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Dedication
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To Nomsa – my compass in fog, my antidote to every poison.

For our four miracles (who will never be allowed near mummy powder).

To my mother’s Teutonic precision and my father’s Yorkshire stubbornness –

you forged in me both the scalpel and the pen.

This story is the alchemy of your gifts.

— Friedrich Gestein
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The life of Friedrich Gestein, historian and author of Lord Ashworth: The Mummy Powder Affair, is itself a tapestry of human resilience and cultural exploration—a fitting prelude to the themes explored in his writing. Born in Leeds, England, to parents of German and English heritage, Gestein’s upbringing was steeped in the dual influences of Teutonic strength and Yorkshire storytelling. These early experiences ignited a fascination with the human narratives that underpin historical events, shaping his approach to history as a study of personal struggles and triumphs.

Gestein’s academic journey began at Glasgow University, where he pursued history not as a collection of grandiose events but as a mosaic of ordinary lives. His passion for unearthing raw truths led him to South Africa—a land vibrant with history yet marked by scars. Here, he not only deepened his understanding of resilience but also found love and partnership in Nomsa, a Zulu woman whose warmth and strength became central to his life. Together, they raised four children, blending cultures and perspectives in a way that mirrored Gestein’s historical methodology.

The global upheaval of the Covid-19 pandemic brought Gestein back to Germany in 2020, where he turned fully to writing. From his quiet study, he crafted works that bridge past struggles with contemporary challenges, emphasizing history as a living dialogue. His methodology—combining rigorous archival research with imaginative storytelling—offers readers a unique perspective on historical events as conversations across time.

As of 2023, Gestein resides in Germany with Nomsa, continuing to write while reflecting on the enduring questions posed by history. His work stands as both a mirror to humanity’s past and a beacon for its future—a testament to the idea that history is not static but a dynamic interplay of triumphs and unresolved mysteries.

In Lord Ashworth: The Mummy Powder Affair, Friedrich Gestein invites readers into this dialogue with history. Through vivid narrative and meticulous research, he explores themes of cultural identity, resilience, and the timeless quest for meaning—a reflection not only of Egypt’s ancient sands but also of humanity's shared story.
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Chapter 1
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A Serendipitous Discovery

The Sands of Egypt

The horizon shimmered with heat as Lord Percival Ashworth stepped from the swaying deck of the felucca onto the sun-scorched bank of the Nile. His boots sank slightly into the sand, a fine, golden dust that clung to the leather like a second skin. The air was arid, tasting of baked earth and something faintly metallic, a stark departure from the damp, coal-smoked haze of London he had left behind. Above him, the sky stretched endlessly, a dome of unrelenting blue broken only by the occasional wheeling silhouette of a hawk. It was the spring of 1765, and at thirty-five, Ashworth—tall, broad-shouldered, with sharp grey eyes and a nobleman’s poise—had arrived in Egypt, a land that had haunted his dreams since boyhood.

The journey had been a trial of endurance. Weeks aboard the HMS Venture from Portsmouth to Alexandria had tested his patience—cramped quarters, salt-crusted rations, and the ceaseless rocking of the sea. From Alexandria, he had bartered for passage on a felucca, a narrow, lateen-sailed vessel manned by a crew of Egyptians whose sun-darkened faces and rapid, lilting speech were as foreign to him as the landscape itself. His companions, foisted upon him by the expedition’s sponsors, had been less than ideal. Carter, his assistant, was a wiry, fretful man whose perpetual squinting suggested either poor eyesight or perpetual suspicion, while Dr. Elton, a rotund botanist, cared more for sketching cacti than contemplating the ruins Ashworth sought. Yet Ashworth had borne it all with a quiet resolve, his mind alight with anticipation. Egypt was no mere destination; it was a calling.

Now, standing on the riverbank, he felt the weight of that calling settle over him. The Nile glittered like molten silver, its waters flanked by reeds that swayed in the faint breeze. Beyond, the dunes rose in undulating waves, their crests catching the late afternoon sun in a blaze of amber and gold. Ashworth removed his tricorne hat, letting the heat press against his brow, and inhaled deeply. There was a scent here—beyond the dust and the river’s muddy undertone—a whisper of antiquity, as though the very air carried the echoes of a civilisation long vanished. He had read of Egypt in the leather-bound tomes of his Mayfair study: Herodotus’s tales of pharaohs, Diodorus Siculus’s accounts of monumental tombs. Nevertheless, no words could capture this. The land pulsed with a presence, a silent grandeur that tugged at something deep within him.

“Lord Ashworth, sir,” Carter’s nasal voice broke the reverie, “the men say we’re near Memphis. Ruins aplenty, they reckon, though I’d wager it’s all sand and superstition.” He adjusted the pack slung over his shoulder, his expression sour. “Hot as Hades, too.”

