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1. Hieroglyphs
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"Are you ready?" Morris winked at Angie, who was already waiting at the front door. 

His sister, Jesha, had called and told them Angie's necklace was ready, and could they please come to pick it up.

"I've been waiting for an hour for you!" Angie grinned as she opened the door. "Come on. We don't have to hurry but your sister's desperate."

"She is?" Morris took his time to lock up.

"She is, trust me." Angie tapped morse code on the call button for the elevator.

The door opened after mere seconds. "Whoa. That actually worked!" She grabbed him by an arm and almost dragged him in. It made him laugh. "You're something else, Angie Kimball. Never change."

"Be careful what you wish for, Morris Ackerley." She leaned into him as the elevator went down. "You do know the shortest route to Jesha's place, don't you?"

"Of course I do, but we're not going that way."

"Why not? Are you becoming mean now?" Angie batted her eyes at him. "Pretty please?"

"The shortest route is through the center of town, which is completely clogged with traffic now," he explained, "so we take the long way which is faster."

And so they took the long way, which got them to Jesha's workshop quite quickly. She had a nice little place on the second floor of an old house, where one bedroom had been transformed into a silver and goldsmith's workplace.

"Hey, people," the artist said as they came in, "drop your butts on a couch of your liking. Can I get you anything?"

"Yes, please," Angie said. "I'd like one necklace to go." She didn't care how Morris looked at her. She was asked a question and she'd answered truthfully.

"She'll have coffee, Jesh, and I'll have tea," Morris said. "Sorry about that, she's a tad excited."

"No problem. I know exactly what to do." After those words, Jesha disappeared for a while.

"Spoilsport." Angie mock-punched him on the arm but grinned.

"I should've known better," he replied. "I can't take you anywhere, can I?"

"Of course you can!" Jesha had amazing hearing, that was clear. "Drinks coming up slowly, so make yourself comfortable."

"Does she have a coffee-robot like you do?" Angie asked.

Morris knew his sister did this the old fashioned way, so it might take a while. "No, so we'd better sit down."

"Uh-huh." Angie looked around the living room. Lots of paintings and silver ornaments adorned the walls, and Morris told her Jesha had made all of them herself.

Some clattering from the kitchen made Angie jump, but Morris assured her it was part of the process. "I don't know what she's doing and I don't want to know."

"Uh-huh. She's quite an artist, isn't she?"

"She is."

"Incoming!" Jesha came into the room again and put two small trays on the table in front of the couple. "Here we are."

Angie looked at her tray. She gasped. Around a mug of coffee lay the necklace. She grabbed Morris' arm. "Oh My God. Will you look at that?"

"You can call me Morris, darling, but yes. That is beautiful."

"What? I do call you Morris, Morris." She was certain she missed something but she didn't care. "Can I touch it?" she asked Jesha.

"It's yours, so go ahead."

"No. Let me…" Morris picked up the necklace. "Turn, and sit still."

"Sit still…" Angie groaned. "How!" She did sit still, though, and let him put the necklace round her neck, while Jesha took a big mirror.

"Here. Have a look at you," she said.

Angie saw herself in the mirror, with the necklace. She felt it on her skin and it was stunning. The scarab was set in a perfect silver casing, and the pearl dangled just below it from a short silver chain. She just kept looking at the necklace and suddenly the scarab lit up for the shortest moment, setting the pearl aglow. It seemed as if the pearl glowed even longer.

"This is so beautiful," she whispered. She turned to Jesha. "I… I don't know what to say." She looked at Morris. "I really don't."

"Sister, you are witnessing something amazing," Morris said.

"Hey!" Angie giggled. "Don't make fun of me!"

"I'm not doing that, darling." He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "Do you see us laugh?"

"Ehm. No."

* * *

Angie parked her car in the usual spot and switched off the engine. She was still buzzing from the weekend and the fact she was wearing a necklace with a gift from an actual Pharaoh. The scarab that once had been in the hands of Ramses II. It was as if it energized her. As a precaution, she wore it under her shirt as she went inside, because the scarab would definitely get her some raised eyebrows and questions. Most people here had seen that or the fake one.

After sailing by the coffee corner, she headed to her little office, definitely not ready to face museum affairs. Unfortunately, museum affairs were plentiful and happy to see her. They wanted to be taken care of.

After dealing with the first load of emails marked urgent that were only informational, she noticed a mail from Mustafa. It was from before the weekend and was titled 're: Hieroglyphs'.

"What's that…" Curiously she opened the email.

He'd written, "Hi Angie, I got this in from a big archaeology institute. Maybe something to look into."

