

[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


The Ape Who Guards the Balance
Tenth Amelia Peabody mystery


The Falcon at the Portal
Eleventh Amelia Peabody mystery


Thunder in the Sky
Twelfth 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




SEEING
A LARGE CAT


[image: Image]


Elizabeth Peters


ROBINSON


London




 


 


 


 


 


 


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


First published in the US by Warner Books, 1998


First paperback edition published by Robinson,
an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd, 2003;
this edition published by Robinson,
an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd, 2007


Copyright © 1998, 2003, 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: 978-1-84529-558-5
eISBN: 978-1-78033-755-5


Printed and bound in the EU


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2




 


 


 


To the M.C. and his chief lieutenant, wherever they (or he?) may be




 


 


 


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.
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The Editor is pleased to announce to the world of literary scholarship that there has recently come to light a new collection of Emerson Papers. Unlike Mrs Emerson’s journals, they do not present a connected narrative, but are a motley lot, including letters, fragments of journal entries by persons as yet unidentified, and bits and pieces of manuscript ditto.


It is hoped (by some) that a further search of the mouldering old mansion from which this collection derived may yield additional material, including the missing volumes of Mrs Emerson’s journals. Be that as it may, the present Editor expects to be fully occupied for years to come in sorting, collating, attributing and producing the definitive commentary on these intriguing fragments. The relevance of many to Mrs Emerson’s journals is at present questionable; it will require intensive textual analysis and travel to faraway places to determine their chronological place in the saga. However, certain sections of what the Editor has designated ‘Manuscript H’ seem to fit into the sequence of the present volume. She is pleased to offer them here.
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Husbands do not care to be contradicted. Indeed, I do not know anyone who does.


‘REALLY,’ I said, ‘Cairo is becoming overrun with tourists these days – and many of them no better than they should be! I am sorry to see so fine a hotel as Shepheard’s allowing those male persons to hang about the entrance making eyes at the lady guests. Their behaviour is absolutely scandalous.’


My husband removed his pipe from his mouth. ‘The behaviour of the dragomen or that of the lady guests? After all, Amelia, this is the twentieth century, and I have often heard you disparage the rigid code of morality insisted upon by Her late Majesty.’


‘The century is only three years old, Emerson. I have always been a firm believer in equal rights of all kinds, but some of them are of the sort that should only be pursued in private.’


We were having tea on the famous terrace of Shepheard’s Hotel. The bright November sunlight was only slightly dimmed by the clouds of dust thrown up by the wheels of vehicles and the hooves of donkeys and camels passing along Shari’a Kamel. A pair of giant Montenegrin doormen uniformed in scarlet and white, with pistols thrust through their sashes, were only moderately successful in protecting approaching guests from the importunities of the sellers of fly-whisks, fake scarabs, postal cards, flowers, and figs – and from the dragomen.


Independent tourists often hired one of these individuals to make their travel arrangements and supervise their servants. All of them spoke one or more European languages – after a fashion – and they took great pride in their appearance. Elegant galabeeyahs and intricately wound turbans, or becoming headcloths of the sort worn by the Bedouin, gave them a romantic look that could not but appeal to foreign visitors – especially, from what I had heard, female visitors.


I watched a couple descend from their carriage and approach the stairs. They could only be English; the gentleman sported a monocle and a gold-headed cane, with which he swiped irritably at the ragged merchants crowding around him. The lady’s lips were pursed and her nose was high in the air, but as she passed one of the dragomen she gave him a quick glance from under the brim of her flower-trimmed hat and nodded emphatically. He raised his fingers to his bearded lips and smiled at her. It was clear to me, if not to the lady’s oblivious husband, that an assignation had been made or confirmed.


‘One can hardly blame the ladies for preferring a muscular, well-set-up chap like that one to your average English husband,’ said Emerson, who had also observed this exchange. ‘That fellow has all the animation of a walking obelisk. Imagine what he is like in – ’


‘Emerson!’ I exclaimed.


Emerson gave me a broad, unrepentant grin and a look that reminded me – if any reminder had been required – that he is not an average English husband in that or in any other way. Emerson excels in his chosen profession of Egyptology as in his role of devoted spouse. To my fond eyes he looked exactly as he had looked on that long past day when I encountered him in a tomb at Amarna – thick dark hair, blazing blue eyes, a frame as muscular and imposing as that of the dragoman – except for the beard he had eschewed at my request. Its removal had revealed Emerson’s strong chin and the dimple or cleft in that chin: a feature that gives his handsome countenance additional distinction. His smile and his intense azure gaze softened me as they always do; but the subject was not one I wished him to pursue in the presence of our adopted daughter (even if I had introduced it myself).


‘She has good taste, Aunt Amelia,’ Nefret said. ‘He is the best looking of the lot, don’t you think?’


When I looked at her I found myself in some sympathy with the horrid Muslim custom of swathing females from head to toe in black veils. She was a remarkably beautiful girl, with red-gold hair and eyes the colour of forget-me-nots. I could have dealt with the inevitable consequences of her looks if she had been a properly brought up young English girl, but she had spent the first thirteen years of her life in a remote oasis in the Nubian desert, where she had, not surprisingly, acquired some peculiar notions. We had rescued her and restored her to her inheritance,* and she was dear to us as any daughter. I would not have objected to her peculiar notions quite so much if she had not expressed them so publicly!


‘Yes,’ she went on musingly, ‘one can understand the appeal of those fellows, so dashing and romantic in their robes and turbans – especially to proper, well-behaved ladies who have led proper, boring lives.’


Emerson seldom listens to anything unconnected with Egyptology, his profession and his major passion. However, certain experiences of the past few years had taught him he had better take notice of what Nefret said.


‘Romantic be damned,’ he grunted, taking the pipe from his mouth. ‘They are only interested in the money and – er – other favours given them by those fool females. You have better sense than to be interested in such people, Nefret. I trust you have not found your life proper and boring?’


‘With you and Aunt Amelia?’ She laughed, throwing up her arms and lifting her face to the sun in a burst of exuberance. ‘It has been wonderful! Excavating in Egypt every winter, learning new things, always in the company of those dearest to me – you and Aunt Amelia, Ramses and David, and the cat Bastet and – ’


‘Where the devil is he?’ Emerson took out his watch and examined it, scowling. ‘He ought to have been here two hours ago.’


He was referring, not to the cat Bastet, but to our son, Ramses, whom we had not seen for six months. At the end of the previous year’s excavation season, I had finally yielded to the entreaties of our friend Sheikh Mohammed. ‘Let him come to me,’ the innocent old man had insisted. ‘I will teach him to ride and shoot and become a leader of men.’