Ashworth turned, offering a faint smile. “Superstition, Carter, or history? We’ll soon see.” He gestured towards the horizon, where the faint outline of crumbling stone broke the monotony of the dunes. “That’s the past calling us. I intend to answer.”

Carter muttered something under his breath, but Ashworth was already moving, his stride purposeful as he led the small party inland. The boatmen had unloaded their gear—tents, tools, and crates of provisions—and now lounged by the water, their chatter a melodic backdrop to the crunch of sand beneath Ashworth’s boots. Dr. Elton trailed behind, mopping his brow with a handkerchief and muttering about the lack of shade. Ashworth paid them little mind. His gaze was fixed on the ruins ahead, their weathered shapes promising secrets untold.

As they drew closer, the scale of the ancient city revealed itself. Memphis, once the beating heart of Egypt’s Old Kingdom, now lay in fragments—toppled columns half-buried in the sand, statues of forgotten kings gazing sightlessly skyward. Ashworth paused before a colossal figure, its face eroded by millennia, yet still exuding an imperious dignity. He traced a gloved finger along the hieroglyphs carved into its base, their curves and angles a cipher he longed to unravel. He had studied the rudiments of the script under a tutor in London, but here, in the shadow of the stone, it felt alive—a language of power and eternity.

“Do you suppose this was a pharaoh?” he mused aloud, not expecting an answer. “Or perhaps a god? They blurred the lines, did not they—the divine and the mortal?”

Elton, catching up, puffed out a breath. “A king, I’d wager. Look at the headdress. Though what’s it matter now? Dust to dust, as the Good Book says.”

Ashworth’s lips quirked. “Dust, perhaps, but not forgotten. These stones have stories, Elton. I mean to hear them.”

The botanist shrugged, more interested in a cluster of spiky plants nearby, but Ashworth’s fascination only deepened. He wandered among the ruins, each step stirring the sand into tiny whirlwinds. Here, a shattered obelisk lay like a felled giant; there, a wall bore faint traces of paint—reds and blues faded to ghosts of their former glory. He knelt to examine a fragment of pottery, its surface etched with a lotus flower, and marvelled at the hands that had shaped it thousands of years ago. Who had they been, these people? What had they believed? The questions burned in him, a hunger he hadn’t known he possessed until this moment.

The sun dipped lower, painting the desert in hues of fire and shadow, and Ashworth’s party set up camp near the ruins. The boatmen departed with promises to return in a fortnight, leaving the three Englishmen alone amidst the vastness. As dusk fell, the temperature plummeted, the heat giving way to a crisp, star-strewn night. Ashworth sat by the fire, a journal open on his knee, sketching the day’s discoveries by the flickering light. The ruins loomed beyond the camp, their silhouettes stark against the sky, and he felt a shiver that had little to do with the cold. Egypt was not just a place; it was a riddle, a labyrinth of time and meaning, and he was determined to plumb its depths.

The next morning, he rose with the dawn, the desert air sharp in his lungs. The camp stirred slowly—Carter grumbling about the hardness of the ground, Elton fussing over his specimens—but Ashworth was already at work, pacing the ruins with a surveyor’s eye. He catalogued what he could: a broken sphinx, its lion’s body pitted by wind; a sunken courtyard where sand had swallowed what might have been a temple. Each find fuelled his imagination. He pictured the city in its prime—bustling markets, priests chanting in torchlit halls, the Nile teeming with boats. The Egyptians had built wonders, he knew—the pyramids at Giza, the temples of Thebes—but Memphis held a quieter allure, its decay a testament to both their genius and their impermanence.

By midday, the heat was oppressive, a weight that pressed against his chest, yet Ashworth pressed on. He climbed a low ridge, sand slipping beneath his boots, and gazed out over the expanse. The dunes stretched to infinity, broken only by the occasional jut of stone or the faint green of an oasis. It was a landscape of extremes—beauty and desolation intertwined—and he found himself captivated by its paradox. Egypt was not merely a backdrop for his studies; it was a mirror, reflecting his own restlessness, his yearning for something greater than the titled life he had inherited.

Carter joined him, shielding his eyes against the glare. “What’s the plan, sir? We’ve a fortnight before the boatmen return. Digging, I suppose?”

Ashworth nodded, his gaze distant. “Digging, yes. Nevertheless, more than that. I want to understand this place—its people, its beliefs. There is knowledge here, Carter, buried beneath the sand. I can feel it.”

“Knowledge or ghosts,” Carter muttered, kicking at a pebble. “All the same to me.”

Ashworth chuckled, but the word lingered—ghosts. There was a haunting quality to Egypt, a sense that the past was not entirely gone. He thought of the myths he had read: Osiris, the god of the underworld, rising from death; Isis, weaving magic to defy fate. The Egyptians had revered life and death in equal measure, crafting a culture that sought to transcend both. It was a notion that stirred him, a nobleman whose own existence had been shaped by rigid tradition and fleeting pleasures. What if there was more? What if Egypt held answers to questions he hadn’t yet dared to ask?

