
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Decade of Drama

Diamonds, Murder and Intrigue

[image: tmp_cde87d61a48c7790e7e12346609547bd_D7Y_Pk_html_587fa756.jpg]

Robert McQuade

Smashwords ebook published by Fideli Publishing
Inc.


© Copyright 2015, Robert McQuade

No part of this eBook
may be reproduced or shared by any electronic or mechanical means,
including but not limited to printing, file sharing, and email,
without prior written permission from Fideli Publishing.

Smashwords License
Notes

This ebook is licensed
for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or
given away to other people. If you would like to share this book
with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you
should purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard
work of this author.

ISBN:
978-1-60414-836-7


Chapter 1

In an opera company
dressing room, Antonietta Randolpho, a young diva, has a shoe in
her hand and an angry expression on her face. Eleanora Rizzo, a
performer in her early thirties, is sitting in a chair observing
the younger woman’s tirade. Antonietta throws the shoe at the
closed dressing room door while spitting out the name “Verdi.” She
takes off her other shoe and throws it. She looks around the room
for something else to throw. Eleanora takes off one of her shoes
and offers it to the outraged teenager who takes it and flings
it.

“You heard what he said. ‘Randolpho is young but
that is fine for a role like Aida. And if she has voice and
heart, I will take care of making her sing and act well.’”

“Mostly I heard the great Giuseppe Verdi say
that you are getting the title role in the world premier of his
newest opera.”

“In Cairo. Cairo is a sideshow. Stolz is getting
the opening here in Milan at La Scala. “She’s Stolz.”

“She’s Verdi’s whore.’’

“She’s still Stolz, and you are still nineteen.”
Antonietta exhales audibly and holds out her hand.

“Just one more shoe.” Eleanora shakes her head
no.

The contrast in appearance of these two talented
women is representative of Italian diversity.

Antonietta has the fair complexion and light
hair of the north. Eleanora has the darker skin tone common to
southern Italy and Sicily. Antonietta is petite. Nothing about
Eleanora is petite. She is bold and beautiful combined with a quick
wit and a lively sense of humor.

On the sidewalk outside of the La Scala
Opera House, a gray-bearded Giuseppe Verdi is being interviewed by
an Egyptian journalist wearing a red fez.

“My last question, Maestro Verdi, is will all of
the characters in your opera have light skin?”

“In that period of history, the people were true
Africans. The real Egyptians still are.”

Verdi nods his head in agreement.

“Good point, sir. And one I anticipated. Makeup
will do the trick. Aida is an opera, not a history lesson.
Nor is it intended to be involved in your country’s political or
racial problems.”

Verdi notices the approach of Eleanora. The
Journalist also notices her approach. He pays no more attention to
Verdi. He is staring at Eleanora. Verdi leaves the journalist to
greet her. The journalist continues to stare. The look on his face
is a stunned one.

Eleanora addresses Verdi with a confrontational
tone of voice.

“Tell me, Giuseppe, are you trying to break the
spirits of our very talented young Aida, or are you just turning
into to a cranky old man?” Verdi responds with a weak smile.

“As usual, my dear friend, you are right.”

***

A Central Pacific Railroad locomotive
emblazoned with the word JUPITER on its side is pulling a single
Pullman car down a mountain grade. The locomotive slows down as it
levels out on the prairie. A second locomotive, identified as
Engine 119 of the Union Pacific Railroad, is parked on the same
track facing the Jupiter. The Jupiter comes to a stop three
railroad ties from the 119.

The place is Promontory, Utah. The day is May10,
1869. The event is “The wedding of the rails,” when the first
transcontinental railroad opens rail transportation from the
Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific.

Leland Stanford, a distinguished executive,
straddles the last three railroad ties separating the North
American Continent. The spike he will drive is a gold plated
one.

Stanford spits into the palm of his hands, picks
up a silver headed sledgehammer, wiggles his hips and uses the
hammer to drive the golden spike into the tie.

A brass band strikes up, while cheers and
applause break out, and fireworks burst.

After many handshakes and pats on the back,
Stanford breaks away to go over and put an arm around Jack Tarboro,
a powerfully built engineer in his early thirties.

Jack is dressed in scruffy denims and worn-out
work boots.

Stanford talks into Jack’s ear to be heard over
the celebration noise.

“Do one more thing for me, Jack. Get hold of
that golden spike. The damn thing cost four hundred bucks.”

In a richly decorated Pullman car, Stanford is
seated behind a desk. On the opposite side of the car a small door
opens and a bare-chested Jack Tarboro comes out. He is carrying a
wet towel. His torso is marked with numerous scars and stitch
traces. He is a somewhat handsome man, and a very manly one. An
obvious flaw to his looks is a missing left ear lobe.

“Thanks for the use of the tub,” Jack says.
Stanford observes the body injuries that he assumes Jack acquired
in the recently concluded Civil War.

“Damn, Jack, how many times were you wounded?”
Stanford’s tone reflects his affection for the younger man.

“I wasn’t good at ducking.”

He pulls on a shirt and sits across the desk
from his boss.