The agenda struck me as somewhat unusual, and in the case of Ramses, alarming. Ramses would reach his sixteenth birthday that summer and was, by Muslim standards, a grown man. Those standards, I hardly need say, were not mine. Raising Ramses had converted me to a belief in guardian angels; only supernatural intervention could explain how he had got to his present age without killing himself or being murdered by one of the innumerable people he had offended. In my opinion what he required was to be civilized, not encouraged to develop uncivilized skills at which he was already only too adept. As for the idea of Ramses leading others to follow in his footsteps . . . My mind reeled.


However, my objections were overruled by Ramses and his father. My only consolation was that Ramses’s friend David was to accompany him. I hoped that this Egyptian lad, who had been virtually adopted by Emerson’s younger brother and his wife, would be able to prevent Ramses from killing himself or wrecking the camp.


The most surprising thing of all was that I rather missed the little chap. At first I enjoyed the peace and quiet, but after a while it became boring. No muffled explosions from Ramses’s room, no screams from new housemaids who had happened upon one of his mummified mice, no visits from enraged neighbours complaining that Ramses had ruined their hunting by making off with the fox, no arguments with Nefret. . .


Two men pushed through the crowd and approached the terrace. They were both tall and broad-shouldered, but there the resemblance ended. One was a nice-looking young gentleman wearing a well-cut tweed suit and carrying a walking stick. He had obviously been in Egypt for some time, since his face was tanned to a handsome walnut brown. His companion wore robes of snowy white and a Bedouin headdress that shadowed features of typical Arab form – heavy dark brows, a prominent hawklike nose, and thin lips framed by a rakish black moustache.


One of the giant guards stepped forwards as if to question them. A gesture from the Arab made him step back, staring, and the two men proceeded to mount the stairs.


‘Well!’ I exclaimed. ‘I don’t know what Shepheard’s is coming to. They ought not let the dragomen – ’


But my sentence was never completed. With a scream of delight Nefret jumped up from her chair and ran, her hat flying from her head, to throw herself at the Bedouin. For a few moments the only visible part of her was her red-gold head, as his flowing sleeves wrapped round her slim body.


Emerson, close on Nefret’s heels, pulled her away from the Bedouin and began vigorously wringing the latter’s hand. Nefret turned to the other young man. He held out his hand. Laughing, she pushed it away and hugged him as she had done Ramses.


Ramses? Little chap? Ramses had never been a normal little boy, but there had been times (usually when he was asleep) when he had appeared normal. The sleeping cherub with his mop of sable curls and his little bare feet protruding innocently from under the hem of his white nightgown had become this – this male person with a moustache! I supposed the transformation could not have occurred overnight. In fact, now that I thought about it, I recalled that he had been growing taller year by year, in the usual way. He was almost as tall as his father now, a good six feet in height. I could have dealt with that. But the moustache . . .


Trusting that my paralysis would be taken for dignified reticence, I remained in my chair. Emerson had so forgotten his usual British reserve as to put an arm round his son’s shoulders in order to lead him to me. Ramses’s naturally swarthy complexion had been darkened by sun and wind to a shade even browner than that of his young Egyptian friend, and his countenance was as unexpressive as it always was. He bent over me and gave me a dutiful kiss on the cheek.


‘Good afternoon, Mother. You are looking well.’


‘I can’t say the same for you,’ I replied. ‘That moustache – ’


‘Not now, Peabody,’ Emerson interrupted. ‘Good Gad, this is supposed to be a celebration. The important thing is that they are both back, safe and sound.’


‘And cursed late,’ said Nefret, settling herself in the chair David held for her. One of the waiters handed her her hat; she clapped it carelessly on to her head and went on, ‘Did you miss the early train?’


‘No, not at all,’ David replied. His English was now almost as pure as my own; only when he was excited did a trace of his native Arabic creep in. ‘The Professor and Aunt Amelia may be getting complaints from some of the passengers, though; the tribe gave us a proper send-off, galloping alongside the train shooting off their rifles. The other people in our compartment fell cowering to the floor and one lady went into hysterics.’


Nefret’s eyes shone with laughter. ‘I wish I could have been there. It is so damned – excuse me, Aunt Amelia – it is so unfair! If I had been a boy I could have gone with you. I suppose I wouldn’t have enjoyed spending six months as a Bedouin female, though.’


‘You would not have found it as confining as you may think,’ David said. ‘I was surprised at how much freedom the women of the tribe are allowed; in their own camp they do not veil themselves, and they express their opinions with a candour that Aunt Amelia would approve. Though she might not approve of the way in which young unmarried girls express their interest in – ’ He broke off abruptly, with a sheepish glance at Ramses. The latter’s countenance was as imperturbable as ever, but it was not difficult to deduce that he had signalled David – perhaps by kicking him under the table – to refrain from finishing the sentence.


‘Well, well,’ said Emerson. ‘So why were you so late?’


‘We stopped at Meyer and Company, on the Muski,’ Ramses explained. ‘David wanted a new suit.’


David smiled self-consciously. ‘Honestly, Aunt Amelia, neither of us has a respectable garment left to our names. I didn’t want to embarrass you by appearing improperly dressed.’


‘Hmph,’ I said, looking at my son, who looked blandly back at me.


‘As if any of us would care!’ Nefret exclaimed. ‘To keep us waiting, fidgeting and worrying for hours, over something so silly!’


‘Were you?’ Ramses asked.


‘Fidgeting and worrying? Not I! It was the Professor and Aunt Amelia. . .’ But her scowl metamorphosed into a dazzling smile; with the graceful, impulsive friendliness that was so integral a part of her nature she held out her hands, one to each lad. ‘If you must know, I have missed you desperately. And now I see I will have to play chaperone; you are both grown so tall and handsome all the little girls will be making eyes at you.’


Ramses, who had enclosed her hand in his, dropped it as if it had become red-hot. ‘Little girls?’


How often, dear Reader, is a small, seemingly insignificant incident the start of a train of events that builds inexorably to a tragic climax! If Ramses had not chosen to appear in that dashing costume; if Nefret’s impulsive welcome had not drawn all eyes to them; if Ramses had not raised his voice in indignant baritone outcry . . . The consequences would draw us into one of the most baffling and bizarre criminal cases we had ever investigated.


On the other hand, it is possible that the same thing would have happened anyhow.


Ramses got himself under control and Nefret wisely refrained from further provocation. She and Ramses were really the best of chums – when they were not squabbling like spoiled infants – and a request from her soothed his temper.


‘Can you persuade M. Maspero to let me examine some of the mummies in the museum?’ she demanded. ‘He has been putting me off for days. One would think I had proposed something illegal or shocking.’


