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			Chapter One

			An Evening in Gower Street

			Jasper Jesperson had been in a restless, dissatisfied mood all week.

			True, we had little to do at present, but our last case, which had concluded more than a month ago, had been especially taxing, both physically and mentally, and the prospect of a rest had appealed to us both. I had gone to Paris for a fortnight with my sister, leaving my partner to his own devices, and on my return found him absorbed in his studies – some practical, others esoteric. He was interested in so many things that he was rarely at a loss for how to fill his time. He regularly met with fellow devotees to practise various martial arts, attended public lectures and walked for hours through the varied neighbourhoods of London.

			As for me, I had read, gone to the theatre and written up my notes on our last case, careful to change names and other details that might allow readers to identify the innocent people involved. Now, on a warm evening near the beginning of June, I sat in the drawing room, which we had appropriated for our office, on my side of the large desk, trying not to be irritated by the restless pacing up and down of the man behind me. If he wanted exercise, the weather was good, and there was nothing to keep him indoors.

			‘What do you think of “The Curious Affair of the Artificial Ape and the Deadly Diamonds”?’ I asked, looking at the as-yet untitled manuscript in front of me.

			‘I never think of it, since it was concluded.’

			‘I meant as a title. Unless you wish I should not have written about it – at least, not for publication?’

			‘That is your decision entirely.’

			His flat declaration did not invite discussion, yet I persisted. ‘That is not true. Surely you have not forgotten that it was your idea, when you first advertised for an assistant, that part of my role should be to chronicle our adventures?’

			‘I have not forgotten,’ he said, stopping his restless movement to stand in the middle of the room. ‘Have you forgotten you are not my assistant – and never were – because we agreed from the beginning to be equal partners?’

			The memory of that first meeting, in this very room, made me smile. ‘Jesperson and Lane, private investigators,’ I said fondly. ‘Do you realise, at the end of this month, we shall have been in business for one year?’

			‘If we are still in business. Are we, even now?’

			My happiness shrivelled beneath his dark look. ‘I think so. Unless you mean to give it up.’

			‘Not by choice.’ He sighed. ‘But look at us. How have the past six weeks been spent? Without work. For you, travel or writing, but mere idleness for me.’

			I rebuked him gently. ‘You have not been idle.’

			‘It is not in my nature to do nothing. But in terms of business—’

			I interrupted, reminding him that we had solved our last case in April and it was now only the first week of June. ‘We might begin a new investigation at any moment – there is clearly a demand for our services.’ I gestured at the letters and unanswered telegrams piled on his side of the desk. ‘Is there really nothing there to interest you? I admit, some appear to be concerned with rather small matters, but, as we know, even the smallest mystery sometimes unfolds into a greater one. And even if it does not, at least there may be something on which you may exercise your talents, if you are so determined to work.’

			In two long strides he was beside the desk, where he snatched up a sheaf of paper. Glancing at the one on top, he said, ‘A man believes his wife is entertaining gentlemen behind his back.’ He tossed it aside and looked at another. ‘A woman wishes us to confirm her fears that husband has taken a mistress.’ Another (in a whining voice), ‘My servants are stealing from me.’ Another. ‘Ah, this may suit you, Miss Lane. The woman fears her husband will kill her unless she agrees to a divorce. Would you care to write her a friendly letter advising her to agree to the divorce?’

			‘They are not all like that.’

			‘No.’ He flipped through several pages. ‘Here. A diamond and emerald bracelet has been stolen, along with several valuable rings.’

			‘That does not interest you?’

			He shook his head. ‘It is a matter for the police, who have, indeed, been informed. If they ask for our help, I should be happy to comply. But I suspect there will be clues enough for them to follow unaided.’ He dropped the pile onto the desk and turned to look out of the window. I saw by the change in his posture that something in the street outside had caught his attention.

			‘What is it?’

			‘Unless I am very much mistaken, someone is coming to us for help.’

			My heart lifted at the prospect of a new client, and I smiled to myself, but murmured, ‘I hope his problem concerns neither his wife or the servants.’

			‘Certainly not. He is too young and poor to keep a servant – and while neither youth nor poverty will stop a determined young man from an unwise marriage, he does not look like a married man.’

			Too poor to marry, but evidently not too poor to wish to hire a private investigator, I thought, as the sound of knocking proved his first deduction, at least, was correct.

			The thin, bespectacled young man in a shabby brown suit introduced himself as Edward Sand. ‘I have come to you in confidence,’ he began at once. ‘It is a matter – well, you may say it is a matter for the police, but there are good reasons for—’

			‘Please, take a seat, Mr Sand,’ Jesperson said. ‘I perceive you are a scholar, and that you have come to us directly from your work at the British Museum.’

			Grey eyes widened behind the convex lenses. ‘Yes.’

			‘What do you do there?’

			‘I have the honour to be Assistant to the Keeper of Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities,’ he said, sounding both proud and anxious.

			‘A recent appointment, I think?’

			‘Indeed. I have held the position for just over a month.’

			‘The crime you have come to us about is in connection with your work.’

			Dropping his gaze, he agreed.

			‘A matter for the police, you said—’

			‘No!’ He looked up in alarm. ‘I said it is not a matter for the police, no matter what you might think—’

			‘If something has been stolen from the British Museum, it certainly is,’ Jesperson said, rather sternly.

			‘I did not say stolen . . . that is to say, a few things from my work-­room are missing, but there may be some other explanation. In any case, they are not valuable. I think the police would laugh at me. And you must understand how it would look, if word got out – what it could do to the reputation of the Museum. It might attract more ambitious thieves and – oh, how much worse that would be.’ He stopped and, turning to me for the first time, gave me a beseeching look.

			I assured him he could count on our discretion.

			‘You had better tell us your story and let Miss Lane and me judge how best to proceed,’ Jesperson said, sounding unusually stern. ‘Begin at the beginning, whatever you perceive that to be.’