“I still can’t believe you got those last ties
laid. That crew of yours earned their bonus.”

“They appreciate it. I do, too.”

Stanford senses an opening to get to the subject
of the meeting. “Enough to talk about the next great project?”

Jack’s response follows a tired yawn. “What’s so
great about digging a ditch through the jungle in Panama?”

“I’m not asking you to dig the ditch. I just
want you to go and talk to the Frenchman who just dug the Suez
Canal.”

“In Egypt.”

“That’s where the man is.”


Chapter 2

With sounds of enemy artillery fire in the
background, a frightened army corporal is on the floor of a horse
stall holding the head of a badly injured horse. The corporal is
looking up at a tall, stern-faced British Army officer. The
officer’s uniform is torn and covered in mud. He wipes a single
tear streaking down his dirty face.

“That horse charged with me into the mouth of
hell and got me out again. I ordered you to take him out of range
of the enemy’s canons.”

“Weren’t all my fault, sir.” The officer lifts a
large military pistol out of his holster and fires one shot into
the horse’s head. The corporal jumps backward while babbling, “That
was the right thing to do sure enough, sir, the humane thing.”

“So is this,” the officer says while pumping
three shots into the chest of the pleading man.

***

A high-ranking officer, serving as judge in
a British military courtroom, addresses the standing defendant,
Andre Cumerford, and his councilor. Though in his late thirties,
neither his face nor his clothes show anything resembling a
wrinkle.

“Does the accused wish to make a statement of
regret before sentence is pronounced?”

“Yes, Your Excellency. I do heartily regret the
loss of life of one of Her Majesty’s finest war horses.” His
councilor moans and drops into his chair. In addition to the jury,
two bureaucrats are observing the procedures.

“He’s our boy,” says the younger of the two. The
second bureaucrat nods.

“Perfect, and a war hero to boot. One of the few
survivors of the Light Brigade.”

The military ceremony of death by firing
squad was carried through right up to the words “Company, ready!
Set! Fire!” Which the six rifles did not do. As the two bureaucrats
expected, Lieutenant Cumerford never begged for mercy or even
twitched. Yes, they had their man for an assignment that was
cleared all the way up to the highest levels of British government.
When the blindfold was removed, Cumerford’s only question was, “Why
all the drama? Just tell me who I have to kill and where.”


Chapter 3

Two months and four thousand miles later,
Jack Tarboro is walking on a narrow sidewalk in Cairo. A
horse-drawn carriage with Eleanora Rizzo and young Antonietta as
its passengers goes by him.

A second carriage overflowing with large trunks
and assorted suitcases trails behind the first carriage. Both pull
up at a hotel entrance. Four Egyptian porters rush out of the hotel
and begin unloading the luggage. Neither the carriage drivers nor
the porters offer to assist the two women down from the carriage.
Jack opens the carriage door, pulls down the step and gives his
hand first to Antonietta and then to Eleanora.

“Thank you, sir,” Eleanora, says with her best
man-killing smile.

“My pleasure,” is the best response he can
muster.

“Is this a good hotel?”

“The best one in Cairo.”

The porters rush out of the hotel expecting a
tip.

“Oh, we don’t have Egyptian currency yet,”
Eleanora declares.

“I’ll take care of it.” Jack says. He
distributes an Egyptian bill to each porter, as the youngest
scurries to open the hotel door. Eleanora locks her arm in Jack’s
and they enter the hotel together. She looks back at her trailing
young friend with an expression that sends a message, “This one is
mine.”

In the hotel dining room that evening, an
Egyptian waiter leads a well groomed Jack Tarboro to a table set
for four. As Jack prepares to sit down, the waiter grins and says,
“As we discussed, you will find you have very charming dinner
companions tonight.”

Jack places folded bills into a napkin. It is
quickly picked up. The waiter notices Andre Cumerford approaching
the table. He pulls out a chair across the table from Jack and
introduces them.

“Mr. Tarboro, this is Lieutenant Cumerford.”

Since they are across the table from each other,
they do not shake hands. Even in a civilian suit, Andre looks like
a spit-and-polished officer; an officer with a well-hidden mean
streak. His most striking characteristic is his piercing blue eyes.
Like most of his fellow officers, he sports a military
mustache.

Jack opens the conversation. “Tell me,
Lieutenant, are you charming?”

Before Andre can respond, the waiter coughs
politely to gain their attention. “The charming dinner companions
joining you are the divas Randolpho and Rizzo.” The waiter notices
that the two opera stars are waiting to be seated, and with a smug
grin he struts over to usher the two women to the table.

Eleanora flashes a smile as Jack pulls out a
chair for her. He also notices that she slips something into the
pocket of the waiter before she sits.

“Lieutenant Cumerford, Mr. Tarboro, may I
present the divas Randolpho and Rizzo.”

Antonietta holds out her gloved hand to Andre
and he kisses it. “No heel clicking from a British officer, how
disappointing.”

“It is difficult to click one’s heels when one’s
knees are knocking.”

That draws a smile from Antonietta.

“Mr. Tarboro, I want to thank you again for your
kindness of this afternoon.”

