, clearly annoyed at being interrupted.

      “I asked you how far down the road do we go?”

      Scrapper looked at the instructions on his phone.

      “Er, about half a mile, then there’s a turning for some place called Narrow Loft. We take that, then we drive past a petrol station, and it’s the next turning on the right. Got that, dummy?” He was addressing Jeremy, who was too concerned with the lack of street lights since they had left the motorway even to notice.

      Once more, Phil stepped in. “Jeremy, look out for a turning for Narrow Loft. I’ll direct you from there.”

      Jeremy nodded, still concentrating on the darkened road ahead.

      When they finally reached the petrol station, Jeremy began indicating for the next right.

      The road took them along a gravel drive that led to a remote farmhouse a couple of hundred yards away. The farmhouse was in darkness, which Phil presumed meant that the owners were out or else they had already gone to bed, which, given the hour, was not unlikely.

      “This is it,” announced Scrapper, hitting the redial on his phone. “Pull over and turn off the engine.”

      Jeremy complied and they waited for Scrapper to receive his orders.

      After a couple of minutes, another vehicle approached them from the opposite direction.

      The car stopped directly in front of them, and a tall, dark figure emerged from the passenger seat. He looked around suspiciously, as if expecting police officers suddenly to burst out from the fields that surrounded them.

      Once he was satisfied, the tall man walked around to the boot of the car and removed a black holdall, which he carried over towards the van.

      “Move, dickhead!” yelled Scrapper, shoving Jeremy from behind towards his cousin.

      Phil, realising what his mate was trying to do, opened his door and slid outside. Pulling his seat forward he called back to Scrapper.

      “Get out my side, it’ll be easier,” he insisted.

      Scrapper left Jeremy alone and crawled over Sara to exit on the passenger side of the van.

      Once outside, Scrapper walked over to meet the tall man, swinging his shoulders from side to side as he went in an effort to look more imposing.

      As the others watched, Scrapper held out his hand to shake the stranger’s, but the tall man did not bother to reciprocate. The two men exchanged a couple of words, then the stranger held out the holdall, and Scrapper took it from him.

      The tall man immediately turned his back on Scrapper and walked back to the car.

      Scrapper stood and watched as the car reversed back up the road until the driver found a convenient spot to make a U-turn.

      For a moment, Scrapper watched as the rear brake lights of the vehicle disappeared into the distance, then he turned back and climbed back into the van.

      Phil jumped back inside and slammed his door.

      “Right then,” said Scrapper, holding on to his prize, “we’re going to Vauxhall. Make it snappy!”
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      The Seddon Academy boarding school for young ladies lay nestled in the Hampshire countryside, half a mile outside Clevedon. The school prided itself on teaching those in its charge all the refinements that accompanied good breeding, as well as providing the very best education money could buy.

      At £10,000 per term, the fees alone ensured that only the wealthiest and most distinguished of parents applied to enrol their daughters into the Seddon Academy and, due to the strict limitations on class size and teacher-pupil ratios, the board was at liberty to refuse entry to offspring of those parents who, although wealthy enough, lacked the requisite elements of refinement and culture on which they insisted.

      There had already been several high-profile reports in the media about the daughters of pop stars, sports personalities and television celebrities to whom the academy had declined enrolment.

      When it came to the arts, only the most distinguished of stage actors, in the view of the board, need apply.

      The majority of students came from a background of family money although, on occasion, the school would consider the offspring of those particularly outstanding in their field. These included doctors, lawyers, scientists, and the most eminent academics.

      To the outside world, the Seddon Academy was a safe haven, where parents could entrust their daughters to be raised to the highest standards of academic and moral aptitude.

      Within those hallowed halls, however, it was a somewhat different story.

      As the grandfather clock in the main dining hall struck the hour of midnight, the eight members of the Seddon Swan Society prepared their charges for the penultimate stage of their initiation into the society.

      The senior eight were all members of the upper sixth and due to leave the academy in the summer. Their A-level grades were guaranteed to secure them places at the top university of their choice. They were the cream of Seddon, and it was their duty to ensure that they left the swans in the very best of hands.

      Cynthia Rollins was the head girl and had been throughout her time in the sixth form.

      Like most of her fellow swans, she had been born with the cliché of the silver spoon in her mouth and had spent her life being overindulged by her parents.

      Cynthia was a third-generation Swan and determined to live up to the traditions she had inherited in the best way she could.

      As the clock sounded the last of the twelve chimes, Cynthia raised her arms behind her head, and pulled forward the white satin hood that was attached to her ceremonial gown.

      Her seven-fellow swans, following her lead, did likewise.

      The main dining room was illuminated by flickering candles placed along the individual dining tables, as well as on the sideboards that sat prominently against every spare inch of wall space and housed the dishes and cutlery necessary to serve the academy’s celebration meals and guest nights.

      Once she was satisfied that her fellow swans were customarily resplendent in their ritual attire, Cynthia gave the signal for two of the order to leave the line and admit those waiting outside.

      As the main doors were pulled open, 10 naked lower-sixth girls entered the room in silence. They walked over to where the remaining six swans waited and took up their place opposite them, as they had been instructed earlier, during rehearsal.

      Being granted permission to join the swans was indeed a great honour, one bestowed only on those who had proved themselves worthy in the eyes of the previously chosen.

      Until their official acceptance into the order, the 10 chosen were known as “ducklings” and if, for some reason, any of them did not make the cut, they would be referred to as “ugly ducklings” for the remainder of their time at the academy.

      Everyone stood in silence until those who had opened the doors for the ducklings re-joined their sister swans.

      “Little ducklings,” began Cynthia, her voice booming throughout the long hall, “you have the privilege of being considered to gain access to the esteemed order of the swans. It is a society with a long and glorious tradition, the secrets of which you will be expected to carry to your graves. Do you understand?”

      The 10 ducklings nodded in unison.

      Cynthia smiled to herself. “Although you have all come this far, that does not mean that you are at the end of your journey. There is still a final initiation that shall be made known to you in due course. Only after that, if you survive, will you be granted acceptance into our great order. Do you understand?”

      They nodded again.

      Cynthia turned to her nearest Swan and indicated with a nod of her head for the girl to prepare for the next stage of the night’s initiation.

      The Swan turned and walked over to the nearest sideboard.

      On top of the sideboard, carefully laid out on a silver tray, were a new box of pencils and a large wooden ruler.

      The girl grabbed the pencil box, a cruel smile crossing her face as she poured the contents into her hand. There were ten pencils in total.

      Discarding the box, she turned and went back to the line, handing the wooden ruler to the Swan at the far end, who accepted it with a malicious smirk.

      The first Swan then proceeded to stand in front of the first duckling in line.

      After a moment’s pause, she handed over the pencils and the duckling took them from her with trembling hands.

      As if from a prearranged script, the duckling went down on her knees and placed the pencils on the floor in front of her horizontally, in two lines of five, with the leads pointed inwards.

      The girl looked up at the Swan and waited for the older girl to nod her approval.

      The young duckling leaned forward and placed her hands, palms down, on top of the pencils, so that she had five under each hand.

      Slowly and purposefully, the Swan moved forward and placed her left foot on one of the girl’s hands, pressing down with all her weight.

      The girl screamed out in pain, but still tried to keep her voice as low as possible.

      Once she was sure the duckling had her cries under control, the Swan lifted her other foot and slowly brought it over to hover over the duckling’s other hand. She held it there for an agonising moment, before placing it on the girl’s other hand and leaning forward, so that her full body weight was now pressing the pencils into the girl’s palms.

      The duckling sucked in a deep breath through clenched teeth.

      The older girl, like her fellow swans, was wearing white pumps to match her outfit. But the pressure of her weight pressing down on the girl’s hands, trapped on top of the ridged pencils, made it feel to the duckling as if her aggressor was wearing heavy army boots.

      The naked duckling waited patiently, trying to fight against the pain in her throbbing hands. She knew that this was only the first part of tonight’s initiation, and she hoped it would prove to be the more painful of the two.

      As she waited, the Swan with the ruler moved into position behind her.

      “Raise your buttocks higher,” came the order. It was Cynthia’s voice once more.

      The duckling complied.

      Seconds later, the wooden ruler struck the girl’s naked bottom, making her scream out once more.

      Each Swan took it in turns to deliver two blows.

      Once the ordeal was over, the duckling was allowed to go and stand to one side so that she could nurse her sore hands and bottom.

      The scenario played out in the same manner for the remaining nine ducklings,.

      Once the last one had received her strokes and been allowed to stand with the others, Cynthia moved to the front of the line, and stood with her hands on her hips, surveying the line of ducklings.

      After a moment, she announced: “Well, it appears that you may all have what it takes after all, but time will tell.”

      The Swan who had been charged with standing on the girls’ hands while they received their strokes now moved to stand next to Cynthia.

      She whispered something in her ear that made Cynthia smile.

      Carrie has just reminded me,” she continued, “that due to her having to attend to her own duty, she has missed out on delivering her share of whacks to you all.”

      Cynthia waited a moment for the realisation of what she was about to say to set in. Once she saw the understanding on the duckling’s faces she continued.

      “Therefore, in silence, I want all of you to bend forward and place your hands on your knees, and Carrie will pass among you and complete your punishment.”

      The ducklings all looked along their line and, one by one, they dropped forward as commanded to await their fate.
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      “Please, take the greatest of care with that,” Stanley Unwin, curator of the Clevedon Museum cried out nervously. He removed his glasses for the umpteenth time that morning with shaking hands and, using his sodden handkerchief, wiped away the beads of perspiration that had formed on his forehead.

      Ted Casey raised his eyes to heaven, much to the amusement of his team, and turned to face the curator. “Please Mr Unwin, I can assure you that there is absolutely nothing to worry about. My lads have never dropped a consignment in their lives.”

      The curator rubbed his wire-framed glasses frantically before replacing them on his head.

      He was a small-boned, wiry man of fifty, whose body appeared too small for the three-piece suit that hung shapelessly on his skinny frame.

      Unwin was a nervous man at the best of times but the added stress of overseeing the museum’s upcoming exhibition had turned him into a complete wreck.

      It had not always been like this. Back in his mid-twenties, Stanley Unwin was one of the youngest lecturers at one of the country’s oldest and most respected universities, with a master’s degree in ancient history and a doctoral thesis that had just been approved and which he was about to commence.

      Then, when he stood up on stage before a hall full of undergraduates to deliver his lectures, there was no sign of the bumbling, equivocating parody of an academic that his staff had come to know.

      At the time, Unwin firmly believed that his life belonged in the world of academe.

      Thoughts about the opposite sex were, to him, something he saved for bedtime, when he could be alone with his thoughts and those magazines he would buy from the newsagent in the next town. He preferred not to shop locally for such things. After all, he was an up-and-coming member of the community, and he knew that being caught with such pornography would lower his peers’ opinion of him considerably.

      He had never sought out the company of women for intimacy and, at the time, he firmly believed that he had no need for physical love, preferring his books and manuscripts as company.

      But then, one fateful day, he allowed himself to be dragged out on a blind date by a colleague from the university.

      Mildred Howes was the cousin of one of his fellow lecturers, and she had recently moved to the area after her previous fiancé called off their wedding at the last moment.

      Mildred was a few years younger than Stanley, although she acted like someone much older. She was an excessive, overbearing kind of woman, who was evidently much put out by the fact that she had been dumped and was determined not to let that humiliation ever be repeated.

      Once Mildred had established that Stanley was an honest, hard-working, decent sort of chap, she decided that they would make a lovely couple, and set about moulding him to her way of thinking.

      The first time they made love was at Mildred’s insistence.

      Up until that time, Stanley was happy to coast along, making time for Mildred whenever she suggested that they go out, but he was never the one who instigated their dates, and Mildred grew concerned that he might be looking elsewhere for female company.