			‘Thank you.’ The young man adjusted his spectacles. ‘It was when I arrived this morning – as soon as I went to my work-­table I saw at once it was not as I had left it. Some things had been moved around; chiefly, some scrolls of papyrus that I had hoped to categorise today. But the first thing I realised was missing was my tyet – that’s a small amulet, in shape rather similar to the ankh. It is also called the Knot of Isis—’

			I tore a sheet from my notebook just as Jesperson rolled a pencil across the desk to him.

			He quickly sketched the simple figure as he went on, ‘They are commonly found in burials, always placed upon the throat. Protective amulets, you know. About three inches long. Normally made of some red stone or glass, or sycamore wood. Mine was uncommon in that it is made of iron. Mr Budge said he’d never encountered one like it and was far from certain what period it should be assigned to. Without a secure attribution, he had no intention of putting it on display, so he gave it to me.’
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			‘Gave it to you – to catalogue?’

			A faint pink flush rose in his cheeks. ‘Gave it to me as a gift. A sort of welcome present . . . Mr Budge has a habit of such gestures – he can be very generous.’

			‘And the papyrus scrolls?’ Jesperson prompted.

			‘It was when I tidied them up that I noticed one was missing.’

			‘Can you describe it?’

			Looking even more unhappy, Mr Sand shook his head. ‘No, I had not had a chance to examine them. They looked similar, all from one large shipment that arrived this past winter. The papyri were found in the same tomb as the sarcophagus with the mummy we call “Mummy X” – perhaps you have read about it?’

			‘The Mystery Mummy,’ Jesperson said, a gleam of interest in his eyes.

			‘That is the one. It has not yet gone on display, although the carved and painted sarcophagus is a very fine piece of work. It will soon have a place of honour in one of the galleries, but for now, it remains in the Keeper’s office, where it has had a number of notable visitors.’ He laughed. ‘And some not so notable – Mr Budge is happy to show it to anyone who asks, and to entertain his visitors with the story of its discovery and the theories about its identity.’ He paused, frowning. ‘If the missing papyrus is like the others, it is probably a prayer or an invocation to one of the gods. But of course, since I had not examined it, I cannot be certain even of that.’ He subsided into a gloomy silence.

			Jesperson gave him a moment before asking, ‘And that is all? The only things missing are an amulet that belonged to you, and one papyrus scroll?’

			Mr Sand blinked and emerged from his thoughts. ‘No, there were other things, stranger still – although I cannot be certain they were taken at the same time. Indeed, I might not have noticed they were gone if I had not made such a thorough search of the room. But there is no doubt about it: two or possibly even three mummies are missing.’

			Mummies? Valuable or not, it was astonishing to me that he had not spoken of them immediately.

			‘Two or three?’

			Mr Sand grimaced. ‘I regret I am unable to be more precise. There are a great many of them stored on shelves at the back of the room. It was when I started my search that I saw they had been moved about somewhat. At first I was worried in case mice – or even a rat – had got in. Vermin are a problem where mummies are concerned; they will chew on the wrappings, you know. But a closer inspection revealed empty spaces. At least two are no longer there.’

			I wondered at the sangfroid of a man who shared his work-­place with dead bodies as well as rats and mice, yet had not immediately noticed when ‘two or three’ of the dead company had vanished.

			‘These mummies,’ said Jesperson, interrupting my train of thought, ‘were they part of the latest shipment?’

			‘Oh, heavens, no. They have been there an age, and you may imagine the dust they’ve collected. The Museum is always being given donations of that sort, and I suppose it is difficult to refuse the generosity of the public. But there is simply no room to put more than a small fraction of the holdings on permanent display. And even were there five times as many galleries, it would be a waste of space to display more than a few, even of the more interesting or unusual animals.’

			‘Animals?’

			He nodded.  ‘It’s different if they are well presented, with painted coverings or sarcophagi, but apart from the odd well-­preserved crocodile or ibis, which were considered sacred, of course, well . . .’ He shrugged. ‘If you’ve seen one mummified cat . . . I cannot imagine what would drive anyone to steal one – let alone two or three.’

			I found it just as inexplicable as he did, but not Jasper Jesperson.

			‘Really? You cannot imagine why someone did this?’

			Mr Sand looked at him, perplexed. ‘No, I cannot. Can you?’

			‘Consider what was taken.’ He itemised them, holding up his fingers. ‘One, a personal item, of value only to you. Two, a papyrus, which might be of interest to a scholar, or snatched merely because it came most easily to hand. And finally, several small and absolutely worthless animal mummies.’

			Mr Sand nodded. ‘It is as I said: nothing worth stealing – and yet someone took those things.’

			‘Someone you know.’

			He stared. ‘Who?’

			‘Mr Sand, the person who took those things did it to get your attention, or to get you in to trouble. You must have some idea.’

			He shook his head in bewilderment. ‘I am not the sort of person who makes enemies. And if I have one, unbeknownst to me, I cannot see what he hopes to achieve – and by such roundabout means! He has stolen from me and from the Museum – but such insignificant things that few would even notice their absence. How could that get me in to trouble?’

			‘Why have you come to us today? Why did you not simply tell Mr Budge and let him handle it?’

			The faint pink flush rose again in the young man’s cheeks. ‘The Keeper is a busy man. I had rather not trouble him with such a trivial matter.’

			‘Theft is never a trivial matter. But if it was not theft, then it is perhaps something which Mr Budge might have cleared up at once, if you had but asked. What if he took those things? If not, he should be informed. The man is not an ogre – indeed, you have commented upon his generosity. He gave you a job, and he gave you a gift, yet you fear telling him that his gift has gone missing –and a papyrus, at the same time. If he had made that discovery himself, you might have fallen under suspicion, but if you were the one to report the loss, he could not possibly accuse you of being the thief.’

			‘He might – no, he could, and he would, because he has done so before,’ Edward Sand blurted.

			Jesperson’s expressive eyebrows rose. ‘Something like this has happened before?’

			‘Not to me – to my predecessor.’

			Clearly relieved to have it out in the open, Mr Sand told us that his predecessor, one Alistair Campbell, had been forced to leave his position as Assistant after several papyri went missing.

			‘Campbell went straight to the Keeper and asked where they were. He thought Mr Budge must have them.’