Days blurred into a rhythm of exploration. Ashworth roamed the ruins, sketching, measuring, dreaming. He bartered with a passing Bedouin trader for a tattered scroll, its faded ink hinting at rituals he could not yet decipher. He watched the sunset paint the sphinx in crimson, imagining the voices that had once filled this silence. Each night, he sat by the fire, his journal filling with notes and musings: The Egyptians saw time as a cycle, not a line. Did they conquer death, or merely embrace it? The questions grew wilder, more intoxicating, as the desert worked its spell on him.

One evening, as the stars blazed overhead, he wandered alone to a crumbling wall adorned with carvings—a procession of figures bearing offerings to a seated god. He traced the lines with his fingers, feeling the grooves worn smooth by time. The scene was alive with meaning he could not grasp, yet it spoke to him nonetheless. This was no mere archaeology; it was a communion with the past, a bridge to a world that defied the limits of his own. He stood there, the wind tugging at his coat, and felt a certainty settle in his bones: Egypt would change him. It already had.

By the end of the first week, his fascination had hardened into resolve. He directed Carter and Elton to begin preliminary excavations, targeting a sunken area where the sand seemed unnaturally mounded. The work was slow, the heat relentless, but Ashworth laboured alongside them, his hands blistered from the shovel. Each spadeful of sand felt like a step closer to revelation. He did not know what he sought—artefacts, inscriptions, something more—but he knew it was there, waiting. The desert held its secrets close, but he was a man accustomed to pursuit, and Egypt, with its ancient whispers, had claimed him utterly.

As the sun sank on the seventh day, casting long shadows across the camp, Ashworth stood atop a dune, gazing at the ruins below. The air hummed with the day’s lingering heat, and the sand glowed like embers. He was no longer just a nobleman on an expedition; he was a seeker, drawn into the orbit of a culture that had mastered mysteries he could scarcely imagine. Egypt had welcomed him, not with open arms, but with a challenge—a promise of wonders buried beneath the sands. And Ashworth, his heart alight with possibility, vowed to meet it.

The Hidden Tomb

The air was thick with the scent of dust and time as Lord Percival Ashworth descended into the shadowed recesses of the newly uncovered tomb. His torch flickered, casting jagged shapes upon walls adorned with hieroglyphs that whispered of a forgotten age—or possibly complained about the catering at ancient Egyptian funerals, for all he knew. The discovery had come by chance—an errant collapse of sand revealing a sealed entrance beneath the dunes, as though the desert had tripped over its own feet and accidentally spilled its secrets. To Ashworth, it was as if the earth itself had conspired to unveil its mysteries to him, perhaps with a cheeky wink and a nudge, saying, “Go on, have a butcher’s!” His heart thudded with a mix of awe and anticipation, though he could not help wondering if it was also the three cups of questionable Bedouin tea he had downed that morning. This was no ordinary find; the tomb’s obscurity suggested it held treasures—or perhaps mysteries—unseen by modern eyes. Or, at the very least, a decent story to bore his mates with back at the club.

“Mind your step, sir!” came the nasal yelp of Carter, his assistant, who was clambering down behind him with all the grace of a sack of potatoes tumbling off a cart. The wiry man clutched a lantern that swung wildly, illuminating his perpetually squinting face in a way that made him look like a startled mole caught mid-burrow. “These stairs are steeper than my auntie’s temper after a sherry too many!”

Ashworth chuckled, steadying himself against the rough-hewn wall. “Carter, if I wanted a running commentary, I’d have brought a parrot. Just keep that light steady, will you? I’d rather not meet my maker courtesy of a dodgy step and your theatrics.”

The descent was a slow, comical affair. Ashworth, tall and dignified despite the dust already caking his coat, led the way with the poise of a man who had once danced a quadrille with a duchess. Carter followed, muttering dire predictions about scorpions and curses, while Dr. Elton, the portly botanist, brought up the rear, wheezing like a bellows with a hole in it. His round face glistened with sweat, and his tricorne hat sat askew, giving him the air of a flustered pudding that had rolled too far from the table.

“Lord Ashworth,” Elton panted, clutching his chest, “are you quite sure this is worth it? I’d rather be topside cataloguing a nice, safe cactus than traipsing into some pharaoh’s basement. What if there’s a trap? Spikes? Poison darts? I’ve read about those, you know—straight through the gizzard!”

“Elton,” Ashworth replied, grinning over his shoulder, “if there’s a trap, I’ll nominate you as our official dart-catcher. Your girth might just clog the mechanism. Besides, I doubt the ancients wasted good engineering on the likes of us. We’re more likely to trip over Carter’s ego than a hidden spring.”