      So, to cement their relationship, Mildred dragged Stanley to a party and force-fed him alcohol all night. He had never been a big drinker, and still was not in the habit of enjoying more than an occasional glass of wine with supper. But that night, Mildred managed to get several large cocktails down his throat and afterwards, she took him back to her place and virtually forced herself on him.

      Stanley was too drunk to offer any resistance, and Mildred had learned enough about men to know what to do to make them excited, so during the night she managed to bring the hapless Stanley to ejaculation twice.

      Once she confirmed she was pregnant, she gave Stanley an ultimatum. Either he made an honest woman of her or else she was going to make sure that everyone in his precious academic circle knew exactly what kind of a man he was.

      Reluctantly, Stanley agreed, and watched as the rest of his life was mapped out for him.

      During their 30-odd years of marriage, they had two daughters, Felicity and Tamara, both of whom soon realised how easy it was to get their own way with their father.

      Stanley often found himself wedged between a rock and a hard place when he had his daughters on one side and his wife on the other, arguing for two different things.

      His work had always been his means of escape, and so it was that Stanley threw himself into it, seeking ever-more cunning and astute excuses to spend more time at the university than at home. Evenings, weekends, even bank holidays presented a chance for him to create desperate and inventive reasons why he was needed at work.

      As for Mildred and his daughters, they seemed happy enough so long as they were allowed all their selfish indulgences, with him footing the bill.

      His diligence, however, did pay off, and when the opening for the job of curator at a major museum caught his eye, he was delighted to discover that several of his esteemed colleagues were on the board.

      Now, he no longer needed an excuse to spend more time at work. It was his job to make sure that everything at the museum was running just so and, in order to do that, he had to sacrifice his precious family time to be there, just to keep an eye on things.

      But there was another side to that coin that had reared its ugly head over the years.

      Whether it was as a result of the constant haranguing by his wife and daughters for every little thing, or the sudden realisation of the significance of the responsibility which came with his post, Stanley Unwin had grown almost petrified of making a mistake at work.

      His phobia, which seemed to grow worse with each passing year, not only ensured that he spent more time at the museum than was necessary, but also developed to the stage where it denied him sleep, making him wake several times during the night in a cold sweat, convinced that he had made some horrendous blunder that would cost the museum a fortune.

      On occasion, he had actually jumped out of bed and driven to the museum in his dressing gown just to satisfy his paranoia.

      Deep down, Unwin knew that his unhealthy obsession was having a detrimental effect on his wellbeing. But by the same token, as happens with most mental conditions, he was powerless to reason with himself.

      All of which made the installation for the display of the museum’s latest acquisition a nightmare of epic proportions for him.

      Ever since the estate of the late Professor Erland Kautz had cleared the probate process and the contents of his secret underground Egyptian chamber of treasures became the property of the museum, Unwin had slept barely a wink.

      The late professor’s collection included some priceless antiquities, which, although their provenance could not be ascertained, were now legally owned by the museum.

      Because of the uncertainty over the origin of the artefacts, the museum had taken the unusual step of inviting a specialist from the museum in Cairo, who specialised in carbon-dating rare and ancient relics. It was hoped that, once these treasures had been authenticated, the museum’s visitor numbers would go up and its revenue would thrive as a result.

      The most important and magnificent find among the professor’s treasures was, without doubt, the mummy of Anlet-Un-Ri, for which a special exhibition was being prepared in part of the wing built in the professor’s honour years earlier.

      Unwin watched with bated breath, as the sarcophagus that housed the mummy’s remains, was slowly lowered onto a purpose-built gurney, guided by Casey’s men.

      As the hoist that held the immense casket came down, one of the straps gave way, causing the ancient structure to swing wildly from side to side.

      Unwin could feel his heart exploding in his chest. He leapt forward, waving his hands in the air in a frantic effort to stop the sarcophagus from slipping out of its straps, missing the gurney and crashing to the concrete floor.

      But his fear was unfounded.

      Casey’s team was quick to react and, within seconds, they had managed to guide the casket directly above the gurney. They waited until the natural motion of the hoist had eased, then signalled for their colleague to continue to lower it to safety.

      “Oh, my good God in heaven,” Unwin called out, his breathing laboured as if he had just run a marathon. “Look what you’re doing, please.”

      Ted Casey had to admit that the hoist strap snapping had been a foreseeable accident, and he intended to take it up with whoever on his team had been responsible for checking the equipment before leaving the depot. But he knew that even if two or even three of the straps had gone, the others were still capable of holding the structure, so there was no real danger.

      Convincing the curator, however, would be another matter.

      As he walked over to try to calm the man down and reassure him that everything was going to be all right, one of the museum security guards strode out of his office and made his way over to the him.

      “Is everything all right Mr Unwin?” he asked, eyeing the approaching Casey suspiciously.

      Bill Stead was a huge man, by any standards. At six foot six, he towered above most of his fellow human beings and, although he had a spare tyre around his middle, nature had given him shoulders that were as broad as he was tall.

      The museum curator looked positively dainty next to the massive security guard.

      By the time Casey reached them, Stanley Unwin was visibly shaking and obsessively cleaning his glasses yet again.

      Casey nodded at the security guard but did not wait for an acknowledgement.

      “Look, Mr Unwin, I’ve told you there’s nothing for you to worry about. My team will handle this.”

      “But did you see what just happened?” Unwin screeched, his voice rising several octaves.

      Casey held out his hands. “Rest assured, we calculate risks like that very carefully. Your display is in no danger whatsoever.”

      He could see that the curator was unconvinced, and to be fair, he could not blame him after what he had just witnessed.

      Casey looked up at Stead, who had taken a protective stance behind his boss.

      “Listen, how about taking Mr Unwin for a nice cup of tea, help to soothe his nerves?”

      “My nerves are perfectly calm and well, thank you, Mr Casey,” Unwin replied, his whole body shaking with rage.

      Ted Casey scratched his head. There was obviously no placating the man and he was out of ideas.

      Stead placed one of his enormous hands on Unwin’s shoulder. “Perhaps a nice cup of tea ain’t such a bad idea, after all,” he offered sympathetically.

      Unwin turned his head and glanced up at the huge man unsteadily.

      The sight of the pair of them reminded Casey of the story of David and Goliath.

      Eventually, Unwin nodded. “Yes, perhaps you’re right, I have been feeling a little stressed today,” he confessed.

      Before he had a chance to change his mind, the big security guard turned him around and steered him back to his office.

      Casey heaved a sigh of relief and went back to his crew.

      “Come on,” he called out. “That thing isn’t going to move itself into place.”

      “You never know, boss,” replied one of his men, “perhaps it will come back to life and walk in on its own, like they do in the horror films.”

      The rest of the crew laughed at their colleague’s flight of fancy.

      “All right, all right,” said Casey. “Until you can convince it to do your job for you, get on with it.”
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      The crowd roared as the mighty warrior threw another opponent to the ground. This was the third one to be vanquished in hand-to-hand combat since the competition started.

      The victor, Anlet-Un-Ri, did not acknowledge the adulation of those in attendance, but simply turned to the three remaining men waiting in line and signalled for the next one to step forward.

      Anlet-Un-Ri stood head and shoulders above most of the other guards who had gathered for the competition. She was a commander of the Pharaoh’s second army and had earned her place among the male soldiers by proving her prowess and bravery on the battlefield.

      The Pharaoh had promoted her on the insistence of his secondary wife, for whom Anlet-Un-Ri had once served as personal bodyguard.

      However, there were still many among the Pharaoh’s troops who refused to take their orders from a woman, regardless of her rank. Therefore, whenever it was felt necessary, the Pharaoh would arrange a tournament among those soldiers who objected the most, and the six winners would all face Anlet-Un-Ri in single combat.

      This was now the third such tournament the Pharaoh had held for the amusement of his people and in the previous two, Anlet-Un-Ri had defeated all those who came against her.

      There were those in the Pharaoh’s household who felt that the competition was unnecessary, as the only reason Anlet-Un-Ri had to rise to the challenge was as a result of her sex. No male soldier had ever been challenged in such a manner.

      But what no one else knew was that Anlet-Un-Ri had herself suggested to the Pharaoh that the competition take place. She had a thirst for battle which, between skirmishes, she found hard to quench.

      The next challenger took two paces towards the female warrior. He was a large man by any standard, well over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and huge arms, but as he approached Anlet-Un-Ri, the expression on her face made his knees buckle beneath him.

      There were those among the crowd who noticed his hesitation, and some began to call out to him, mocking his lack of steadfastness.

      The warrior could feel the blood rising inside him and his face flushed with a mixture of anger and humiliation.

      As the chanting from the crowd grew in volume, the challenger sprang forward. His speed and agility were commendable for such a large man, and before she had a chance to counter his move, the man had Anlet-Un-Ri in a vice-like grip, with his arms clasped around her waist; pinning her arms to her sides.

      The soldier heaved and pushed to try to bring the big woman down, but she wrapped her leg around his, preventing the move. As he struggled in vain to topple the large woman, the crowd cheered even louder and laughed at his pitiful efforts.

      Refusing to accept being outmanoeuvred, the man pushed forward for all he was worth. But, even with only one leg on the ground, the giant female still managed to keep his efforts at bay.

      Finally, he let go, and stood there before his opponent, breathing heavily. His bronzed chest rose and fell as he sucked in air, the perspiration dripping down him.

      For her part, Anlet-Un-Ri merely stood her ground, smirking down at him.

      It was then that the last two combatants came towards him, brandishing swords and spears.

      The rules of the tournament allowed for the challengers to decide what weapons they were going to use, and until now, all the others had unsuccessfully tried brute force.

      As the last two soldiers reached their colleague, one of them called to him and handed him a sword.

      The three of them stood there, beneath the blazing sun, flaunting their weapons in front of the unarmed woman.

      The crowd jeered loudly, protesting to the Pharaoh to stop the fight and punish the three men for not following the rules. But the Pharaoh merely studied the stance of the female warrior and smiled to himself when he saw she displayed no fear at the prospect of facing all three men alone.

      Even so, the code of combat demanded that the three men wait until their foe chose her weapon before they attacked. But, before she had a chance to move, they advanced, circling around her.

      The crowd was going crazy.

      Weapons were thrown into the arena to allow Anlet-Un-Ri to even up the fight. But she chose to ignore them and stood her ground, her arms outstretched, her legs braced, as she moved her head from side to side, following the men’s progress.

      Without warning, as one, they attacked.

      Anlet-Un-Ri stood still for a split second longer, and a loud gasp rose from those in attendance, convinced that she was not going to defend herself.

      Sensing her chance, the female warrior grabbed hold of the closest spear coming at her from her right and used it to swing its holder off his feet and send him crashing into his colleague at his side.

      As both men sprawled to the floor, Anlet-Un-Ri quickly turned her body sideways-on to the first combatant who was now lunging at her with his sword.

      She grabbed him by his wrist and twisted hard. The man screamed out as the sword fell from his hand and landed on the ground. Still holding his wrist, Anlet-Un-Ri slapped the man around the face with her free hand, back and forth, as the crowd chanted for her.

      When she was finished, the man fell to his knees, holding his broken wrist.

      The other two soldiers had, by now, reformed and each grabbed a sword from those the crowd had hurled into the arena.

      They took up positions on either side of the female warrior, now determined to make their strike count.

      This time, Anlet-Un-Ri retrieved the sword she had taken from the first soldier and twirled it back and forth in her hand, making it swish ever louder as the speed of her movements increased.

      The soldiers looked at one another, each willing the other to strike first.

      The first soldier, who was still lying on the ground at his victor’s feet, yelled at them to attack. The two men raised their weapons and shouted aggressively as they lunged toward their target.

      Anlet-Un-Ri moved with such speed, it looked as if her sword was in two places at once. She met each strike as the two men rained blows down on her, forcing them to move back in fear of their lives.