‘He probably was shocked,’ said David, smiling. ‘You can’t blame him, Nefret; he thinks of ladies as delicate and squeamish.’


‘I will blame him if I like. He lets Aunt Amelia do anything she wants.’


‘He’s used to her,’ said Ramses. ‘We will go there together, you and I and David. He can’t resist all three of us. What particular mummies have you in mind?’


‘Most particularly, the one we found in Tetisheri’s tomb three years ago.’


‘Good heavens,’ David said, appearing a trifle shocked himself. ‘I can see why Maspero . . . Er, that is, you must admit, Nefret, it was a particularly disgusting mummy. Unwrapped, unnamed, bound hand and foot – ’


‘Buried alive,’ Nefret finished. She planted both elbows on the table and leaned forwards. A lock of gold-red hair had escaped from her upswept coiffure and curled distractingly across her temple; her cheeks were flushed with excitement and her blue eyes shone. An observer might have supposed she was discussing fashions or flirtations. ‘Or so we assumed. I want to have another look. You see, while you were gadding about in the desert, I was improving my education. I took a course in anatomy last summer.’


‘At the London School of Medicine for Women?’ Ramses asked interestedly.


‘Where else?’ Nefret’s blue eyes flashed. ‘It is the only institution in our enlightened nation where a mere female may receive medical training.’


‘But is that still strictly true?’ Ramses persisted. ‘I was under the impression that Edinburgh, Glasgow, and even the University of London – ’


‘Confound you, Ramses, you are always destroying my fiery rhetoric with your pedantic insistence on detail!’


‘I apologize,’ Ramses said meekly. ‘Your point – the unfair discrimination against females in all fields of higher education – is unaltered by the few exceptions I have mentioned, and the difficulties of actually qualifying to practise medicine are almost as great, I believe, as they were fifty years ago. I admire you, Nefret, for persisting under such adverse conditions. Let me assure you I am one hundred per cent on your side and that of the other ladies.’


She laughed at him and squeezed his hand. ‘I know you are, Ramses, dear. I was only teasing. Dr Aldrich-Blake herself allowed me to attend her lectures! She feels I have an aptitude. . . ’


Pleased to see them in amicable accord, I was following the conversation so intently I was unaware of the young lady’s approach until she spoke – not to any of us but to her companion. It was impossible to avoid hearing her; they had stopped next to our table and her voice was piercingly shrill.


‘I told you to leave me alone!’


I had not observed her approach, but Ramses must have done. He was instantly on his feet. Removing his khafiya – a courtesy he had not extended to the female members of his family – he said, ‘May I be of assistance?’


Hands fluttering in appeal, the girl turned to him. ‘Oh, thank you,’ she breathed. ‘Please – can you make him go away?’


Her companion gaped at her. A long jaw and crooked nose marred an otherwise pleasant face. He was clean-shaven, with grey eyes and hair of an indeterminate tannish colour. ‘See here, Dolly,’ he began, and put out his hand.


I don’t believe he meant to take hold of her, but I was not to find out. Ramses caught his wrist. The movement was apparently effortless, the grip without apparent pressure, but the young fellow squawked and buckled at the knees.


‘Good Gad, Ramses,’ I exclaimed. ‘Let him go at once.’


‘Certainly,’ said Ramses. He released his hold, but he must have done something else I did not see, for the unfortunate youth sat down with a thump.


Humiliation is a more effective weapon against the young than physical pain. The youth got to his feet and retreated – but not before he had given Ramses a threatening look.


He held Ramses accountable, of course. Being a man, he was too obtuse to realize, as did I, that the girl had deliberately provoked the incident. Her little hands now rested on Ramses’s arm and she had tipped her head back in order that she might gaze admiringly into his eyes. A mass of curls so fair as to be almost white framed her face, and she was dressed in the height of fashion. I guessed her to be no more than twenty, possibly less. The young ladies of America – for her accent had betrayed her nationality – are much more sophisticated and more indulged than their English counterparts. That this young lady had a wealthy parent I did not doubt. She positively glittered with diamonds – most inappropriate for the time of day and her apparent age.


I said, ‘Allow me to present my son, Miss Bellingham. Ramses, if Miss Bellingham is feeling faint after her terrible ordeal, I suggest you offer her a chair.’


‘Thank you, ma’am, I’m just fine now.’ She turned her dimpled smile on me. Hers was a pretty face, with no distinctive characteristics except a pair of very big, very melting brown eyes that formed a striking contrast to her silvery-fair hair. ‘I know you, of course, Mrs Emerson. You and your husband are the talk of Cairo. But how do you know the name of an insignificant little person like myself?’


‘We met your father last week,’ I replied. Emerson growled, but did not comment. ‘He mentioned his daughter and referred to her as “Dolly”. A nickname, I presume?’


‘Like “Ramses”,’ said the insignificant little person, offering him a gloved hand. ‘It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr Emerson. I had heard of you, too, but I had no idea you were so . . . Thank you. I sure appreciate your gallantry.’


‘Won’t you join us?’ I asked, as courtesy demanded. ‘And allow me to introduce Miss Forth and Mr Todros.’


Her eyes passed over David as if he had been invisible and rested, briefly, on Nefret’s stony countenance.


‘How do you do. I am afraid I cannot stay. There is Daddy now – late as always, the dreadful man! He will fuss at me if I keep him waiting.’


After giving Ramses a last languishing look she tripped away.


The man who awaited her near the top of the stairs wore an old-fashioned frock coat and snowy stock. Since his military title, as I had been informed, derived from service in the Southern forces during the American Civil War, he must be at least sixty years of age, but one would have supposed him to be younger. He had the erect carriage and lean limbs of a cavalryman, and his white hair, worn rather longer than was the fashion, shone like a silver helmet. His neatly trimmed beard and moustache recalled photographs I had seen of General Lee, and I supposed he had deliberately cultivated the resemblance.


However, the benevolence that beamed from the countenance of that hero of the Confederacy was not apparent on the face of the Colonel. He must have observed the encounter, or part of it; he shot us a long look before drawing the girl’s arm through his and leading her away.


‘Interesting,’ said Ramses, resuming his chair. ‘From your reaction to the mention of his name I gather your earlier meeting with Colonel Bellingham was not altogether friendly, Father. What precisely did he do to provoke your ire?’


Emerson said forcibly, ‘The fellow had the audacity to offer me a position as his hired lackey. He is another of those wealthy dilettantes who are amusing themselves by pretending to be archaeologists.’