Before Jack can reply to Eleanora, Andre jumps
in. “The opening of Aida is one of my reasons for me being
in Cairo.”

“One of my reasons, too,” replies the playfully
sarcastic Antonietta.

“Don’t any of you people have first names? I’m
Jack.”

“I’m Eleanora and my impertinent friend is
Antonietta.”

“Damn good idea. Call me Andre.”


Chapter 4

Auguste Mariette is a scholarly, bearded,
middle-aged Frenchman. He is studying an ancient scroll by the
light of two gas lamps. The rest of the room is in semi-darkness.
One side of the room holds the shadowed shape of a life-sized
statue. Other walls and floor spaces have various artifacts
scattered around.

The door to the room opens and a journalist
wearing a red fez enters. His name is Ahmed Walileh, and he works
for the most read newspaper reporter in Cairo.

Mariette looks up from his work. He isn’t a
typical pale-faced scholar. In fact, his skin is dark and wrinkled
from years of outdoor exploration. His powerful hands are scarred
from putting them into places most archeologists would not even
consider.

“What brings you out at this time of night,
Ahmed?”

“The one I spoke to you of.” Ahmed speaks with a
tone that implies that what he is about to say is of great
importance.

“Which one of your far-fetched plots is
that?”

“Why do you insult my credibility,
professor?”

“Credibility! You have none. You are a
journalist.”

“Mock me and my profession as you will,
professor. This time I have proof — living proof.”

“Are you talking about that goddess resemblance
thing again?”

Ahmed carries one of the oil lanterns toward the
statue in the shadows. The closer he gets, the more of the figure
can be seen, starting from the feet up to the trunk of a naked
woman holding the sacred crook, a symbol of ancient royalty. Ahmed
raises the lantern higher to illuminate the face. It is Eleanora’s
face. Ahmed speaks reverently.

“Not a goddess, but an ancient queen of the real
Egyptian race who could provide the means to free my people from an
incompetent Arab government and fanatical religion.”

“Ahmed, my friend, there is a scientific name
for your fixation. It is called Afrocentrism.”

“We embrace science, professor, as did our
ancestors.”

“We, Ahmed?”

“More of us than you think, professor, many
more.”


Chapter 5

Early afternoon, near the shoreline of the
Nile River, Professor Liz Conway is struggling to control a hot air
balloon that is about to crash land. She is a no-nonsense woman in
her mid-forties, dressed in khaki outdoor clothing including
male-style trousers. A felucca, the most common Nile River
sailboat, is trying to keep pace with the balloon. Liz struggles
with the hot air jets in an attempt to reach dry land, but she
lands in the river within thirty feet of the riverbank and is
spilled out of the gondola and into the river.

She is fished out by a young boatman. He smiles
as he helps her into the boat. “A camel is the ship of the desert,
professor. Not this thing.”

Liz looks down into the water. “Same price as
the last time?” The boatman nods his head in agreement. “Watch out
for crocodiles. It’s an expensive camera.”

He dives and surfaces holding a camera. He hands
it up to Liz, then looks startled and thrashes in the water as if
being pulled under. He stops his pretense and laughs.

“Hilarious,” says an unamused Liz.

On a small rundown dock, Jack Tarboro observes
the balloon fiasco.

The felucca pulls up to the dock. Liz, carrying
her camera equipment, climbs awkwardly onto the dock. Jack takes
the camera tripod out of her hands.

Liz pulls it back from him. “Are you a
thief?”

“No, an engineer who knows something about
ballooning.”

“You can fly one of those death traps?”

“Did during the war.”

“Confederate or Union?”

“None of your business.”

“I’m Liz Conway, archeologist.” Liz holds out
her hand and Jack shakes it. “Could I interest you in participating
in a very important scientific venture?”

“What kind?”

“Aerial photography of ancient sites. Never been
done before.”

Jack thinks for a few seconds. “How about a
trade-off? Pyramids for you, and aerial shots of the Suez Canal for
me.”

“’What kind of person would want pictures of
that ugly ditch?”

“An engineer.”

“It’s a deal.” Jack holds out his hand and she
shakes it vigorously. She takes a big swig out of her water
bottle.

“One more thing,” Jack whispers, “can I borrow a
pair of your trousers for tonight?”

***

Illuminated by a desert moon, Jack and
Eleanora are on horseback nearing a large shape.

Eleanora turns in her saddle.

“So this is your idea of an evening out — a
desert, on rented horses, wearing borrowed pants.”

As they get closer to the large shape, Eleanora
recognizes it as the Great Sphinx. She spurs her horse forward. She
rides to the front of the monolith and stares in awe while Jack
rides up beside her and dismounts, then helps her down from her
horse.

“Bravo, Tarboro.”

“They began clearing the sand away in 1853. Not
all done yet. Millions of cubic feet to go.”

“Did you take me to a glorious spot like this to
talk about cubic feet of sand?”

He begins rummaging in his saddlebag and takes
out a bottle of wine and two wine glasses wrapped in a cloth. He
unwraps the glasses and places them and the wine bottle on the base
of the Sphinx. He lifts Eleanora up and places her on the ledge.
She offers an approving nod.