			But Mr Budge did not, and when his search revealed nothing, suspecting a thief, he went to a certain small shop in Museum Street. Amongst the papyri and other exotic items were two or three he thought he recognised, although the scrolls bore no identifying marks. The dealer was reluctant to discuss their provenance, but Mr Budge was persuasive and he did at last admit them to be recent acquisitions.

			‘Although he claimed not to remember where they came from, he did think they might have been purchased from an impoverished student – along with for instance, a rather pretty little scarab carved from malachite.’ Mr Sand looked at me as he ended, ‘The dealer suggested to Mr Budge that if he put it in a gold or silver setting, it would make a lovely brooch for a lady.’

			He heaved a great sigh. ‘Poor Campbell! That scarab had been a gift to him from Mr Budge, and he had sold it to the dealer in Museum Street when he couldn’t pay his rent, because his usual pawnshop wouldn’t give tuppence for an ugly stone bug. Of course he was no thief – he’d never steal anything from the Museum, no matter how broke he was – and it is no crime to sell something of your own, but there was no arguing with Mr Budge about it. He can be kind and generous, but when he makes his mind up about something, he is a fury. Campbell was allowed to resign – he was lucky not to be reported to his college or charged with theft. Still, word gets out, you know, though everyone acquainted with Campbell knows he is a thoroughly decent chap as well as a d— I beg your pardon, Miss, I mean to say, a very sound scholar.’

			‘Interesting,’ Jesperson murmured. ‘What time did you leave the Museum yesterday?’

			‘Shortly before five o’clock. Most days I stay later, but I have a regular engagement on Wednesday evenings.’

			‘I believe the Museum closes at six o’clock, and reopens from eight until ten in the evening?’

			‘Yes, that’s right.’

			‘And what time did you arrive at work this morning?’

			‘At nine. I always try to get there an hour or so before it opens to the public.’

			‘During regular hours, how difficult would it be for a visitor to the Museum to enter your work-­room?’

			He made a dismissive gesture. ‘I always lock the door when I leave.’

			‘Who else has a key?’

			‘Mr Budge, of course. And I suppose some other members of staff – attendants, the night-­watchman.’

			‘You saw no signs of a break-­in? Or heard of anything suspicious elsewhere about the premises?’

			‘No. And there are guards – our night-­watchmen. It would be more difficult to break in after hours than to slip past one of the guides when the museum is crowded. I understand that for someone who knows what he is doing, picking a lock is not so very difficult.’

			I repressed a smile as I thought of Mr Jesperson’s skill in that field.

			‘Was Mr Budge still there yesterday when you left?’

			‘I believe he was. He rarely leaves until gone six o’clock.’

			‘Do you know if he had any visitors late in the day?’

			‘He frequently has visitors.’

			‘It would be useful to know if he was alone after you left.’

			Edward Sand leaned forward and, nostrils flaring slightly, said in a low, intent voice, ‘I beg you, not a word to Mr Budge. I have put my trust in you.’

			‘We will not betray that trust. Unless at your direction, we will say nothing to him that could possibly rouse his suspicions.’ Jesperson went on briskly, ‘I am reluctant to abandon my idea that the thief is someone with a grudge against you. Perhaps this person also bears an animus against Mr Campbell, for a similar reason. Could it be someone who had hoped to be appointed to your position?’

			Mr Sand looked at him with a pained smile. ‘My position? Pleased as I am to have it, it is a lowly one. We Egyptologists are not ballerinas vying for the leading role, you know. And for anyone to steal something from the very institution one hopes to be employed by would be to take an incredibly foolish risk. He would have to be mad. And while it is true that the study of ancient Egypt has attracted many with extreme and unusual views, only a serious scholar could hope for such an appointment, and, frankly, I cannot think of anyone like that. There must be some other explanation.’

			Mr Jesperson looked thoughtful. ‘You are probably right. But one must start somewhere. You are a friend of Mr Campbell’s?’

			‘I have that honour.’

			‘Would you object if we spoke to him? It would mean sharing what you have told us.’

			‘I do not mind Campbell knowing. If you think he could help, I would be happy to introduce you. What’s the time? He will be at home, I dare say, and his rooms are only a few streets away.’ He jumped up from his seat. ‘Why, it never occurred to me that the same person might be behind both incidents – yet it makes a sort of sense. And if you manage to find the culprit, you will not only help me, but clear his name as well.’ 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Egyptology

			Mr Sand’s friend lived in a small, dingy street off the Charing Cross Road, in a single room at the top of a small, dingy house. Mr Campbell turned out to be a powerfully built Scot in his early twenties who stood nearly as high as my own excessively tall friend. The narrow, low-­ceilinged room must have been an uncomfortably cramped lodging, but, although surprised to find such a delegation outside his door, he did not hesitate to welcome us in, and did his best to make us all comfortable.

			After listening in mounting surprise to Mr Sand’s concise explanation for our visit, he exclaimed, ‘Another theft? Man, you must warn Budgie to keep a closer guard on his visitors – some of them have very light fingers.’

			Mr Sand looked at him seriously. ‘I have not told him, and you know why, Ali.’

			‘Aye, but the man is nae fool. He must see this cannae be coincidence.’

			‘No, but he might suspect you – what if he imagines you are taking your revenge? Mr Jesperson thought the thief must be someone who wished me ill.’

			Mr Campbell scoffed at that. ‘The very idea is absurd. My friend hasnae enemies.’

			‘And you – do you have enemies?’ Jesperson fired the question back.

			‘Och, aye, a few,’ he said with a chuckle. ‘But they are the kind who would attack me openly, not sneak around behind my back, stealing trifles to make me fret – that isnae their style.’

			‘Any idea whose style that might be?’

			He looked thoughtful. ‘I doubt it was done with any thought to harm Eddy – or Budgie. There must be some other reason. Sure, this was no ordinary mercenary thief.’

			‘My thought exactly,’ said Jesperson warmly. ‘It could be about the papyri – both times. They might have been taken by a collector, or a scholar—’

			‘A scholar of sorts,’ Mr Campbell interjected. ‘Self-­taught and suspicious, likely a crank with a bee in his bonnet, seeking proof in old texts. Like as not, he didnae intend to steal, but meant only tae borrow them, thinking tae return them after he’d copied down whatever information he was after.’