      As the three fought, the soldier on the ground slid along the sand, his broken wrist held firmly against his chest. As he reached out for a fallen sword, Anlet-Un-Ri’s sandaled foot slammed down on his good wrist, pinning it, and the sword, to the ground.

      Seizing their opportunity, the other two men moved in, swinging their swords through the air as if they were slicing through a veil.

      Holding back, Anlet-Un-Ri stayed poised until she saw her chance of attack.

      With one swing of her sword, she decapitated the nearer of the two soldiers.

      His head bounced along the floor before coming to rest, with his lifeless eyes staring off to one side.

      The movement was so swift that it took everyone by surprise.

      For a moment, the crowd fell silent from the shock. Then they began to cheer once more.

      The decapitated man stood in position for what seemed like an age before his headless body collapsed to the floor.

      The second soldier, seeing the fate of his comrade, dropped his sword and ran towards the crowd, waving his arms for them to grant him a path to safety.

      All eyes were on the fleeing soldier, so no one noticed Anlet-Un-Ri lift her arm back and fling her sword powerfully after him. The weapon turned end over end as it flew through the air before entering the back of the running man’s head and exiting via his open mouth.

      Again, the crowd went silent for a moment, before a chant began to erupt through those gathered, insisting that the female warrior deal with the soldier she had pinned down beneath her.

      Anlet-Un-Ri waited for several minutes, allowing the waves of cheers from the crowd to wash over her, and cover her with glory.

      Finally, she bent down and picked up the sword for which her assailant had been reaching.

      The soldier begged and pleaded for his life, with tears streaming down his cheeks.

      He began to pedal his legs frantically against the sand in a vain effort to escape, but with his good wrist held firmly in place under the large woman’s foot, he soon realised he was going nowhere.

      Anlet-Un-Ri raised her sword above her head, ready to strike the fatal blow.

      The crowd cheered her on, eager for another kill to conclude the tournament.

      But, after a moment, she tossed the sword to one side.

      The spectators were obviously disappointed, but she was not fighting for their amusement.

      The whimpering soldier thanked her for her compassion, and vowed to follow her on the battlefield, wherever she went.

      But Anlet-Un-Ri was oblivious to his words.

      She removed her foot from his hand and bent down. Grabbing him by his ears, she hoisted him up to his feet.

      The man screamed as one pain replaced another.

      Without pausing, the female warrior spun the man around, wrapped an arm across his neck and hoisted him off his feet as she squeezed his throat.

      She held him there while he kicked and bucked in her grasp, his eyes growing wide in fear and panic.

      Eventually, he stopped moving, and his lifeless body hung limp in her arms.

      Anlet-Un-Ri held him there for a moment longer before releasing his corpse and letting it slump to the ground.

      The roar from the crowd was deafening, but the warrior refused to acknowledge their adulation.

      Instead, she walked over to the tented area where the Pharaoh sat with his entourage and stood before him to offer her lowest bow.

      The Pharaoh stood and held out his arms for the crowd to be silent.

      They obeyed immediately.

      “Once more, my great warrior Anlet-Un-Ri has proved herself worthy to stand side by side with my army and defeat my enemies. We are proud and honoured to have her among our ranks, leading my second army.”

      The crowd cheered.

      The Pharaoh allowed them to continue for a while, even though he knew that his champion would not bask in such glory.

      Finally, he held his hand up for silence once more.

      “But after today, having witnessed her immense proficiency in the field of combat against some of my finest soldiers, I hereby announce that when we next go into battle, Anlet-Un-Ri will march as the first female commander of my first army.”

      Another cheer rang out from the gathering, this one even louder still.

      While the crowd cheered and clapped, the Pharaoh beckoned for his champion to approach him. As she did, he turned to one of his house guards who handed him a magnificent-looking sword, the handle of which was encrusted with precious stones.

      For the first time, Anlet-Un-Ri appeared overwhelmed.

      As she graciously received her weapon, she thanked her king and strapped it to her side. She removed the mighty sword from its scabbard to admire it, and as she did, the noise from the crowd rose even higher.

      Anlet-Un-Ri held the magnificent weapon above her head, and, although it was too slight for anyone to notice, a smile spread across her lips.
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      The sunlight streamed through the narrow ceiling-high windows that circled three sides of the school gymnasium. Inside the air-conditioned room, the sound of rubber soles could be heard slapping and squeaking on the wooden floor, as the lower sixth jogged around the perimeter.

      “That’s the way, ladies – keep those knees high, backs straight.” Physical training instructor Danielle Parker stood in the middle of the circle and watched the girls as they ran around her.

      Physical exercise was considered just as important as good grades at the Seddon Academy. The Latin tag about a healthy mind in a healthy body was engraved above the entrance to the gymnasium.

      Besides the well-equipped hall where the girls now were, the academy boasted four tennis courts, an Olympic indoor swimming pool, squash and badminton courts that also doubled for basketball and netball training, a running track and a weights room fitted with a dozen carefully chosen, state-of-the-art weight machines to help improve the girls’ overall posture and deportment.

      Twice a week, on Mondays and Fridays, they even had yoga classes, which were run by a local specialist teacher.

      Danielle Parker was, by far, the youngest teacher at Seddon. At twenty-three, she was only five years older than the upper-sixth students, which was why most of them came to her when they had difficult personal issues to discuss. Anything from boys to menstrual cycles, and everything in between.

      It was an aspect of her duties that Danielle had never considered as part of her remit when she took up the post. But then, she had never gone to boarding school, so she had been lucky enough to have her mum and elder sister on hand to help her with such things.

      She soon realised that the girls at Seddon had no such luxury, and it was an unwritten rule that, if they wished to discuss any such personal matters, they should either speak to the headmistress or the academy nurse. But both of them were in their late fifties and not the most sympathetic of people, from what Danielle had seen.

      Nurse Baxby, for example, was a deeply religious woman, but her faith bordered on zealotry. Danielle had heard from some of the younger girls that she had told them that their monthly cycles were so heavy because they were a mark of sin and meant the girls must have been having impure thoughts throughout the month and that had led to their excessive bleeding.

      As it was the medical room where the supply of sanitary towels was kept, the girls were forced to seek out Nurse Baxby’s assistance when they needed them and, needless to say, she was always prepared with a stern look and another cautionary tale.

      Some of the girls had even been known to bring back suitcases full of towels at the beginning of term, to avoid the confrontation. Which was ridiculous, because the school fees their parents shelled out each term included the supply of such items.

      Even so, put in their position, Danielle could easily sympathise.

      She clapped her hands together to gain the class’s attention. “Okay, ladies, that should have warmed you up.”

      The girls stopped and turned in to face their teacher.

      “Right then,” she continued, “how about we all do some circuit training?”

      There was a communal groan from the gathering.

      Danielle let out a long moan, too, mimicking the girls. “Come on, you lot. It’s not as if I’m asking you to run a marathon.”

      “But Miss,” came a despondent reply from one of the group, “circuits are so boring.”

      Several nodded in agreement with their classmate.

      Danielle held out her hands in an expression of mock sympathy. “Oh, I know, it’s such a trial for you all. My heart bleeds, it really does.”

      “Now you’re just making fun,” ventured another girl.

      Danielle pointed at her. “Full marks that girl, now come on, we’ll do one quick circuit, and then we will split into teams and have an exciting game of netball. How’s that?”

      There were general nods and smiles of approval.

      The girls gathered in groups of two next to each one of the dozen or so pieces of equipment spread around the court. Danielle blew her whistle and the first in line began her task.

      As she walked around the room, checking that the girls were completing their exercise safely and thoroughly, Danielle would jump in every so often and complete the exercise herself. She knew whenever she joined in, most of the girls would stop and watch her, continuing with their own workout once she had completed hers.

      Danielle felt that taking part brought her closer to the class, which in turn, made her seem more approachable to them. It seemed to have worked so far.

      At the far end of the gym class, she noticed Natalie Prewst struggling to get up one of the climbing ropes.

      To be fair, it was one of the most strenuous exercises in the circuit, and Natalie was not a natural athlete by anyone’s standards. But Danielle had noticed a distinct improvement in the girl’s overall fitness since she had arrived at the school, so there was hope.

      “Come on, slowcoach.” Janice Cooper, Natalie’s work-out buddy was standing at the bottom of the rope, holding it in place for her friend. “We’re lagging behind because of you, fat-arse.”

      Danielle walked over to give Natalie a few well-chosen words of encouragement. They seemed to have worked in the past, and certainly could do no harm.

      As she approached Janice, the young girl looked up sheepishly, obviously feeling bad about what she had just called her friend.

      Her cheeks flushed. “Sorry Miss, but she knows I don’t mean it really.”

      Danielle took hold of the rope. “I know that she knows, but it still isn’t a very nice thing to say, is it?”

      Janice looked at her feet. “No Miss, sorry Miss.”

      Danielle leaned in closer. “I think it’s Natalie you need to apologise to,” she whispered. “Perhaps later, not in front of the class. It will mean more then.”

      Janice looked up, smiling. “Yes Miss,” she promised.

      Danielle gazed up at the struggling Natalie.

      She was more than halfway up, which was not bad going, considering.

      “Come on Natalie,” she called out, encouragingly. “You’re almost there, just a few more feet. Big effort now.”

      Some of the girls waiting to use the rope, began to chant.

      “Nat-a-lie… Nat-a-lie… Nat-a-lie…”

      The echo of her name seemed to give the girl the boost she needed. Taking in a deep breath, she reached up and grabbed the rope, hoisting herself up another six inches.

      “Nat-a-lie… Nat-a-lie… Nat-a-lie…” they continued, with others starting to join in.

      Soon, the entire gym was cheering the girl on.

      Natalie glanced down for a moment, stunned at the sight of all her classmates encouraging her to make it.

      With one last almighty effort, the girl boosted herself up another six inches, then another, and finally she reached out her hand and grabbed hold of the top of the apparatus.

      The room exploded with cheers and clapping.

      Natalie looked back down at the group, a big beaming smile on her red, sweaty face.

      “Now try to come back down as slowly as you can,” instructed Danielle, having to shout above the cacophony.

      Natalie nodded, excitedly.

      As she climbed down, Danielle noticed something that gave her pause to think.

      The Seddon Academy gym kit was the same for all girls. It consisted of a white polo shirt with the academy crest on the right breast, short purple skirt, white socks and white plimsolls.

      As Natalie slowly slid down the rope, Danielle could not help but notice the red welts showing beneath the girl’s knickers.

      Danielle instructed the rest of the girls to continue with their own exercises. Once they dispersed, she looked back up as Natalie grew closer to her eye level.

      There was no mistaking it.

      Someone had beaten the poor girl and, judging by the redness of the marks left behind, it had been relatively recently.

      Danielle was horrified. She knew that the regulations at the academy were somewhat draconian by modern standards, but she had certainly not been aware of corporal punishment being administered.

      She managed to disguise her revulsion as Natalie landed on the floor beside her.

      She looked up at her teacher with a beaming smile of pride. “I made it, Miss, did you see? I went all the way to the top for the first time.”

      Danielle placed a comforting hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Yes, I did, and you were absolutely brilliant,” she assured her.

      Natalie was panting from her efforts, but Danielle could tell the excited teen still had more to say, so she allowed her time to catch her breath.

      “Did you hear them all cheering for me? Wasn’t it fantastic?”

      “Yes, it was,” agreed Danielle. “See what wonders you can achieve when you set your mind to it?”

      The girl nodded, excitedly. “Next time, I’m going to do it twice. You just see if I don’t.”

      Danielle could not understand who could possibly want to hurt such a sweet, innocent girl, but the evidence spoke for itself.

      Well, whoever it was, Danielle was going to find out, one way or another.
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      Throughout the rest of the day, Danielle could not get the thought of those red marks across Natalie’s bottom out of her head. She even found her eyes filling with tears at one point during an afternoon class at the mere thought of someone hurting the poor girl.