Jack reaches back into the saddlebag and comes
out with a corkscrew. He opens the wine bottle and fills both
glasses. They touch glasses.

“One more thing.” He reaches in again and comes
out with a rose and a bud vase. He places the vase next to the wine
glasses.

“A rose in the wilderness. You’re showing some
promise. Salute!” They sip wine quietly until she breaks the
silence.

“What we have here is a classic scenario of
opposites attracting. Lighthearted, beautiful heroine meets
stalwart, reticent hero.”

“You think I’m reticent?”

“You haven’t once told me how brave you were
during the war, or how brilliant an engineer you are. In general
you have said nothing to impress me.”

For a few seconds Jack tries to find a response.
“I’ll work on that.”

Neither says anything for about a minute.
Eleanora breaks the silence.

“Don’t, you’re a welcome relief from egotistical
tenors, grasping impresarios and condescending critics.”

“You’re fun to be with, Eleanora.”

“That’s a nice compliment, sir.”

Unseen by the two people, a calico cat is
perched on a paw of the Sphinx.

“How did you learn to speak English so
well?”

“Opera is performed in a number of languages. It
helps to understand what you’re singing.”

The cat approaches Eleanora and walks around
her.

“Hello there. You’re a pretty one.”

“He looks like one of those cat statues they
sell in the native market. Cats were very important in ancient
Egypt. They even had cat mummies.”


Chapter 6

Andre, dressed in a tropical khaki uniform
that accents his athlete’s torso, enters the British Embassy.
Before he can introduce himself at the reception desk, Major James
Harvey, an officer of slight size, addresses him in a brusque
manner.

“You’re late. Follow me.” As Andre follows the
Major down the hall, he thinks to himself, Another short bastard
with a Napoleonic complex. They enter a well-furnished office
where the British Ambassador, Sir Thomas Hutchinson, sits at his
desk. Andre snaps to attention, but can’t help noticing that Sir
Thomas looks like a newspaper cartoon of an elderly English
politician.

“Lieutenant Cumerford—”

Harvey cuts Andre off. “We know who you are and
what you are — a cold blooded murderer. What we want to know is why
you are here in Cairo?”

“I was given a choice of this assignment or
facing a firing squad. An easy decision, don’t you agree?”

“Why did the Foreign Office send you to us?”
asks a blunt Harvey.

“I believe it has something to do with my unique
ability to kill people, which in turn has something to do with
acquiring control of the Suez Canal.” Andre adds emphasis to his
statement, “Anyway that is necessary.”

“I believe I understand,” Hutchinson says.

“What?” asks the perplexed Harvey.

“It’s simple, Major. Whoever controls Egypt
controls the Suez Canal. And whoever controls the canal controls
the fast passageway to India and all of Asia. The question is how
to gain control of Egypt.”

Andre pulls up a chair without being asked. “Use
a plausible excuse to take what we want. That’s why I’m here. So
stay the hell out of my way.”

The Ambassador looks shocked. Major Harvey looks
and is furious. Andre says directly to Hutchinson, totally ignoring
the Major, “I’ll show you the document that backs up my authority,
as soon as shorty here is out of the room.”


Chapter 7

The two divas are walking through an outdoor
marketplace. Antonietta has a happy bounce to her walk. She is
carrying an open newspaper, which she looks at as she walks.
Egyptian women look at them curiously. Some men look at them with
hostility, others with total indifference. Eleanora stops to
examine the wares of a jewelry shop. In a happy voice, her young
friend Antonietta says aloud, “I can’t believe Maestro Verdi said
such wonderful things about me to an Egyptian columnist.” Eleanora
continues to browse the jewelry collection as she listens. “Not
only did he say I would be the first Aida, but that he
expected me to be a great Aida.”

“Somebody must have talked some sense into that
fat head of his,” says Eleanora.

“Eleanora, how can you talk about the Maestro
that way? There is even a picture of us in full costume. Your
costume is much more elegant than mine.”

“Even though you play the title role, I’m a
princess and I get to dress like one. Aida is just a slave and she
gets to dress like a slave. At least we have costumes. The
costumes for the rest of the cast are in Paris, and Paris is under
siege by the Germans.”

Antonietta’s attention is drawn to a silk scarf
in a nearby booth. She picks it up and wraps it around her face
like a veil. “Does this make me look exotic?” she asks Eleanora.
But Eleanora is not the one that answers.

Andre’s voice responds as he approaches them.
“Like a vision right out of the Arabian Knights.”

“Andre, how did you find us?”

“Women and markets, like moths to a flame, and
just as dangerous in this part of the world.”

Jack and Liz approach from the opposite side of
the market looking dusty and haggard.

“Sorry, Liz, I’ll do better next time. I think I
got the knack of it.”

“Who’s complaining? This is the first time I’ve
ever come back from that contraption dry.”

Jack spots the women and Andre in the market.
Liz notices where his attention is directed. “Go ahead, I have to
clean up and change for an appointment. Will you be requiring my
trousers tonight?”

