

[image: image]




ELIZABETH PETERS was born and brought up in Illinois and earned her PhD in Egyptology from the University of Chicago’s famed Oriental Institute. She is a prolific and successful novelist with over fifty novels to her credit and is internationally renowned for her mystery stories, especially those featuring indomitable heroine Amelia Peabody. Mrs Peters lives in a historic farmhouse in Frederick, Maryland, with six cats and two dogs. To find out more about Elizabeth Peters and the Amelia Peabody series, visit www.ameliapeabody.com.


Praise for Elizabeth Peters’
Amelia Peabody novels


‘Dastardly deeds, whirlwind romances, curious mummies and all
the fun and intrigue of Egyptian excavations, with a heroine
who wields a sturdy parasol rather than a magnum.
Accomplished entertainment.’
Guardian


‘Between Amelia Peabody and Indiana Jones, it’s Amelia –
in wit and daring – by a landslide.’
New York Times Book Review


‘The doughtiest, smartest, most appealing female
protagonist in mystery fiction.’
Aaron Elkins, author of Make No Bones


‘If Indiana Jones were female, a wife and a mother who lived in
Victorian times, he would be Amelia Peabody Emerson.’
Publishers Weekly


‘Amelia Peabody Emerson, archaeologist extraordinaire, and
arguably the most potent female force to hit Egypt since
Cleopatra, is digging in again!’
Philadelphia Enquirer


‘Shines with charm and wit . . . and the winsome
personality of Amelia Peabody.’
Chicago Sun-Times




Titles in this series currently
available from Constable & Robinson Ltd


Crocodile on the Sandbank
First Amelia Peabody mystery


The Curse of the Pharaohs
Second Amelia Peabody mystery


The Mummy Case
Third Amelia Peabody mystery


Lion in the Valley
Fourth Amelia Peabody mystery


The Deeds of the Disturber
Fifth Amelia Peabody mystery


The Last Camel Died at Noon
Sixth Amelia Peabody mystery


The Snake, the Crocodile and the Dog
Seventh Amelia Peabody mystery


The Hippopotamus Pool
Eighth Amelia Peabody mystery


Seeing a Large Cat
Ninth Amelia Peabody mystery


The Ape Who Guards the Balance
Tenth Amelia Peabody mystery


The Falcon at the Portal
Eleventh Amelia Peabody mystery


Lord of the Silent
Thirteenth Amelia Peabody mystery


The Golden One
Fourteenth Amelia Peabody mystery


Children of the Storm
Fifteenth Amelia Peabody mystery


Guardian of the Horizon
Sixteenth Amelia Peabody mystery


The Serpent on the Crown
Seventeenth Amelia Peabody mystery


Tomb of the Golden Bird
Eighteenth Amelia Peabody mystery




THUNDER
IN THE SKY


[image: image]


Elizabeth Peters


ROBINSON


London




 


 


To my daughter, Beth, with love


Constable & Robinson Ltd
55–56 Russell Square
London WC1B 4HP
www.constablerobinson.com


First published in the US by Avon Books, 1999


First UK edition published by Robinson,
an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd, 2000;
this edition published by Robinson,
an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd, 2007


Copyright © 1999, 2000, 2007 by MPM Manor, Inc.


All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in
Publication Data is available from the British Library


ISBN: 978-1-84529-559-2
eISBN: 978-1-78033-772-2


Printed and bound in the EU


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2




 


 


AMELIA PEABODY, born in 1852, found her life’s work and life partner in 1884, when on a trip to Egypt she married Egyptologist, Radcliffe Emerson. Their son Walter ‘Ramses’ Emerson was born three years later, and their adopted daughter, Nefret, joined the family in 1898. Other important members of the family include several generations of Egyptian cats.


Although the Emersons own a handsome Queen Anne mansion in Kent, they spend half of each year digging in Egypt and fighting off criminals of all varieties. Amelia is planning to draw her last breath holding a trowel in one hand and her deadly parasol in the other.




 


 


 


Then Re-Harakhte said:


Let Set be given unto me, to dwell with me and be my son. He shall thunder in the sky and be feared.




EDITOR’S FOREWORD
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THE Editor is pleased to present the result of many months of arduous endeavour. Sorting through the motley collection that constitutes the Emerson Papers was no easy task. As before, the Editor has used the contemporary diary of Mrs Emerson as the primary narrative, inserting letters and selections from Manuscript H at the appropriate points, and eliminating passages from the latter source that added no new information or insights to Mrs Emerson’s account. It was a demanding project and the Editor, wearied by her labours and emotionally wrung out, trusts that it will be received with the proper appreciation.


Information concerning the Middle East theatre in World War I before Gallipoli is sparse. Military historians have been concerned, primarily and understandably, with the ghastly campaigns on the Western Front. Being only too familiar with Mrs Emerson’s prejudices and selective memory, the Editor was surprised to discover, after painstaking research, that her account agrees in all important particulars with the known facts. Facts hitherto unknown add, the Editor believes, a new and startling chapter to the history of the Great War. She sees no reason to suppress them now, since they explain, among other things, the curtailment of archaeological activity on the part of the Emersons during those years. As the Reader will discover, they had other things on their minds.
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THE wind flung the snow against the windows of the coach, where it stuck in icy curtains. The boy’s breath formed pale clouds in the darkness of the interior. No foot warmer or lap robe had been supplied, and his threadbare, outgrown overcoat was not much protection against the cold. He felt sorry for the horses, slipping and labouring through the drifts. He’d have pitied the coachman, too, perched on the open box, if the man hadn’t been such a sneering swine. One of her creatures, like the other servants, as hardhearted and selfish as their mistress. The chilly night was no colder than the welcome he anticipated. If his father hadn’t died. . . A lot of things had changed in the past six months.


The coach jolted to a stop. He opened the window and looked out. Through the swirls of snow he saw the lighted panes of the lodge. Old Jenkins was in no hurry to open the gates. He wouldn’t dare delay too long, though, or she would hear of it. Finally the door of the lodge opened and a man shambled out. It wasn’t Jenkins. She must have dismissed him, as she had often threatened to do. The lodge keeper and the coachman exchanged insults as the former unbarred the gates and pushed them open, straining against the weight of the snow. The coachman cracked his whip, and the tired horses started to move.


The boy was about to close the window when he saw them, shapes of moving darkness that gradually took on human form. One was that of a woman, her face hidden by a bonnet, her long skirts dragging. She leaned heavily on her companion. He was not much taller than she, but he moved with a man’s strength, supporting her swaying form. As the coach approached, without slackening speed or changing direction, he pulled her out of its path, and the carriage lamps illuminated his face. It would have been hard to tell his age; snow blurred the pale features that were twisted into a demonic grimace. His eyes met those of the staring occupant of the coach; then he pursed his lips and spat.


‘Wait!’ The boy put his head out of the window, blinking snowflakes off his lashes. ‘Confound it, Thomas – stop! You – come back . . .’


The vehicle lurched, throwing him to the floor. Raging, he scrambled up and thumped on the closed aperture. Either Thomas did not hear him or – more likely – he ignored the shouted orders. A few minutes later the vehicle stopped in front of the house. He jumped out and ran up the steps, breathless with anger and haste. The door was locked. He had to swing the heavy knocker several times before it opened. The butler’s face was unfamiliar. So she’d got rid of poor old William too. He had been with the family for fifty years. . .


The entrance hall was semicircular, in the classical style – marble columns and marble floor, shell-shaped niches in the curved walls. While his father lived, the alabaster urns in the niches had been filled with holly and pine branches at this season. Now they were empty, the pure white of walls and floor unrelieved. In the door to the drawing room his mother stood waiting.


She wore her widow’s weeds well. Black suited her fair hair and ice-blue eyes. The soft, lightless fabric fell in graceful folds to her feet. Unmoving, her hands clasped at her waist, she looked at him with unconcealed distaste.


‘Take off your wet things at once,’ she said sharply. ‘You are covered with snow. How did you get – ’


For once he dared interrupt. ‘Tell Thomas he must follow my orders! He refused to stop and let me speak with them – a woman, and a boy with her. . .’ His breath caught. The change in her expression was slight, but like all young, hunted animals, he had learned to recognize the movements of the enemy. ‘But – you know, don’t you? They were here. You saw them.’


She inclined her head.


‘And you sent them away – on such a night? She was very frail – ill, perhaps – ’


‘She always had a tendency toward consumption.’


He stared at her. ‘You know her?’


‘She was my dearest friend, close as a sister. Until she became your father’s mistress.’


The words were as brutal and calculated as a blow. The colour drained from the boy’s face.


‘I would have spared you that shame,’ she went on, watching him.


‘Shame?’ He found his voice. ‘You speak to me of shame, after driving her away into the storm? She must have been desperate, or she would not have come to you.’


‘Yes.’ A thin smile curved her lips. ‘He had been sending them money. It stopped when he died, of course. I don’t know where he got it.’


‘Nor do I.’ He tried to emulate her calm, but could not. He was only fourteen, and their temperaments were as different as ice and fire. ‘You kept a close hand on the purse strings.’


‘He squandered my dowry within a year. The rest, thanks to my father’s foresight, was mine.’


He ran to the door, flung it open, and rushed out. The butler, who had been watching, coughed. ‘Your ladyship wishes. . .?’


‘Send two of the footmen after him. They are to take him to his room and lock him in, and bring the key to me.’




I
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I found it lying on the floor of the corridor that led to our bedchambers. I was standing there, holding it between my fingertips, when Ramses came out of his room. When he saw what I had in my hand his heavy dark eyebrows lifted, but he waited for me to speak first.


‘Another white feather,’ I said. ‘Yours, I presume?’


‘Yes, thank you.’ He plucked it from my fingers. ‘It must have fallen from my pocket when I took out my handkerchief. I will put it with the others.’