			‘Then why sell them to the dealer in Museum Street?’

			Mr Campbell shook his head. ‘He never did. Budgie claimed he had found them, and I suppose he convinced himself of it, but he didn’t know them as I did. But he was too angry to let me confirm it.’ He sighed. ‘But if I’d said he was wrong he’d have called me a liar, and it was bad enough to be called a thief. The plain truth is, he was sore affronted that I’d sold his wee giftie that he wanted to think the worst of me. He might have had more sympathy – his own beginnings were lowly enough. A man must eat and pay his rent, no matter the sacrifice. He had nae right to call it theft – it’s no a gift if it comes w’ strings attached. The scarab was mine, to keep or to sell.’

			Jesperson looked sympathetic. ‘I do understand. Do you know what the papyrus contained? More prayers and invocations to the gods?’

			Mr Campbell looked at Mr Sand, who shrugged. ‘My best guess, based on the others.’

			‘Mine were different,’ said Mr Campbell. ‘Quite technical, you might say, about mummies, and the procedures for the preparation of the corpse.’

			‘And yet that does not explain the theft of the amulet,’ I said.

			‘Some folk have light fingers. Maybe it was just too easy to slip into his pocket,’ said Mr Campbell. But he frowned, dissatisfied with his own explanation, and turned to Jesperson. ‘I must say, for someone to take Budgie’s gift to his new assistant seems a bit too much for chance. If it was a person who knew how I lost my job, and wanted to get rid of Eddy, too . . .’

			‘You just said your friend has no enemies.’

			‘He doesn’t, but Budgie has plenty.’

			‘Are you quite certain nothing except those few papyri were taken when you were there?’

			‘I didnae go and count all the mummies, if that’s what you’re asking.’ He suddenly grinned at his friend. ‘Hi, Eddy, are you certain sure those wee beasties were all present and correct when you left the building yesterday?’

			This sally called forth a reluctant smile from the solemn Mr Sand. ‘I never took any sort of inventory before today. I can’t tell you how many mummies there were to a shelf, or what sorts they were. But I know they were still there yesterday.’

			‘How do you know that?’

			‘Because from my seat at the work-­table, whenever I look up, those shelves with the mummies on are directly in my line of sight. And this morning, I noticed there was something a bit different in my usual view. That was really why I went over there – there was no reason to think I’d find either the tyet or the missing papyrus so far from the table, but . . . I could see there was something not quite right over there. When I got closer, I noticed the gap, and that’s when I saw they were all dusty, as usual – but there was no dust at all on the bare shelf where there should have been two small animals.’ He looked at me and added, ‘I think most likely it was two.’

			Mr Jesperson clapped his hands softly. ‘Bravo. Well observed, Mr Sand. So let us begin with the idea that we are in search of one thief who took several papyri listing the technical details of mummification, and then, on a second visit, something which may have been an appropriate prayer, a protective amulet always interred with the deceased, and two or three small mummies.’ He looked at the present and former Assistants. ‘What does that suggest?’

			Mr Sand looked blank, but Mr Campbell’s thoughts were evidently running along similar lines to those of my partner, for he said dryly, ‘A fellow determined to mummify his beloved poodle?’

			‘I think a cat would make a more likely pet for one of those solitary, cranky and impoverished aficionados of the ancients who wished to improve his understanding by the closest possible examination of some actual mummies.’

			Mr Campbell said, ‘It wouldnae be the maddest thing I’ve ever heard. Egyptian culture continues to draw believers. You may know there are men and women in London today who practice what they claim to be authentic rituals handed down from the priests of Egypt, the original practitioners of the “dark art” – so called not because it adheres to evil, of course, but because it was believed to have originated in that country, whose ancient name meant “black” or “dark”, in reference to its rich, black soil.’

			‘Do you know any of these modern dark magicians?’

			‘We do not mix in the same social circles.’ He smiled. ‘But it is impossible to spend much time at the British Museum without encountering a few of them. Mr Budge welcomes all comers. He is always willing tae answer questions, and will grant reasonable requests, but there are some things he will never agree to. He will have no one camping out overnight, no séances, no “borrowing” of items – “We are not a lending library,” he often said when sending me off to deal with some over-­zealous seeker of truth.’ He looked at Mr Sand. ‘Do you find him the same?’

			‘I have not been there very long,’ said Mr Sand, ‘but it is true: his visitors do take up a great deal of his time, although he never seems to mind.’

			‘When the deadline for his next publication draws near, you may see his patience start to fray. He may ask you to take over; perhaps even allow you to give them the tour of the storerooms. It is a special treat to be allowed “behind the scenes” where they can handle the ancient relics instead of only looking at them through glass.’

			‘Could these things have been taken during such a tour? If Mr Budge was still in his office when you left, might he have shown something in your work-­room to a visitor?’

			‘Yes, but . . . he’d never leave anyone there alone.’ Mr Sand looked worried. Guessing the reason why, I said quickly, ‘You have our word: we will say nothing about your problem to Mr Budge, or anyone else.’

			‘So do not be alarmed if you happen to see us in the Museum tomorrow,’ Jesperson added.

			‘Do you expect to find a clue in the Egyptian galleries?’ Mr Campbell asked us with a sly smile.

			Jesperson responded at once. ‘You did say that anyone who spends much time there cannot help but encounter modern would-­be inheritors of the ancient Egyptians’ wisdom.’

			‘True enough.’

			‘Might you be so kind as to suggest a few names?’

			Mr Campbell abruptly walked across the room to stand beside the window. He gazed out at the darkening street for a moment before turning to stare at Mr Jesperson. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘You have followed my reasoning, I think. Whoever took those things from the storeroom is no common thief. At first I thought it must be some form of petty revenge, but Mr Sand has no enemies – and Mr Budge has far too many! The things that were stolen are all connected with ancient Egyptian ideas about death. Yet my best guess at motivation has brought us no closer to identifying a single suspect. 