Jack laughs and heads to the group. He catches
up with them.

“Would you like to see something
spectacular?” He takes out his watch and checks the time. “We have
to hurry.”

“I have a previous commitment,” replies
Andre.

“I have the same commitment,” says Antonietta,
as she takes Andre’s hand and holds it.

Eleanora looks pleased. “I’m ready for
spectacular, again.”

The Khedive’s Palace gates open and a troop of
Egyptian grenadiers in flamboyant uniforms mounted on matching gray
Arabian steeds with ornate tasseled equipage exit the palace
grounds. The horses move with precision.

“They are magnificent,” acclaims Eleanora. While
her eyes are fixed on the show, she hears Jack speaking.

“And God took a handful of south wind and from
it formed a horse, saying, ‘I create thee oh Arabian. I establish
thee as one of the Glories of the Earth. I give thee flight without
wings.’”

“Wow, Tarboro,” says Eleanora, impressed at this
touch of sensitivity to the horse array.

“The Egyptian Museum is only a short walk from
here — you up for it?” Jack asks.

A short time later, the couple enters the museum
lobby. A uniformed guard is sitting at a desk reading the
newspaper. The guard looks up at them then looks down at the
newspaper page with the picture of the two opera stars, then up
again at Eleanora, and proclaims, “You are here. This is you.” He
holds up the newspaper page. “You will wait. I must inform Mariette
Pasha.” The guard hustles away through a door.

“This Pasha person must be the headman,”
Eleanora guesses.

“A lot more than that. Auguste Mariette is the
man who has almost put a stop to tomb raiding and the smuggling of
artifacts. I told you about him at the Sphinx.”

“The sand man?”

“A really great man, and a good one.” The guard
reappears, led by Mariette.

“Welcome to you, Senorita Rizzo, and to your
friend.”

“Thank you, sir. This is Mr. Jack Tarboro.”

Mariette’s eyes are riveted on Eleanora’s face
as he extends his hand to shake Jack’s. “It’s a little past our
closing time but it would be my pleasure to escort you through our
museum and, with your permission, point out exhibits of which we
are most proud.”

They follow their host into the main floor.
Eleanora stops short to observe one exhibit in a glass case. “Oh,
the workmanship on this gold and lapis lazuli scarab bracelet is
breathtaking.”

The curator isn’t prepared for her knowledge of
an ancient artifact. He assumes it to be a coincidence. “Most of
our visitors refer to it as simply a bug bracelet. I have never
heard it described so eloquently,” the professor compliments
her.

They move on to view a necklace with three flies
sculpted from a half-pound of the finest gold. After a few moments
of studying the necklace, she identifies it. “The Gold of Valor.
Awarded by the pharaoh for bravery on the battlefield.” Mariette is
stunned. Jack is curious enough to ask.

“How do you know that?”

“I must have seen a picture of it in a
magazine.”

“I doubt that,” says the professor. “It is a
very recent discovery that has never been photographed.”

Jack notices the amazed look on the man’s face
and decides to lighten things up.

“You have a real knack for this stuff.”

“Probably comes from rehearsing the role of a
pharaoh’s daughter for so many weeks. Monsieur, this has been a
wonderful experience. Thank you. I could spend many more hours
admiring your treasures, but it’s late and I am due back at the
theater. May I return another time?”

“You have no idea how much I anticipate your
return.” The three walk to the main entrance. “I am no expert, but
I do dabble at the art of painting. Would it be possible for me to
do sketches of the Aida cast at a dress rehearsal?”

“We would be honored, professor.” She takes
Jack’s hand and descends the museum steps.

Mariette closes the door and leans against it
and says only two words to himself, “Mon Dieu.”

When Jack and Eleanora are a short distance
away from the museum Jack says, “That was creepy, that stuff you
knew about the bug bracelet and the fly necklace.”

“It was a pretty good performance, if I say so
myself.”

“Performance? You mean you made that stuff
up.”

“Not entirely. I got lucky on the scarab. Just
before you showed up I was looking at a replica. I asked the
shopkeeper what lapis lazuli was. He didn’t know either.”

Eleanora picks up an orange from a fruit stand.
Jack hands the vendor a coin.

“What about the golden fly thing? Mariette
didn’t even know what it was called.”

“He still doesn’t.”

“I don’t get it.”

“No woman would wear anything that ugly. Had to
be for a man brave enough to wear it.”

“Tell me what Aida is about. Does it have
a happy ending?”

“We all die.”


Chapter 8

Ambassador Hutchinson is seated at a small table
in an outdoor coffee house. He sips his drink without taking his
gaze from the sidewalk. When he spots Andre, he gets up and leads
him down the sidewalk and away from the busy coffee shop.

“Let’s walk. The credentials you shared with me
described you to be a very discreet officer.” The Ambassador pauses
before he continues. “And very qualified in certain fields. My
question is, do you freelance? I so, how would you like to make two
thousand pounds?”

“I would indeed like to make two thousand
pounds. Who do I have to kill?”