Except for his impeccably accented English and a certain indefinable air about his bearing (I always say no one slouches quite as elegantly as an Englishman), an observer might have taken my son for one of the Egyptians among whom he had spent most of his life. He had the same wavy black hair and thick lashes, the same bronzed skin. In other ways he bore a strong resemblance to his father, who had emerged from our room in time to hear the foregoing exchange. Like Ramses, he had changed to his working costume of wrinkled flannels and collarless shirt, and as they stood side by side they looked more like elder and younger brother than father and son. Emerson’s tall, broad-shouldered frame was as trim as that of Ramses, and the streak of white hair at each temple emphasized the gleam of his raven locks.


At the moment the resemblance between them was obscured by the difference in their expressions. Emerson’s sapphire-blue orbs blazed; his son’s black eyes were half-veiled by lowered lids. Emerson’s brows were drawn together, Ramses’s were raised; Ramses’s lips were tightly compressed, while Emerson’s had drawn back to display his large square teeth.


‘Curse it,’ he shouted. ‘Who had the confounded audacity to accuse you of cowardice? I hope you punched him on the jaw!’


‘I could hardly have done that, since the kind donor was a lady,’ Ramses replied, tucking the white feather carefully into his shirt pocket.


‘Who?’ I demanded.


‘What does it matter? It is not the first I have received, nor will it be the last.’


Since the outbreak of war in August, a good many fowl had been denuded of their plumage by patriotic ladies who presented these symbols of cowardice to young men not in uniform. Patriotism is not a quality I despise, but in my humble opinion it is despicable to shame someone into facing dangers from which one is exempt by reason of gender, age, or physical disability. Two of my nephews and the sons of many of our friends were on their way to France. I would not have held them back, but neither would I have had it on my conscience that I had urged them to go.


I had not been obliged to face that painful choice with my son.


We had sailed for Egypt in October, since my dear Emerson (the greatest Egyptologist of this or any other age) would not have allowed anyone, much less the Kaiser, to interfere with his annual excavations. It was not a retreat from peril; in fact, we might soon be in greater danger than those who remained in England. That the Ottoman Empire would eventually enter the war on the side of Germany and Austro-Hungary no one of intelligence doubted. For years the Kaiser had courted the Sultan, lending him vast amounts of money and building railroads and bridges through Syria and Palestine. Even the German-financed archaeological expeditions in the area were believed to have an ulterior motive. Archaeology offers excellent cover for spying and subversion, and moralists were fond of pointing out that the flag of imperial Germany flew over the site of Megiddo, the biblical Armageddon.


Turkey’s entry into the war came on November 5, and it was followed by the formal annexation of Egypt by Britain; the Veiled Protectorate had become a protectorate in reality. The Turks controlled Palestine, and between Palestine and Egypt lay the Sinai and the Suez Canal, Britain’s lifeline to the east. The capture of the Canal would deal Britain a mortal blow. An invasion of Egypt would surely follow, for the Ottoman Empire had never forgiven or forgotten the loss of its former province. And to the west of Egypt the warlike Senussi tribesmen, armed and trained by Turkey, presented a growing threat to British-occupied Egypt.


By December Cairo was under martial law, the press censored, public assemblages (of Egyptians) forbidden, the Khedive deposed in favour of his more compliant uncle, the nascent nationalist movement suppressed and its leaders sent into exile or prison. These regrettable measures were justified, at least in the eyes of those who enforced them, by the increasing probability of an attack on the Canal. I could understand why nerves in Cairo were somewhat strained, but that was no excuse, in my opinion, for rude behaviour to my son.


‘It is not fair,’ I exclaimed. ‘I have not seen the young English officials in Cairo rushing off to volunteer. Why has public opinion concentrated on you?’


Ramses shrugged. His foster sister had once compared his countenance to that of a pharaonic statue because of the regularity of his features and their habitual impassivity. At this moment they looked even stonier than usual.


‘I have been rather too prone to express in public what I feel about this senseless, wasteful war. It’s probably because I was not properly brought up,’ he added seriously. ‘You never taught me that the young should defer to their elders.’


‘I tried,’ I assured him.


Emerson fingered the dimple (or cleft, as he prefers to call it) in his chin, as was his habit when deep in thought or somewhat perturbed. ‘I understand your reluctance to shoot at poor fellows whose only crime is that they have been conscripted by their leaders; but – er – is it true that you refused to join the staff of the new Military Intelligence Department?’


‘Ah,’ said Ramses thoughtfully. ‘So that bit of information is now public property? No wonder so many charming ladies have recently added to my collection of feathers. Yes, sir, I did refuse. Would you like me to justify my decision?’


‘No,’ Emerson muttered.


‘Mother?’


‘Er – no, it is not necessary.’


‘I am greatly obliged to you,’ said Ramses. ‘There are still several hours of daylight left, and I want to get out to the site. Are you coming, sir?’


‘Go ahead,’ Emerson said. ‘I’ll wait for your mother.’
 

‘And you?’ Ramses looked down at the large brindled feline who had followed him out of his room.


Like all our cats, Seshat had been named after an Egyptian divinity, in this case (appropriately enough) the patroness of writing; like most of them, she bore a strong resemblance to her ancestress Bastet and to the tawny, large-eared animals portrayed in ancient Egyptian paintings. With a few exceptions, our cats were inclined to concentrate their affections on a single individual. Seshat favoured Ramses, and kept a close eye on his comings and goings. On this occasion she sat down in a decided manner and stared back at him.


‘Very well,’ Ramses said. ‘I will see you later, then.’


He might have been addressing me or the cat, or both. I stepped aside, and he proceeded on his way.


Emerson followed me to our room, and kicked the door shut. After attending a luncheon party at Shepheard’s we had returned to the house to change, but while my husband and son proceeded with this activity I was delayed by a tedious and unnecessary discussion with the cook, who was going through another of his periodic crises des nerves. (At least that is what he would have called it had he been a French chef instead of a turbaned Egyptian.)


I turned round and Emerson began unbuttoning my frock. I have never taken a maid with me to Egypt; they are more trouble than they are worth, always complaining and falling ill and requiring my medical attention. My ordinary working costume is as comfortable and easy to assume as that of a man, which it rather resembles, for I long ago gave up skirts in favour of trousers and stout boots. The only occasions on which I require assistance are those for which I assume traditional female garb, and Emerson is always more than happy to oblige me.


Neither of us spoke until he had completed the task. I could tell by his movements that he was not in a proper state of mind for the sort of distraction that frequently followed this activity. After hanging the garment neatly on a hook, I said, ‘Very well, Emerson, out with it. What is the trouble?’


‘How can you ask? This damned war has ruined everything. Do you remember the old days? Abdullah supervising the excavations as only he could do, the children working happily and obediently under our direction, Walter and Evelyn joining us every few years. . . Abdullah is gone now, and my brother and his wife are in England, and two of their sons are in France, and our children are. . . Well, hmph. It will never be the same again.’


‘Things’ never are the same. Time passes; death takes the worthy and unworthy alike, and (on a less morbid note), children grow up. (I did not say this to Emerson, since he was in no fit state of mind for philosophical reflection.) Two of the children to whom Emerson referred, though not related to us by blood, had become as dear to us as our own. Their backgrounds were, to say the least, unusual. David, now a fully qualified artist and Egyptologist, was the grandson of our dear departed reis Abdullah. A few years earlier he had espoused Emerson’s niece Lia, thereby scandalizing the snobs who considered Egyptians a lower breed. Even now Lia awaited the birth of their first child, but its father was not with her in England or with us; because of his involvement with the movement for Egyptian independence, he had been interned in India, where he would have to remain until the war was over. His absence was keenly felt by us all, especially by Ramses, whose confidant and closest friend he had been, but – I reminded myself – at least he was out of harm’s way, and we had not given up hope of winning his release.


Our foster daughter Nefret had an even stranger history. The orphaned daughter of an intrepid but foolhardy English explorer, she had passed the first thirteen years of her life in a remote oasis in the western desert. The beliefs and customs of ancient Egypt had lingered in that isolated spot, where Nefret had been High Priestess of Isis. Not surprisingly, she had had some difficulty adjusting to the customs of the modern world after we brought her back to England with us. She had succeeded – for the most part – since she was as intelligent as she was beautiful and, I believe I may say, as devoted to us as we were to her. She was also a very wealthy young woman, having inherited a large fortune from her paternal grandfather. From the beginning she and David and Ramses had been comrades and co-conspirators in every variety of mischief. David’s marriage had only strengthened the bonds, for Lia and Nefret were as close as sisters.


It was Nefret’s sudden, ill-advised marriage that had destroyed all happiness. The tragedy that ended that marriage had brought on a complete breakdown from which she had only recently recovered.


She had recovered, though; she had completed her interrupted medical studies and was with us again. Look for the silver lining, I told myself, and attempted to persuade Emerson to do the same.


‘Now, Emerson, you are exaggerating,’ I exclaimed. ‘I miss Abdullah as much as you do, but the war had nothing to do with that, and Selim is performing splendidly as reis. As for the children, they were constantly in trouble or in danger, and it is a wonder my hair did not turn snow-white from worrying about them.’


‘True,’ Emerson admitted. ‘If you are fishing for compliments, my dear, I will admit you bore up under the strain as few women could. Not a wrinkle, not a touch of grey in that jetty-black hair. . .’ He moved toward me, and for a moment I thought affection would triumph over morbidity; but then his expression changed, and he said thoughtfully, ‘I have been meaning to ask you about that. I understand there is a certain colouring material – ’


‘Don’t let us get off the subject, Emerson.’ Glancing at my dressing table, I made certain the little bottle was not in sight before I went on. ‘Look on the bright side! David is safe, and he will join us again after. . .afterwards. And we have Nefret back, thank heaven.’