Carter huffed indignantly, nearly dropping the lantern. “I’ll have you know my ego’s perfectly proportioned, sir. Unlike Elton’s waistline, which could double as a moat.”

“Oh, sod off, you squinting stick insect,” Elton shot back, though his retort was half-lost in a wheeze.

Ashworth laughed, the sound echoing off the stone walls. The banter was a welcome distraction from the growing weight of the air, which seemed to press thicker with every step. The torch in his hand sputtered, its flame dancing like a debutante at her first ball, casting wild shadows that turned the hieroglyphs into a parade of squiggles doing a very odd jig. He paused to study them, tracing a gloved finger over a carving of what might have been a falcon—or possibly a very cross chicken. His rudimentary knowledge of the script, gleaned from late-night cramming in his Mayfair study, was about as useful as a chocolate teapot down here. Still, the symbols thrilled him, each one a tiny riddle begging to be solved.

“Looks like a shopping list to me,” Carter quipped, peering over Ashworth’s shoulder. “Two loaves, a jug of wine, and a curse for the neighbour’s noisy camel.”

“Or instructions for the afterlife,” Ashworth countered, his tone mock-serious. “Step one: don’t trip over the sarcophagus. Step two: avoid Carter’s cooking.”

“Oi! My cooking’s not that bad!” Carter protested, then paused. “Well, not lethal, anyway.”

Elton snorted, a sound like a kettle boiling over. “Tell that to the ship’s cat. Poor thing still hasn’t forgiven you for that stew.”

The trio’s laughter bounced through the passage, a fleeting burst of levity in the oppressive gloom. Ashworth pressed on, the stairs levelling out into a narrow corridor. The walls closed in, the air growing musty with the scent of dry rot and something faintly sour—perhaps the last occupant’s attempt at pickling. His torchlight revealed more carvings: processions of figures with animal heads, boats sailing a starry sky, and what looked suspiciously like a chap mooning the moon. Ashworth blinked, wondering if the heat had finally got to him, but no, there it was—a hieroglyphic posterior in all its glory.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he muttered. “Even the ancients had a sense of humour.”

“Or a bad sculptor,” Carter suggested. “Maybe he got sacked halfway through and left that as his parting gift.”

“Or it’s a warning,” Elton added darkly. “Beware the full moon, lest ye be smote by celestial trousers.”

Ashworth shook his head, grinning despite himself. “Gentlemen, if we survive this, I’m writing a paper on the comedic stylings of ancient Egypt. It’ll be the talk of the Royal Society—or at least the pub.”

The corridor widened abruptly, and Ashworth’s jests fell silent as his torch illuminated a chamber. The space was vast, its ceiling lost in shadow, its floor littered with debris—shards of pottery, a scattering of beads, and what might have been a very unfortunate beetle’s final resting place. The walls were a riot of colour, faded but vivid: reds, blues, and golds depicting scenes of harvest, battle, and gods with eyes like dinner plates. At the centre stood a stone slab, unadorned save for a faint crack running its length. Ashworth’s breath caught, his earlier mirth giving way to a tingling awe.

“Blimey,” Carter whispered, his squint widening to a rare full-eyed gape. “This ain’t no broom cupboard.”

“No,” Ashworth agreed, stepping forward. “It’s a tomb. And not just any tomb—this feels... hidden. Forgotten.”

Elton shuffled up, clutching his hat as if it might fly off in fright. “Forgotten for a reason, I’d wager. What if it’s cursed? I don’t fancy sprouting feathers or croaking it as a frog.”

“Elton,” Ashworth said patiently, “if it’s cursed, I’ll personally negotiate with the ghost. I’m a lord, after all—surely that counts for something in the afterlife’s pecking order.”

“Unless the ghost’s a republican,” Carter muttered, earning a glare from Elton.

Ashworth ignored them, circling the slab. The discovery had been a fluke—a week of digging near Memphis, spurred by his obsession with the ruins, had ended in a sandslide that exposed the entrance. He had nearly whooped like a schoolboy when the dust settled, revealing a doorway sealed with a slab of limestone. Breaking it open had taken hours, a comedy of errors involving Carter dropping a hammer on his foot and Elton accidentally sitting on a pickaxe, but now here they were, teetering on the edge of history—or hilarity, depending on how the day went.

He ran his hand along the slab, dislodging a cloud of dust that made Carter sneeze explosively. “Oi, sir, warn a bloke before you turn me into a human pepper pot!”

“Sorry, Carter,” Ashworth said, coughing through a grin. “Just testing for hidden compartments. You know, the usual—gold, jewels, a recipe for immortality...”

“Or a bill from the stonemason,” Elton added. “Pay up, or we’ll haunt your descendants with bad plumbing.”