			‘Modern London is rife with secret organisations, cults and religious sects new and old. No idea is too illogical, esoteric or extreme to attract a devoted following, and of all the dead religions of the world, that of Egypt holds a special and perennial fascination. But who amongst these Anglo-­Egyptian magicians might be driven to steal such apparently insignificant items? I am asking for your help – if you know the name of someone who belongs to such a cult?’

			‘They are very secretive, naturally,’ said Mr Campbell uncomfortably. ‘I am not even aware of the existence of any such organisation – only rumours.’

			‘And yet you mentioned the people anyone might encounter at the museum . . . ?’

			He flushed slightly. ‘I only meant there are certain individuals – cranks, we might call them – like the shabby gentleman who spends his days divining mysteries from a close study of hieroglyphic texts, and the lady who spends hours meditating in the Egyptian galleries, believing she may receive telepathic messages from beyond, and there are always those who distinctly recall having once been a slave or a prince in Thebes.’ He sighed. ‘They may be mad more than in touch with a deeper truth, but they are harmless.’

			Jesperson gave him a hard look. ‘And yet one of those harmless individuals may have done something – in their mind, perhaps quite justified – that caused you to lose your job, and has now put Mr Sand’s position in jeopardy.’

			Mr Campbell cast a reproachful glance at Mr Sand. ‘Eddy, I really think you ought to tell Budgie about it.’

			‘The mystery will not be resolved simply by telling Mr Budge,’ Jesperson said shortly, echoing my own frustration. ‘Why will you not help us?’

			‘I will help however I can, do whatever it takes to recover the missing objects – to help my friend and clear my name,’ was his robust reply. ‘But you are asking me to name a suspect – and how can I? The thief might be anyone – a collector who bribed an attendant, or someone who feels some hostility towards me or Budgie, or, who knows, the Egyptian Exploration Fund. It might even be a school-­boy prank.

			‘I will no’ bear false witness, nor point the finger of suspicion at people for their beliefs. You have nae right to ask me to prove some wild theory by blackening another man’s name.’

			‘I never said—’

			‘You are the detectives. It is your job to uncover the truth, and you willnae find that in a list of mystics or amateur Egyptologists. I will do nothing that might lead to someone else being falsely charged with a crime as I was.’

			His hands curled into fists at his sides, and we understood that the interview was ended.

			 

			We walked home by a winding, indirect route, for, as I did not need to be told, time for reflection was needed, and my partner was always an active thinker, more likely to make some hidden connection or get a new idea when in motion.

			The street lamps had been lit, but it was not yet fully dark; the summer twilight still prevailed, and it was pleasant to be out in the warm, dry air, especially as there was enough of a breeze to disperse the fog that forever lurks in corners of this great, filthy city.

			As we passed a building with a grand entrance flanked by two large, seated figures wearing Pharaonic regalia, Jesperson wondered aloud, ‘What is it about that ancient culture? It strikes a chord with so many, both mystifying and attractive – I feel it myself; do you?’

			I had to admit that I did. The Egyptian galleries in the British Museum had long been a favourite haunt, a visit there a special treat since childhood.

			‘You and your mother actually went to Egypt,’ I said, ‘yet you rarely speak of it. Was the reality a disappointment?’

			His answer came slowly. ‘No. Certainly modern Egypt and its people are very different from what one might expect. The great monuments and treasures of their ancestors lie all around, but the people are Arabs now, and feel no more direct connection to that vanished culture than you or I with the Druids and the builders of Stonehenge. If I have not said much about our time in Egypt, it was not for lack of interest but because our time there was so short. My best stories and strongest memories are of places where we lingered longer.’

			I stopped as we passed a wall heavily plastered with advertisements, my eye caught by more ancient Egyptian imagery: used for a brand of cigarettes, a recently published novel, and an eau de toilette, as well as a now-­closed theatrical production. I was struck by the thought that there might be just as many different reasons for someone to steal authentic fragments of this history that was being used to sell so many disparate products. How would we ever find the culprit?

			But I uttered no word of discouragement or doubt, for Mr Jesperson was happy, alert and absorbed, his restless curiosity gripped once more. That it seemed to me a very minor affair was no matter; we were back in business. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			At the British Museum

			Next morning, we went to the British Museum. Since taking up residence with the Jespersons on Gower Street, I was near enough to visit whenever I liked, so I was as well-­acquainted with the public building as any other regular visitor, though the offices and storage rooms were terra incognita.

			Jasper Jesperson, perhaps unsurprisingly, knew all about them. He had, he told me while we were walking down Gower Street, called on Mr Budge before our partnership commenced, when the Keeper of Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities had been the Assistant Keeper in Charge. 

			‘Money being a problem, I thought to sell a few of the souvenirs we had picked up on our travels, and wished to have some idea of their possible worth, so as the Museum is practically on our doorstep . . .’

			‘Did you have so many things from Egypt?’

			‘Only a few. But I knew the name of A.E. Wallis Budge from his useful little primer on hieroglyphics. I was keen to make the acquaintance of such a well-­known scholar and express my admiration. If he proved amenable, I planned to show him the few amulets and a papyrus or two that we’d picked up while we were there. If I was lucky, perhaps he would offer to buy them.’

			‘What is our excuse for calling on him today?’ I asked as we came in sight of the familiar edifice.

			‘He was kind enough to take an interest and invited me to come back and let him know how Mother and I were getting on. So I shall have to grovel a bit first, and make my apologies for leaving it so long.’ He pulled a rueful face. ‘Of course, he may not even remember me.’

			I had to laugh, knowing what a strong and lasting impression Mr Jesperson generally makes on everyone he meets. There is his striking appearance, for he is extremely tall and slender, with a head of red-­gold curls and piercing blue eyes set in a long, mobile face. Then there is his indefinable charm of personality, combining as he does a sharp intelligence with flights of fancy, and the quick, keen interest he takes in other people. Unless he is disguised or playing a part, as he has sometimes been obliged to do in pursuit of the truth, Jasper Jesperson is not an easy man to overlook, or to forget.

			‘Mr Budge encounters a great many people,’ Jesperson said, a bit defensively. ‘And it has been almost two years since our only meeting.’

			‘All the same, I shall be most surprised if he does not remember you.’