‘She isn’t the same,’ Emerson groaned. ‘What is wrong with the girl?’


‘She is not a girl, she is a full-grown woman,’ I replied. ‘And it was you, as her legal guardian, who insisted she had the right to control her fortune and make her own decisions.’


‘Guardian be damned,’ said Emerson gruffly. ‘I am her father, Amelia – not legally, perhaps, but in every way that matters.’


I went to him and put my arms around him. ‘She loves you dearly, Emerson.’


‘Then why can’t she call me. . . She never has, you know.’
 

‘You are determined to be miserable, aren’t you?’


‘Certainly not,’ Emerson growled. ‘Ramses is not himself either. You women don’t understand these things. It isn’t pleasant for a fellow to be accused of cowardice.’


‘No one who knows Ramses could possibly believe that of him,’ I retorted. ‘You aren’t suggesting, I hope, that he enlist in order to prove his critics wrong? That is just the sort of thing men do, but he has better sense, and I thought you – ’


‘Don’t be absurd,’ Emerson shouted. My dear Emerson is never more handsome than when he is in one of his little tempers. His blue eyes blazed with sapphirine fire, his lean brown cheeks were becomingly flushed, and his quickened breathing produced a distracting play of muscle across his broad chest. I gazed admiringly upon him; and after a moment his stiff pose relaxed and a sheepish smile curved his well-shaped lips.


‘Trying to stir me up, were you, my dear? Well, you succeeded. You know as well as I do that not even a moronic military officer would waste Ramses’s talents in the trenches. He looks like an Egyptian, he talks Arabic like an Egyptian – curse it, he even thinks like one! He speaks half a dozen languages, including German and Turkish, with native fluency, he is skilled at the art of disguise, he knows the Middle East as few men do. . .’


‘Yes,’ I said with a sigh. ‘He is a perfect candidate for military intelligence. Why wouldn’t he accept Newcombe’s offer?’


‘You should have asked him.’


‘I didn’t dare. The nickname you gave him all those years ago has proved to be appropriate. I doubt if the family of Ramses the Great would have had the audacity to question him, either.’


‘I certainly didn’t,’ Emerson admitted. ‘But I have certain doubts about the new Department myself. Newcombe and Lawrence and Leonard Woolley were the ones who carried out that survey of the Sinai a few years ago; it was an open secret that their purpose was military as well as archaeological. The maps they are making will certainly be useful, but what the Department really wants is to stir up an Arab revolt against the Turks in Palestine. One school of thought believes that we can best defend the Canal by attacking the Turkish supply lines, with the assistance of Arab guerrillas.’


‘How do you know that?’
 

Emerson’s eyes shifted. ‘Would you like me to lace your boots, Amelia?’


‘No, thank you, I would like you to answer my question. Curse it, Emerson, I saw you deep in conversation with General Maxwell at the luncheon; if he asked you to be a spy – ’


‘No, he did not!’ Emerson shouted.
 

I realized that quite inadvertently I must have hit a tender spot. Despite the reverberant voice that had (together with his command of invective) won him the admiring appellation of Father of Curses, he had a certain hangdog look. I took his hand in mine. ‘What is it, my dear?’


Emerson’s broad shoulders slumped. ‘He asked me to take the post of Adviser on Native Affairs.’


He gave the word ‘native’ a particularly sardonic inflection. Knowing how he despised the condescension of British officials toward their Egyptian subjects, I did not comment on this, but pressed on toward a firmer understanding of his malaise.


‘That is very flattering, my dear.’


 ‘Flattering be damned! He thinks I am only fit to sit in an office and give advice to pompous young fools who won’t listen to it anyhow. He thinks I am too old to take an active part in this war.’


‘Oh, my dear, that is not true!’ I threw my arms around his waist and kissed him on the chin. I had to stand on tiptoe to reach that part of his anatomy; Emerson is over six feet tall and I am considerably shorter. ‘You are the strongest, bravest, cleverest – ’


‘Don’t overdo it, Peabody,’ said Emerson.
 

His use of my maiden name, which had become a term of affection and approbation, assured me that he was in a better humour. A little flattery never hurts, especially when, as in the present case, it was the simple truth.


I laid my head against his shoulder. ‘You may think me selfish and cowardly, Emerson, but I would rather you were safe in some boring office, not taking desperate chances as you would prefer, and as, of course, you could. Did you accept?’


‘Well, damn it, I had to, didn’t I? It will interfere with my excavations. . .but one must do what one can, eh?’


‘Yes, my darling.’


Emerson gave me such a hearty squeeze, my ribs creaked. ‘I am going to work now. Are you coming?’
 

‘No, I think not. I will wait for Nefret and perhaps have a little chat with her.’


Emerson departed, and after assuming a comfortable garment I went up to the roof, where I had arranged tables and chairs, potted plants and adjustable screens, to create an informal open-air parlour.


From the rooftop one could see (on a clear day) for miles in all directions: on the east, the river and the sprawling suburbs of Cairo, framed by the pale limestone of the Mokattam Hills; to the west, beyond the cultivated land, the limitless stretch of the desert, and, at eventide, a sky ablaze with ever-changing but always brilliant sunsets. My favourite view was southerly. In the near distance rose the triangular silhouettes of the pyramids of Giza, where we would be working that year. The house was conveniently located on the West Bank, only a few miles from our excavations and directly across the river from Cairo. It was not as commodious or well designed as our earlier abode near Giza, but that house was not one to which any of us cared to return. It held too many unhappy memories. I tried, as is my habit, to keep them at bay, but Emerson’s gloomy remarks had affected me more than I had admitted to him. The war had certainly cast a shadow over our lives, but some of our troubles went farther back – back to that frightful spring two years ago.


Only two years. It seemed longer; or rather, it seemed as if a dark, deep abyss separated us from the halcyon days that had preceded the disaster. Admittedly, they had not been devoid of the criminal distractions that frequently interrupt our archaeological work, but we had become accustomed to that sort of thing and in every other way we had good cause to rejoice. David and Lia had just been married; Ramses was with us again after some months of absence; and Nefret divided her time between the excavation and the clinic she had started for the fallen women of Cairo. There had been a radiance about her that year. . .


Then it had happened, as sudden and unexpected as a bolt of lightning from a clear sky. Emerson and I had come home one morning to find the old man waiting, a woman and a small child with him. The woman, herself pitiably young, was a prostitute, the old man, one of the city’s most infamous procurers. The sight of that child’s face, with its unmistakable resemblance to my own, was shock enough; a greater shock followed, when the little creature ran toward Ramses, holding out her arms and calling him Father.


The effect on Nefret had been much worse. In the clinic she had seen firsthand the abuses inflicted on the women of the Red Blind district, and her attempts to assist the unhappy female victims of the loathsome trade had taken on the dimensions of a crusade. Always hot-tempered and impetuous, she had leaped to the inevitable conclusion and fled the house in a passion of revulsion against her foster brother.


I knew, of course, that the inevitable conclusion was incorrect. Not that Ramses had never strayed from the paths of moral rectitude. He had toddled into trouble as soon as he could walk, and the catalogue of his misdemeanours lengthened as he matured. I did not doubt his relationships with various female persons were not always of the nature I would approve. The evidence against him was strong. But I had known my son for over twenty strenuous years, and I knew he was incapable of committing that particular crime – for crime it was, in the moral if not the legal sense.


It had not taken us long to ferret out the identity of the child’s real father – my nephew Percy. I had never had a high opinion of my brothers and their offspring; this discovery, and Percy’s contemptible attempt to pass the blame on to Ramses, had resulted in a complete rift. Unfortunately, we were unable to avoid Percy altogether; he had joined the Egyptian Army and was stationed in Cairo. However, I had at least the satisfaction of cutting him whenever we chanced to meet. He cared nothing for his little daughter, and it would have been impossible for us to abandon her. Sennia had been part of our family ever since. She was now five years of age, a distraction and a delight, as Ramses called her. We had left her in England with the younger Emersons this year, since Lia, mourning the absence of husband and brothers, was even more in need of distraction than we. Emerson missed her very much. The only positive aspect of the arrangement (I was still trying to look on the bright side) was that Nefret’s surly, spoiled cat, Horus, had stayed with Sennia. I cannot truthfully say that any of us, except possibly Nefret, missed Horus.


Before she learned the truth about Sennia’s parentage, Nefret had married. It came as a considerable surprise to me; I had known of Geoffrey’s attachment to her, but had not suspected she cared for him. It was a disaster in every sense of the word, for within a few weeks she had lost not only her husband, but the small seed of life that would one day have been their child.


Ramses had accepted her apologies with his usual equanimity, and outwardly, at least, they were on perfectly good terms; but every now and then I sensed a certain tension between them. I wondered if he had ever completely forgiven her for doubting him. My son had always been something of an enigma to me, and although his attachment to little Sennia, and hers to him, displayed a side of his nature I had not previously suspected, he still kept his feelings too much to himself.


This was not the first time he and Nefret had been together since the tragedy; ours is an affectionate family, and we try to meet for holidays, anniversaries, and special occasions. The latest such occasion had been the engagement of Emerson’s nephew Johnny to Alice Curtin. Ramses had come back from Germany for that, where he had been studying Egyptian philology with Professor Erman. Of all his cousins he had a special affection for Johnny, which was somewhat surprising, considering how different their temperaments were: Ramses sober and self-contained, Johnny always making little jokes. They were usually rather bad jokes, but Johnny’s laughter was so infectious one could not help joining in.


Was he able to make jokes now, I wondered, in a muddy trench in France? He and his twin Willy were together; some comfort, perhaps, for the boys themselves, but an additional source of anguish for their parents.