      The more she thought about it, the more she rationalised that someone at the academy had obviously been the perpetrator.

      The question was, who?

      She had often heard tales of bullying slipping under the wall of respectability on which the academy prided itself. But she hoped that the girls trusted her enough by now to come forward if they were a victim of such appalling treatment.

      Later that afternoon, as she sat alone in her office drinking a cup of strong coffee, another thought entered her mind.

      Natalie was sixteen and, being cooped up in a place like Seddon for months on end, with no one for company but other girls, it was not beyond the realms of possibility that she might be experimenting with one or more of them.

      Many girls at her age were already sexually active, or, at the very least curious to learn about their options. At least in an all-girl school, there was no chance of anyone falling pregnant, and they had all watched the cringe-worthy documentaries on sexually transmitted diseases during their relationships and sexual health classes, so they should all know the importance of safe sex.

      So if Natalie were in a relationship with one of the other girls, or several of them, as the case might be, then perhaps those marks on her bottom were as a result of a little overzealous foreplay.

      The lower and upper sixth dormitories were located in a different part of the school from where the teachers had their rooms, so who knew what went on up there once the lights were out?

      The more she thought about it, the less likely it seemed to Danielle that a girl like Natalie would be a willing participant in some sort of domination game.

      Danielle did not consider herself to be a prude. She, too, had experimented with most things during university, including sub-dom and lesbianism, but they were all within a consensual relationship and no one had ever forced her into trying anything she did not agree with.

      So, if that were the case with Natalie, fine. But Danielle had to make sure that the girl was not being coerced into anything she did not want to do.

      The problem, of course, was how on earth Danielle could find out for sure, without asking the girl outright.

      She could see no other feasible alternative.

      In her position, many other young teachers would take their suspicions to the headmistress and leave her to deal with the situation as she felt appropriate.

      But, regardless what the truth of the matter turned out to be, Danielle knew that Natalie would never forgive her if she told the head about her concerns.

      No, this one was going to be down to Danielle alone and she was not relishing the prospect.

      Danielle opened her computer and checked the timetable to see where Natalie’s class would be now.

      She glanced at the time on the bottom of her screen. It was a little after 5pm. Class would just have been released. Between five and seven each afternoon, the girls were given the freedom to go wherever they wanted within school grounds.

      Although the girls were encouraged to think of that part of the afternoon as study time, the library was usually the quietest part of the school during those hours.

      Danielle knew the group that Natalie tended to hang out with, so she scraped back her chair and made her way over to the tennis courts. Sure enough, she spotted Natalie with her usual group standing in line for their turn.

      The last thing Danielle wanted to do was draw attention to the fact that she needed to see the girl, so she stayed where she was and waited until Natalie happened to glance in her direction. She waved her over, casually, smiling as she did so, to lessen any concern Natalie might have at being summoned, and asked her to come and have a chat with her in her office.

      Once back in her office with the door shut, Danielle watched as Natalie shifted awkwardly on the hard wooden chair opposite her desk. The poor girl was obviously still in pain, which was no surprise considering how red those marks were.

      Danielle took her seat.

      She could see from Natalie’s expression that she automatically thought that she was in trouble.

      Danielle smiled at her. “Sorry I had to drag you away from tennis,” she apologised.

      Natalie shrugged. “That’s okay, Miss, I only went along because the others wanted to play. I fancied staying in and reading this evening. Am I in trouble for something?”

      Danielle assured her that she was not and saw Natalie physically relax as she said it. Danielle thought for a moment before continuing. She desperately wanted to ask the right questions without embarrassing the girl or making her feel too awkward.

      Finally, she asked. “Natalie, do you often find yourself agreeing to do things you don’t want to do?”

      The girl thought for a moment, considering her response. “How do you mean, Miss? Like today when you asked us to do circuit training? I didn’t want to do that, that’s for sure, but I’m glad now that I did.”

      Danielle laughed. “So am I – you were brilliant this morning,” she assured her. “But what I’m talking about more specifically is, does anyone ever ask you to take part in activities which are not part of the school curriculum that make you feel uneasy, or perhaps even scared?”

      “Scared, Miss?” The girl appeared shocked.

      “Yes, that’s right. Scared that if you do not take part, they might make life hard for you in some way?”

      Natalie shifted once more in her seat.

      This time, Danielle felt that it was not all down to her sore bottom.

      She leaned over her desk and looked directly in Natalie’s eyes. “You can tell me. I promise, if you want, that it will not leave this office.”

      Natalie could not hold her teacher’s gaze for long.

      The girl bowed her head.

      Danielle could just see her bottom lip starting to protrude.

      She waited to give the girl a chance to speak up.

      There was obviously something bothering her.

      After a minute’s silence, Danielle took a deep breath and continued.

      “Natalie, I could not help but notice those cane marks on your bottom at gym class today. Do you want to tell me how you came by them?”

      The young girl looked up, then immediately back down again. In that split second, Danielle had seen the embarrassment etched on her face that her secret had been discovered.

      Danielle felt a slight sense of relief that her instincts had been correct. She would naturally have preferred for there to be no reason for this discussion, but now she was convinced that there was, she was determined to find out what was going on.

      “Natalie,” she offered, soothingly. “If you don’t feel comfortable discussing it with me, I totally understand.”

      The girl looked back up, her face flushed with embarrassment.

      “Would you rather I went and asked the headmistress to come in, or one of the other teachers?”

      It was a cruel trick, but it had the desired effect.

      “No, please, don’t do that.” Natalie almost exploded from her seat. Now she was physically shaking. “I’ll tell you everything. Just please don’t let anyone else know, please!”

      “All right, all right,” Danielle assured her. “I promised you that, if you want, we can keep this between us, and I meant it, so don’t worry.”

      Natalie calmed down but she now looked to be on the verge of tears.

      “I promise you,” Danielle assured her, passing her a tissue across her desk, “that once you tell me, you’ll feel a lot better.”

      Natalie nodded. “I’m a duckling,” she announced, “last night, we had another initiation ceremony.”

      Danielle was horrified. She knew all about the proud history of the Swan Society at Seddon. A former student had even written a book about it, a copy of which now sat, prominently displayed, in the school library.

      When she first arrived, Danielle had flicked through the book, but did not read it in any great detail. It mentioned initiation, and the importance of weeding out those unfit to carry on the tradition. But when it came to the ceremonies, the book did not mention anything like this.

      “Wait a second,” she said, “are you telling me that part of last night’s initiation included you receiving those marks on your behind?”

      Natalie nodded.

      “And was it just you on the receiving end?”

      “Oh no,” replied the girl, matter-of-factly. “We all had to take it.”

      Danielle could feel her stomach churn. She had heard stories from some of her lecturers at university of some of the antics that had taken place at private schools. But they had been stories from the past, when beating children was virtually part of the curriculum.

      Society had progressed since then. Or so she had thought.

      How could an upstanding academic institution such as Seddon still allow these antiquated rituals to take place?

      Danielle tried to calm down. She did not want to stress Natalie out any more by showing how disgusted she was by the girl’s account.

      “And would I be right in presuming that it was one of the swans who inflicted this punishment on you all?”

      Natalie nodded again. “Yes, they all took it in turns, but it could have been worse.”

      “Worse!” Danielle could not believe her ears. “How could it possibly have been worse? Your bottom is red raw.”

      Natalie looked behind her as if to ensure that the door was still closed, and no one was within earshot. “They only used a wooden ruler, Miss. We have heard that they also have a riding crop, and a cat o’ nine tails, so at least we didn’t get those.”

      Danielle shook her head. She could not believe her ears. It was almost as if Natalie was making excuses for her abusers.

      The members of the Swan Society were no secret at Seddon. Danielle knew that head girl Cynthia Rollings ran the show, and she could just imagine the cocky privileged little madam taking great pleasure in deciding what torture could be inflicted on her underlings.

      The situation was delicate.

      Under normal circumstances, notwithstanding the promise she had made to Natalie, Danielle would have had no qualms in reporting this outlandish behaviour to the head.

      But she knew from past experience that Seddon marched to the beat of an altogether different drum from those considered appropriate by modern education standards.

      Danielle had witnessed a pupil being berated in front of the rest of her class for receiving a poor mark in a test. The teacher had actually reduced the poor child to tears, but still did not let up.

      Later, Danielle had spoken to the teacher in private to inform her that she did not approve of her methods.

      To her astonishment, the next thing she knew, Danielle was summoned before the headmistress and she was berated in her turn for interfering in matters that did not concern her.

      When she ventured that the welfare of the pupils at Seddon was her concern, she was reminded that she had been accepted into the academy on only a temporary contract. And if she wished to have it renewed at the end of the year, she needed to learn to adjust to the Seddon method of instilling discipline and character into their students.

      Danielle leaned forward on her desk. “Natalie, if I ask you a question, will you be honest with me?”

      Natalie looked up, shocked. “Of course, Miss.”

      “Do you even want to be part of this ‘Swan’ ritual, or whatever it is? Wouldn’t you rather just be able to concentrate on your studies and leave all that to someone else?”

      The girl looked horrified. “Oh, Miss, you can’t be serious. Once you’ve been nominated as a duckling, you have no choice but to comply. It’s considered a great honour to be chosen, and if you fail to make the grade, you’re an ugly duckling for the whole of the upper sixth.”

      “Would that really be so terrible?”

      Danielle knew the answer from the expression on the girl’s face.

      “All right, fine,” she accepted finally. “I can tell you’re adamant about becoming a Swan. But I hope you know that you can come and see me any time, in confidence, if you change your mind.”

      She placed special emphasis on the word confidence just to make sure the point made its way across.
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      Stanley Unwin sat at the breakfast table blowing on his hot tea. He knew he should not have made a second cup, as he was running late. Not for work – he would still be in plenty of time for that. But he preferred to eat his breakfast alone and be out of the door before his wife and daughters deigned to make their presence known.

      Even now it was too late. He could already hear them descending the stairs.

      He considered leaving his tea, but he knew even that would instigate a sarcastic response from his wife.

      Unwin steeled himself and took a large swallow. The hot liquid scalded his tongue and scorched its way down his gullet, burning a path down to his stomach.

      He started coughing and spluttering just as the three women entered the room.

      His younger child, Tamara, was the first to comment. “Daddy for goodness sake, if you’re going to cough your guts up, must you do it at the table?”

      “He’s swallowed his tea too quickly,” chimed in his wife. “How many times do I have to tell you not to rush your food? Anyone would think you were in a race.”

      “Is there any more tea in the pot?” asked Felicity, his elder daughter. “I’m simply gasping.”

      Before Unwin managed to catch his breath to answer, Mildred had lifted the lid to check inside.

      “No,” she replied, not trying to disguise the exasperation in her voice. “Your father was obviously too busy to put the kettle on for us.”

      Unwin finished coughing into his hanky. “I’m sorry, my dear,” he spluttered, “I was just about to refill it…”

      “Don’t bother.” She cut him off in mid-sentence. “Thinking about number one, as usual.”

      “Sorry.” He put his head down and concentrated on his tea. There was no point in arguing.

      While the three women prepared their breakfast, Unwin opened his newspaper and flicked through the pages until he found the article about the upcoming exhibition at the museum.

      The reporter had telephoned him a couple of days before and arranged an interview.

      Unwin felt that it had gone rather well and, as he read through it; he was happy to see that the interviewer had made precise notes of what he had been saying.

      There was even a photograph of him standing in front of the hoarding announcing the forthcoming exhibition.

      “Look girls,” he announced proudly, holding up the article. “Your father made the local paper.”

      “What as, a peeping tom?” Felicity asked scornfully.

      The three women laughed.

      “You’ve not been caught soliciting again, have you, Father?” Tamara chimed in.