‘Now, Emerson, you know that was not his real object,’ I said. ‘His offer to finance our work – an error on his part, I confess – was in the nature of a bribe. What really concerned him was – ’


‘Amelia,’ said Emerson, breathing heavily through his nose. ‘I told you I refuse to discuss the subject. Certainly not in front of the children.’


‘Pas devant les enfants?’ Nefret enquired ironically. ‘Professor, darling, we are no longer “enfants”, and I’ll wager I can guess what the Colonel wanted. A chaperone, or governess, or nursery maid for that doll-faced girl! She certainly needs one.’


‘According to the Colonel, it is a bodyguard she needs,’ I said.


‘Peabody!’ Emerson roared.


One of the waiters dropped the tea tray he was carrying, and everyone within earshot stopped talking and turned to stare.


‘It’s no use, Emerson,’ I said calmly. ‘Nefret is not guessing; she knows what the Colonel was after, though how she knows I am reluctant to consider. Eavesdropping – ’


‘Is cursed useful at times,’ said Nefret. She gave Ramses a comradely grin, and he responded with the slight curl of the lips that was his version of a smile. ‘Don’t scold me, Aunt Amelia, I was not eavesdropping. I happened to be passing the saloon while you were talking with the Colonel, and I could not help overhearing the Professor’s comments. It was not difficult to deduce from them what the subject of the conversation must be. But I cannot believe that little ninny is in danger.’


‘From whom?’ Ramses asked. ‘Surely not the fellow who was with her?’


‘I shouldn’t think so,’ said Nefret. ‘Colonel Bellingham said he could not keep a female attendant for her; three of them have fallen ill or been injured under mysterious circumstances. In the last case, he claimed, a carriage driver tried to seize Dolly, and would have dragged her into the vehicle if her maid had not prevented it. He denied knowing who might have been responsible, or why anyone would want to make off with darling little Dolly.’


‘Ransom?’ David suggested. ‘They must be wealthy; she was wearing a fortune in jewels.’


‘Revenge,’ said Ramses. ‘The Colonel may have enemies.’


‘Frustrated love,’ murmured Nefret, in a saccharine voice.


Emerson’s fist came down on the table. Since I had expected this would happen I was able to catch the teapot as it tottered.


‘Enough,’ Emerson exclaimed. ‘This is precisely the kind of idle, irrelevant speculation in which this family is fond of engaging – with the sole exception of myself! I don’t give a curse whether the entire criminal population of Charleston, South Carolina, and Cairo, Egypt, are after the girl. Even if it were not stuff and nonsense, it is none of our affair! Bodyguard, indeed. Change the subject.’


‘Of course,’ Nefret said. ‘Ramses – how did you do that?’


‘Do what?’ He glanced at the slim hand she had extended. ‘Oh. That.’


‘Show me.’


‘Nefret!’ I exclaimed. ‘A young lady should not – ’


‘I am surprised that you should take that attitude, Mother,’ Ramses said. ‘I will show you too, if you like; the trick might come in useful, in view of your habit of rushing headlong . . . Er, hmm. Well, it is simply a matter of pressure on certain nerves.’


He took hold of Nefret’s wrist, raising it so we could see where his fingers rested. ‘Your wrist is too narrow for me to get a good grip, as I would with a man,’ Ramses said. ‘The thumb presses here, the index finger here; and . . . ’


A little squeak escaped Nefret’s lips, and Ramses immediately released his grip and cradled her hand in his. ‘I beg your pardon, Nefret. I was endeavouring to exert the least possible pressure.’


‘Ha,’ said Nefret. ‘Let me try it on you.’


Before long she was laughing and – I regret to say – swearing, as she tried, unsuccessfully, to duplicate his hold.


‘Your hands, as I suspected, are too small,’ Ramses said, submitting equably to her pinches and squeezes. ‘I would be the last to deny that a woman can equal a man in everything except physical size and strength, but you must admit – Damn it!’


She took his hand in hers and raised it to her lips. ‘There, I have kissed it and made it well.’


David burst out laughing. ‘Bravo, Nefret. What did you do?’


‘It is simply a matter of pressure on certain nerves,’ Nefret said demurely, as Ramses ruefully examined his wrist. Even from where I sat I could see the impressions of Nefret’s nails.


‘Enough of that,’ I said severely – reminding myself that I must ask Nefret later to show me how she had located the vulnerable points. It would have taken more than a random jab of the fingernails to wring a cry of pain out of Ramses. ‘We should return to the dahabeeyah.’


‘Yes, let’s go home, where we can be comfortable together,’ Nefret said, jumping to her feet. ‘How rude these people are! They are all staring. I want to get out of this ridiculous frock and into my trousers.’


‘It is very becoming to you,’ David said gallantly.


‘It is very uncomfortable,’ Nefret grumbled, inserting a slim finger into the high net collar.


‘You aren’t wearing corsets,’ Ramses remarked, looking her up and down.


‘Ramses,’ I said wearily.


‘Yes, Mother. We’ll go ahead, shall we, and hire a cab.’


They went off arm in arm, Nefret between the two lads. I could not blame people for staring; they made a handsome and unusual trio. The boys were almost of a height; their crops of curly black hair might have belonged to brothers. Both had turned to look down at Nefret, the crown of whose golden-red head barely reached the level of their ears. Shaking my head but smiling, I retrieved her hat from the floor where she had left it and took the arm Emerson offered me.


There was something of a little bustle when we caught the others up. A carriage was waiting; Nefret and David had already taken their seats, but Ramses was deep in conversation with the driver, who had turned out to be an old acquaintance of his. He and his father had old acquaintances, many of them the sort of individuals a respectable person would not care to know, all over Egypt. The driver was exclaiming, in the exaggerated way Arabs have, over Ramses’s changed appearance. ‘Tall and handsome and fearless, like your admired father! Strong of arm when you strike with the clenched hand! Pleasing the women with your – ’


At this point Emerson, rather red in the face, cut the compliments short with a curt phrase. Quite a little crowd had assembled; he had to shove a number of other old acquaintances out of the way before he could lead me to the cab. I had just put my foot on the step when Emerson suddenly let go my arm and whirled, clapping his hand to his pocket. ‘Who did that?’ he barked, and repeated the question in Arabic.


David’s hand steadied me and drew me into the carriage, depositing me neatly on the seat between him and Nefret. Looking back, I saw that the audience of beggars, vendors and gaping tourists had hastily retreated. The power of Emerson’s voice, as well as his command of invective, had earned him the title of ‘Father of Curses’, and his infuriated demand could have been heard forty yards away.