			We walked through the gates into a courtyard filled with people coming and going, and up the steps into the entrance hall, where Jesperson spoke to one of the attendants, a bored-­looking young fellow with a wispy moustache, asking, ‘Might we call upon Mr A.E. Wallis Budge this morning?’

			‘Mr Budge is not in just now.’

			‘When do you expect him?’

			‘I really could not say, sir. If you care to leave your card, I shall have it conveyed to him.’ He covered his mouth, barely hiding a yawn.

			‘Never mind; we’ll try later.’

			‘Just as you like, sir.’ Then, looking past us at a pair of elderly ladies who had timidly approached, ‘Yes? May I help you?’

			As long as we were there, I thought we might pass the time enjoying the exhibits, and with one accord, we turned to the left and entered the sculpture galleries. These rooms, filled with Roman antiquities and Greco-­Roman statuary, always evoked in me a melancholy mood, for they brought back memories of my late father, who had loved to bring my sister and me here, hoping to imbue in us his passion for the classical period. As I had no desire to be deflected from thoughts of the investigation that had brought us to the Museum today, I walked through the long galleries at a brisk pace, not even pausing to pay homage to my old favourites, the colossal winged lions with human heads. I slowed only upon entering the first of the Egyptian galleries.

			Here, it felt appropriate to pause and linger, taking time to appreciate stone sarcophagi, obelisks and broken sculptures of long-­vanished rulers of that ancient land. Of course, it was the black basalt tablet inscribed in three different languages, the famous Stone of Rosetta that had provided the key to understanding the meaning of hieroglyphics, which proved to be the single most fascinating object for Mr Jesperson. He was still standing in rapt contemplation when I passed on into the central of the three galleries, and he had still not caught up to me when I wearied of the armless torsos and colossal heads in the third. I did not bother to wait for him, but took the stairs up to the next level.

			The first room was filled with mummies and their painted coffins, displayed in highly polished wooden and glass cases, but it had also attracted considerably more visitors than there were in all the long galleries downstairs; there were even a great many children, accompanied by nannies or governesses. Rather than join the crush, I decided instead to pass through to a further room, where I knew some animal mummies would be on display.

			I side-­stepped to avoid a lady in a red dress, but she had the same thought, and as we both moved to the same side, we came face-­to-­face. I recognised her, but could not immediately think why she might be familiar to me. I guessed her to be in her mid-­thirties, with eyes of a peculiarly light brown that shone almost golden in her soft, gentle face. The effect had been emphasised and made more exotic by the use of dark kohl.

			We both spoke at the same moment.

			‘I beg your pardon.’

			‘I do apologise—’ and at the sound of her voice, I recalled her name. Our eyes met, and once again we spoke in unison:

			‘Miss Dawes?’

			‘Miss Lane, is that really you?’

			A rush of nervous laughter, then:

			‘It has been an age! How are you?’ I asked.

			‘Tolerably well. And you? You look in the bloom of health, I must say. Still keeping busy with the Society?’

			Of course she meant the Society for Psychical Research, and I recalled that Miss Violet Dawes believed herself to be a psychic medium, with the spirit of an ancient Egyptian priestess as her ‘control’.

			‘No,’ I replied, ‘not for the past year.’

			Her eyebrows rose. ‘No? And your friend – the lady with the eye-­patch?’

			‘Miss Fox.’

			‘Indeed! I have not seen her for some time, and wondered what could have happened, for the two of you were such stalwart fixtures of the Society . . . is she still . . . ? No? I hope she is well?’

			‘I have not heard from Miss Fox for some months,’ I said a bit stiffly.

			‘Oh dear. You seemed such devoted friends. I hope there was no quarrel.’

			‘No, nothing like that,’ I said quickly. ‘We remain on the friendliest of terms.  Perhaps you did not realise that I was employed by Miss Fox, to assist in her investigations? My business with the Society was ever on her behalf. And since she ended her formal connection with the Society very nearly a year ago, I was obliged to seek other employment.’

			‘Oh, I had not realised! But about your friend—’

			‘Her friend is here. Have you been talking about me?’

			Relieved by his arrival, I turned to Mr Jesperson and with mock severity, scolded him. ‘Do you imagine you are my only friend? Miss Dawes, allow me to introduce you to Mr Jesperson. Mr Jesperson, Miss Dawes.’

			As they exchanged the usual cordialities, I could not be unaware of the speculation in her eyes as Miss Dawes looked from Mr Jesperson to me. I suppose it would have been easy enough to satisfy her curiosity by explaining that we were business partners, but to declare ourselves investigators where others might hear, so near the scene of the crime, would perhaps have been unwise. I would have liked to have ended the unexpected encounter then, with a friendly but final farewell, but to my surprise, Mr Jesperson invited Miss Dawes to join us for a cup of tea.

			‘What a lovely idea.’ She smiled at me. ‘It would be a pity to part so soon. It has been such an age since we last saw one another.’ She looped her arm through mine and pressed it as if we were old, dear friends – a pretence I found peculiar, if not downright sinister.

			The refreshment room was downstairs, squeezed into a narrow space off the main Egyptian galleries and presided over by a grim-­looking woman. Miss Dawes and I took our seats at one of the tables while Jesperson went to order the tea.

			‘Quickly, before your friend returns – for we all know men do not like women’s gossip – tell me what has become of Miss Fox? For I cannot fathom why she should have vanished so suddenly. She is missed at meetings – indeed, both of you are sorely missed.’

			‘That is kind of you to say.’ It was a relief to hear there had been no open scandal after Gabrielle’s determination to find irrefutable evidence for psychic abilities had pushed her over the line into fakery – the true reason for our parting of ways.

			I recalled that when I had observed Miss Dawes in a trance state, I had never found any reason to suspect her of trickery. She was an ardent believer who did not charge for her services, and provided comfort to many of those who attended her séances.

			‘Miss Fox is travelling at present, and has no immediate plans to return to London,’ I said and, hoping to lay that subject to rest, I tendered a polite enquiry as to Miss Dawes’ own career as a medium.

			‘I am no medium,’ she solemnly replied. At my look, she smiled. ‘You are surprised. As was I, at first. But the truth would make itself known. You remember Seshemetka?’