Hearing the tap of heels, I turned to see Nefret coming toward me. She was as beautiful as ever, though the past years had added maturity to a countenance that had once been as glowing and carefree as that of a child. She had changed into her working costume of trousers and boots; her shirt was open at the throat and her redgold hair had been twisted into a knot at the back of her neck.


‘Fatima told me you were here,’ Nefret explained, taking a chair. ‘Why aren’t you at Giza with the Professor and Ramses?’


‘I didn’t feel like it today.’
 

‘But my dear Aunt Amelia! You have been waiting all your life to get at those pyramids. Is something wrong?’


‘It is all Emerson’s fault,’ I explained. ‘He was going on and on about the war and how it has changed our lives; by the time I finished cheering him up I felt as if I had given him my entire store of optimism and had none left for myself.’


‘I know what you mean. But you mustn’t be sad. Things could be worse.’


‘People only say that when “things” are already very bad,’ I grumbled. ‘You look as if you could stand a dose of optimism yourself. Is that a spot of dried blood on your neck?’


‘Where?’ Her hand flew to her throat.
 

‘Just under your ear. You were at the hospital?’


She sat back with a sigh. ‘There is no deceiving you, is there? I thought I’d got myself cleaned up. Yes; I stopped by after the luncheon, just as they brought in a woman who was haemorrhaging. She had tried to abort herself.’


‘Did you save her?’


‘I think so. This time.’


Nefret had a large fortune and an even larger heart; the small clinic she had originally founded had been replaced by a women’s hospital. The biggest difficulty was in finding female physicians to staff it, for naturally no Moslem woman, respectable or otherwise, would allow a man to examine her.


‘Where was Dr Sophia?’ I asked.
 

‘There, as she always is. But I’m the only surgeon on the staff, Aunt Amelia – the only female surgeon in Egypt, so far as I know. I’d rather not talk about it anymore, if you don’t mind. It’s your turn. Nothing particular has happened, has it? Any news from Aunt Evelyn?’


‘No. But we can assume that they are all perfectly miserable too.’ She laughed and squeezed my hand, and I added, ‘Ramses was given another white feather today.’


‘He’ll have enough for a pillow soon,’ said Ramses’s foster sister heartlessly. ‘Surely that isn’t what is bothering you. There is something more, Aunt Amelia. Tell me.’


Her eyes, blue as forget-me-nots, held mine. I gave myself a little mental shake. ‘Nothing more, my dear, really. Enough of this! Shall we ask Fatima to bring tea?’


‘I am going to wash my neck first,’ said Nefret, with a grimace. ‘We may as well wait for the Professor and Ramses. Do you think they will be long?’


‘I hope not. We are dining out tonight. I ought to have reminded Emerson, but what with one thing and another, I forgot.’


‘Two social engagements in one day?’ Nefret grinned. ‘He will roar.’


‘It was his suggestion.’


‘The Professor suggested dining out? With whom is your appointment, if I may ask?’


‘Mr Thomas Russell, the Assistant Commissioner of Police.’


‘Ah.’ Nefret’s eyes narrowed. ‘Then it isn’t a simple social engagement. The Professor is on someone’s trail. What is it this time, the theft of antiquities, forgery of antiquities, illegal dealing in antiquities? Or – oh, don’t tell me it’s the Master Criminal again!’


‘You sound as if you hope it were.’


‘I’d love to meet Sethos,’ Nefret said dreamily. ‘I know, Aunt Amelia, he’s a thief and a swindler and a villain, but you must admit he is frightfully romantic. And his hopeless passion for you – ’


‘That is very silly,’ I said severely. ‘I don’t expect ever to see Sethos again.’


‘You say that every time – just before he appears out of nowhere, in time to rescue you from some horrible danger.’


She was teasing me, and I knew better than to respond with the acrimony the mention of Sethos always inspired. He had indeed come to my assistance on several occasions; he did profess a deep attachment to my humble self; he had never pressed his attentions. . . Well, hardly ever. The fact remained that he had been for many years our most formidable adversary, controlling the illegal antiquities game and robbing museums, collectors and archaeologists with indiscriminate skill. Though we had sometimes foiled his schemes, truth compels me to admit that more often we had not. I had encountered him a number of times, under conditions that might reasonably be described as close, but not even I could have described his true appearance. His eyes were of an ambiguous shade between grey and brown, and his skill at the art of disguise enabled him to alter their colour and almost every other physical characteristic.


‘For pity’s sake, don’t mention him to Emerson!’ I exclaimed. ‘You know how he feels about Sethos. There is no reason whatever to suppose he is in Egypt.’


‘Cairo is crawling with spies,’ Nefret said. She leaned forward, clasping her hands. She was in dead earnest now. ‘The authorities claim all enemy aliens have been deported or interned, but the most dangerous of them, the professional foreign agents, will have eluded arrest because they aren’t suspected of being foreigners. Sethos is a master of disguise who has spent many years in Egypt. Wouldn’t a man like that be irresistibly drawn to espionage, his talents for sale to the highest bidder?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Sethos is an Englishman. He would not – ’


‘You don’t know for certain that he is English. And even if he is, he would not be the first or the last to betray his country.’


‘Really, Nefret, I refuse to go on with this ridiculous discussion!’
 

‘I apologize. I didn’t mean to make you angry.’


‘I am not angry! Why should I be – ’ I broke off. Fatima had come up with the tea tray. I motioned to her to put it on the table.


‘There’s no use pretending this is a normal season for us, Aunt Amelia,’ Nefret said quietly. ‘How can it be, with a war going on, and the Canal less than a hundred miles from Cairo? Sometimes I find myself looking at people I’ve known for years, and wondering if they are wearing masks – playing a part of some kind.’


‘Nonsense, my dear,’ I said firmly. ‘You are letting war nerves get the better of you. As for Emerson, I assure you he is exactly what he seems. He cannot conceal his feelings from me.’


‘Hmmm,’ said Nefret. ‘All the same, I think I will join you this evening, if I may.’


When she proposed the scheme later, Emerson agreed so readily that Nefret was visibly cast down – reasoning, I suppose, that he would not have allowed her to come if he was ‘up to something’. She decided to come anyhow. Ramses declined. He said he had other plans, but might join us later if we were dining at Shepheard’s.


From Manuscript H


Ramses made a point of arriving early at the Club so that he could not be refused a table. The committee would have loved an excuse to bar him altogether, but he had carefully avoided committing the unforgivable sins, such as cheating at cards.


From his vantage point in an obscure corner he watched the dining room fill up. Half the men were in uniform, the drab khaki of the British Army outshone and outnumbered by the gaudy red and gold of the British-led Egyptian Army. They were all officers; enlisted men weren’t allowed in the Turf Club. Neither were Egyptians of any rank or position.


He had almost finished his meal before the table next to his was occupied by a party of four – two middle-aged officials escorting two ladies. One of the ladies was Mrs Pettigrew, who had presented him with his latest white feather. She and her husband always reminded him of Tweedledum and Tweedledee; as some married couples do, they had come to resemble one another to an alarming degree. Both were short and stout and red-faced. Ramses rose with a polite bow, and was not at all surprised when Mrs Pettigrew cut him dead. As soon as they were all seated they put their heads together and began a low-voiced conversation, glancing occasionally in his direction.


Ramses didn’t doubt he was the subject of the conversation. Pettigrew was one of the most pompous asses in the Ministry of Public Works and one of the loudest patriots in Cairo. The other man was Ewan Hamilton, an engineer who had come to Egypt to advise on the Canal defences. A quiet, inoffensive man by all accounts, his only affectation was the kilt (Hamilton tartan, Ramses assumed) he often wore. That night he was resplendent in formal Scottish dress: a bottle-green velvet jacket with silver buttons, lace at his chin and cuffs. And, Ramses speculated, a skean-dhu in his sock? Grey tarnished the once-blazing red of his hair and moustache, and he squinted in a way that suggested he ought to be wearing spectacles.


Perhaps he had left them off in order to impress the handsome woman with him. Mrs Fortescue had been in Cairo less than a month, but she was already something of a belle, if a widow could be called that. Gossip spread like wildfire in Anglo-Egyptian society; it was said that her husband had perished gallantly at the head of his regiment during one of the grisly August campaigns that had strewn the fields of France with dead. Meeting Ramses’s speculative, shamelessly curious gaze, she allowed her discreetly carmined lips to curve in a faint smile.


As if to emphasize their disapproval of Ramses, the Pettigrews were extremely gracious to another group of diners. All three were in uniform; two were Egyptian Army, the other was a junior official of the Finance Ministry and a member of the hastily organized local militia known derisively as Pharaoh’s Foot. They met daily to parade solemnly up and down on the grounds of the Club, carrying fly whisks and sticks because there were not enough rifles for them. The situation looked promising. Ramses sat back and eavesdropped unabashedly.


Once the Pettigrews had finished dissecting his history and character, their voices rose to normal pitch – quite piercing, in the case of Mrs Pettigrew. She talked about everything under the sun, including the private sins of most members of the foreign community. Inevitably the conversation turned to the war. The younger woman expressed concern over the possibility of a Turkish attack, and Mrs Pettigrew boomed out a hearty reassurance.


‘Nonsense, my dear! Not a chance of it! Everyone knows what wretched cowards the Arabs are – except, of course, when they are led by white officers – ’


‘Such as General von Kressenstein,’ said Ramses, pitching his voice loud enough to be heard over her strident tones. ‘One of Germany’s finest military strategists. He is, I believe, adviser to the Syrian Army?’


Pettigrew snorted and Hamilton gave him a hard look, but neither spoke. The response came from the adjoining table. Simmons, the Finance fire-eater, flushed angrily and snapped, ‘They’ll never get an army across the Sinai. It’s a desert, you know; there’s no water.’