She recognized the attachment in the mail. It was the image of the part of the Book of the Dead that she'd written herself, without the mistake in it that Khuwyptah, the young priest in the past, had put in there. A flashback hit her, from the time she'd been Henutmehyt, the Hemet-netjer-tepi or High Priestess in an Egyptian temple complex. The person who had lived during the life of Ramses II and Queen Neferneferuaten.

"Wake up, girl," she told herself and sipped her coffee. Then she read the rest of the email.

'Miss Kimball. My name is Brendan Matthews.'

She shivered. Matthews. That name triggered her. It was the same last name as the man who'd been after her and her friends, trying to get his hands on the scarab to achieve immortality. That Matthews was now a blubbering fool because of her doing. Angie could still recited the words her former self had written on papyrus. She remembered finding those letters inside a djedjet, the harp from ancient Egypt she'd played. Back then.

"Come on. This is work, Angie." She didn't believe herself yet.

'We have discovered that our version of the Book of the Dead has the error in it, after comparing it to your writing. It's interesting to find out about this, as the scroll has been in our possession for so long.'

Mr Matthews' mail continued, telling her about another piece of writing they had in their archives, a papyrus that no one had really managed to make much sense of. The email ended with an invitation to visit their institute as he was impressed by her knowledge of hieroglyphs. Perhaps she was able to figure out what the mystery writing was about.

The address of the institute was at the bottom of the mail. It was quite far away.

"I don't see that happening," she said to her computer. "Binkey will get a heart attack if I ask him time to leave." She frowned. The invitation sounded serious, and it would take a while. She'd not see Morris for a while then. "And that means a big fat nope. I'm not risking Morris withdrawal."

She hesitated. Deleting the message might be a bit too hasty, so she just left it in her mailbox and continued perusing the other affairs that asked for her attention. One of them was the approval of a new exhibition that the museum had been working on for a long time. Finally.

Happy with that response she quickly forwarded the message to Mr Binkey, who'd turned out to be a better museum director since he was free of his debt.

As she turned to the stack of paper mail, her phone played the Morris sound. She grinned. "Hello Mr Boyfriend. Thank you for calling."

"Hello Miss Harp player," he said. "I just wanted to make sure you arrived at work safely and that you're still thinking of me."

"How could I not, Morris," she said. "After seeing Jesha and getting that amazing necklace…"

"Of course. No mention of me there," he joked.

She laughed and assured him he was definitely on her mind.

Her computer beeped and she saw a mail from Mr Binkey come in. Out of habit she clicked it and saw a one word comment: approved.

"Huh? Approved?" she said, very surprised.

"Approved what?" Morris asked. "The weekend?"

"No," she said. "Oh, wait, yes, of course, the weekend too, but my boss just approved somethi…" She fell silent as she saw what he'd approved. The time to go to Mr Matthews' institute, to inspect the papyrus. "Shit. I sent him the wrong mail!"

"I get the impression you're a bit distracted," Morris said. "Maybe I should call back later?"

"Ehm. Yes. Sorry, but that might be better. I need to set something straight. Thanks for calling, sweetie. I'll talk to you later."

After the call Angie forwarded the mail about the approved exhibition and replied to his approval that this had been a mistake. Less than a minute later, her phone rang.

"Hello Angie," the director said. "This was not a mistake. In fact I'm very happy you sent that invitation email to me. If you go there and you can actually decipher those hieroglyphics, that would be amazing, and our museum would get a lot of credit for that."

"But-" Angie still wanted to oppose that idea. Morris was more important.

"No buts," Mr Binkey said. "We have the trainee for your work in house, haven't we? What's his name, Roger Whitman? Yes. This way the young man can prove what he's worth. I am certain you won't fall off the earth, so if anything unforeseen happens, we'll always be able to locate you." He insisted she would answer the email of Mr Brendan Matthews, and she noticed how he emphasized the first name. "Ask him when this can be arranged, Miss Kimball."

He'd started calling her Angie occasionally and the 'Miss Kimball' made it clear he was ordering her to go on with this.

"Yes, sir. Ehm. Thank you, sir." Usually she'd have jumped at such an opportunity, but that was in her pre-Morris life.

"Very good, Miss Kimball." Binkey ended the call, leaving her with a storm of thoughts.

"Shit," she said. Suddenly the mail from Brendan Matthews didn't have any appeal any more. She dialed Morris' number and told him about the latest developments.