“The man who ruined my diplomatic career. Have
you ever heard of the Twenty Million Dollar Bluff?”

“Yes, something to do with the Yanks.”

“I was the victim,” says the Ambassador. Andre
gestures to an empty park bench. They sit.

“His name is William Seward, the former
Secretary of State for the United States of America. I was the
temporary Ambassador to that country. The War Between the States
had made the nation war-weary — all except for Seward. He bluffed
the French out of Mexico and he arm-wrestled Russia into selling
Alaska for a pittance.”

“Define a pittance,” Andre requests.

“Seven million and two hundred thousand dollars,
which amounts to two cents per acre, plus he got a booming fur
industry and the discovery of gold. When he summoned me to his
office, I knew it was our turn in the barrel.”

His contention was that during the War Between
the States, our government allowed Confederate warships to be built
in British shipyards, thus violating our claim to neutrality. I
pointed out that the shipyards were private ones. He claimed, and I
couldn’t deny it, that the raider Alabama and a handful of
other British-built raiders, wreaked havoc among American
commercial shipping, especially the whaling fleet. But he said the
issue could be settled by a compensation payment of $20 million to
the United States.”

“Or else what?” Andre inquires.

“Or else they would take Canada to fill out the
gap in their North American map.”

Andre couldn’t refrain from a small laugh. “The
man has a set of balls, you have to give him that, but I am
not going to Washington to kill anybody for any amount.”

Hutchinson whispers, “He’s coming to Cairo.”

Andre has never killed for money, up until now.
Two thousand pounds is enough incentive to add assassination to his
resume.


Chapter 9

Jack, Eleanora, and Liz are in a carriage
approaching the pyramids of Giza.

“Glad you could come, Liz. Nice to have a real
expert along.”

“Thanks for the invitation, Eleanora.”

They agree to start with the smallest pyramid
and work their way up. Liz, like most professors, likes to have an
audience.

“It’s the pyramid of Pharaoh Menkaure, who was
considered a just and well-liked pharaoh, according to the
historian Herodotus.”

The threesome enters the pyramid. From the main
chamber they descend down a diagonal ramp to an empty lower
chamber. Liz continues with her lecture. “A huge stone sarcophagus
sat here until about thirty years ago. It was believed that the
pyramid was haunted by the ghostly figure of a flawless naked lady
who showed up to frighten off intruders. When the sarcophagus was
sent by ship to England, the flawless naked lady never appeared
again.” Liz pauses to let the mystery register with her
audience.

“The ship carrying the sarcophagus sank in a
storm at sea.”

“Would you call that the curse of the pharaoh?”
asks Jack.

“No, I call it justice,” says Liz. “More ancient
artifacts and treasures now rest in European museums than still
reside in Egypt.”

Elanora faints.


Chapter 10

Eleanora is asleep and dreaming in her
well-lighted hotel bedroom. Jack is asleep in a nearby chair. In
her dream she hears the sounds of a storm at sea and a sailor’s
voice over the storm. “The ship is listing badly to the starboard,
captain. She won’t last much longer. That bloody monstrous thing is
going to take us under if we don’t jettison it.”

She sees a huge sarcophagus on the ship’s deck.
The ship’s captain yells out his order. “Cut it loose and shove it
over the side.”

A giant wave rushes over the ship. The ship
begins to sink as the sarcophagus is descending to the sea bottom.
Through the watery haze, a naked woman appears and caresses the
sarcophagus. “Farewell, my love. Here you can rest in peace,
undisturbed forever.”

Suddenly Eleanora wakes up screaming. “You are
free to kneel before the Lord of Eternity.” Her scream awakens
Jack.

“A dream, just a dream, but no, not just a
dream.” She gets out of bed and squeezes into the chair with
Jack.

“That spooky stuff Liz was handing out at the
pyramid got to you.”

“I’ve never had a dream that vivid.”

To get her mind off the dream, Jack says while
hugging her, “While I have you in a tight but comfortable position,
tell me how much you paid that waiter to seat you at my table the
other night.”

That question rouses her spirit. “You conceited
ass. What makes you think I had any interest in you?”

“It could have been me noticing the cash you
slipped into his pocket. I paid him two hundred francs myself.”

She sits up to answer. “Typical of a man to pay
twice the going rate. I only had to give him one hundred
francs.”

“I’m not sure I like going at a bargain price,”
he says and pulls her back into his arms and kisses her. She
returns the kiss with enthusiasm.

“That was good, but I think we can do better
with practice, a lot of practice.”


Chapter 11

On a dark Nile pier, the dim figure of Ahmed
the journalist observes the silhouette of a man approaching. Ahmed
takes out a cigarette and pats his pocket in search of a match. The
second man takes out and opens a box of wooden matches.

“I want to thank you, Ahmed, for spotting the
diva’s resemblance. There is nothing like blasphemy to rile up a
fanatical audience. That newspaper of yours is the way to introduce
a dose of hatred, that will lead to rioting, then hopefully to my
more rational nation coming to the rescue with traditional British
Gunboat Diplomacy.”