There was no response, however, and after a moment Emerson said, ‘Oh, the devil with it!’ and climbed into the cab. He was followed by Ramses, who had lingered to complete a financial transaction – or so I believed – with one of the flower vendors. Seating himself next his father, he handed a pretty little nosegay to me and another to Nefret, and then proceeded to destroy the nice effect of the gesture by ignoring our thanks.


‘What did the fellow do?’ he asked his father.


Emerson drew a crumpled sheet of paper from his pocket. Scanning it in a glance, he said, ‘Bah!’ and would have tossed it away had I not snatched it from him.


The message was written in a crabbed hand – obviously disguised. It read: ‘Stay away from tomb Twenty-A.’


‘What is the meaning of this, Emerson?’ I demanded.


Emerson ignored the question. ‘Ramses, did Yussuf see the man who shoved the paper into my pocket? For I suppose your primary reason for buying flowers from him was to question him.’


‘Why, no, sir,’ Ramses said righteously. ‘My primary reason was to please my mother and sister. However, during the transaction I did enquire of Yussuf, since he was nearest to you, and from your startled exclamation and gesture I thought perhaps some individual had attempted to pick your pocket or – ’


Over the past years Ramses had been trying to overcome his unfortunate tendency to verbosity, but he had occasional relapses. I said automatically, ‘Be quiet, Ramses.’


‘Yes, Mother. May I see the note?’


I passed it round. ‘How strange,’ Nefret murmured. ‘What does it mean, sir?’


‘Cursed if I know,’ Emerson said.


He took out his pipe and began to fill it. I leaned forwards. ‘Emerson, you are being deliberately enigmatic and provoking, not to say mysterious. Your habit of keeping things from us – particularly from me – has got entirely out of hand. You know perfectly well – ’


‘It is a threat,’ Nefret exclaimed. ‘Or a warning. Oh – do forgive me for interrupting, Aunt Amelia; I was carried away by excitement. Which tomb is meant, Professor? Is it one of those you mean to excavate this year?’


We all waited, with pent breath, for Emerson’s answer. One of his annoying little habits was to keep the site of our future excavations a secret until the last possible moment. He had not confided even in me.


He did not confide in me now. ‘Let us wait until this evening to discuss the matter,’ he said coolly. ‘I don’t want to get into a loud, embarrassing argument in public.’


Indignation momentarily robbed me of breath. Emerson’s voice is the loudest of anyone’s, and Emerson is the quickest of anyone to enter into an argument. His sanctimonious expression was maddening.


David, always the peacemaker, heard me draw in my breath and put an affectionate arm round my shoulders. ‘Yes, let us save business until later. Tell me about Aunt Evelyn, and Uncle Walter, and the children – it has been too long since I saw or heard from them.’


‘They sent their fondest love, of course,’ I replied. ‘Evelyn wrote every week, but I don’t suppose you received many of her letters.’


‘The post is not regular in the desert,’ David said with a smile. ‘I have missed them very much. They haven’t changed their minds about coming out this season?’


‘Someone had to stay in London to supervise the preparation of the final volume of the Tetisheri tomb publication,’ I said. ‘It is the volume of plates, you know, and since Evelyn was responsible for the paintings she wanted to make certain they were properly reproduced. Walter is working on the index of objects and inscriptions.’


David demanded more information about his foster family. He was the grandson of our reis, Abdullah, but he had been virtually adopted by Emerson’s brother, Walter, and spent the summers with the younger Emersons learning English and Egyptology, and heaven knows what else; he was an extremely intelligent young fellow and absorbed information as a sponge soaks up water. He was also a talented artist; when we first ran into him he was making fake antiquities for one of the greatest villains in Luxor, from whose baleful influence we had been instrumental in freeing him.* His parents were both dead, and his feelings for Evelyn and Walter were those of a devoted and grateful son.


As he had no doubt hoped, the subject occupied us for the remainder of the drive, though Ramses was uncharacteristically silent and Nefret contributed less than was her wont and Emerson fidgeted, tugging irritably at the cravat I had insisted on his wearing. When the dahabeeyah came into view he let out a gusty sigh, removed the offending article of dress altogether, and undid his collar button.


‘It is uncommonly warm for November,’ he declared. ‘I am in full agreement with Nefret; I want to get out of these uncomfortable garments. Hurry up, Peabody.’


I deduced, from the affectionate employment of my maiden name, and the meaningful glance he shot me, that he might want something else as well. But I lingered for a moment after he had helped me down from the carriage, to bestow a proud, fond look upon the boat, our floating home, as I termed it.


Emerson had purchased the dahabeeyah several years earlier. It was one of his most romantic and touching demonstrations of affection, for he dislikes travelling by water; he had made the sacrifice for me, and whenever I beheld the Amelia, as he had named the boat, my heart swelled. The graceful sailing vessels that had once been the favoured method of Nile travel had now been largely replaced by steamers and by the railroad, but I would never lose my allegiance to them, or forget that first wonderful voyage, during which Emerson had asked me to be his.


The crew and domestic staff, headed by Captain Hassan, awaited us at the top of the gangplank. After they had greeted the returning wanderers and David and Ramses had returned the compliment, the latter’s eyes moved round the deck.


‘Where is the cat Bastet?’ he asked.


I looked at Nefret. She bit her lip and bowed her head. Neither of us had looked forward to this moment. Nefret had had a close relationship with the matriarch of our large pride of felines, but not so close as that of Ramses; Bastet had been his companion and, according to some of the more superstitious Egyptians, his feline familiar, for many years. She would certainly have been foremost among those waiting to greet him.


Realizing that Nefret had not the courage to break the news, I cleared my throat.


‘I am sorry, Ramses,’ I said. ‘Very sorry indeed. Nefret wrote you, but obviously the letter never reached you.’


‘No,’ said Ramses in a cool, expressionless voice. ‘When did it happen?’


‘Last month. She had lived a long life for a cat, Ramses; she was full grown when we first found her, you know, and that was a good many years ago.’


Ramses nodded. Not a muscle in his face had moved. ‘I dreamed of her one night last month. I don’t know the date.’ I started to speak; he stopped me with a shake of his head. ‘One doesn’t keep accurate count of time in a Bedouin encampment. Odd, that. For the ancient Egyptians, to dream of a large cat meant good luck.’


‘It was quick and painless.’ Nefret put a gentle hand on his arm. ‘We found her curled up as if she were sleeping, on the foot of your bed.’


Ramses turned abruptly. ‘I feel certain Mother would prefer to see me in civilized attire. I will change at once. Excuse me.’


He strode away, his full skirts billowing out behind him.


‘I told you he wouldn’t make a fuss, Nefret,’ I said. ‘He is not a sentimental person. I did think, though, that just before he turned away I saw a glimmer of moisture in his eyes.’