      Unwin slammed his folded newspaper on the table. He could feel his cheeks burning. His daughters had absolutely no respect for him whatsoever, and he knew exactly where that attitude came from.

      “Now girls,” stammered Mildred, through her laughter, “that’s no way to speak to your father… Even if it is true.”

      The two young women were both bent over with laughter.

      Mildred stood there, holding her sides.

      It was obvious that they all took great delight in poking fun at him, so Unwin stood up abruptly, almost sending his chair over. “I’m leaving now!” he announced loudly.

      Not bothering to wait for an acknowledgement, he turned and marched out of the kitchen. While he straightened his tie in the hall mirror, he could still hear the three women laughing at his expense.

      He slammed the front door behind him as he left.

      On his drive in to the museum, he could still feel the rage boiling within him.

      One day, one day they would push him too far, and then they would know. He did not need them, they needed him. He was the breadwinner. He was the one who kept the roof above their heads and put food on the table. Not to mention their enormous credit-card bills, which he was expected to pay without complaint.

      He had insisted that the girls were too young to have their own accounts. After all, neither of them worked. Felicity was just about to go to university, and Tamara was still in the sixth form, so what on earth did they need credit cards for?

      Naturally, it was Mildred who insisted that they he allowed them, in order to teach how to handle money responsibly, or so she had argued.

      But what responsibility did they demonstrate when they used their cards willy-nilly without having to think about it?

      Not that their mother was any better. Her clothes bill alone could feed a small army and, naturally, everything had to have matching accessories. It would not have been so bad if she at least managed to make good use of each outfit. But she would wear each one once, usually to one of her functions, then insist that she could not possibly be seen in it again.

      At least the girls would wear their clothes until they were considered out of fashion.

      He supposed he should be grateful for small mercies, but right now, he was not feeling in a particularly appreciative mood.

      Unwin pulled his car into the staff car park and groaned inwardly when he saw that someone had taken his spot. The sign for the curator’s bay had long since faded with age, but everyone knew that it was his, and they had no right to grab it.

      He parked in the space next to it and slid out of his seat.

      He looked the vehicle over.

      He did not recognise it as belonging to any of his staff, but it appeared to be brand new.

      As he walked around, he noticed the rental sticker in the back window. Perhaps one of his staff members was having car trouble and had to hire one while theirs was being repaired.

      Even so, that did not excuse their deliberate lack of respect for his authority.

      Unwin strode purposefully towards the staff entrance.

      Someone was going to regret their careless actions this morning.

      As he fumbled in his briefcase, trying to locate his staff pass, Unwin heard the door buzz as someone pressed the release from inside.

      The door flew open.

      It was Bill Stead. “Morning guv’nor,” he said cheerily.

      “Oh, yes, good morning Bill,” Unwin replied. “Did you notice who parked in my space?”

      The security guard leaned out, keeping the door ajar with his foot, and glanced along the side to where the space in question was.

      “I see,” he replied nonchalantly. “I wonder if it might be your visitor from the museum in Cairo. She arrived about half an hour ago.”

      Unwin’s face dropped. “She’s here already?”

      Stead nodded.

      “But I wasn’t expecting her until tomorrow at the earliest.”

      The guard shrugged. “Perhaps she caught an earlier flight,” he suggested.

      Unwin did not answer. He merely rushed past the guard and made his way to his office.

      “The visitor from Cairo,” as Stead had put it, was actually a forensic specialist on loan from the museum, who had agreed to come to England to carbon-date and authenticate some of the treasures unearthed in Professor Kautz’s secret underground chamber.

      She was a visiting dignitary, as far as Unwin was concerned, and not to be here to welcome her when she arrived was an unforgivable oversight on his part.

      The curator was breathing heavily by the time he reached his office door. He was about to reach for the handle but instead decided to knock first.

      It seemed the right thing to do under the circumstances.

      There was no reply to his knock, so he twisted the handle and gently eased the door open.

      His office was empty.

      It made no sense, Stead had told him the woman had arrived an hour ago, so where else could she be?

      “Mr Unwin.”

      He almost jumped out of his skin. He turned to see the massive figure of the guard looming over him.

      “She’s already with the artefacts,” Stead informed him, anticipating his question. “She said she didn’t want to waste any time. I didn’t think you would mind.”

      Unwin dumped his briefcase on a chair just inside his office and composed himself as he strode towards the Egyptian wing where the new exhibition was being constructed.

      As he turned the last corner, Unwin saw the person whom he presumed was his special guest, bending down over an open chest, studying the contents through a magnifying glass.

      He introduced himself, offering his hand.

      The woman removed her plastic glove and face mask and shook his hand. “Good morning, Mr Unwin, I am Doctor Amina Anmali. I hope you have no objection but I took the liberty of starting work before your arrival – there is so much to do.”

      The woman looked a good deal younger than Unwin had been expecting.

      She spoke perfect English, although with a heavy accent.

      Under her white coat, she appeared small and petite in stature and, for the first time in ages, Unwin felt an immediate stirring in his groin when their hands met.

      He tried not to blush and hoped that his dark-blue suit trousers covered his protrusion.

      “May I offer you some refreshment, a cup of tea perhaps?”

      The woman shook her head. “No thank you, I had a lovely breakfast at my hotel before coming here.”

      Unwin looked surprised. “I see, then you flew in yesterday, I take it. I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

      “Yes, I had a chance of an early flight and could not wait to come and study this great find.”

      Unwin beamed with pride. “Yes indeed, we were very fortunate to be bequeathed these treasures. Of course, the professor was a great friend to the museum. This wing we’re standing in now was actually built and named in his honour.”

      “So, I read in one of your pamphlets. He sounds like a very great man.”

      “Oh, he was,” agreed Unwin. “Although, as with the collections of many eccentrics, the provenance of some of his treasures cannot always be relied on.”

      “Indeed.”

      Unwin was careful not to say too much. He was all too aware that there was a great deal of speculation among those in the know about some of the professor’s most treasured finds.

      The last thing he wanted was to initiate a legal battle between their two countries over the ownership of their latest acquisition.

      In the background, the museum crew were busy setting up the awnings and backgrounds for the upcoming exhibition.

      Unwin drew the woman’s attention to it.

      “What do you think of our scenery so far?” he asked, pointing out the workers behind her.

      The woman smiled. She was not taken in by his clumsy subterfuge.

      “It all looks very promising,” she agreed. “But I trust I will be given adequate time to complete my work before it opens?”

      “Yes, of course,” Unwin nodded, “and if for any reason you require more time, I’m sure we can work something out. The main feature of our exhibition will be our mummy, naturally. But if you need to work on her once the exhibit is open to the public, you’ll be welcome to come in when the museum is closed.”

      “Thank you, that would be most acceptable.” The woman looked directly into Unwin’s eyes as she spoke. Her gaze did not waver, even to blink.

      Unwin felt mesmerised. It was as if he was suddenly drifting on an invisible cloud, moving closer towards her.

      He did not dare to blink, either. Her eyes became large like swirling pools, cool and refreshing, urging him to dive straight in, and lose himself in them.

      “Mr Unwin.”

      The booming voice of his head of security brought him out of his daydream.

      Unwin shook the image from his mind.

      When he looked up, the doctor had already replaced her mask and glove and was intensely studying something from the open chest before her.

      “Er, yes,” replied Unwin, still feeling woozy.

      “There’s a delivery out back needs your signature,” the guard informed him.

      Unwin raised his hand to his forehead.

      He hoped this was not the start of a migraine coming on.

      “Yes, coming,” he responded, rubbing the bridge of his nose between his thumb and index finger as he followed the large man to the loading dock.
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      The man watched, hidden from sight by the bushes that covered this side of the museum car park.

      His pale linen suit was crumpled and wrinkled from the flight over from Egypt.

      He had not had anything to eat or drink since his dinner on the plane the previous night and now his belly gnawed with hunger, but he ignored it.

      Kasim was on a mission of great importance, one of honour and dignity, and in such circumstances, mere hunger was very low on his list of priorities.

      The doctor was clever. She had managed to give his people the slip two days ago in Cairo. It took them a while to discover she had booked an earlier flight than the one they believed she would be on.

      But it was no matter.

      He was here now, and he was determined to succeed in his task.

      Kasim tensed as he heard the staff door open as it had countless times that evening.

      It had to be her.

      From his vantage point he saw the figures of two young women emerge from the door.

      Neither of them was the doctor.

      Perhaps she intended to work through the night? It would not be the first time.

      Her reputation for immersing herself in her passion to the detriment of her own physical health was well known among members of the board of antiquities.

      Indeed, Doctor Anmali was considered almost inhuman amongst her peers, because of her capacity to work on a new discovery day and night, seemingly without need of sleep or sustenance.

      But if this was going to be one of those occasions, then he knew he could not wait for her to show herself.

      If necessary, he would have to find a way to break into the museum and confront her.

      His was a sacred mission, and justice would not be denied indefinitely.

      Kasim waited for another hour, during which time several other members of staff left for the night. He watched as the security staff changed over and noticed with interest that only one night guard appeared to have been left on duty.

      After a while, he saw the night guard let the cleaners out.

      It was now almost ten o’clock. The summer sky had given way to the dusk, and stars lit the sky above his head.

      Still there was no sign of her.

      Enough! He decided that fate had left the doctor alone inside the museum with only one solitary guard for company.

      The security man had looked old and weak, too weak for such a duty.

      Even so, Kasim wished he had a weapon with him. Under normal circumstances, he would have his revolver at hand, just in case of trouble. But, with the risk of being caught too great to consider it an option, he had reluctantly left his trusty gun back in Egypt.

      He looked around him for something substantial he could use as a club.

      There were some discarded building materials dumped in a corner of the car park. He went over to investigate and managed to find a piece of a broken wooden curtain rod.

      He slapped it against his palm several times to test it.

      It was not ideal, but it would do.

      Carefully checking the area to ensure he was not being observed, Kasim crept forward, keeping the wall of the car park to his right.

      There were now only two vehicles left in the park. One he had seen the security guard drive up in. The other, he suspected, must belong to the doctor.

      He considered trying the car doors, to see if she had left one unlocked.

      If so, he could get in and lie in wait for her, hiding on the floor at the back.

      Just as he was about to reach for the nearest handle, he remembered that most cars now had motion alarms fitted, and the last thing he needed was to draw unwanted attention to himself.

      He continued on his way, heading for the staff door.

      As he reached it, he stopped and looked up at the building. There were still several windows open, which with luck meant the guard would be on patrol at some point to close them.

      They did offer him a point of access, however. But he would need to find a ladder to reach them, so they were not going to be his first choice.

      Then, he realised, there had to be a fire escape somewhere, which might mean there was a metal staircase on the outside of the building.

      Kasim looked both ways along the side he was on.

      There was no sign of one, therefore, it had to be either at the front, or more likely, down one of the other sides.

      While he was here, it made sense for him to try the staff door, just in case.

      As he was about to test it, he heard a movement from the other side.

      It was too late to run and hide, so he lifted his wooden pole, ready to attack.

      He held his breath and waited.

      The locking bolt shot back, and the door opened towards him, blocking his view of whoever was coming out.

      The good thing, he realised, was that it also blocked their view of him, so he stayed still, poised to strike if the need arose.

      He heard a young girl call out to the security guard, wishing him good night.

      Seconds later, she appeared from behind the door, walking towards the entrance to the car park.

      She had not seen him.

      The staff door began to swing shut on its hinge.

      There was no sign of the guard.

      Perhaps the girl had let herself out?

      After all, Kasim had heard her shout out to him. If he had been nearby, she would not have had to call out at all.

      He took his chance.

      Just as the door’s lock was about to engage, he sprang forward and wrapped his fingers around the edge of the door. He pulled gently and the door hesitated for a second before giving way. Kasim managed to pull it open.