He strikes a match and holds it for the
journalist to light his cigarette. The light of the match reveals
the second man is Andre, dressed in civilian clothes. Ahmed breaks
the silence.

“According to our friend at the hotel, you were
correct. The American’s interest is the canal. He has an
appointment with Lesseps tomorrow.”

“That’s amusing,” Andre adds with a smirk.
“They’re planning to dig another canal, while the Khedive is
digging a financial grave for Egypt.”

“He is a descendent of an Albanian tobacco
merchant. The Khedive has no more brains in his head than he has
royal blood in his veins. May the forty-two gods of Egypt curse
him,” Ahmed spits out.

“The forty-two gods of Egypt are dead, Ahmed.
They died of shame. As your Islamic masters say, there is only one
god and Allah is his name.”

“But with your help, we are going to change
that, are we not, Lieutenant?”

“Right you are, my friend. Whatever it
takes.”


Chapter 12

In a hallway of the Palace, the Khedive
Ismail, a portly bearded man in his fifties, dressed in a
European-styled suit decorated with a diagonal red sash, is
bustling down the hallway, shouting as he goes, “Ferdinand, you
must come! You must see them!” He rushes through an open door into
an office where Ferdinand de Lesseps is at his desk across from
Jack Tarboro.

“They are magnificent. Oh, I see you have
company. No matter, bring your company with you. I need your expert
opinion. Come, come, both of you, to the royal stables.” He waves
at them to follow as he bustles back out to the hallway, turning in
the direction from which he came.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Tarboro, when the Khedive gets
like this, he has to be humored. We can continue in a few minutes.
Nothing holds the Khedive Ismail’s attention any longer than
that.”

“I’m in no hurry,” Jack says as he follows out
the door.

“In the Royal Corral are ten Arabian horses and
two Bedouin tribesmen.” The Khedive claps his hands. “Now, you
Bedouin scoundrels, a real expert will inspect them.”

“What do you think, Ferdinand, should I buy all
of them? The price is 50,000 francs.”

“You don’t need all of them. I doubt more than
one or two are worth anything. And being an accomplished rider
doesn’t mean I’m an expert judge of horseflesh.”

Jack walks into the corral. “I am.”

“Truly?” Lesseps inquires.

“Family business,” Jack responds modestly.

He begins to inspect the horses. He starts
stroking the foreleg of a bay. The bay has four white socks. Jack
releases the bay’s foreleg.

“There’s an old saying: One white foot, buy a
horse. Two white feet, try a horse. Three white feet, look well
about him. Four white feet, do without him.”

“Do you believe that?” a skeptical Lesseps
asks.

“No, like most old sayings, it’s bullshit.” He
gives the bay an affectionate pat on his rump. “This one has a
round cannon bone, you don’t want him.”

“Check the gray filly. I am in love with her!”
the Khedive shouts.

Jack signals to the Bedouins to isolate the gray
filly. He backs up a couple of steps to view her. “Got a good
base.” He goes to her and rubs her foreleg and checks her hooves.
“Nice flat cannon bones, no boxy feet. The coffin bone is good.”
The Khedive claps his hands in joy. Jack explores the head.
“Excellent dish, even at this young age. Eyes are perfect.” Jack
looks directly at the little man.

“I would say you are a good judge of animals,
Your Excellency. Ferdinand, who is this wonderful fellow?”

Jack walks through the rest of the herd. His
eyes focus on a powerful gray stallion. He gives it a seemingly
nonchalant inspection. His face, unseen by the others, expresses
his great interest. “Not a bad stallion.”

“I have stallions enough,” says the Khedive
without taking his eyes off the filly.

“No doubt, sir, the filly is far above the
rest.”

“How much?” the Khedive asks. The senior Bedouin
holds up ten fingers.

The Khedive holds up five fingers. The Bedouin
holds up nine fingers.

The Khedive raises his hand as if to make a
counter offer, then pulls it down.

“Done.”

“I think nine thousand is enough to spend
today,” says Lesseps.

The Khedive is so delighted with his filly that
he agrees with a nod. “With Your Excellency’s permission, I would
like to bargain with these men for a few minutes.”

“The stallion holds some interest for me,” Jack
says casually, knowing he will be bargaining soon with the
Bedouins. The Khedive responds with a smile and a wave of his hand.
“By all means, my dear new friend. If you wish to stable him here,
you are welcome to.”

Lesseps has had enough of horse-trading. “Take
your time, Mr. Tarboro. I’ll be in my office when you are ready to
continue our discussion.” Jack takes another look at the stallion.
Both Bedouins watch him with respect.

Lesseps is at his desk and an Egyptian
official is standing nearby when Jack re-enters the office. He
pauses, concerned that he is interrupting.

“Come in, sir. I want you to meet the person who
keeps things running around here, Minister of Finance, Omar Sadiq
Pasha.”

Sadiq looks both intelligent and sounds
sarcastic. “Ferdinand tells me you just saved the treasury 40,000
francs. Thank you. Now I’m sure you wish to continue your
discussions of railroads and canals in private.” After a polite
bow, Sadiq exits the office.