			When I did not, she prompted, ‘My spirit guide, or as they called it, my “control”?’

			The light dawned. ‘The Egyptian princess?’

			‘Priestess. But I was misled by the talk of controls and guides into believing she was a spirit quite separate from me, when, in truth, I was Seshemetka.’

			Here was a surprise. Nearly every medium known to the Society for Psychical Research had the help of a spirit who acted as a conduit to the spirit world, allowing other spirits to speak through them. The question of who or what these helpful entities might be was much discussed amongst psychic investigators. Were they more highly evolved souls who had once been living people, or were they something other, non-­human, like angels, daemons or elementals? Another idea – admittedly, not a popular one with the psychically gifted – was that they had no separate existence but were unconsciously created secondary personalities that emerged in the trance state. It was, in my experience, unprecedented for a medium herself to embrace the theory that the guiding spirit she depended upon was a product of her own mind.

			At that moment Mr Jesperson arrived bearing a tray with three thick white china cups filled with muddy-­looking tea, and a plate with three small rock cakes.

			‘I’m sorry, but there was little choice,’ he said, gesturing at the colour of the tea. ‘I had to beg for a larger jug of milk and more sugar; I hope this will suffice. And these were the only cakes.’

			‘Never was something more aptly named,’ said Miss Dawes with a rueful look at the rock cakes. ‘I shall abstain. I cannot afford to break another tooth.’ She took the cup he offered. ‘Thank you, sir.’

			‘My pleasure.’ He settled himself in the chair opposite. ‘Do you come often to the museum, Miss Dawes?’

			‘Of late, it has become a second home to me – the Egyptian rooms, at least.’

			‘You are a scholar – an Egyptologist?’

			‘Oh, no, sir.’ Turning to me, she asked, sotto voce, ‘Dare I explain?’

			‘I wish you would,’ I said, ‘I am myself in the dark.’

			She looked crestfallen. ‘But I have told you: I am Seshemetka.’

			‘Yes, but what do you mean by that?’

			‘That I have lived before. I was born almost three and a half thousand years ago in Thebes, where I was a temple maiden and a priestess in the service of the goddess Bastet.’

			To escape the hypnotic intensity of her gaze I lifted my cup and tried the tea. It tasted quite as unpleasant as it looked.

			‘Fascinating,’ Mr Jesperson murmured.

			She gave him a look that was challenging, yet still managed to be faintly flirtatious. ‘Do you mean I am a fascinating case study? You imagine me to be deluded?’

			‘Not at all.’ His look in return was utterly straightforward. ‘I have spent time in Tibet and in India, where reincarnation is accepted as a fact of life. As a result, more people there remember experiences from previous lives – as might people here in England, if their memories were not denied or disparaged. Am I right in supposing you have known this fact since childhood?’

			I could see his interest was making her warm to him. ‘Oh, yes indeed. But it disturbed my parents so badly that I quickly learnt never to speak of such things, and as a result, I did forget . . . I thought those early memories to be no more than dreams.

			‘Later, I was induced by friends to try mediumship, and Seshemetka spoke to me when I was in a trance state. Everyone assumed she must be my spirit guide, and I naturally took their word for it. It was some time before I began to remember who I really was,’ she concluded softly.

			‘Does seeing the things in the Egyptian galleries help you recover more memories?’ I asked.

			She stirred her tea thoughtfully. ‘Not really,’ she said after a moment, ‘or not specific memories, at least. But when you consider how many millennia are represented by the collection – some of them from a thousand years before my birth in the eighteenth dynasty, and others many centuries after – how could most of those things mean anything personal to me? But when I am there, surrounded by so many relics of that culture, I cannot help but feel a sense of home-­coming. Although, to be separated from everything by a sheet of glass, to be forbidden to touch things I long to handle, is frustrating.’

			‘If you ask him, the Keeper might permit you to handle some of them.’ Mr Jesperson spoke casually, his attention on the rock cake he was immersing in his tea.

			‘Ah!’ She gave a happy chuckle. ‘I see that you know our Mr Budge. Always so generous and helpful! Just so, I did ask, and he allowed me to hold a pretty little comb, the sight of which had struck a chord deep within me. And there are things in his office or from the storerooms – amulets and other small items – that he is happy to let his visitors examine. As long as you are careful not to intrude too much on his time, of course.’

			‘As a matter of fact, we have come here today to call upon Mr Budge,’ I said. ‘I do look forward to meeting him.’

			She put down her empty cup, firmly refusing Jesperson’s offer to get her another. ‘I am sure I have detained you for long enough. Do please give the dear man my very best regards.’

			‘We certainly will. How nice it has been to see you again, Miss Dawes.’

			‘I am very pleased to have made your acquaintance,’ said Jesperson as we all stood up. ‘And I hope we shall meet again soon. I should like to learn more about Seshemetka. Perhaps you will call on us? We are not far from the Museum – 203A Gower Street, next to the news-­agent.’

			I knew, even before her expression changed, how his words must sound to her, and I jumped in quickly, ‘I lodge with Mr and Mrs Jesperson.’

			But my words were, if anything, even more shocking to her. With a wary look at Mr Jesperson she said, ‘Your wife must be a very unusual woman if she does not mind you squiring another lady – your lodger – around town while she is stuck at home.’

			‘Mrs Jesperson is my mother. And Miss Lane’s position is far more than that of a mere lodger,’ he said gently. ‘If you do find yourself passing, we should be very happy if you should like to call on us. Good day, Miss Dawes.’

			Taking my arm, he smoothly steered me out of the refreshment room, leaving her looking bemused.

			‘Why did you say that?’ I demanded.

			‘Would you rather I let her go on thinking what she was thinking?’

			‘No. But now she imagines . . . she must surely suppose we are engaged to be married!’

			We came to a halt in one of the Egyptian galleries, back amongst the stones, statues and sarcophagi of illustrious ancients. He looked down into my eyes with an expression I could not quite make out as he said, ‘Would that be the most terrible thing for her to think?’

			‘I should rather she did not think of me at all,’ I blurted uncomfortably.