      As he suspected, there was no sign of the old guard.

      Kasim slipped inside and carefully pulled the door closed behind him.

      Once inside, he looked about him.

      There was a long corridor before him, with different types of props and scene-drops leaning against both sides. In the distance, he could see a small office, with a dim light coming from inside. Probably the security office.

      Kasim wondered if he should take care of the guard before commencing his task.

      But then he remembered his instructions. He would kill the guard only if it became necessary to conceal his presence.

      Kasim walked along the side of the wall, keeping as close to the leaning props as possible. Several of them stuck out at right angles and would make excellent places for him to hide, should the occasion arise.

      As he drew closer to the office, he could hear the sound of a television with the volume up high. The old man was probably hard of hearing, which in this case was a blessing Kasim had not expected.

      He crept past the office and turned the corner that led him through a labyrinth of corridors, finally bringing him out in the storage area behind some of the exhibition galleries.

      Kasim tried the first door he came to, but it was locked, as were the second and the third. Starting to grow frustrated, he decided that the next door would open for him, regardless.

      He turned the handle and braced his shoulder against the wood, ready to ram it open.

      But, to his relief, it opened without resistance.

      Kasim found himself in the main entrance lobby of the museum.

      At the front, next to the ticket booth, was a board with a map of the whole museum, illustrating where everything was.

      Kasim studied the directions until he found what he was seeking. He could feel the excitement within him growing.

      As he walked from room to room, ignoring the amassed treasures and the rich treasury of knowledge and learning that surrounded him, Kasim felt an eerie shiver run through his veins.

      Being closed, the museum was illuminated only by the emergency lights, which were barely enough to let him see where he was going.

      The faint buzz emanating from the fluorescent bulbs that lit many of the display cases and vitrines around the room was the only sound that filled his ears.

      More than ever, he wished he had more with which to defend himself than his lump of wood.

      Kasim walked on through several smaller rooms and turned a corner at the reptile section of the natural history wing. In the distance, he could see the awnings masking off the section that the museum had dedicated to their latest acquisition.

      He could see the light reflected from behind the fabric shield.

      Someone was still working there.

      Kasim knew only too well who it was.

      Stealthily, he crept towards the awning, and peered around the edge.

      In the distance he could see Doctor Anmali bent over a desk, concentrating on whatever she had laid out on the table before her.

      Even with her gown and mask on, Kasim recognised her instantly.

      He gripped the club in his hand until his knuckles grew white.

      Crouching, he edged his way forward, leaving the protection of the awning behind him. He kept to his left so as to remain out of the woman’s peripheral vision.

      There was an eerie silence in this part of the museum.

      Kasim could hear his heartbeat in his ears.

      Though he was treading as carefully as he could, he felt he could still hear his footfalls echoing in the silence.

      Suddenly, the doctor looked up from her work and saw him. She did not appear at all surprised by his presence. It was almost as if she had been expecting his arrival.

      Now the game was up, Kasim drew himself to his full height.

      The two of them stared at each other for a moment.

      The woman pulled down her face mask. “I wondered how long it would be before one of you came here,” she said. “I don’t know what you hope to gain, but whatever it is, I cannot assist you.”

      Kasim moved closer until he was within reaching distance of the doctor.

      “What you are doing here is sacrilege, and you know it.” He spat the words through gritted teeth.

      “Sacrilege? According to whom, exactly? A deluded bunch of fanatics like you and your group? What I am engaged in is scientific and historical research, nothing more.”

      Kasim moved closer, his wooden club held tightly in his hand.

      The doctor did not flinch although she feared he was ready to strike.

      Just then, they both heard a muffled creaking noise coming from behind the doctor.

      They both turned, and stared off, into the dim light towards the far end of the exhibition.

      Without looking back, the doctor began to walk towards the sound.

      Kasim’s club struck the back of her head before she had taken her third step.

      She crumpled to the ground.

      Kasim took a moment to check the doctor’s pulse. He could feel something, but it was very faint.

      No matter. If she died, she had only herself to blame.

      He stood up and walked towards the area from where the sound had just come.

      He wished more than ever now that he had remembered to bring a torch. But he had been in such a hurry to leave once he received the call that he barely remembered his passport.

      Kasim moved cautiously across the room, squinting in the dim light to try to see what lay ahead.

      Finally, the sarcophagus came into sight. It stood tall and erect in one corner of the replica tomb that had doubtless been created by the museum’s construction crew.

      The front cover was ajar and stood at right angles to the main body. But, as its hinge was on his side, he could not see what was inside.

      Kasim walked around the open casket until he stood directly in front of it.

      Inside he saw the mummy of Anlet-Un-Ri.

      The mummy towered over him. The wrappings, grey from thousands of years, together with the poor lighting, made it impossible for him to make out any definite details.

      He stared at it, mesmerised. The life of Anlet-Un-Ri was a legend in his country – her death a mystery.

      The location of her earthly remains had been disputed among scholars since as far back as the 18th dynasty, and yet here he was, a humble servant of his sect, standing before her.

      Kasim fell to his knees and bowed down.

      He uttered a silent prayer of thanks, during which he lifted his upper body and gazed up at the mummy, before lowering it again to continue his worship.

      The third time he rose, something odd caught his attention.

      Although it was too dark to tell for sure, the mummy appeared to have opened her eyes, and was staring down at him.

      Kasim halted his mutterings and tried to focus through the shadowy darkness.

      It was true – the mummy had come back to life!

      Before he had a chance to jump up, the mummy took a tentative step outside her sarcophagus.

      Kasim screamed, in spite of himself, no longer concerned with raising the alarm.

      The mummy cleared her sarcophagus just as he found his feet.

      One of her enormous arms shot forwards and her bound fingers wrapped themselves around Kasim’s neck, lifting him clear off the floor until their faces were level.

      There was nothing behind the ancient wrappings that resembled eyes, only black sunken pits. But to Kasim, hell itself poured forth from within them.

      He struggled to scream, but the hold on his neck was too tight to let him emit a sound.

      He fell into a world of darkness within seconds.
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      Scrapper sat in the dingy flat on the fifteenth floor of a tower block in one of the less salubrious parts of Brixton.

      Outside, he could hear the noise coming from the evening rush hour, as every second driver apparently thought using their horns was just what was needed to get the congestion moving along.

      Beside him on the torn leather sofa sat Phil, anxiously rubbing his hands together.

      Scrapper gave his friend a gentle slap on the arm, and mouthed the words, “Calm down,” to him.

      He knew that Phil was uncomfortable about this meeting. But he was Scrapper’s right hand, so he had to be there.

      Scrapper himself was so excited, he was fit to burst.

      This was finally his chance at the big time. His name had been bandied around town as a reliable delivery man, and finally, last night, he had received a call from one of the biggest families in south London. The Bixby family virtually ran the area, and nothing went down without their knowledge.

      The police could not touch them, although it was not from want of trying. But everyone knew that, if you grassed up a Bixby, the next funeral you went to was your own.

      They had connections all over the country and their outfit was, by far, the largest suppliers of drugs in the entire south.

      There were even rumours that they were thinking of a takeover bid that would give them the run of the home counties as well.

      Now that was real ambition, and Scrapper could see himself slotting right in with the rest of the gang.

      The problem had always been that he did not have any major connections in the game.

      All his life he had strived to be part of something spectacular in the criminal underworld, but no one ever took him seriously enough. Being a nine-stone string-bean with acne did not exactly exude menace, but Scrapper had worked hard to earn himself a reputation as a hard man.

      He had tried bodybuilding down at their local youth centre but, within a couple of weeks, he grew tired of some of the bigger blokes laughing at him behind his back because of the modest weights he was using.

      He considered taking steroids, as some of the users told him he could create a killer body in a couple of months. But he had seen documentaries about some of the side effects of those, and they were not pretty.

      Worst of all, they could give you erectile problems and that would do nothing to enhance his reputation.

      So he looked for other ways to command respect.

      He shaved his head. He would have liked a beard but, alas for him, his facial hair never reached an adequate consistency to look like anything other than peach-fuzz.

      He had several tattoos, most of which depicted skulls and bleeding daggers, with a couple of naked women thrown in for good measure.

      Scrapper had been in and out of young offender institutions, but he knew that, among the fraternity he wanted to be part of, only prison counted. At one point, he made up his mind that he would commit a criminal act serious enough to earn him a couple of years inside.

      Not too long. But long enough to make his mark.

      The crime had to be something dangerous. He read the papers and scanned the news channels to see what sort of crimes he could commit to garner the desired effect.

      He decided on robbery.

      But it had to be armed robbery.

      Scrapper was hardly going to walk into prison with his head held high for mugging some old lady so he came up with a plan to rob a newsagent, using a knife.

      A gun would be better, but he had no idea how to get hold of one.

      He stole a large carving knife from his mother’s kitchen and set out on his grown-up criminal career.

      His plan was to hold the staff up at knife-point, empty the till, grab some fags, and make sure it was all caught on camera.

      If one of the owners decided to be a hero, Scrapper even had a plan to stab them. Not anywhere fatal, perhaps in the arm, or the shoulder. Just enough to ensure he got a proper sentence when he was up before the beak.

      But the first three shops he went into, he discovered that he did not have what it took to carry out such a crime.

      On each occasion he marched in with his knife tucked inside his jeans, gripping the handle in anticipation for the moment he would pounce.

      But every time the shop keeper asked him what he wanted, he froze, and ended up buying a pack of chewing gum, all of which he later discarded because he hated the stuff.

      Scrapper had smoked pot since he was in secondary school, so he knew some of the local suppliers quite well. After his debacle with the abortive hold-ups, he decided to spread the word around that he wanted to become more than just a good customer.

      He knew they were always looking for distributors and couriers, so it seemed to him another viable avenue for breaking into the business.

      It took a while for any of them to trust him enough, but eventually he received his first call.

      It was an easy job. He just had to pick up a small package from a flat in Battersea and take it across the river and deliver it to a bloke in Pimlico.

      The operation went like clockwork, although Scrapper must have lost 10 pounds in sweat on the journey.

      He was well paid and, most importantly, he did not ask any questions.

      Scrapper had no idea what was in the package, and he did not care. For all he knew, it might have been a dummy run to see if he could be trusted.

      A week went by before he received his next job. This was a slightly bigger consignment, which, he was told, would look too suspicious to carry on public transport, so he needed a vehicle.

      Trouble was, Scrapper could not drive, which was why he enlisted the help of his old mate Phil. They made a good team, which meant Phil just doing whatever Scrapper said without question.

      The pair of them carried on working together after that. The size and frequency of the jobs increased, which to Scrapper meant he was gaining a solid reputation that would eventually lead to his introduction to the big time.

      Finally, his time had come.

      Len Bixby was not a senior member of the gang. He was in fact a distant cousin of the family who was trusted with odds and ends here and there. But he was still a Bixby, and that was what mattered to Scrapper.

      Across from them, seated in two unmatched armchairs, were Len’s girlfriend, Amber, and another girl who had been introduced to them as Lucy.

      Both girls were made up for a night on the town, complete with leather mini-skirts and fishnet stockings.

      Scrapper had decided not to invite Sara to the meeting. He liked to have her around because she was stunning and sounded posh. But she had an annoying habit of saying stupid things in company, making him look like an idiot as a result.

      And that was the last thing he wanted in such distinguished company.

      Anyway, he was happy enough checking out Amber’s friend, especially as every time she smiled at Phil, he looked away, embarrassed.

      Len returned from the kitchen carrying five opened bottles of beer.

      He handed them around before taking the arm of Amber’s chair.

      “Cheers,” he said, holding up his bottle.

      Everyone raised theirs in salute before they drank.

      The beer was ice cold, and played havoc with Scrapper’s sensitive teeth, but he supressed the urge to wince, and glugged back a couple of good swallows.