His smirk vanished when Ramses said, humbly but clearly, ‘Except in the old Roman wells and cisterns. The rains were unusually heavy last season. The wells are overflowing. Do you suppose the Turks don’t know that?’


‘If they didn’t, people like you would tell them.’ Simmons stood up and stuck out his chin – what there was of it. ‘Why they allow rotten traitors in this Club – ’


‘I was just trying to be helpful,’ Ramses protested. ‘The lady was asking about the Turks.’


One of his friends caught the irate member of Pharaoh’s Foot by the arm. ‘One mustn’t bore the ladies with military talk, Simmons. What do you say we go to the bar?’


Simmons had already had a few brandies. He glowered at Ramses as his friends led him away; Ramses waited a few minutes before following. He bowed politely to each of the four at the next table, and was magnificently ignored by three of them. Mrs Fortescue’s response was discreet but unmistakable – a flash of dark eyes and a faint smile.


The hall was crowded. After ordering a whisky Ramses retired to a corner near a potted palm and located his quarry. Simmons was such easy prey, it was a shame to take advantage of him, but he did appear to be suitably worked up; he was gesticulating and ranting to a small group that included his friends and a third officer who was even better known to Ramses.


Whenever he saw his cousin Percy, he was reminded of a story he had read, about a man who had struck an infernal bargain that allowed him to retain his youthful good looks despite a life of vice and crime. Instead, those sins marked the face of the portrait he kept concealed in his library, until it became that of a monster. Percy was average in every way – medium height and build, hair and moustache medium-brown, features pleasant if unremarkable. Only a biased observer would have said that his eyes were a little too close together and his lips were too small, girlishly pink and pursed in the heavy frame of his jaw. Ramses would have been the first to admit he was not unbiased. There was no man on earth he hated more than he did Percy.


Ramses had prepared several provocative speeches, but it wasn’t necessary to employ any of them. His glass was still half full when Simmons detached himself from his friends and strode up to Ramses, squaring his narrow shoulders.


‘A word with you,’ he snapped.
 

Ramses took out his watch. ‘I am due at Shepheard’s at half past ten.’


‘It won’t take long,’ Simmons said, trying to sneer. ‘Come outside.’


‘Oh, I see. Very well, if you insist.’


He hadn’t intended matters to go this far, but there was no way of retreating now.


Unlike the Gezira Sporting Club, with its polo field and golf course and English-style gardens, the Turf Club was planted unattractively on one of the busiest streets in Cairo, with a Coptic school on one side and a Jewish synagogue on the other. In search of privacy, Ramses proceeded towards the rear of the clubhouse. The night air was cool and sweet and the moon was nearing the full, but there were dark areas, shaded by shrubbery. Ramses headed for one of them. He had not looked back; when he did so, he saw that Simmons’s two friends were with him.


‘How very unsporting,’ he said critically. ‘Or have you two come to cheer Simmons on?’


‘It’s not unsporting to thrash a cowardly cad,’ said Simmons. ‘Everyone knows you don’t fight like a gentleman.’


‘That might be called an oxymoron,’ Ramses said. ‘Oh – sorry. Bad form to use long words. Look it up when you get home.’


The poor devil didn’t know how to fight, like a gentleman or otherwise. He came at Ramses with his arms flailing and his chin irresistibly outthrust. Ramses knocked him down and turned to meet the rush of the others. He winded one of them with an elbow in the ribs and kicked the second in the knee, just above his elegant polished boot – and then damned himself for a fool as Simmons, thrashing ineptly around on the ground, abandoned the last shreds of the old school tie and landed a lucky blow that doubled Ramses up. Before he could get his breath back the other two were on him again. One was limping and the other was whooping, but he hadn’t damaged them any more than he could help. He regretted this kindly impulse as they twisted his arms behind him and turned him to face Simmons.


‘You might at least allow me to remove my coat,’ he said breathlessly. ‘If it’s torn my mother will never let me hear the end of it.’


Simmons was a dark, panting shape in the shadows. Ramses shifted his balance and waited for Simmons to move a step closer, but Simmons wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice. He raised his arm. Ramses ducked his head and closed his eyes. He wasn’t quick enough to avoid the blow altogether; it cut across his cheek and jaw like a line of fire.


‘That’s enough!’


The hands that gripped him let go. Reaching out blindly for some other means of support, he caught hold of a tree limb and steadied himself before he opened his eyes.


Percy was standing between Ramses and Simmons, holding Simmons by the arm. Unexpected, that, Ramses thought; it would have been more in character for Percy to pitch in. The odds were the kind he liked, three or four to one.


Then he saw the other man, his black-and-white evening clothes blending with the play of light and shadow, and recognized Lord Edward Cecil, the Financial Adviser, and Simmons’s chief. Cecil’s aristocratic features were rigid with disgust. He raked his subordinate with a scornful eye and then spoke to Percy.


‘Thank you for warning me about this, Captain. I don’t doubt your cousin appreciates it too.’


‘My cousin is entitled to his opinion, Lord Edward.’ Percy drew himself up. ‘I do not agree with it, but I respect it – and him.’


‘Indeed?’ Cecil drawled. ‘Your sentiments do you credit, Captain. Simmons, report to my office first thing tomorrow. You gentlemen’ – his narrowed eyes inspected the flowers of the Egyptian Army, now wilting visibly ‘– will give me your names and the name of your commanding officer before you leave the club. Come with me.’


‘Do you need medical attention, Ramses?’ Percy asked solicitously.


‘No.’


As he followed Cecil and the others at a discreet distance, Ramses knew he had lost another round to his cousin. There was no doubt in his mind that Percy had prodded Simmons and the others into that ‘ungentlemanly’ act. He was good at insinuating ideas into people’s heads; the poor fools probably didn’t realize even now that they had been manipulated into punishing someone Percy hated but was afraid to tackle himself.


Ramses went round the clubhouse and stopped at the front entrance, wondering whether to go in. A glance at his watch informed him it was getting on for half past ten, and he decided he’d made a sufficient spectacle of himself already.


He let the doorman get him a cab. Recognizing him, the driver laid his whip aside and greeted him enthusiastically. None of the Emersons allowed the horses to be whipped, but the size of the tip made up for that inconvenience. ‘What happened to you, Brother of Demons?’ he inquired, employing Ramses’s Arabic soubriquet.


Ramses put him off with an explanation that was extremely improper and obviously false, and got into the cab. He was still thinking about Percy.


They had despised one another since their childhood days, but Ramses hadn’t realized how dangerous Percy could be until he’d tried to do his cousin a favour.


It only went to prove the truth of his father’s cynical statement: no good deed ever goes unpunished. Wandering aimlessly through Palestine, Percy had been taken prisoner and held for ransom by one of the bandits who infested the area. When Ramses went into the camp to get him out, he found his cousin comfortably ensconced in Zaal’s best guest room, well supplied with brandy and other comforts and waiting complacently to be ransomed.


He hadn’t recognized Ramses in his Bedouin disguise, and after watching Percy snivel and grovel and resist escape with the hysteria of a virgin fighting for her virtue, Ramses had realized it would be wiser not to enlighten him as to the identity of his rescuer. Percy had found out, though. Ramses had not underestimated his resentment, but he had not anticipated the malevolent fertility of Percy’s imagination. Accusing Ramses of fathering his carelessly begotten and callously abandoned child had been a masterstroke.


Yet tonight Percy had defended him, physically and verbally. Spouting high-minded sentiments in front of Lord Edward Cecil was designed to raise that influential official’s opinion of Captain Percival Peabody, but there must be something more to it than that – something underhanded and unpleasant, if he knew Percy. What the devil was he planning now?


 


I looked forward with considerable curiosity to our meeting with Mr Russell. I had known him for some years and esteemed him highly, in spite of his underhanded attempts to make Ramses into a policeman. Not that I have anything against policemen, but I did not consider it a suitable career for my son. Emerson had nothing against policemen either, but he was not fond of social encounters, and, like Nefret, I suspected he had an ulterior motive in proposing we dine with Russell.


Russell was waiting for us in the Moorish Hall when we arrived. His sandy eyebrows went up at the sight of Nefret, and when Emerson said breezily, ‘Hope you don’t mind our bringing Miss Forth’, I realized that the invitation had been Russell’s, not Emerson’s.


Nefret realized it at the same time, and gave me a conspiratorial smile as she offered Russell her gloved hand. Emerson never paid the least attention to social conventions, and Russell had no choice but to appear pleased.


‘Why, uh, yes, Professor – that is, I am delighted, of course, to see – uh – Miss – uh – Forth.’


His confusion was understandable. Nefret had resumed her maiden name after the death of her husband, and Cairo society had found this hard to accept. They found a good many of Nefret’s acts hard to accept.


We went at once to the dining salon and the table Mr Russell had reserved. I thought he appeared a trifle uncomfortable, and my suspicions as to his reason for asking us to dine were confirmed. He wanted something from us. Assistance, perhaps, in rounding up some of the more dangerous foreign agents in Cairo? Glancing round the room, I began to wonder if I too was beginning to succumb to war nerves. Officers and officials, matrons and maidens – all people I had known for years – suddenly looked sly and duplicitous. Were any of them in the pay of the enemy?


At any rate, I told myself firmly, none of them was Sethos.


Emerson has never been one to beat around the bush. He waited only until after we had ordered before he remarked, ‘Well, Russell, what’s on your mind, eh? If you want me to persuade Ramses to join the CID, you are wasting your time. His mother won’t hear of it.’


‘Neither will he,’ Russell said with a wry smile. ‘There’s no use trying to deceive you, Professor, so if the ladies will excuse us for talking business – ’


‘I would rather you talked business than nonsense, Mr Russell,’ I said with some asperity.


‘You are right, ma’am. I should know better.’