"I'm very glad you called me about this, darling," Morris said after hearing her out. "It really sounds like a fabulous opportunity to do something for that place. I'm just a bit surprised you can read hieroglyphs. Is there more I should know about you?"

Angie took a deep breath and decided to ignore that question for now. "Those hieroglyphs… it's a bit of a new thing for me, but yes, I can read some of them. I'm just a bit worried I'll have to be away from you for a while."

"Oh… Do you already know for how long?"

She bit her tongue as she heard the slight disappointment in his words. "No. Not yet. I just… I just had to tell you first. Yes, I know I'm stupid. I should first have asked and then-"

"Stop right there, Angie. First of all, you're not stupid. Please, never say that again in my presence. And not either when I'm not around. I've come to know you as a very smart person-"

"You're biased, Morris," she said.

"I am also honest," he continued. "So first find out how long this absence will be and let me know. Also where you'll go. If it's too long, I may be able to take a few days off to come over."

Angie was baffled. "You would do that?"

"Of course. I do have vacation time I can use and how could I spend that better than with the woman I love, Angie Kimball? And for the record, that means you."

She smiled and knew she was blushing. "Thank you, Morris. I feel so much different now. I'll get on it right away." She read out the address of the institute, so he had that information already.

"When in doubt, call Morris," he said. Then he had to end the call, because customers were coming in.

Her heart a lot lighter, Angie replied to Brendan Matthews, asking for the details of his invitation. After sending that off she noticed her coffee had gone cold.
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Angie managed to get lost in her work to the point where Carlo, one of the museum's art handlers, came to remind her that lunch was a real thing. She felt a bit stupid, which wasn't the first time, though. 

After lunch, which she shared with Carlo and Yvonne, the other art handler, she returned to her small office and found a message from Brendan Matthews. A reply to the email she'd written to him about the invitation.

She found out that she was welcome any time. All expenses would be paid, there would be a car and a hotel waiting for her, and she was free to bring someone with her. Angie had mentioned a friend who was curious and clearly that was no problem at all.

As she read the words, she wondered again if it was smart to ask Morris to come along. What if he started asking the wrong questions and that somehow she might slipped and told the world about her encounter with Henutmehyt and the queen, and Ramses II?

"Come on, dummy," she told herself. "You're better than that." She called Morris and told him about the message. "If you can get a few days off, please let me know when, so I can get all this arranged for real, Morris."

He surprised her. "I've spoken to the manager and he is fine with me leaving for a week at almost any moment, darling. If you have a plan, I'm part of it. Even if we leave in three days. That's the minimum time frame my manager needs to make sure there are a few replacements in the store."

"A few?" She was a bit puzzled.

"As always," Morris said. "Once we tried one replacement, but the poor woman was a bit overwhelmed, so they had to look for another person."

"But you do all that on your own," she recalled.

"Because I'm very experienced," he explained. "That makes a big difference."

"Wow. Impressive, Mr Ackerley," she said. "How about me trying to get us there on Friday or Saturday?"

Morris said he'd like that very much. "Saturday would be grand, then I have a few days to help the new recruits find their way around."

"Then Saturday it is," Angie said, and felt a big smile appearing on her face. She was going out on a trip with Morris. Okay, it was a work trip, but there would be fun too. There had to be.

After ending the call she started composing an email to Brendan Matthews, sending her suggestions for the visit.

* * *

After work, Angie went home. She knew Morris had to work late that day, so being in her own place for a while would be best. Her own harp was there and she would play that. The djedjet, the replica of the ancient Egyptian harp, created by Morris' strange friend, was at his place and she had a key, but somehow it still felt wrong going there without him being home. She knew Morris would be fine with that - that was why she had the key - but it was her own silly feeling.

On the way home she picked up some food. It was good, but nothing could beat Morris and his cooking. She had made a point of that, and wondered how he'd become so good at that. Some day she'd have to ask him.

After dinner, she changed into her 'Egyptian' dress. It wasn't one, really, but it came closest to what she'd often worn as the High Priestess Henutmehyt, and that way she felt most comfortable playing her harp.

After burning some incense she sat down at the instrument, pulled it against her shoulder and simply closed her eyes.

It didn't take long for her memory of that past time to kick in. It wasn't as intense as before, but the feeling, the scents and even the warm air from that place made her feel as if she was there. Slowly she put her hands on the strings and started playing. It was a simple tune she knew well. Her hands knew where to go as her mind drifted back to the temple, to the Queen she'd served for so long, and to the library where she's spoken with Khuwyptah, the young priest who'd falsified a few copies of the Book of the Dead so he could live forever.