‘You imagined it,’ Emerson said gruffly. ‘You women are the sentimental ones. Men don’t shed tears over a cat.’ He fumbled in his pocket, drew out a handkerchief, stared at it in mild surprise – his handkerchief is hardly ever where it is supposed to be – and blew his nose vigorously. ‘It was – hrmph – only a cat, you know.’


Emerson must have been right, for when Ramses joined us in the saloon a little later he greeted our other Egyptian cat, Anubis, with perfect composure. Anubis returned the salutation with matching composure; larger and darker in colour than the late lamented Bastet, he had not her amiable nature. He tolerated the rest of us, but saved his affection, what there was of it, for Emerson.


‘My clothes are all too small, Mother,’ Ramses began.


‘Those garments fit you well enough,’ I said. He was wearing flannels and a collarless shirt like the ones his father wore on the dig – an ensemble that was, in my opinion, quite unsuitable for a famous archaeologist. None of my arguments had ever persuaded Emerson to assume more dignified attire, and of course both boys insisted on imitating him.


‘These are David’s,’ Ramses said.


‘You are entirely welcome,’ said David with a grin. When we first met the lad, mistreatment and semi-starvation had made him appear to be younger than Ramses, but he was in fact two years older, and proper food and loving care had made him shoot up like a weed. He had been several inches taller than Ramses the previous season; I now noted, with a somewhat ambiguous mixture of emotions, that his last year’s garments were a trifle too small for my son.


‘That moustache,’ I began.


‘Confound it, Peabody,’ Emerson shouted. ‘What is this obsession of yours with facial hair? First my beard, and now Ramses’s moustache! Drink your whisky like a lady and leave off badgering the boy – er – lad – er – chap.’


Ramses fell like a vulture on this noble attempt to defend his moustache. ‘Since I am no longer a boy,’ he began, eyeing my whisky and soda.


‘Not on any account,’ I said firmly. ‘Spirits are bad for young people. Whisky will – er – stunt your growth.’


Ramses looked down at me – quite a long way down. The corners of his mouth turned up just a trifle. He was wise enough to leave it at that, however, and was about to take a chair when Nefret came in. I had expected she would have assumed her working costume, modelled on mine – trousers and shirt with, of course, a long loose jacket – but the garment she wore was a glittering robe of peacock green silk embroidered with gold and gemstones. It had been a gift from an admirer, but I had never seen her wear it, or the elaborate jewel-encrusted earrings. She curled up on the divan, tucking her slippered feet under her and settling the cat she was carrying comfortably on her lap.


‘I dressed up in your honour,’ she announced, smiling at the boys.


Visibly dazzled, David stated open-mouthed. Ramses’s eyes passed over her and focused on the cat.


‘Which one is that?’ he asked.


Over the years Bastet had had quite a lot of kittens, but since the sires were local felines the offspring had displayed a bewildering variety of colours and shapes. Her last litter, produced in cooperation with Anubis, resembled their parents to a striking degree – long and well muscled, with sleek coats of brindled brown and fawn. They tended to have rather large ears.


‘This is Sekhmet,’ Nefret replied. ‘She was only a tiny kitten when you last saw her, but now she – ’


‘Quite,’ said Ramses. ‘Father, will you now tell us about your plans? I presume that you mean, for your next project, to investigate the lesser-known, uninscribed, non-royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings. Some might consider this an unusual choice for a scholar of your eminence, but familiar as I am with your views on excavation I am not surprised you should take this course.’


Emerson fixed him with a suspicious glare. ‘How did you arrive at that conclusion?’


Ramses opened his mouth. I said hastily, ‘Don’t ask him, Emerson, or he will tell us. You tell us. For I confess I am unable to understand why you should concentrate your formidable talents on work that cannot possibly produce meaningful results, either in historical terms or in terms of valuable artefacts. . .’


My voice trailed off. Emerson had turned the glare on me.


The only people who are not in awe of Emerson’s powerful voice and well-nigh superhuman strength are the members of his own family. He is aware of this, and often complains about it; so from time to time I like to put on a little show of being intimidated. ‘Proceed, my dear,’ I said apologetically.


‘Hmph,’ said Emerson. ‘I don’t know why you should be surprised, Peabody. You know my views on scientific excavation. From the first, archaeology in Egypt has been a haphazard, slipshod business. There has been some improvement in recent years; however, much of the work that is being done is still scandalously inadequate, and nowhere is this more evident than in the Valley of the Kings. Everybody wants to find royal tombs. They go dashing from place to place, poking and probing, abandoning an excavation as soon as they become bored with it, ignoring the broken scraps of debris unless they find a royal cartouche. None of the smaller, uninscribed tombs has been properly cleared, measured and recorded. This is what I propose doing. It will be hard, tedious work – unexciting and possibly unproductive. But one never knows. And at worst we will have a definitive record.’


Crimson and purple streaked the sky, and from a mosque in a nearby district the high, pure voice of the muezzin began the sunset call to prayer. ‘God is great! God is great! There is no God but God.’ As if responding, the cat rose and stretched and left Nefret’s lap for that of David, who began stroking it.


Ramses said, ‘So Maspero would not give you permission to look for unknown tombs in the Valley?’


I had expected Emerson would be annoyed at this cynical and – I did not doubt – accurate guess. Instead he chuckled and splashed more whisky into his glass. ‘Right on the mark, my boy. After Vandergelt decided to give up his concession in the Valley, Maspero handed it over to that arrogant ignoramus from New York, Theodore Davis. Our distinguished director of antiquities is infatuated with wealthy dilettantes. He would not have considered my application in any case; he is a trifle put out with me these days.’


‘Small wonder,’ I said, holding out my own glass. ‘After you locked up Tetisheri’s tomb, tore down the stairs to the entrance, and refused to hand over the key.’


‘I misplaced it,’ said Emerson.


‘No, you didn’t.’


‘No, I didn’t,’ Emerson said, showing his teeth. ‘But I am damned if I will allow the Service des Antiquités to open the tomb to hordes of tourists. Candle smoke and magnesium flares, idiots rubbing up against the paintings and scraping at the plaster with their fingernails. . .’ A shudder of genuine horror ran through his body. ‘We worked too hard to conserve and restore those paintings. What the devil, we handed over the entire contents of the tomb to the museum. Why won’t Maspero be content with that?’


‘I agree with you, sir, of course,’ David said. ‘There is an additional danger; for if the tomb is opened, it won’t be long before some of the men of Gurneh get into the place and start cutting out sections of the plastered walls to sell to tourists.’


‘Not while I draw breath,’ Emerson muttered. ‘That is one of the reasons why I have decided to work in Thebes for the indefinite future, so I can keep an eye on my tomb. We will get under way tomorrow.’