“You have just met the hardest working man in
Egypt. The Khedive may rule, but Sadiq has to struggle to pay the
piper.”

“He seems to be very well informed.”

There is an uncomfortable pause before Lesseps
responds. “You and I have completed two of the three greatest
engineering challenges of this century. Sadiq would not have to be
clairvoyant to assume we are about to discuss collaboration on the
third.”

Sadiq reappears in the doorway. He is holding a
telegraph message sheet in his hand. “Ferdinand, I just received
this telegraph. The war is over. France has surrendered to the
Germans.” Lesseps looks desolated. Sadiq places the message on the
desk and leaves the room.

“I’m sure, sir, that this isn’t a good time to
continue our discussion,” Jack suggests politely.

“There couldn’t be a worse time.”


Chapter 13

The American embassy in Cairo is not much more
than a few rooms in a respectable part of the city. The staff is
comprised of two secretaries and the recently appointed Ambassador
Richard Beardsley.

Almost before Beardsley gets unpacked, an
astounding telegraph arrives, informing him that the former
Secretary of State William Seward will arrive in Cairo on the
following day via the Alexandria-to-Cairo railroad daily
schedule.

The telegraph says that no formal reception is
necessary. However, the secretary requests a private meeting with
British Ambassador Hutchinson. Immediately, Beardsley sends a
courier with a request to Ambassador Hutchinson for his agreement
to meet with Seward.

Beardsley begins to search his memory for facts
about the legendary secretary of state, such as the fact that
Seward was the strong man of Abraham Lincoln’s Cabinet. He also
recalls that the same night that president was shot by John Wilkes
Booth, a co-conspirator of Booth’s attacked Seward with a knife
while he was at home sleeping. The stab wounds were not fatal, but
they left Seward semi-crippled.

“So what did that tough old bird do?” Beardsley
asks himself. “He announced that he would travel around the world
in only fourteen months, and write a book about it. Obviously Cairo
is one of his stops.”

Beardsley has not stopped rushing since he
received notice of the great man’s impending visit. He is as
ambitious for advancement as any other recently appointed diplomat.
A good word about him from Seward to the Grant administration could
provide him with a leg up. He was a good soldier during the war and
a good party worker in the postwar.

He knows Seward’s train is scheduled to arrive
at noon. He plans to be at the station an hour before. What he does
not know is that Lieutenant Andre Cumerford will be there as well.
Instead of trying to spot the prey among hundreds of others in the
crowded train station, Andre watches only Beardsley. He assumes
correctly that the American diplomatic would recognize the former
secretary of state of his country by sight.

After most of the passengers have disembarked, a
conductor assists a distinguished 70-year-old man as he descends
the train steps into the waiting hands of Richard Beardsley. The
hound has spotted the fox.


Chapter 14

On a sunlit porch, two elderly diplomats once
again face each other. Seward has something to say, but is having
trouble coming out with the words. “Damn it, Thomas, I figure that
you figure that I owe you an apology for the spot I put you in over
what some of your people called the ‘Twenty Million Dollar Bluff.’
Well, I’m not here to do that. What I want to say is it wasn’t a
bluff. Two generals, Grant and his crazy friend Sherman, were about
to take over the government. They did not like the idea of
disbanding a well-armed and massive army when there was good use
for it. You and I took away the use for it with negotiation instead
of war.”

Hutchinson isn’t buying the sweet talk of
Seward. “Trouble is, Seward, you got the glory and I got the
humiliation.”

Seward has an answer ready. “Talk about
humiliation, how would you like to hear your foremost diplomatic
accomplishment referred to as ‘Seward’s Foley’? For years to come,
that’s what school children will still be calling Alaska. If our
two countries could cooperate, English speaking nations could own
the world.”

For the first time in the conversation,
Hutchinson smiles. “We seem to be doing that well enough without
your country’s invaluable assistance.”

“You are not. You are acquiring land instead of
acquiring the natural resources of which nature deprived your
island. What your conquests of lands from black, brown and yellow
peoples have given you is future dilemmas.”

Trying for a response, the best Hutchinson can
come up with is “And by the way, I am now addressed as Sir
Thomas.”

“Good for you, Sir Thomas. Now I have a
train to catch.”

That’s not all you’re going to catch,
thinks the embittered Hutchinson.

***

At the crowded train terminal a varied
collection of travelers of many nationalities and races are pressed
shoulder to shoulder. One of them appears to be an unobtrusive
European tourist. A tourist with a Webley Bulldog revolver hidden
in his jacket pocket chosen for its compact size and firepower.

Within a half-hour, a carriage with Ambassador
Richard Beardsley and the very soon-to-be-deceased Seward arrives
at the terminal entrance. Andre works his way nearer to the
passenger car steps. With his eyes on the approaching diplomats,
his hand reaches into his coat pocket and caresses the snub-nosed
revolver.

Seward and Beardsley reach the steps. Andre gets
behind a level of short bodies that allow him to aim over them
without showing the gun. Beardsley and Seward shake hands. Andre
waits until his gimpy target slowly climbs the first step, where he
is near enough and high enough for a no-miss shot.
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