This time, however, she only saw the library and the many people there, reading or writing, copying the holy texts. The music made her drift through the space and outside to where everyday life was going on.

Suddenly something pulled at her mind, dragging her back to her room and her harp. It was the ringing phone, and it was Morris calling her.

"Hello darling," he said when she answered. "I hope I didn't wake you up from some beauty sleep. Not that you need that, but who knows."

Angie giggled. She'd accepted that giggle when he was 'around'. "No. I was playing my harp and sort of got lost in there."

"That is very good to hear and it almost makes me sorry for interrupting," he said. "I'm about to go home, so if you feel like it, feel free to join me there. It's obvious you aren't there, as you're playing your harp, not the djedjet."

She felt her cheeks get hot. "Yes. I know, you don't mind me going to your place, but…"

"It's fine, darling," he said. "You're free to choose. Just let me know if you already had something to eat." He knew she'd be coming over. She told him about the food she'd picked up and offered to bring him something, hoping it would good enough. Morris told her not to worry; he'd already managed to eat something while at work.

They ended the call with Angie promising to come over.

* * *

Angie hesitated. She had the key. Still she wasn't too confident to use it and she didn't understand that. Morris was the best person in her life and he was always happy to see her. Before she could decide, the door opened.

"Hello darling," he said. "The bell is there." He pointed.

She blushed. "I know. I was just-"

"Where did you get that dress?" he interrupted her. "That looks so wonderful with you in it! Come in and let me admire you some more." He wrapped an arm around her and ushered her inside, closing the door. "You look stunning, Angie."

"Thank you. I just felt like wearing this," she said, and told him about the Egyptian music she'd been playing.

"Now I want to hear that on the djedjet," he said. "That was made for it. And I still wonder how you seem to know that music. I've studied music in history and there's no proper sheet music from that time. Still, when you play it, it sounds so authentic, and I also noticed you really play it the same each time."

Angie was surprised how much attention he'd paid to her playing.

Morris steered her towards the djedjet and made her sit down. "Hold the instrument, darling," he said as he took his phone. "This ensemble looks so amazing, I need an image of that."

She was happy to do as he asked, held the djedjet and strummed a few strings. She had to adjust the tone on a few of them and then it was just perfect. Morris kept taking pictures of her and she was fine with that. Music appeared from the instrument and half her mind drifted back to the temple where she'd played so often.

After the song she stopped, noticing how Morris sat on the couch, staring at her with disbelief on his face. "Is something wrong?"

"Ehm, what? Oh. No. I don't think so but…" He shook his head. "Just now you were singing in a language I've never heard before."

"I did?" Angie felt a shock. Had she been singing? In the ancient temple, singers had always done that.

"You did, and it sounded… magical. Ancient." He took his phone, tapped on it and showed her a short video he'd recorded. In it, she was indeed singing, and she recognized the words! It was a simple hymn to Ramses II and his celestial ancestors.

"It's so real, in a way. Do you know what it is?" he asked.

Angie didn't dare answering that. "It's nice, isn't it? I love how it sounds." She plucked a few strings on the djedjet, making sure she wasn't going to dive into another ancient song.

"It's incredible," Morris agreed, putting down his phone. "Now, a glass of wine, Miss Performer?"

"I'd appreciate that, Mr Harp Salesman."

During the evening they talked about the upcoming trip, triggered by that email from Brendan Matthews. Morris asked if she knew what she was going to see there, but she had no idea. He pulled up a map of the area and they started looking at places to go and things to see while they were there.

* * *

Angie always enjoyed waking up next to Morris. Or half on top of him, as sometimes happened. They'd actually gotten into a rhythm where they prepared breakfast together, which made everything even better.

"Any wild plans for the day?" he asked as they sat down to eat. "New statues coming in? Big diamonds? A piece of the Great Wall of China?"

"Nothing that exciting," she said. "We're looking at getting a collection of impressionist paintings in, hopefully today."

"What you need is a collection of harps." He winked.

She snorted. "That would be something. You wouldn't happen to know a collection of ancient harps, would you?"

Morris shrugged. "We could ask our friend to build another djedjet."

"That's just one," Angie said, "and mine stays here. No one but us is allowed to touch that."

He smiled. "Just you. I'll just sit and listen in awe. Really, what you played yesterday evening… it's still echoing in my mind."

"Oh damn!" Angie recalled she would have to hurry home for her 'work bag' and other clothes. She couldn't go into work in her 'Egyptian' dress. Morris suggested she should wear the bathrobe because it look good on her, but she wasn't convinced that looked professional.

"Who cares about that," he said. "Stunning is better than professional."