			He gave a short laugh. ‘You may put her right when she calls – which she is sure to do very soon, when we shall have more chance to quiz her.’

			At  that moment a group of people entered the room, and we moved on. Lowering my voice, I asked, ‘Do you suspect her?’

			‘She is one of the cranks mentioned by Mr Campbell – surely she must be the lady who communes with mummies? – and her desire to hold, perhaps even to possess, objects she recognises as having once been a part of her daily life might have encouraged her to steal a few unimportant items.’

			‘Surely not mummified animals?’

			‘Why not? The ancients revered them. Seshemetka, as a priestess, would be accustomed to handling them in their mummified state.  Nearly  all their divinities were represented as animals, in whole or in part – Bastet, for instance, was a woman with a cat’s head. There are entire cemeteries filled with the carefully preserved bodies of cats, respectfully interred there in her honour.’

			I had to admit that it made as much sense as any other reason for stealing a mummified cat, and wondered what the other, smaller, stolen mummy had been. A mouse, perhaps, for the cat to hunt in the afterlife? Or a kitten? It was hard for me to imagine Miss Dawes committing such a theft, especially when the things she wanted could be easily purchased, but if, for some short period of time, she was under the control of an ancient Egyptian spirit who held to a different moral code, then perhaps she could have done so, untroubled by the scruples of her modern self, serene in the knowledge that this papyrus scroll or that mummified cat was hers by right.

			‘Come along,’ my partner urged softly, drawing me from my brief reverie. ‘Budge must surely be in his office by now.’ 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Meeting Mr Budge

			Jesperson remembered the location of the office from his earlier visit, and this time, rather than risk being turned away by an attendant, we did not ask, but went there directly.

			The door was decorated with a gleaming brass name-­plate identifying the office of the Keeper of Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities, E.A. Wallis Budge, Litt.D., F.S.A.

			‘Come!’ called a voice from within in response to Jesperson’s knock, and in we went.

			The office had a smell of antiquity – of dust and stone, old paper, and the very particular scent of ancient papyrus. It was cosy and cluttered, a cross between a library and a storehouse of ancient objects that included clay bricks, papyrus scrolls, fragments of incised stone and pottery, painted tiles, statues of animal-­headed deities carved from stone, and, most strikingly, standing against one wall, a full-­sized anthropoid coffin, a sarcophagus doubtless painted to resemble the individual it had been made for, although with a golden, mask-­like face. It was such a beautiful piece that I wondered why it was not amongst those on display to the public.

			‘May I help you?’

			The Keeper of Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities rose from his chair behind a large, untidy desk with a challenging stare. He was a stocky, sturdy-­looking man in his late thirties with a round, clean-­shaven face beneath a thatch of thick rufus hair. Sharp, curious eyes observed us through the round lenses of his gold-­framed spectacles.

			Mr Jesperson adopted the pose and voice of a humble supplicant before the throne. ‘It is surely too much to think that you will remember me, Dr Budge, for it has been at least eighteen months since I first took the liberty of calling upon you uninvited and unannounced, and you—’

			‘And I,’ the other man interrupted, stepping around the side of his desk and staring hard at him, ‘I helped you with advice and bought from you a small, somewhat commonplace steatite scarab in your possession – not for the Museum, for we already have hundreds of the things, but as an act of personal kindness. You were hard-­up, but no beggar; there was something about you that impressed me. You had gumption. You believed in yourself and, by Jove, I believed in you. In a way, you reminded me of myself as a young man, and I was prepared to give you a chance. I bought that scarab – one of several small antiquities you’d picked up on your travels – and I invited you to come back in a few months and tell me how you were getting on. You said you would, but I waited in vain for that second visit, and I began to think my trust in you had been entirely misplaced and that, rather than rising, you had sunk further still, unable to earn an honest living—’ His nostrils flared and his eyebrows rose. ‘Jesperson! That’s your name. Tell me, Jasper Jesperson, what brings you here today, after so long without a word – and will you kindly introduce your friend?’

			Mr Budge’s speculative eye raked me from head to foot before he turned his gaze once more upon Jesperson. ‘Well, sir? Have you nothing to say for yourself?’

			Jesperson had kept quiet, making no attempt at any response until Mr Budge fell silent. Now, his stance was almost a parody of abjection. His voice was soft and meek.

			‘Sir, I can only apologise. I was – still am – deeply grateful for your kindness to me, and never forgot it. I confess that I took your invitation to return as mere politeness, thinking you would soon forget me.

			‘I delayed in part through embarrassment . . . I should even say, a sense of shame, because of that scarab. I knew it was not worth the money you gave me for it – indeed, I recognised that you had neither need nor desire for it, and took it only out of pity. As a proud young man – perhaps excessively proud – I could not bear it; much as we needed the money, happy as I was to be able to give it to my mother, it was unpleasant to feel I was in your debt.’ His voice cracked slightly and he fell silent, as if overcome by recollected emotion.

			Mr Budge looked moved by this response. The rage which had surged up so quickly vanished even more suddenly. Relaxed and friendly, he was a different man.

			‘Now, now,’ he said jovially, ‘you were wrong to think I ever pitied you, but your feelings do you honour. I see I was not mistaken in my initial assessment of your character. You are the fine, upstanding young man I took you for, and if my small act of kindness was all the help you needed, I am glad. Let us say no more about it. I am happy to see you looking so well. You have settled on a career, I presume? And have had some success?’

			Jesperson straightened out of his abject slump and gave his questioner a bashful grin. ‘I hope you will think so when I tell you about it. Allow me to introduce you to my partner, Miss Lane.’

			‘How do you do?’ he responded, turning to me with a questioning smile. ‘Partner?’

			With a flourish that made it appear as if plucked from the empty air, Jesperson presented him with our business card. ‘Miss Lane and I are consulting detectives. We solve mysteries, great and small.’

			‘An unusual pursuit, but I am sure you . . . both of you . . . are very good at it,’ he said, with another slow, speculative look at me. To avoid having to meet his gaze, I turned my own to the beautiful mummy case.

			‘That is the mystery I hope to solve myself,’ said Mr Budge, moving closer to me.
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