He sampled the wine the waiter had poured into his glass and nodded approval. While our glasses were being filled, his eyes focused on Nefret, and a frown wrinkled his forehead. She was the picture of a proper young lady – pretty and innocent and harmless. The low-cut bodice of her gown bared her white throat; gems twinkled on her breast and in the red-gold hair that crowned her small head. One would never have supposed that those slender hands were more accustomed to holding a scalpel than a fan, or that she could fend off an attacker more effectively than most men.


She knew what Russell was thinking, and met his doubtful gaze squarely.


‘A number of people in Cairo will tell you I am no lady, Mr Russell. You needn’t mince words with me. It’s Ramses, isn’t it? What’s he done now?’


‘Nothing that I know of, except make himself thoroughly disliked,’ Russell said. ‘Oh, the devil with – excuse me, Miss Forth.’


She laughed at him, and his stern face relaxed into a sheepish grin. ‘As I was about to say – I may as well be honest with all of you. Yes, I did approach Ramses. I believe there is not an intelligence organization in Egypt, military or civilian, that has not tried to get him! I had no more luck than the others. But he could be of particular value to me in capturing that fellow Wardani. You all know who he is, I presume.’


Emerson nodded. ‘The leader of the Young Egypt Party, and the only one of the nationalists who is still at large. You managed to round up all the others – including my niece’s husband, David Todros.’


‘I don’t blame you for resenting that,’ Russell said quietly. ‘But it had to be done. We daren’t take chances with that lot, Professor. They believe their hope of independence lies in the defeat of Britain, and they will collaborate with our enemies in order to bring it about.’


‘But what can they do?’ Nefret asked. ‘They are scattered and imprisoned.’


‘So long as Wardani is on the loose, they can do a great deal of damage.’ Russell leaned forward. ‘He is their leader, intelligent, charismatic and fanatical; he has already gathered new lieutenants to replace the ones we arrested. You know the Sultan has declared a jihad, a holy war, against unbelievers. The mass of the fellahin are apathetic or afraid, but if Wardani can stir up the students and intellectuals, we may find ourselves fighting a guerrilla war here in Cairo while the Turks attack the Canal. Wardani is the key. Without him, the movement will collapse. I want him. And I think you can help me to get him.’


Emerson had been calmly eating his soup. ‘Excellent,’ he remarked. ‘Shepheard’s always does a superb potage à la duchesse.’


‘Are you trying to annoy me, Professor?’ Russell asked.


 ‘Why, no,’ said Emerson. ‘But I’m not going to help you find Wardani either.’


Russell was not easily roused to anger. He studied Emerson thoughtfully. ‘You are in sympathy with his aims? Yes, well, that doesn’t surprise me. But even you must admit, Professor, that this is not the right time. After the war – ’


Emerson cut him off. My husband is easily roused to anger. His blue eyes were blazing. ‘Is that going to be your approach? Be patient, be good little children, and if you behave yourselves until the war is won, we will give you your freedom? And you want me to make the offer because I have a certain reputation for integrity in this country? I won’t make a promise I cannot keep, Russell, and I know for a fact you, and the present Government, would not keep that one.’ Refreshed and relieved by this outburst, he picked up his fork and cut into the fish that had replaced his bowl of soup. ‘Anyhow, I don’t know where he is,’ he added.


‘But you do,’ Nefret said suddenly. ‘Don’t you, Mr Russell? That’s why you asked the Professor to join you this evening – you’ve located Wardani’s hideout, and you are planning to close in on him tonight, but you’re afraid he will get away from you, as he has always done before, and so you want. . . What the devil do you want from us?’


‘I don’t want anything from you, Miss Forth.’ Russell took out his handkerchief and mopped his perspiring forehead. ‘Except to remain here, and enjoy your dinner, and stay out of this!’


‘She cannot dine alone, it would not be proper,’ I remarked, draining my glass of wine. ‘Shall we go now?’


Emerson, eating heartily but neatly, had almost finished his fish. He popped the last morsel into his mouth and made inquiring noises.


‘Don’t talk with your mouth full, Emerson. I do not suggest you carry out Mr Russell’s insulting proposal, but an opportunity to talk with Mr Wardani is not to be missed. We may be able to negotiate with him. Anything that would avoid bloodshed – including his – is worth the effort.’


Emerson swallowed. ‘Just what I was about to say, Peabody.’


He rose and held my chair for me. I brushed a few crumbs off my bodice and stood up.


Russell’s eyes had a glazed look. In a quiet, conversational voice he remarked, ‘I don’t quite know how I lost control of this situation. For the love of heaven, Professor and Mrs Emerson, order – persuade – ask Miss Forth to stay here!’


‘Nefret is the only one of us who has met Mr Wardani,’ I explained. ‘And he is more likely to listen to an attractive young lady than to us. Nefret, you have dropped your gloves again.’


Russell, moving like an automaton, reached under the table and retrieved Nefret’s gloves.


‘Let us make certain we understand one another, Russell,’ Emerson said. ‘I agree to accompany you in order that I may speak with Mr Wardani and attempt to convince him he ought to turn himself in – for his own good. I will make no promises and I will brook no interference from you. Is that clear?’


Russell looked him straight in the eye. ‘Yes, sir.’


I had not anticipated this particular development, but I had thought something of interest might ensue, so I had come prepared. As I watched a bemused Assistant Commissioner of Police help Nefret on with her cloak, I realized she had done the same. Like my outer garment, hers was dark and plain, with no glitter of jet or crystal beads, but with a deep hood that covered her hair. I doubted she was armed, for the long knife she favoured would have been difficult to conceal on her person. Her skirt was straight and rather narrow, and layers of petticoats were no longer in fashion.


My own ‘arsenal,’ as Emerson terms it, was limited by the same consideration. However, my little pistol fitted neatly into my bag and my parasol (crimson to match my frock) had a stout steel shaft. Not many ladies carried parasols to an evening party, but people had become accustomed to my having one always with me; it was considered an amusing eccentricity, I believe.


‘I will drive us to our destination,’ Emerson announced, as we left the hotel. ‘Fortunately I brought the motorcar.’


Unfortunately he had. Emerson drives like a madman and he will allow no one else to drive him. I did not express my misgivings, for I felt certain Mr Russell would express his. After a long look at the vehicle, which was very large and very yellow, he shook his head.


‘Everyone in Cairo knows that car, Professor. We want to be unobtrusive. I have a closed carriage waiting. But I wish the ladies would not – ’


Nefret had already jumped into the cab. Russell sighed. He got up onto the box next to the driver and Emerson politely handed me in.


After circling the Ezbekieh Gardens the cab passed the Opera House and turned into the Muski. The hour was early for Cairo; the streets were brightly lit and full of traffic, from camels to motorcars. The excitement that had filled me at the prospect of action began to fade. This section of Cairo was boringly bright and modern. We might have been in Bond Street or the Champs Elysée.


‘We are heading towards the Khan el Khalili,’ I reported, peering out the window.


But we never reached it. The cab turned south, into a narrower street, and passed the Hotel du Nil before coming to a stop. Russell jumped down off the box and came to the door.


‘We had best go on foot from here,’ he said softly. ‘It isn’t far. Just down there.’


I inspected the street he indicated. It appeared to be a cul de sac, only a few hundred yards long, but it was nothing like the enticingly foul areas of the Old City into which I had often ventured in search of criminals. The lighted windows of several good-sized houses shone through the dark.


‘Your fugitive appears to be overly confident,’ I said disapprovingly. ‘If I hoped to elude the police I would go to earth in a less respectable neighbourhood.’


‘On the other hand,’ said Emerson, taking my arm and leading me on, ‘they aren’t as likely to look for him in a respectable neighbourhood. Russell, are you sure your informant was correct?’


‘No,’ the gentleman replied curtly. ‘That is why I asked you to come with me. It’s the third house – that one. Ask the doorkeeper to announce you.’


‘And then what?’ Emerson inquired. ‘Upon hearing our names Wardani will rush into the room and welcome us with open arms?’


‘I’m sure you will think of something, Professor. If you don’t, Mrs Emerson will.’


‘Hmph,’ said Emerson.


Russell struck a match and examined his watch. ‘It is a quarter past ten. I’ll give you half an hour.’


‘Hmph,’ Emerson repeated. ‘Nefret, take my other arm.’


Russell withdrew into a patch of shadow and we proceeded toward the door he had indicated. The houses were fairly close together, surrounded by trees and flowering plants. ‘What is he going to do if we don’t come out within thirty minutes?’ Nefret asked in a low voice.


‘Well, my dear, he would not have implied he would rush to our rescue if his men weren’t already in position,’ Emerson replied placidly. ‘They are well-trained, aren’t they? I’ve only spotted two of them.’


Nefret would have stopped in her tracks if Emerson had not pulled her along. ‘It’s a trap,’ she gasped. ‘He’s using us – ’


‘To distract Wardani while the police break in. Certainly. What did you expect?’


Raising the heavy iron ring that served as a knocker, he beat a thunderous tattoo upon the door.


‘He lied to us,’ Nefret muttered. ‘The bastard!’


‘Language, Nefret,’ I said.


‘I beg your pardon, Aunt Amelia. But he is!’


‘Just a good policeman, my dear,’ said Emerson. He knocked again.


‘What are you going to do, Professor?’


‘I’ll think of something. If I don’t, your Aunt Amelia will.’


The door swung open.


‘Salaam aleikhum,’ said Emerson to the servant who stood on the threshold. ‘Announce us, if you please. Professor Emerson, Mrs Emerson, and Miss Forth.’


The whites of the man’s eyes gleamed as he rolled them from Emerson to me, to Nefret. He was young, with a scanty beard and thick spectacles, and he appeared to be struck dumb and motionless by our appearance. With a muffled oath Emerson picked him up and carried him, his feet kicking feebly, into the hall.