"But you're biased," she said to that.

"I know, and I love it."

For all his love he couldn't convince her, so after breakfast she changed into the Egyptian dress, said goodbye and wished him a wonderful day. He promised to report on that from work and hoped she'd be back that evening, preferably in the same outfit. Angie didn't promise that, but she loved that he said it.

* * *

She made it to work easily. All the way over she'd been grinning about the idea of her appearing there in a bathrobe. In her mind she could already hear Marge, the marketing, security, accounting and everything else miracle, ask her what that was for.

As providence would have it, she found Mr Binkey standing at the coffee counter when she arrived there.

"Ah, Angie," he said. "Good morning. Thank you for your little 'mistake'." He smiled a genuine smile. It made him look kind and caring.

"Ehm, well, my pleasure, Mr Binkey. I think." She was a bit surprised.

"Do you already know when you'll go?" he asked.

"I'm aiming for Saturday. I'll get in touch with Brendan about that today." She deliberately avoided the man's last name, as that had such a strong connection to the other Matthews. Angie knew Mr Binkey appreciated that.

"That is wonderful. I am sure you will do a good job there. And I would appreciate it if you can let me know what the job actually is. The information we received so far is rather limited, don't you agree?"

She nodded. "Indeed. I'll let you know as soon as I can. I'm looking forward to this." It was true, knowing Morris would be there with her made all the difference. With her coffee she made her way to her small office and waited for Roger Whitman, who was scheduled to appear soon. She wanted to go over the details of the impressionist paintings collection with him, because that looked to be happening soon. Roger had to be very aware of everything, in case that collection came in while she was away.

* * *

"Miss Kimball?" A rather plump young man knocked on the open door.

She got up. "That's me, although I respond better to Angie. Roger Whitman I presume? And do come in, nothing in here will attack you."

He came in and carefully shook her hand. "Nice to meet you, Miss Kimball. Angie."

Angie wondered if he was just shy or scared of what was to come. "Likewise, Roger. Coffee? Tea? Hot cocoa? We have everything."

He declined her offer but accepted the seat. She asked him to tell a bit about himself and why he had chosen museum curator and collections manager as his work ideal. She'd read his letter, but she knew there were always details that never made it to the paper. Details that could matter.

The more he talked, the more she got the impression he was looking for an easy job, and she decided to put that straight.

"I hope you don't think that working in a museum is something easy, Roger. It involves a lot of calls and mails. Running around. Arranging things. Stepping in when art handlers are unavailable. Dealing with insurance agents who want to get out of paying up. Upset patrons. Screaming your head off when something goes missing. In short it's dealing with people. And there a few other bits and pieces. Do you understand that?"

Roger frowned. "Running? You mean like actual running?"

Angie understood his worry about that. His physique was made for comfort, not for speed. "No. Well, not that much, you won't have to worry about that. I just want to be clear you'll be a people person most of the time. We don't deal with the actual artifacts that much. That's work for the art handlers."

"Oh." His reaction was rather neutral. "I can deal with people." That sounded more confident.

"Great. I'd rather be in the storage area, playing with the nice things," she shared with him, "but this is the harsh reality."

Roger nodded. "I'm curious about that too. I hope we can have a look there."

Angie assured him they'd have time for that, and suggested they'd simply dive into the day and deal with things as they came up. She also had to arrange something for Roger. There was room for only one desk in her small office. Perhaps Marge could hustle up a small laptop he could use. Or, on second thought, he could use the dinosaur computer and she could use the laptop. That was more like it.

She picked up her phone and called Marge, telling her about the space problem in her office, with Roger there.

Marge listened in silence, as always. "You still have that thing there? Really? I thought we had donated all of those to a museum last year. You have to see Carlo and let him remove that computer. Then come up with your new man. I have laptops here. We'll set them up together."

"Marge, you're made of gold," Angie said.

"I am definitely not, and I prefer myself that way."

"But why Carlo?" Angie wondered. "We have Mr Grady, the handiman for that, right?"

"Carlo is an antiques handler, Angie. Mr Grady isn't."

Angie heard Marge chuckle.

"Just find someone to get that thing out of there, then come up." Marge ended the call.

After finishing her laughing, Angie explained to Roger what the call had been about. The young man nodded and pointed at the huge monitor. "That does belong in a museum. I can agree with that. When I saw it, I actually worried a bit," he said.

"Right. Let's introduce you to Carlo and Yvonne. They're the art handlers. And to Mr Grady. Janitor, handiman and anything else a museum needs in hands-on things."
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