      “Now to business,” said Len. “I’ve got a bloke in the sticks who I’ve been supplying for about a year, and now ’e wants to branch out a bit, set up his own crew.”

      Scrapper shook his head. “Can’t ’ave that,” he announced confidently. “Is that the job? You want us to go an’ take care of ’im?”

      Phil turned to his mate, his brows knitted.

      What the hell was Scrapper talking about?

      They did not know how to “take care” of someone, as he put it. He was beginning to feel that this meeting was a bad idea. Phil was happy enough staying with Scrapper for the time being. But collecting and delivering weed was one thing. Sorting blokes out was another kettle of fish altogether.

      Len shook his head. “What? No, nothin’ like that,” he replied, obviously surprised by Scrapper’s question. “’e’s lookin’ to expand, that’s all. I’ll still be ’is supplier, that’s the deal, only now he wants more gear to get things movin’”

      “Right.” Scrapper nodded knowingly.

      “So, what I need,” continued Len, “is a couple of reliable blokes ’oo can courier the stuff for me, no questions asked.”

      Scrapper finished another swallow of beer and released a loud belch.

      Phil noticed Lucy wrinkle her nose, and Amber just shook her head in disbelief.

      “Well, we’re definitely your men,” offered Scrapper, slapping Phil on the shoulder.

      Len nodded. “Yea, I ’eard you did a job for a mate of mine in Vauxhall the other day. That was good work.”

      Scrapper held out his arms. “I’m a businessman,” he exclaimed, much to the amusement of the two girls. “My word is my bond, an’ I never let me business associates down.”

      Len nodded. “I’m glad to hear it,” he replied.

      Reaching under the cushion of the armchair, Len pulled out a handgun.

      He held it towards Scrapper, by its barrel.

      Scrapper handed his bottle to Phil, almost dropping it in his haste to jump out of his seat and grab the gun.

      He had never seen, much less held, a real gun before.

      Scrapper could not contain his excitement.

      He hefted the weapon from one hand to the other, feeling the authority of the weight. Then he turned it over in his hand, pretending he was looking for something, before giving up. Next, he looked down the sights, pointing the gun towards the window behind Lucy’s head.

      “Careful,” Len cautioned. “It’s loaded.”

      Scrapper carefully placed the gun on its side, on the arm of the sofa.

      “You ever used one of ’em before?” asked Len.

      Scrapper was loath to tell the truth, but he did not wish to create a bad impression by being caught out in a lie.

      “Not as such,” he answered, “A mate of mine’s old man ’ad a couple ’e used to bring out now an’ again, but ’e never let us fire them.”

      Len nodded.

      Phil raised his eyes to heaven.

      “Well, if all goes to plan, you shouldn’t need one for this job, I just wanted to know ’ow you were fixed in case the need arose in the future.”

      Scrapper nodded.

      He reached over to retrieve his beer from Phil.

      As he moved, he nudged the gun by accident. Before he had a chance to react, the weapon fell off the arm and landed on the wooden floor with a loud thud.

      Scrapper leaned towards Phil, covering his head with his hands, preparing for the report as the gun went off.

      But it never did.

      Once he realised all was safe, Scraper sat back up and straightened himself, desperately trying to appear as if he had not been ruffled by the weapon falling.

      Len stood up and walked over to pick up the gun.

      He held it in front of Scrapper. “Good job you left the safety on, ain’t it?”

      Len walked back to his chair.

      The women burst out laughing at Scrapper’s antics.

      Scrapper joined in the laughter in an attempt to make the whole incident seem like a joke when, in reality, he knew he was the butt of it.

      He grabbed back his beer and took another long swig to calm himself down.

      Once they had all finished their drinks, Len stood up. “Right then, lads, I’ll be in touch soon, now if you’ll excuse us, me and the ladies are off out for the night.”

      Scrapper and Phil stood up.

      Scrapper offered Len his hand, but Len ignored the gesture and placed his arm around his shoulders instead. “You won’t let me down when I call, will yer?” he whispered in Scrapper’s ear.

      There was an edge of menace to his voice that made Scrapper tremble involuntarily.

      Scrapper tried to turn to look back at Len, but their heads were to close together, and Len kept a tight hold of his shoulder, preventing him from moving back.

      “No… not at all. You can rely on me,” Scrapper stuttered.”

      “Good.” Len led them to the front door.

      Phil turned and smiled at the girls. “Nice to have met you,” he said.

      The two women stood up in unison and walked towards Phil.

      “My friend here was wondering if you could talk,” said Amber, glancing over at Lucy.

      Lucy sidled up to Phil and linked her arm through his. “Fancy joining us up west?” she asked. “I get awfully lonely watching these two make out all the time.”

      Phil was taken aback. He could feel his cheeks redden.

      Before he had a chance to answer, Scrapper called to him from the open front door.

      Phil carefully slid his arm out of Lucy’s and apologised.

      As he walked towards the front door, he nodded at Len, then kept his head low.

      Once outside, Scrapper slapped Phil on the back. “We’re in, son – told yer so.”

      Phil shrugged him off. “What was all that bollocks with the gun?” he demanded.

      “What?” replied Scrapper, clearly shocked by his mate’s question.

      “What d’yer mean, what? That crap that bloke was talkin’ about us needin’ a gun in the future. Understand this – I ain’t now, or ever, havin’ anything to do with guns. Is that clear?”

      Scrapper looked over his shoulder to make sure their argument could not be heard.

      “Keep yer bleedin’ voice down, will yer?” he urged. “I told yer this was the big time, right? So it stands to reason we may ’ave to be tooled up some day.”

      “Tooled up!” Phil mimicked. “Will you just listen to yerself? This ain’t a fuckin’ game of cowboys and Indians. That was a real gun that bloke ’ad, the type that kills people.”

      As they reached the lift lobby, two women with prams stepped out of the lift.

      Phil kept the swing door open for them to pass through.

      Once they were gone, the men stepped into the lift.

      Scrapper hit the ground button. “Look, Phil, I ain’t talkin’ about killin’ anyone, either, but if Len reckons we need to be armed for a job, we’d be daft not to listen.”

      Phil stared back at him. “Let me make this clear, the day that Len bloke, or anyone else, says we need a gun, I’m off the job, an’ I’m serious.”

      Scrapper held his hands out. “Okay, okay, no sweat, bruv. Everythin’s gonna be fine – just trust me.”

      Phil was far from convinced, but he decided to let it drop for now.

      Somehow, he had a nasty feeling that they had just made a deal they would one day regret.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eleven


          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Inspector Dawn Cummings flashed her badge at the uniformed constable manning the entrance and parked her Astra in the nearest spot in the museum car park.

      At 39, she was the only female senior officer at her station.

      It was a position she was proud to hold, although her ambition had always been to reach the dizzy heights of commissioner one day. The fact that she had already failed the DCI exam twice was not lost on her or her superiors so, for now, she was happy to plod along and see what the future might hold.

      Dawn was an eternal optimist, and lived by the saying, “Never say never,” so she was open to whatever might be waiting for her around the corner.

      She had lived in the home counties all her life and, other than a couple of brief secondments to London, Birmingham and Liverpool, she was happy to stay where she was. Her ambition aside, she was not willing to swap the idyllic peace and relative quiet of the countryside for the crowds, dirt and noise of the big cities.

      As she slid out of her seat, Dawn placed the wallet holding her warrant card and badge into the band of her skirt, with the badge on the outside. This left her hands free to hold her pad and pen to take notes.

      Over time, she had become aware of her failing memory, so it made sense to her to keep a record of details she felt pertinent while on the job.

      As she walked towards the staff door, she could see the corpulent figure of DS Courtney waiting for her. In her opinion, he was not what might be termed “lightening in a bottle”, but he was diligent and straightforward, and was one of the few DSs she had worked with who did not complain about having to do the donkey work.

      “Morning, Scot.”

      “Morning, guv,” he replied. “Sorry to drag you out of bed, but this looks like it might be a curly one.”

      “What have you got?”

      Courtney flicked through his notes. “Body discovered early this morning inside the museum. The security guard who found him is still quite shaken, he’s inside on his 15th cup of sweet tea, poor old bloke.”

      “Anything suspicious?” asked Dawn, moving aside to allow a couple of men in overalls and face masks inside.

      “Well initially there was no obvious signs of assault and we thought perhaps the bloke had simply had a heart attack. But, on closer examination, the pathologist noticed bruising around his neck. Now he’s saying it looks as if he was strangled.”

      “Witnesses?”

      Courtney shook his head. “Only the artefacts and statues. Shame they can’t talk.”

      “Have you managed to find out who the victim was?”

      “Yep, he conveniently had his passport on him. Name’s Kasim Kassimme and, according to the visa and stamp in his passport, he only arrived yesterday from Egypt.”

      “That’s odd,” replied Dawn. “Bloke arrives in a foreign country, comes straight here and gets killed for his trouble. What’s that about?”

      The DS shook his head. “According to the guard, he did not recognise the victim, says he only came on duty last night, but according to him, the only member of staff left was a visiting academic, a Doctor Anmali,” Courtney looked up at his boss. “Coincidentally, he thinks she’s also from Egypt.”

      “Well, that can’t be a coincidence, can it?

      “That’s what I thought. According to the guard, she was working here until 11 last night. He said he doesn’t know where she lives, but we’ve called the curator of the museum and he’s on his way now. Hopefully he can fill in the details.”

      Dawn nodded.

      Just then, the two forensic officers who had entered earlier appeared with a stretcher.

      Dawn and the DS moved back to allow them to exit with the body.

      They were followed by the pathologist, Doctor Fergusson.

      When he saw Dawn, he smiled. “Good morning, Inspector, I’ll have your man on the slab after breakfast. Shall we say two o’clock for the PM results?”

      Dawn had always found the pathologist a little too brusque for her tastes, but he had a good reputation for not missing a single thing.

      “Thanks, Doc, see you there.”

      They watched as the technicians loaded the dead man into their van and waited for them to slam the doors before they continued.

      “So how does this security guard look to you?” Dawn asked her DS.

      Courtney frowned. “How do you mean?”

      “Well if he was the only one on site, do you think it’s possible he’s our assailant?”

      The DS thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No way, he’s badly shaken up – there’s no way he’s faking it. Once I’d finished questioning him, I told him he could go home, but he’s too shaky to drive. We called his wife and she’s on her way to pick him up.”

      They looked up as another car entered the car park.

      The driver swung their vehicle towards where Dawn had parked, then slammed on the brakes when he noticed the space was taken.

      There followed a crunching of gears, before the car reversed enough to take up another spot.

      The two officers waited for the occupant to exit his vehicle and walk over to them.

      Courtney showed his ID as the man approached.

      “And who might you be?” asked Dawn, not bothering to show her badge.

      The man was covered in perspiration, far more than was warranted by the early morning sunshine.

      “My name is Stanley Unwin, I’m the curator of the museum.” He removed a pocket handkerchief from the breast pocket of his jacket and used it to wipe his forehead. “What on earth is going on here?” he demanded. “The officer who called me said a body had been found inside.”

      “That’s right, sir,” replied Dawn. She turned to Courtney. “What was his name again?”

      “A Mr Kasim Kassimme,” the DS relayed, checking his notes.

      “Apparently, he arrived in this country yesterday, from Egypt, and from what we can gather he made a beeline for this place,” Dawn informed him. “Was he a guest of the museum?”

      Unwin stood there for a moment and thought. “No, the name means nothing to me, he’s certainly not one of my team.”

      “But you do have another visitor from Egypt working here?” Dawn asked.

      Unwin nodded, surprised that the DI was so well informed. “That’s correct, Dr Anmali is an archaeological forensic specialist. She’s here to study and carbon-date some ancient relics that have recently come into our possession. We have her on loan from the museum in Cairo.”

      “And, to your knowledge, this Dr Anmali has nothing to do with our victim?”