‘Close the door, Peabody,’ he ordered. ‘Be quick about it. We may not have much time.’


Naturally I obeyed at once. The small room was lit by a hanging lamp. It was of copper, pierced in an intricate design, and gave little light. A carved chest against one wall and a handsome Oriental rug were the only furnishings. At the far end a flight of narrow uncarpeted stairs led up to a landing blocked by a wooden screen.


Emerson sat the servant down on the chest and went to the foot of the stairs. ‘Wardani!’ he bellowed. ‘Emerson here! Come out of your hole, we must talk.’


If the fugitive was anywhere within a fifty-yard radius, he must have heard. There was no immediate reaction from Wardani, if he was there, but the young servant sprang up, drew a knife from his robe, and flew at Emerson. Nefret lifted her skirts in a ladylike manner and kicked the knife from his hand. The youth was certainly persistent; I had to whack him across the shins with my parasol before he fell down.


‘Thank you, my dears,’ said Emerson, who had not looked round. ‘That settles that. He’s here, all right. Upstairs?’
 

He had just set foot upon the first stair when two things happened. A police whistle sounded, shrill enough to penetrate even the closed door, and from behind the screen at the top of the stairs a man appeared. He wore European clothing except for low slippers of Egyptian style, and his black head was uncovered. I could not make out his features clearly; the light was poor and the dark blur of a beard covered the lower part of his face; but had I entertained any doubt as to his identity, it would have been dispelled when he vanished as suddenly as he had appeared.


Fists and feet beat on the door. Amid the shouts of the attackers I made out the voice of Thomas Russell, demanding that the door be opened at once. Emerson said, ‘Hell and damnation!’ and thundered up the stairs, taking them three at a time. Skirts raised to her knees, Nefret bounded up after him. I followed her, hampered to some extent by the parasol, which prevented me from getting a firm grip on my skirts. As I reached the top of the stairs I heard the door give way. Whirling round, I brandished my parasol and shouted, ‘Stop where you are!’


Somewhat to my surprise, they did. Russell was in the lead. The small room seemed to be filled with uniforms, and I noted, more or less in passing, that the young man who had admitted us had had the good sense to make himself scarce.


‘What the devil do you mean by this, Mrs Emerson?’ Russell demanded.


I did not reply, since the answer was obvious. I glanced over my shoulder.


Straight ahead a corridor lined with doors led to the back of the villa. There was an open window at the far end; before it stood the man we had followed, facing Nefret and Emerson, who had stopped halfway along the passage.


‘Is that him?’ Emerson demanded ungrammatically.


There was no answer from Nefret. Emerson said, ‘Must be. Sorry about this, Wardani. I had hoped to talk with you, but Russell had other ideas. Another time, eh? We’ll hold them off while you get away. Watch out below, there may be others in the garden.’


Wardani stood quite still for a moment, his frame appearing abnormally tall and slender against the moonlit opening. Then he stepped onto the sill and swung himself out into the night.


Emerson hurried to the window. Putting out his head, he shouted, ‘Down there! He’s gone that way!’ Shouts and a loud thrashing in the shrubbery followed, and several shots rang out. One must have struck the wall near the window, for Emerson ducked back inside, swearing. After milling about in confusion, the policemen who were inside the house ran out of it, led by Russell.


I descended the stairs and went to the door, which they had left open. There appeared to be a great deal of activity going on at the back of the villa, but the street was dark and quiet. Cairenes were not inclined to interfere in other people’s affairs now that the city was under virtual military occupation.


After a short interval I was joined by Emerson and Nefret.


‘Where did he go?’ I asked.


Emerson brushed plaster dust off his sleeve. ‘Onto the roof. He’s an agile rascal. We may as well go back to the cab. I’ll wager he’s got well away by now.’


Mr Russell was quick to arrive at the same conclusion. We had not been waiting long before he joined us.


‘Eluded you, did he?’ Emerson inquired. ‘Tsk, tsk.’


‘Thanks to you.’


‘I was of less assistance than I had hoped to be. Confound you, Russell, if you had given me five minutes more I might have been able to win his trust.’


‘Five minutes?’ Russell repeated doubtfully.


‘It would have taken Mrs Emerson even less time. Oh, but what’s the use? If you are coming with us, get in. I want to go home.’


We spoke very little on the way back to the hotel. I was preoccupied with an odd idea. I had caught only a glimpse of the silhouetted figure, but for a moment I had had an eerie sense of déjà vu, as when one sees the unformed features of an infant take on a sudden and fleeting resemblance to a parent or grandparent.


Nefret had put the idea into my head. I told myself it was absurd, and yet. . . Had I not sworn that I would know Sethos at any time, in any disguise?


The carriage drew up in front of Shepheard’s. Russell got down from the box and opened the door for us.


‘It’s still early,’ he said pleasantly. ‘Will you do me the honour of joining me in a liqueur or a glass of brandy, to prove there are no hard feelings?’


‘Bah,’ said Emerson. But he said no more.


We made our way through the throng of flower vendors and beggars, dragomen and peddlers who surrounded the steps; and as we mounted those steps I beheld a familiar form advancing to meet us.


‘Good evening, Mother,’ he said. ‘Good evening, Nefret. Good evening – ’


‘Ramses,’ I exclaimed. ‘What have you done now?’


It might have been more accurate to ask what someone had done to him. He had made an attempt to tidy himself, but the raised weal across his cheek was still oozing blood and the surrounding flesh was bruised and swollen.


Russell stepped back. ‘I must ask to be excused. Good night, Mrs Emerson – Miss Forth – Professor.’


‘Snubbed again,’ said Ramses. ‘Nefret?’ He offered her his arm.


‘Your coat is torn,’ I exclaimed.


Ramses glanced at his shoulder, where a line of white showed against the black of his coat. ‘Damn. Excuse me, Mother. It’s only a ripped seam, I believe. May we sit down before you continue your lecture?’


Nefret had not said a word. She put her hand on his arm and let him lead her to a table.


In the bright lights of the terrace I got a good look at my companions. Emerson’s cravat was wildly askew – he always tugged at it when he was exasperated – and he had not got all the plaster dust off his coat. Nefret’s hair was coming down, and there was a long rent in my skirt. I tucked the folds modestly about my limbs.


‘Dear me,’ said Ramses, inspecting us. ‘Have you been fighting again?’


‘I might reasonably ask the same of you,’ said his father.
 

‘A slight accident. I’ve been waiting a good half hour or more,’ said Ramses accusingly. ‘The concierge informed me you had left the hotel, but since the motorcar was still here I assumed you would be back sooner or later. Might one inquire – ’


‘No, not yet,’ said Emerson. ‘Was it here at Shepheard’s that you had your – er – accident?’


‘No, sir. It was at the Club. I dined there before coming on to meet you.’ His lips closed tight, but Emerson continued to fix him with that cold blue stare, and after a moment he said reluctantly, ‘I got into a little argument.’


‘With whom?’ his father inquired.


‘Father – ’


‘With whom?’


‘A chap named Simmons. I don’t think you know him. And – well – Cartwright and Jenkins. Egyptian Army.’


‘Only three? Good Gad, Ramses, I had thought better of you.’


‘They didn’t fight like gentlemen,’ Ramses said.


The corners of his mouth turned up a trifle. Ramses’s sense of humour is decidedly odd; it is not always easy for me to ascertain whether he is attempting to be humorous.


‘Are you attempting to be humorous?’ I inquired.


‘Yes, he is,’ Nefret said, before Ramses could reply. ‘But he is not succeeding.’


Ramses caught the eye of the waiter, who hurried to him, ignoring the urgent demands of other patrons. Being snubbed by the Anglo-Egyptian community has only raised Ramses in the opinions of native Cairenes, most of whom admire him almost as much as they do his father.


‘Would you like a whisky and soda, Mother?’ he asked.


‘No, thank you.’


‘Nefret? Father? I will have one, if you don’t mind.’
 

I did mind, for I suspected he had already had more than was good for him. Catching Emerson’s eye, I remained silent.


Nefret did not. ‘Were you drunk tonight?’ she demanded.


‘Not very. Where did you go with Russell?’


Emerson told him, in some detail.


‘Ah,’ said Ramses. ‘So that was what he wanted. I suspected as much.’


‘He told us you had refused to help him find Wardani,’ Emerson said. ‘Ramses, I know you rather like the rascal – ’


‘My personal feelings are irrelevant.’ Ramses finished his whisky. ‘I don’t give a damn what Wardani does so long as David is not involved, and I won’t use any influence I may have with Wardani to betray him to Russell.’


‘The Professor felt the same,’ Nefret said quietly. ‘He only wanted to talk to the man. We tried to warn him – ’


‘How kind. I wonder if he knows that.’ He turned in his chair, looking for the waiter.


‘It is time we went home,’ I said. ‘I am rather tired. Ramses? Please?’


‘Yes, Mother, of course.’


I let Emerson go ahead with Nefret, and asked Ramses to give me his arm. ‘When we get home I will rub some of Kadija’s ointment onto your face,’ I said. ‘Is it very painful?’


‘No. As you have so often remarked, the medicinal effects of good whisky – ’


‘Ramses, what happened? That looks like the mark of a riding crop or whip.’


‘It was one of those fashionable little swagger sticks, I think,’ Ramses said. He opened the door and helped me into the tonneau.


‘Three of them against one,’ I mused, for I now had a clear idea of what had occurred. ‘Contemptible! Perhaps they will be too ashamed of themselves to mention the incident.’


‘Everyone who was at the Club knows of it, I expect,’ Ramses said.


I sighed. ‘And everyone in Cairo will know of it tomorrow.’


‘No doubt,’ Ramses agreed, with – I could not help thinking – a certain relish.