The slab yielded nothing at first glance, but Ashworth’s keen eye caught a seam near one end—a false panel, perhaps? He motioned for Carter’s lantern, and together they pried at it with a crowbar, grunting like a pair of out-of-tune opera singers. Elton hovered uselessly, offering advice like, “Don’t break your back, lads—leave that to the curse!” until the panel gave way with a groan, revealing a recess stuffed with clay jars.

Ashworth’s heart leapt, though he masked it with a dry, “Well, well, what have we here? The pharaoh’s private pickle collection?”

Carter squinted at the jars, their lids sealed with wax that had cracked like an old dowager’s face powder. “Pickles? More like his emergency snack stash. Bet it’s dates—stale as Elton’s jokes.”

“Oi!” Elton huffed. “My jokes are timeless, I’ll have you know.”

“Timelessly awful,” Carter shot back, but his smirk faded as Ashworth lifted a jar, its weight surprising in his hands.

The nobleman held it to the torchlight, and a faint shimmer caught his eye—a silvery powder inside, fine as talc and glinting like a miser’s hoard. He tipped a pinch onto his glove, watching it catch the flame’s glow with an eerie luminescence. “This isn’t dates,” he said, voice dropping to a hush. “Nor pickles. This is... something else.”

“Poison, probably,” Elton said, edging back. “One whiff, and we’re all mummies ourselves.”

“Or treasure,” Carter countered, leaning in so close his nose nearly bumped the jar. “Gold dust, maybe? Could buy me a new pair of specs.”

Ashworth rolled his eyes. “It’s not gold, you daft sod, unless the Egyptians fancied snorting their wealth. And Elton, if it’s poison, I’ll let you test it first—your constitution’s sturdy enough to survive a cannonball, let alone a sniff.”

Elton clutched his belly protectively. “My constitution’s delicate as a daisy, I’ll have you know!”

“Daisies don’t wheeze,” Carter muttered, and Ashworth shushed them both, his mind racing.

The powder was unlike anything he had seen—neither ash nor sand, but something finer, almost alive with its sheen. He thought of the tales he had read: priests grinding sacred substances for rituals, alchemists chasing elixirs of life. Could this be such a thing? His pulse quickened, the humour of the moment giving way to a tingling thrill. This was no ordinary tomb, and this was no ordinary find. The obscurity of the place, hidden beneath dunes for centuries, suggested it held secrets unseen by modern eyes—or at least by anyone sober enough to report back.

“Right,” he said, sealing the jar with a decisive nod. “We’re taking these topside. Carter, do not drop them unless you fancy explaining to the Royal Society why we’ve got a pile of dust instead of a discovery. Elton, try not to sit on anything valuable.”

“Very funny,” Elton grumbled, but he shuffled after them as they hauled their loot back up the stairs, a procession as dignified as a troupe of clowns exiting a circus.

The ascent was a farce—Carter tripped twice, blaming “cursed steps,” while Elton’s panting echoed like a foghorn. Ashworth, laden with jars, kept his footing but could not suppress a grin. Whatever this powder was, it had turned his expedition into a comedy of errors—and he would not have it any other way. As they emerged into the blinding sunlight, the desert sprawling before them, he felt a surge of triumph laced with absurdity. Egypt had delivered its first surprise, and if the tomb’s welcome was anything to go by, the adventure was only just beginning.

Secrets of the Past

Days bled into nights as Lord Percival Ashworth and his team chipped away at the tomb’s interior, a task that felt less like archaeology and more like a prolonged argument with a very stubborn rock. Each artefact—a shard of pottery, a tarnished amulet—fuelled his fascination, though Ashworth could not help wondering if the ancients had left behind anything useful, like a decent cuppa or a map marked “Treasure Here, You Muppet.” Nevertheless, it was within a stone sarcophagus, hidden behind a false wall, that they uncovered the true enigma: a cache of small clay jars, their lids sealed with wax that looked like it’d been applied by someone with a grudge against straight lines. Inside one, a fine, silvery powder shimmered under the lamplight, twinkling like a debutante’s tiara at a ball she had not been invited to. Ashworth’s fingers trembled as he sifted it through his gloves—partly from excitement, partly because Carter had just sneezed explosively behind him, sending a cloud of dust into the air. Was it a pigment? A ceremonial offering? The air seemed to hum with possibility, or perhaps that was just Elton’s stomach growling after another ill-advised ration of dried figs. Ashworth ordered the jars packed with care, his mind already racing towards the implications—though he half-expected Carter to trip over his own feet and turn the whole lot into an avant-garde sand sculpture.

“Careful, lads!” Ashworth barked, waving his torch like a conductor at a particularly chaotic symphony. “These aren’t your gran’s jam jars. Drop one, and I’ll have you scrubbing hieroglyphs with your toothbrush till kingdom come.”

Carter, squinting through the gloom as if he had misplaced his own face, clutched a jar with the reverence of a man holding a live grenade. “Wouldn’t dream of it, sir. Though if I do, reckon I could blame Elton? He’s got those sausage fingers—perfect for smashing things.”