      “Not as far as I’m aware,” Unwin replied. He fumbled in his pockets for another hanky. When the phone call from the police woke him up, he just grabbed the first suit he could find, which, typically was one of his heavy winter ones.

      His hands shook as he mopped his brow once more.

      His nervousness was not lost on either officer.

      “Are you all right, sir?” asked Courtney.

      Unwin stared at him. “All right!” he stammered. “Of course, I’m not all right. We have a major exhibition due to open to the public in a few days, and now you’re telling me a complete stranger has been found dead in my museum. How can I be all right?”

      “Not just dead, I’m afraid,” Dawn informed him. “Murdered.”

      The news caused Unwin to take an unsteady step backwards.

      The two officers looked at each other. The information had clearly been a shock to Unwin, judging by his response. Which was a good sign for them.

      “Oh, my goodness, murdered,” Unwin muttered to himself. He looked up. “How?”

      “Well we’re waiting on the post mortem to give us the full details,” answered Dawn, “but from what we can ascertain so far, it looks as if it might have been strangulation.”

      Unwin’s hand shot to his mouth. His eyes were wide behind his wire-rimmed glasses.

      “We believe that Dr Anmali was the last person to leave last night,” Courtney mentioned, scanning through his notes.

      “Er, I don’t know,” Unwin said, still shaking. “I left at about six-thirty; she was definitely still here when I went home.”

      “Your security guard confirmed the time for us,” Dawn confirmed. “Do you happen to know where we can contact this lady?”

      Unwin attempted to settle himself. He was aware that his demeanour did not conform to the dignity of his position.

      A murder? On his premises!

      He could only imagine what the bad publicity would be like, once the press got hold of it.

      He could see the headline: Murder at the Museum.

      It was like something out of a bad dream.

      “Mr Unwin,” urged Courtney.

      “Yes, yes of course, please follow me into my office, I have all her contact details in there.”

      As they were about to enter the building, a white van with a security logo on the side turned the corner at speed and screeched to a halt at the command of the officer at the entrance.

      Unwin looked back. “That’s Bill Stead, our head of security, he can show you any details you need about the comings and goings of our staff.”

      Dawn placed her thumb and forefinger in her mouth and gave a deafening whistle.

      The uniformed officer talking to the driver looked up and Dawn signalled for him to let the van through.

      The three of them did not wait for the security guard to catch up but continued to Unwin’s office.

      Once inside, he found the details of where the doctor was staying, and Dawn copied them in her notebook.

      While they were still there, there was a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” Unwin called.

      Bill Stead entered the room. He glanced at the two officers and half-smiled before he began speaking. “Mr Unwin, I just heard. This is terrible.”

      “Yes, Bill,” replied Unwin, “these officers will need your assistance in seeing if we can identify this poor man and discover what he was doing here in the first place.”

      Stead nodded. “I’ve just had a quick word with old Stan, he’s pretty shaken up, but he says his wife is on her way over to fetch him.”

      “Do you have any CCTV here in the museum?” asked Dawn.

      Stead turned to face her.

      The look he gave her made her feel uneasy, almost as if he was trying to imagine what she would look like naked.

      She held his gaze until he looked away.

      “Well, we do,” he said, nervously, “but I’m afraid we only use it when the museum is open, so it wasn’t on overnight.”

      “Terrific,” said Dawn, not attempting to disguise the exasperation in her voice. “Do you keep a record of staff members and visitors, and when they enter or leave the building?”

      Again, she saw an expression on the guard’s face that made her feel uneasy.

      Dawn had always considered herself to be a good judge of character, a skill that she had found invaluable as a copper, and there was definitely something off about this bloke.

      “Yeah,” replied Stead, “we keep a sign-in sheet. I’ll check it for yesterday. What name am I looking for?”

      “Kasim Kassimme,” said Courtney.

      Stead left the room.

      “You don’t think this man might have broken in, then?” asked Unwin. “I mean, if he was up to no good.”

      “We don’t know anything for sure at the moment, other than the fact he’s dead,” Dawn answered, gazing around the office.

      “Our people did have a look around this morning,” Courtney chimed in. “There was no obvious sign of a break-in anywhere, so we have to presume for now that he entered some other way.”

      The security guard returned to the office. This time he did not bother to knock.

      “I’ve checked out the sheet for yesterday. There was no one listed other than the museum staff, and that guest of yours, Mr Unwin.”

      “Thank you, Bill,” said Unwin, “could you have a look round with the crew when they arrive and see if anything is missing?”

      Stead nodded. “Will do, Mr Unwin,” he assured the curator.

      He left without looking at the two officers.
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      The Orb and Sceptre was the only five-star hotel in town, far beyond the pocket of a humble DI. Dawn had often driven past it, and made the mistake one night of thinking she deserved a large glass of the house red.

      That was an error she did not intend to make twice.

      How such places justified their pricing was beyond her, but she supposed it was one way to ensure their clientele list was at the higher end of the market.

      Dawn showed her badge to the parking valet, who looked as if he had been up all night and desperately needed his bed.

      He directed her to the overflow car park, which was practically empty, so she took a spot near the entrance.

      The man on duty at the front desk was tall and slim, and was wearing a black and gold waistcoat with shiny gold buttons over his pressed white shirt and black tie.

      Dawn showed him her ID card and asked what room Doctor Anmali was staying in.

      “Certainly, Madam,” he responded, his accent as crisp as his shirt. “Is she expecting you?”

      Dawn shook her head. “Afraid not,” she replied.

      The man checked the register, then lifted the handset in front of him, and punched three buttons.

      After a few seconds, he said. “Oh, good morning, Doctor Anmali. Robert on the front desk here, we have a Detective Inspector Cummings who would like a word with you. Should I send her up?”

      Dawn gazed around the large foyer while she waited.

      Through the glass double doors that led to the dining room, she could see guests tucking into bacon and eggs, and her stomach rumbled spontaneously. She had not had time for so much as a cup of tea before she left her house that morning, and now she was beginning to feel it.

      “Thank you,” Robert said and put down the phone. “Inspector,” he continued, turning to Dawn, “the doctor is in room three-two-five – it’s on the third floor.”

      He waved his hand toward the lift lobby off to her left.

      Dawn rode the lift with an elderly gentleman who rushed to catch it when he saw her entering the car. He was dressed in what appeared to be a very expensive suit and made a stab at polite conversation with her on the journey.

      Although he was old enough to be her father, Dawn had an uncomfortable feeling that he was going to attempt to ask her out when the lift stopped at her floor, and she stepped out.

      But fortunately, he merely wished her a good day.

      Dawn walked down the corridor until she was outside the right door.

      She knocked, and a moment later Doctor Anmali opened it, wearing a white towelling robe, with a matching hand-towel wrapped around her head, and white slippers, all with the hotel’s insignia on them.

      The officer was immediately struck by how beautiful the woman was.

      Even without make-up, her skin radiated a healthy glow and her eyes were positively hypnotic.

      Dawn showed her badge as she introduced herself. “Good morning, doctor. Sorry for the early-morning call.”

      Doctor Anmali stood back to allow Dawn to enter the room. “Not at all, Inspector, please come in.”

      Even in flats, Dawn towered over the minute figure of the academic.

      The room was a large double, with an en-suite bathroom and a king-size bed.

      There was a television mounted on the wall, a dresser with an arched mirror, two very comfortable-looking armchairs, and two good-sized wardrobes near the door.

      “I was just about to have breakfast,” the doctor explained. “Would you care to join me? They serve far too much for one person here.”

      She led Dawn out on to the balcony where there was a garden table and two chairs.

      The furniture was solidly built of wrought iron and was painted dark green.

      On top of the table was a tray with an assortment of rolls, buns and croissants, individual butter knobs wrapped in gold foil, assorted fruit preserves, each in their own individual jars, and a large plate piled high with various slices of different fruits arranged in an artistic pattern that reminded Dawn of a kaleidoscope.

      On a separate tray sat a tall coffee pot, plus matching cups and saucers, sugar basin and cream jug.

      Dawn could feel her belly start to rumble again, but this time she managed to talk over it.

      “Thank you, this looks lovely,” she observed.

      They sat down and Doctor Anmali poured them each a cup of piping-hot coffee.

      “I take it you are here to check my papers?” she asked, handing Dawn her coffee. “I can assure you they are all in order, I have a working visa for three months to cover my time at the museum.”

      Dawn blew on her coffee before taking a sip. “Sorry, Doctor Anmali, I should have said, the reason I am here is because there was a break-in at the museum last night.”

      “Oh, I see.” The doctor held out the tray of assorted pastries.

      Dawn chose a croissant and helped herself to a pot of strawberry preserve.

      They talked and ate together.

      “Could I ask what time you left the museum yesterday, please?”

      The doctor thought for a moment. “I’m not sure, exactly, but I would hazard a guess that it could not have been much after eleven, as I arrived here by twenty past.”

      “Did you see anyone when you left?”

      “Only the elderly security guard. He saw me to the door and buzzed me out.”

      “Were there any others members of staff still working?”

      “Not that I was aware of. Mind you, I was only in one part of the museum, so if there were others elsewhere, there’s every chance I did not see them.”

      Dawn thought for a moment.

      The croissant went down a treat. As she shoved the last morsel into her mouth, the doctor gestured for her to help herself to some more.

      This time she went for a sweet roll and some butter.

      The doctor nibbled on a piece of watermelon, carefully removing the seeds from her mouth with a napkin.

      All the while, Dawn could not help but notice the way she looked at her.

      There was a hunger in the doctor’s eyes which made Dawn shift in her seat more than once.

      It was an ironic reversal, as she was usually the one who made suspects squirm when she interrogated them.

      But then she reminded herself that the doctor was not a suspect.

      Not at this moment in time, anyway.

      “May I ask?” Doctor Anmali cut across her thoughts. “Was anything stolen?”

      “Stolen?” repeated Dawn curiously.

      “Yes, you said there had been a break-in at the museum,” the doctor reminded her, “so I wondered if the thieves stole anything specific.”

      “Okay,” said Dawn, catching up, “I see what you mean. When I said there’d been a break-in, I should have clarified that someone broke in and assaulted someone.”

      The doctor looked shocked. “Not that nice old security man?”

      Dawn shook her head, biting off another chunk of roll.

      She held her hand up while she chewed, not wishing to spray bread crumbs over the table.

      “Sorry.” She swallowed too soon and the bread caught in her throat.

      Dawn emptied her coffee cup to dislodge it.

      “Sorry.” She tried again. “No, the victim was a gentleman from your country. Oddly enough, he arrived here in England only yesterday and, from what we can work out, he went straight to the museum.”

      Dawn watched to see if her revelation produced a reaction from the doctor.

      There was nothing.

      “I see, how strange,” mulled the doctor. “I was not aware of being introduced to anyone else from my country yesterday at the museum. I did meet several of the staff, but I am pretty sure no one from Egypt.”

      “May I?” Dawn indicated the coffee pot.

      “Please do.”

      “Well, that’s the thing, we spoke to the curator and the head of security, but no one seems to know who this man is, or why he was there in the first place.”

      “How very odd,” replied the doctor. “Did you not ask him the reason for his visit?”

      Dawn sipped her coffee. It was a little more tepid than the first cup.

      “No, I’m afraid we couldn’t. You see, the assault proved to be fatal.”

      The doctor’s eyes widened. “That’s terrible. The poor man. But surely, someone must have let him in, or at least known who he was and what he was doing there?”

      “You would think,” agreed Dawn. “That’s why I was hoping you might be able to throw some light upon the situation.”

      “Ah, I see, because we were both from Egypt.”

      Dawn shrugged. “We had to start somewhere.”

      Doctor Anmali nodded. “Of course. Well, I’m sorry I could not be of more help to you.”

      “On the contrary,” replied Dawn. “Breakfast was wonderful.”
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