I had never known Ramses to drink more than he ought, or allow himself to be drawn into a vulgar brawl. Something was preying on his mind, but unless he chose to confide in me there was nothing I could do to help him.




II


[image: image]


ONE might have supposed that with a war going on, people would have better things to do than engage in idle gossip, but within a few days the news of Ramses’s latest escapade was all over Cairo. I was informed of the impertinent interest of others in our affairs by Madame Villiers, whose expressions of concern served as an excuse for her real motive (malicious curiosity) in ringing me up. As the mother of a plain, unmarried daughter, Madame could not afford to alienate the mother of an eligible unmarried son, though I could have told her Celestine’s chances were on the order of a million to one. I did not tell her, nor did I correct her version of the story, which was wildly inaccurate.


Not quite as inaccurate as I had first supposed, however. One of the things she told me roused my curiosity to such an extent that I decided I must question Ramses about it.


We were all together on our roof terrace, taking tea and occupied in various ways: Emerson muttering over his notebook, Nefret reading the Egyptian Gazette, and Ramses doing nothing at all except stroking the cat that lay beside him on the settee. He was his usual self, uncommunicative and outwardly composed, though for a while his face had presented an unattractive piebald appearance – one cheek smooth and brown, the other greasily green and bristly. Like love and a cold, the use of Kadija’s miraculous ointment could not be concealed. From her Nubian foremothers she had inherited the recipe to whose efficacy we had all become converts, though not even Nefret had been able to determine what the effective ingredients might be. It had had its usual effect; the swelling and bruising were gone, and only a thin red line marked his lean cheek.


‘Is it true that Percy was present when you were attacked the other evening at the Club?’ I inquired.


Nefret lowered the newspaper, Emerson looked up, and Seshat let out a hiss of protest.


‘I beg your pardon,’ said Ramses, addressing the cat. ‘May I ask, Mother, who told you that?’


‘Madame Villiers. She usually gets her facts wrong, but there would seem to be no reason for her to repeat such a story unless there was a germ of truth in it.’


‘He was present,’ Ramses said, and said no more.


‘Good Gad, Ramses, must we use thumbscrews?’ his father demanded hotly. ‘Why didn’t you tell us? By heaven, he’s gone too far this time; I will – ’


‘No, sir, you won’t. Percy was not one of my antagonists. In fact, it was he who brought Lord Edward Cecil onto the scene in time to – er – rescue me.’


‘Hmph,’ said Emerson. ‘What do you suppose he’s up to now?’


‘Trying to worm his way back into our good graces, I suppose,’ I said with a sniff. ‘Madame said that on several occasions he has spoken up in Ramses’s defence when someone accused him of cowardice. She said Percy said that his cousin was one of the bravest men he had ever known.’


Ramses became very still. After a moment he said, ‘I wonder what put that extraordinary notion into his head.’


‘What is extraordinary is the source,’ Emerson said gruffly. ‘The statement itself is true. Sometimes it requires more courage to take an unpopular stand than to engage in heroics.’


Ramses blinked. This, together with a slight nod at his father, was the only sign of emotion he allowed himself. ‘Never mind Percy, I cannot imagine why any of us should care what he thinks of me or says about me. Is there anything of interest in the Gazette, Nefret?’


She had been staring at her clasped hands, frowning as if she had discovered a blemish or a broken fingernail. ‘What? Oh, the newspaper. I was looking for a report about Mr Russell’s failed raid, but there is only a brief paragraph saying that Wardani is still at large and offering a reward for information leading to his capture.’


‘How much?’ Ramses inquired.


‘Fifty English pounds. Not enough to tempt you, is it?’


Ramses gave her a long level look. ‘Wardani would consider it insultingly low.’


‘It is a large amount to an Egyptian.’


‘Not large enough for the risk involved,’ Ramses replied. ‘Wardani’s people are fanatics; some of them would slit a traitor’s throat as readily as they would kill a flea. You ought not have expected the censors would allow any report of the incident. Wardani pulled off another daring escape and made Russell look like an incompetent ass. I don’t doubt that all Cairo knows of it, however.’


Nefret appeared to be watching the cat. Seshat had rolled onto her back and Ramses’s long fingers were gently rubbing her stomach. ‘Is press censorship really that strict?’ she asked.


‘We are at war, my dear,’ Ramses replied in an exaggerated public school drawl. ‘We can allow nothing to appear in print that might give aid and comfort to the enemy.’ He added in his normal tones, ‘You had better not pass on any personal confidences to Lia when you write her. The post will also be read and censored, quite possibly by an officer who is an acquaintance of yours.’


Nefret’s brow furrowed. ‘Who?’


‘I’ve no idea. But you do know most of them, don’t you?’


‘That would be an unacceptable violation of the fundamental rights of free English persons,’ I exclaimed. ‘The rights for which we are fighting, the basic – ’


‘Yes, Mother. All the same, it will be done.’


‘Nefret does not know anything that could give aid and comfort to the enemy,’ I insisted. ‘However. . . Nefret, you didn’t tell Lia about our encounter with Wardani, did you?’


‘I haven’t mentioned anything that might worry her,’ Nefret said. ‘Which leaves me with very little to write about! The primary topic of conversation in Cairo is the probability of an attack on the Canal, and I am certainly not going to tell her that.’


‘Damned war,’ said Emerson. ‘I don’t know why you insist on talking about it.’


‘I was not talking about the war, but about Mr Wardani,’ I reminded him. ‘If there were only some way we could manage to talk with him! I feel certain I could convince him that for his own good and the good of Egypt he ought to modify his strategy. It would be criminal to throw away his life for what is at present a hopeless cause; he has the potential to become a great leader, the Simon Bolivar or Abraham Lincoln of Egypt!’


The line between Nefret’s brows disappeared, and she emitted one of her musical, low-pitched laughs. ‘I’m sorry,’ she sputtered. ‘I had a sudden image of Aunt Amelia knocking Mr Wardani over the head with her parasol and holding him prisoner in one of our guest rooms, where she can lecture him daily. With tea and cucumber sandwiches, of course.’


‘Enjoy your little joke, Nefret,’ I said. ‘All I want to do is talk with him. I am reckoned to have fair powers of persuasion, you know. Is there nothing you can do, Ramses? You have your own peculiar methods of finding people – you tracked Wardani down once before, if I remember correctly.’


Ramses leaned back against the cushions and lit a cigarette. ‘That was entirely different, Mother. He knew I wouldn’t have done anything to betray him so long as David was involved. Now he has no reason to trust me, and a hunted fugitive is inclined to strike first and apologize afterward.’


‘Quite right,’ Emerson ejaculated. ‘I cannot imagine what you were thinking of, Peabody, to suggest such a thing. Ramses, I strictly forbid. . . uh. . . I earnestly request that you will make no attempt to find Wardani. If he didn’t cut your throat, one of his fanatical followers would.’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Ramses.


From Manuscript H


They met just after nightfall, in a coffee shop in the Tumbakiyeh, the tobacco warehouse district. Massive doors, iron-hinged and nail-studded, closed the buildings where the tumbak was stored; but much of the area was falling into decay, the spacious khans abandoned, the homes of the old merchant princes partitioned into tenements.


There were four of them, sitting cross-legged around a low table in a back room separated from the coffee shop itself by a closed door and a heavy curtain. A single oil lamp on the table illuminated the oblong board on which the popular game called mankaleh was played, but none of them, not even the players, was paying much attention to the distribution of the pebbles. Conversation was sparse, and a listener might have been struck by the fact that names were not used.


Finally a large grey-bearded man, dressed like a Bedouin in khafiya and caftan, muttered, ‘This is a stupid place to meet and a dangerous time. It is too early. The streets are full of people, the shops are lighted – ’


‘The Inglizi are drinking at their clubs and hotels, and others are at the evening meal.’ The speaker was a man in his early twenties, heavily built for an Egyptian, but with the unmistakable scholar’s squint. ‘You are new to our group, my friend; do not question the wisdom of our leader. One is less conspicuous in a crowd at sunset than in a deserted street at midnight.’


The older man grunted. ‘He is late.’


The two who had not yet spoken exchanged glances. Both were clad like members of the poorer class, in a single outer garment of blue linen and turbans of coarse white cotton, but there was something of the student about them too. A pair of thick spectacles magnified the eyes of one man; he kept poking nervously at the folds of his turban, as if he were unaccustomed to wearing that article of dress. The other youth was tall and graceful, his smooth cheeks rounded, his eyes fringed with thick dark lashes. His zaboot was open from the neck nearly to the waist; on the sleek brown skin of his chest lay an ornament more commonly worn by women, a small silver case containing a selection from the Koran. It was he who responded to the Bedouin. ‘He comes when he chooses. Make your move.’


A few minutes later the curtain at the door was swept aside and a man entered. He wore European clothing – tweed coat and trousers, kid gloves, and a broad-brimmed hat that shadowed the upper part of his face but exposed a prominent aquiline nose and clean-shaven chin. The grey-bearded man sprang up, his hand on his knife. The others stared and started, and the handsome youth clapped his hand to his chest.


‘So you appreciate my little joke. Convincing, is it?’


The voice was Wardani’s, the swagger with which he approached the table, the wolfish grin. He swept off his hat and bowed ironically to the Bedouin. ‘Salaam aleikhum. Don’t be so quick to go for the knife. There is nothing illegal about this little gathering. We are only five.’


The bespectacled student let out a string of pious oaths and wiped his sweating palms on his skirt. ‘You have shaved your beard!’


‘How observant.’ They continued to stare, and Wardani said impatiently, ‘A false beard is easily assumed. This widens the range of disguises available to me – not only a clean-shaven chin but a variety of facial decorations. I learned a number of such tricks from David, who had learned them from his friend.’
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