A general outcry followed this statement. Even the cat let out a mournful wail.


‘Impossible, my dear,’ I said calmly.


‘Why?’ Emerson demanded. ‘We are all here, ready for – ’


‘We are not ready, Emerson. Good gracious, the boys have just now arrived after six months in the desert; Ramses has outgrown all his clothes and both lads undoubtedly require to have toilet articles and boots and heaven knows what else replaced. If you mean to stay in Luxor indefinitely the house we built two years ago will have to be enlarged, and that means more furniture, more supplies, more of – er – everything. And furthermore – ’


I ran out of breath and Emerson said, ‘And furthermore, you have planned one of your confounded social affairs. Curse it, Peabody, you know how I hate them! When?’


I had indeed arranged one of my popular dinner parties, at which we renewed old acquaintances with archaeological friends and got caught up on the news. They had become an annual custom and were, I had been assured, greatly enjoyed by all who participated. Emerson enjoyed them too; he only complained because he had got in the habit of complaining.


My principal reasons for delaying our departure were, however, precisely the ones I have mentioned. We were busy all next day laying in supplies and buying new clothes for the boys. At least I was busy. Ramses grudgingly agreed to have his measurements taken by boot makers and tailors; after that he and David went off together, ostensibly to finish their shopping. When they returned to the dahabeeyah that evening the dusty, wrinkled condition of their garments strongly suggested they had been prowling the narrow alleys of the old town. Both reeked of tobacco.


They got away from me before I could deliver the lecture I intended, with the disingenuous excuse that it was late and they wanted to wash and change before dinner. I turned in exasperation to Emerson, who was placidly sipping his whisky and stroking the cat. The cat in question was Sekhmet, who had coolly pushed her father, Anubis, off Emerson’s knee in order to take his place. Anubis, growling under his breath, had gone off to a corner to sulk.


‘Emerson, you must talk to them. Heaven only knows where they went today, and I suspect they were smoking cigarettes.’


‘We can count ourselves fortunate if that is all they were smoking,’ Emerson said. ‘I don’t approve of young people indulging in tobacco either.’ He paused to fill his pipe. ‘But it is not so harmful as hashish.’


‘I didn’t smell that on their clothes,’ I admitted.


‘Or – er – anything else?’ Emerson enquired.


‘I don’t know what you mean, Emerson. That is . . . Good gracious! You are not suggesting they may have gone to . . . To be with . . . They are only boys, they aren’t old enough to . . . ’


‘Now, Peabody, calm yourself and listen. I know it is difficult for a fond mother to admit that her little boy is growing up, but you cannot go on treating Ramses like a child. He has led an unusual life. One might say he stands astride two worlds. In one of them he is still a schoolboy – but let me assure you, Peabody, lads of his age even in England are old enough to – er – well, you understand me. In Egypt, where Ramses has spent most of his life, some of his contemporaries are already husbands and fathers. The experiences of this past summer have surely strengthened the influence of that second world. You may be certain the sheikh gave him the full responsibilities and privileges of an adult.’


‘Heavens!’ I exclaimed. ‘I cannot believe you mean . . . What do you mean?’


Emerson patted my hand. ‘I mean that Ramses – and David – are now of an age where they are more likely to heed my advice than yours. I am convinced they are not so lacking in good sense or moral fortitude as to consort with those poor, wretched women in El Was’a, but you may be sure I will raise the subject with both of them. Suppose you leave the lectures to me, eh? That goes for you, too, Nefret.’


‘Oh, good Gad,’ I exclaimed. She had been so quiet I had forgotten she was there – curled up in her favourite place on the divan, reading – or I would never have allowed Emerson to refer, however obliquely, to such a shocking subject.


Nefret said coldly, ‘If I believed either of them would so degrade himself, I would do more than lecture.’


‘They wouldn’t,’ Emerson said, sounding a little rattled. ‘So don’t. Enough of this. I cannot imagine how we get on to such subjects.’


The arrival of the steward with the daily post ended the discussion, though it certainly did not stop me thinking about it. Emerson sorted through the letters and messages and passed on the ones directed to me or to Nefret. ‘Two for you, Ramses,’ he said as the boys came in. ‘And one for David.’


The aura of attar of roses, which I had not, thank heaven, detected on Ramses’s clothes, now wafted strongly to me from the dainty pink envelope he held in his hand. ‘Whom is that from?’ I demanded.


‘Have another whisky, Peabody,’ Emerson said loudly.


I took the hint, and the whisky, and looked through my own messages. Several were invitations. I reported these to Emerson, who told me to decline all of them, including the last, which was from Colonel Bellingham.


‘I’ve no intention of wasting an entire evening with him and his silly daughter,’ Emerson grumbled.


‘This note is from her,’ Ramses said. ‘Repeating her father’s invitation.’


Instead of handing me the paper, he folded it and tucked it into his pocket. Sekhmet, making the rounds of various laps, had moved from Emerson’s to David’s; now she settled herself on to Ramses’s knee. He ignored her and opened his second letter.


‘Nothing of interest,’ Nefret announced, tossing her messages aside. ‘Invitations I shan’t accept and a particularly silly effusion from Monsieur le Comte de la Roche which I shan’t answer.’


‘Another of the victims?’ David enquired – for so he and Ramses called Nefret’s admirers.


‘He has been sending her flowers and gifts since they met at a party last week,’ I said with a frown. ‘You haven’t encouraged him, have you, Nefret?’


‘Good heavens, no, Aunt Amelia. His chin is positively concave.’


‘Perhaps you had better write him a stiff note, Emerson. Tell him his attentions are unwanted.’


‘Mmmm,’ said Emerson, who was reading the letter from Evelyn that David had passed on to him.


‘I am going to the museum tomorrow,’ Nefret announced. ‘Ramses, you said you would . . . Ramses? What is wrong?’


‘Nothing is wrong,’ Ramses said slowly. His eyes were fixed on the letter. ‘Only unexpected. Mother, do you remember Mrs Fraser – Miss Debenham, as she was before she married?’


‘Certainly, though it has been years since we were in communication with her. Is that – ’


‘From her, yes. She is in Egypt – in Cairo, to be precise.’


‘Why would she write to you instead of to me?’


‘I don’t know. She says . . . But perhaps you had better see for yourself.’


‘Who is Mrs Fraser?’ Nefret demanded.


Ramses handed me the letter and answered his sister. ‘A young lady we – Mother, that is – saved from an accusation of murder some years ago.* She married one of the other suspects, a fellow named Donald Fraser.’


‘And lived happily ever after?’