“Oi!” Elton protested, his round face flushing as he fumbled with a trowel. “My fingers are delicate instruments, I’ll have you know. Built for botanising, not blundering about in some dead bloke’s cupboard!”

“Delicate as a sledgehammer,” Carter muttered, dodging a half-hearted swipe from Elton’s meaty paw.

Ashworth grinned, the torchlight dancing across his sharp features. The tomb had become their world these past few days—a labyrinth of stone and shadow where time blurred into a haze of sweat, dust, and the occasional yelp when Carter stubbed his toe on something ancient and unforgiving. They’d set up camp just outside, but the real work happened here, in the cool, musty depths where every scrape of a chisel felt like a conversation with the past—or, as Carter put it, “a right faff with a bunch of rocks.” Ashworth, though, was in his element, his nobleman’s poise undimmed by the grime streaking his coat or the fact that his hair now resembled a bird’s nest after a particularly rowdy party.

The chamber they’d uncovered was a treasure trove of oddities. A cracked pot here, its rim etched with what might’ve been a lotus or a very wonky duck; a tarnished amulet there, dangling from a cord so brittle it disintegrated when Elton sneezed on it—“By accident!” he had wailed, as Carter cackled like a hyena. Ashworth catalogued each find with a scholar’s zeal, sketching them in his journal by lamplight while his companions bickered over whose turn it was to fetch water. The artefacts were modest—nothing to rival the gilded splendours of a pharaoh’s hoard—but to Ashworth, they were breadcrumbs leading to a feast of understanding. Who had left them? Why? And what in blazes was that smell—mildew, or Elton’s socks after a week in the desert?

“Lord Ashworth, sir,” Carter called, holding up a shard with a triumphant squint, “found another bit of pot. Reckon it’s a souvenir from some ancient picnic? ‘Pharaoh’s Day Out, 2000 BC’?”

Ashworth took it, turning it in his hands. “More likely a wine jug, Carter. Though I would wager their vintage beats that swill you brewed last night. Tasted like donkey regret.”

“It was an experiment!” Carter huffed. “And you drank it, did not you?”

“Only because Elton bet me a shilling I wouldn’t,” Ashworth shot back, smirking. “I’ve faced worse—my aunt’s fruitcake could fell an ox.”

Elton, perched on a crate like a disgruntled walrus, chuckled despite himself. “Fruitcake’s no match for this place. I swear, every time we dig, I half expect a skeleton to pop up and demand rent.”

“Or a bill for the decor,” Carter added, gesturing at the walls. “Look at this lot—hieroglyphs everywhere. Bet it is just ancient graffiti. ‘Anubis was here, ate all the figs.’”

Ashworth laughed, the sound bouncing off the stone. The hieroglyphs were indeed a marvel—rows of falcons, reeds, and squiggly lines that might have been a recipe for immortality or a very stern letter to the neighbours. His rudimentary grasp of the script was about as useful as a parasol in a sandstorm, but he traced them anyway, imagining the hands that had carved them millennia ago. The tomb’s obscurity only heightened its allure—hidden beneath dunes, sealed from the world, it felt like a secret whispered just for him. Or, as Elton put it, “a trap waiting to squash us like flies.”

The real breakthrough came on the fourth day—or was it the fifth? Time had a way of melting in the tomb, much like Elton’s resolve after lunch. They’d been poking at a wall that looked suspiciously smooth, Ashworth’s hunch about false panels proving more than just wishful thinking. With a crowbar and a lot of swearing—mostly from Carter, who had pinched his finger—they pried it open, revealing a niche stuffed with jars and a stone sarcophagus that loomed like a grumpy uncle at a wedding. The jars were the first to catch Ashworth’s eye, but the sarcophagus demanded attention, its lid cracked and its surface bare save for a few scratches that might’ve been hieroglyphs or the work of a very bored beetle.

“Blimey,” Carter whistled, peering into the niche. “Looks like someone’s pantry got lost down here. Hope it’s not more of Elton’s figs.”

“Figs don’t shimmer, you twit,” Elton snapped, though he edged closer, curiosity trumping his usual paranoia. “What’s in them, sir?”

Ashworth lifted a jar, its wax seal crumbling like a biscuit left out too long. He tilted it under the lamplight, and there it was—the silvery powder, fine as fairy dust and glinting with a mischief all its own. His fingers trembled as he sifted a pinch through his gloves, though he told himself it was just the chill of the tomb and not the fact that Carter had just tripped over a rock and landed with a squawk that echoed like a foghorn.

“Steady on, Carter!” Ashworth said, stifling a laugh. “You’ll wake the dead, and I’d rather not have to apologise to a mummy for your clumsiness.”

Carter scrambled up, brushing dust off his trousers. “Sorry, sir. Thought it was a trap. Or a snake. Or Elton’s foot.”

“My foot’s not that lumpy!” Elton protested, then paused. “Is it?”

Ashworth ignored them, his focus locked on the powder. It was mesmerising—neither sand nor ash, but something finer, almost alive with its sheen. He rubbed it between his fingers, half-expecting it to vanish like a magician’s trick, but it clung stubbornly, catching the light in a way that made his pulse skip. “This isn’t ordinary,” he murmured. “Pigment, perhaps? For their paints?”

“Or face powder,” Carter suggested, striking a mock pose. “Pharaoh’s finest—makes you look dead gorgeous.”

“Or an offering,” Elton said, his tone unusually thoughtful. “You know, for the gods. Bit of sparkle to bribe them into a good mood.”

Ashworth raised an eyebrow. “Bribe the gods? Elton, I did not peg you for a theologian. Though I suppose a few sparkles might’ve cheered up my vicar back home—he’s got a face like a wet Sunday.”

The botanist grinned, a rare flash of mirth. “Even gods need a laugh now and then. Maybe it’s holy glitter.”

“Holy glitter,” Carter echoed, snorting. “Next you’ll say it’s the secret to eternal youth. Sprinkle it on, and you’ll be prancing about like a spring lamb.”

Ashworth chuckled, but the idea stuck. Eternal youth? Ridiculous, of course—yet the Egyptians had been mad for immortality, hadn’t they? Osiris rising, mummies wrapped tighter than a dowager’s corset... He shook his head, dismissing the thought, but the powder’s glow kept tugging at him, a riddle wrapped in a jest. “Whatever it is,” he said, “it’s not staying here. Pack these up, lads—carefully, mind. I want them intact for study, not scattered across the floor like Carter’s dignity.”

“Oi, my dignity’s intact!” Carter shot back, though he fumbled a jar and caught it just before it hit the ground, earning a groan from Elton.

“Intact as a sieve,” the botanist muttered, but he helped anyway, his sausage fingers surprisingly deft when it mattered.

They worked in a flurry of dust and banter, the jars clinking like a chorus of tiny bells as they were stowed in a crate. Ashworth lingered by the sarcophagus, running his hand along its edge. It was empty—no bones, no bandages—just a hollow shell, which was frankly a relief given Elton’s earlier fretting about curses turning them into frogs. But the emptiness intrigued him. Why hide jars in a tomb with no occupant? Was this a decoy? A storeroom? Or—his mind leapt again—something more?

“Sir,” Carter called, hefting the crate, “what’s the plan? Back to camp, or do we keep poking about till Elton’s convinced we’re doomed?”

“Camp,” Ashworth decided, though his gaze lingered on the sarcophagus. “We’ve got enough to chew on for now. Besides, I’d rather not test Elton’s theory about skeletons demanding rent.”

“Not rent,” Elton corrected, puffing out his chest. “A deposit. You don’t get into the afterlife without a down payment, mark my words.”

Carter rolled his eyes. “Then you’re skint, mate. All you’ve got’s a bad back and a worse attitude.”

The trio trudged back up the passage, their laughter echoing off the walls—a sound as out of place as a jester in a cathedral. Ashworth brought up the rear, the torch casting his shadow long and lean against the stone. The jars jostled in the crate, the powder within them a silent promise of answers—or, knowing his luck, a fresh batch of questions. His mind raced, tumbling over possibilities like a drunk at a fair. Pigment? Offering? Something stranger? The air had hummed with possibility, all right, and not just from Elton’s digestion. This was the past reaching out, tickling his curiosity with a dusty finger, and Ashworth—lord, scholar, and occasional fool—was hooked.

As they emerged into the desert night, the stars blazing overhead, he could not shake the grin tugging at his lips. Egypt was proving a riot—half mystery, half farce—and he would not have it any other way. The secrets of the past were piling up, and if they came with a side of Carter’s pratfalls and Elton’s grumbling, so be it. The real adventure, he suspected, was just getting started.

The Mummy Powder

Back at his makeshift camp, Lord Percival Ashworth pored over the powder like a man trying to solve a crossword with half the clues missing and a hangover to boot. The desert night had settled in, the air crisp and the stars overhead twinkling as if they were in on some cosmic jest. His tent—a sagging affair of canvas and optimism—was lit by a pair of flickering lanterns, their glow bouncing off the chaos of journals, sketches, and a half-eaten biscuit Elton had abandoned when it “looked at him funny.” The powder sat before him in its clay jar, lid off, a silvery tease that shimmered under the light. Its texture was unlike anything he had encountered—neither ash nor sand, but something finer, almost alive with a faint, metallic sheen that made it look like it might scamper off if he turned his back. Ashworth leaned closer, squinting like a jeweller appraising a dodgy gem, and poked at it with a gloved finger. It did not bite, which was a relief, though he wouldn’t have put it past Egypt to throw a curveball like that.

“Blimey, sir, what’s it made of?” Carter piped up, his wiry frame hunched over the table like a vulture eyeing a particularly shiny carcass. His squint was in full force, making him look like he was auditioning for the role of Suspicious Footman in a farce. “Reckon its ground-up mummy? You know, preservative for the posh dead? Sprinkle it on, and they’re good as new—well, newish.”

Ashworth barked a laugh, nearly upsetting the lantern. “Carter, you’ve been reading too many penny dreadfuls. Ground-up mummy? What is next—pickled pharaoh toes for supper? I’d sooner believe Elton’s a secret ballerina than that this is some poor sod’s powdered remains.”

From his corner of the tent, where he was sprawled like a beached whale on a cot, Elton let out an indignant huff. “I’ll have you know I’ve got the grace of a swan, sir! Just... a swan that’s had a few too many pies.” He patted his ample belly, which jiggled in agreement. “And I wouldn’t trust Carter’s theories. He thinks the Nile’s just a big bath gone wrong.”

“Better than thinking it’s your personal laundry,” Carter shot back, dodging a crumpled sock Elton lobbed at him. “Smells like it, mind.”

Ashworth waved them off, his grin lingering as he turned back to the powder. The banter was a lifeline in the desert’s endless quiet, but this—this shimmering enigma—had his full attention. He scooped a pinch onto a scrap of paper, holding it to the light. It danced like glitter at a particularly extravagant ball, only without the awkward small talk or risk of stepping on a dowager’s toes. He rubbed it between his fingers, marvelling at its fineness. Sand was gritty, ash was dull—this was something else, something that felt like it had a secret handshake and wouldn’t tell him the password.

He reached for his journals, a teetering stack of leather-bound chaos that smelled faintly of mildew and ambition. Flipping through pages scribbled with notes from London—half-remembered lectures, wild guesses, and a doodle of Carter tripping over a chair—he hunted for anything that might explain it. Tales of Egyptian burial rites swam up from the mess: priests chanting over corpses, oils and resins to keep the dead from turning into compost, rumours of “dust of the gods” that could preserve a body for eternity—or, if the wilder stories were true, defy death itself. Ashworth snorted at that last bit, imagining a mummy popping up like a jack-in-the-box, dusting itself off, and demanding a pint. Still, the idea tickled him, lodging in his brain like a tune he could not shake.

“Dust of the gods, eh?” he muttered, half to himself. “Sounds like something my uncle would’ve peddled at a fair—‘Step right up, cheat the reaper for a tuppence!’”

Carter perked up, abandoning his attempt to balance a pencil on his nose. “Gods, you say? Reckon it’s holy, then? Maybe we’ve nicked their sacred stash, and now we’re for it—lightning bolts and locusts, the full works.”

“Locusts’d be an improvement over your cooking,” Elton grumbled, shifting on the cot with a creak that suggested it was one complaint away from collapse. “And if it’s holy, I’m not touching it. Last thing I need is a deity mad at me—I’ve enough trouble with my tailor.”

Ashworth chuckled, flipping another page. “If it’s holy, Carter’ll be struck down first—he’s got the morals of a magpie. But I doubt it’s divine wrath we’re facing. More likely it’s... what? A dye? A medicine?” He tapped the journal, where a smudged note mentioned priests grinding minerals for rituals. “Or something they thought was magic, back when magic was just science with worse lighting.”

Carter smirked, leaning so close his squint nearly knocked the jar over. “Magic, eh? Bet it’s a love potion. Sprinkle it on a lass, and she’s yours—though with my luck, I’d get a camel instead.”

“Better company than you deserve,” Elton said, lobbing another sock that missed by a mile and landed in Ashworth’s tea. “Oops. Sorry, sir.”

Ashworth fished the sock out with a grimace, flicking it back at Elton. “Keep your laundry to yourself, you oaf. And Carter, if it’s a love potion, I’m testing it on you first—though I suspect even magic could not fix your charm.”

“Charm’s overrated,” Carter quipped, striking a pose that made him look like a scarecrow mid-collapse. “I’ve got personality.”

“Personality like a damp rag,” Elton muttered, but he was grinning now, the tent warming with their nonsense.

Ashworth shook his head, turning back to the powder. The jests kept him sane, but the stuff itself was a puzzle that wouldn’t quit. He tipped a bit onto a tin lid, watching it catch the lantern’s glow like a tiny galaxy. It did not clump, did not smear—just sat there, smug and mysterious, daring him to figure it out. He consulted another journal, this one with a coffee stain shaped like a wonky sphinx, and found a passage about mummification—natron, resins, and something vague about “sacred dust” to “bind the spirit.” Bind the spirit? Sounded like a load of tosh, but then again, he was sitting in a tent in Egypt surrounded by jars from a hidden tomb, so maybe tosh was the order of the day.
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