‘Apparently not,’ I said. Emerson was watching me curiously, for the name had, of course, aroused his interest. ‘What an odd letter! It is very rambling – almost incoherent. She says she saw us yesterday, on the terrace at Shepheard’s, but does not explain why she did not greet us at that time, or why she requests a meeting with us in terms of some urgency.’


Ramses said softly, ‘Us?’


‘Why, yes. She says . . . ’ I read the relevant sentences aloud. ‘“Seeing you again recalled memories of bygone days, and a promise you once made. I wonder if you also remember it? Please, may I see you and speak with you? My husband and I are at the Hotel Continental . . . ” Hmph.’


‘Quite,’ said Ramses. ‘The pronoun “you” can be singular or plural, but does not the context suggest that it is I she means?’


‘It does,’ Emerson agreed. ‘Did you make her a promise, Ramses?’


Ramses let out an exclamation and pulled his hand away from the cat. She had wrapped her front paws around his wrist and was enthusiastically licking his fingers.


‘Disgusting,’ he muttered, wiping his hand on his trousers.


‘It is a sign of affection,’ Nefret said. ‘Bastet often – ’


‘This creature is slobbering, not licking.’ Sekhmet rolled over and gazed with idiotic admiration at Ramses, who went on irritably, ‘Whatever prompted you to name her after the goddess of war? She is hopelessly affectionate and completely without discrimination.’


He scooped up the cat and put her on the floor. ‘Is it time for dinner? I am hungry.’


We took our places at the table, for dinner was indeed ready, and Mahmud had been waiting to serve. I caught Nefret’s eye; she shrugged and shook her head. Our little scheme for finding a new feline companion for Ramses had obviously been unsuccessful.


And complaining about Sekhmet had enabled him to avoid answering Emerson’s question.


I could not remember that he had made a promise to Enid. I was surprised that she had remembered. Ramses had been only seven or eight years old at the time. She had had a wholly unaccountable fondness for him, though, and he had been quite attached to her, probably because she had listened with a well-bred pretence of interest to his interminable lectures on Egyptology.


Matters were becoming interesting. Threats, or warnings, from some unknown party, an unspecified peril awaiting us in tomb Twenty-A, and an old friend in distress. Naturally I intended to deal with Enid’s little trouble myself. A child’s promise, however well meant, was of no importance. There was nothing Ramses could do for Enid that I could not do better.
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There is nothing like continued proximity to strip away the veils of romance.


AT breakfast the following morning I informed Ramses I had written to Enid inviting her, and of course her husband, to take tea with us at Shepheard’s that day.


His dark brows drew together. ‘Why not here? I had intended – ’


‘That is just why I took it upon myself to respond,’ I explained in a kindly manner. ‘You have a great deal to learn about the subtleties of social intercourse, Ramses. Inviting them here would indicate a degree of intimacy we may not wish to encourage.’


‘But – ’


‘We have not seen them for years, Ramses, and the initial acquaintanceship was based on circumstances of an extraordinary nature which are not likely to recur.’


‘I should hope not,’ Emerson grunted. ‘See here, Amelia, if you allow this young woman to drag you into another criminal investigation – or, even worse, romantic entanglement – ’


‘My dear, that is precisely what I am trying to avoid,’ I said soothingly. ‘Not that I have any reason to suppose either of those difficulties has arisen.’


‘Hmph,’ said Emerson.


‘No doubt you are right, Mother,’ Ramses said. ‘You always are.’


After we had crossed the Kasr en Nil Bridge we separated in order to pursue our various errands. The shopping was of course left to me. Having permitted themselves to be measured for various articles of attire, neither of the lads saw any reason to return to the establishments in question, and when I mentioned items such as handkerchiefs and stockings they informed me that they had got everything they needed, and that if I felt anything else were necessary, I was at liberty to supply it. Emerson’s vigorous nod indicated that he was in complete agreement with this statement.


This suited me quite well, for I do not particularly enjoy being accompanied into shops by bored male persons who keep looking at their watches and enquiring how much longer I will be. Emerson and the boys went on to the museum, where we were all to meet later, and Nefret and I proceeded to the Shari’a Kamel and the Muski, where many of the establishments carrying European goods are located. I had found a shop that would make parasols to my specifications, with a strong steel shaft and a somewhat pointed tip, and had ordered two new ones. Stout as they were, my parasols tended to wear out rather quickly; I had to purchase at least one every year.


I was pleased to find the parasols ready, and after brandishing them experimentally in order to test the weight, I told the shopkeeper (after he had come out from under the counter) to send them to the dahabeeyah. Nefret had declined a parasol; while admitting its all-round usefulness, she preferred to carry a knife. We selected a new one of good Sheffield steel, and after completing the remainder of our shopping, we proceeded to the museum.


The previous year the antiquities collections had been moved from the old palace of Gizeh to a new building in the Isma’iliyeh district. It was a handsome structure of yellow stucco in the Graeco-Roman style, with a pillared porch in front, and in front of that a bare space that would one day be a garden. At the moment it was adorned with a few spindly palm trees and a large marble sarcophagus – no ancient relic, but a modern monument in which rested the remains of Auguste Mariette, the revered founder of the Service des Antiquités.


The boys were waiting for us next to the bronze statue of Mariette. David swept off his hat; Ramses raised a hand to his brow and looked surprised to discover he was not wearing a hat. He had had one on when we left the boat. I did not bother asking what he had done with it. Hats and Ramses were not compatible. I had come to believe it was a hereditary trait.


‘Where is your father?’ I asked.


‘He went off on some errand or other,’ Ramses replied. ‘Since he chose not to volunteer information concerning his destination or his intentions, I did not enquire. He said he would meet us here at the agreed-upon hour.’


I was pleased to hear this. Emerson always loses his temper when he visits the museum, and it is necessary for me to be with him in order to prevent him from storming into the office of the director and calling him rude names. ‘Have you paid your respects to M. Maspero?’ I enquired.


‘He was not in his office,’ Ramses said. ‘We spoke with Herr Brugsch. I – er – happened to mention to him that Father would be along shortly.’


Emerson does not get on well with very many Egyptologists, but he had a set of special curses reserved for Emile Brugsch, Maspero’s assistant, whom he considered both incompetent and dishonest.


‘Ah,’ I said. ‘So Brugsch will take care not to be in his office either. Well done, Ramses.’


‘Well done?’ Nefret exclaimed. ‘If Brugsch and Maspero have both left, how am I to get permission to see my mummy? Curse it, Ramses, you promised – ’


‘I asked about it,’ Ramses said. ‘Unfortunately, the mummy in question appears to have been misplaced.’


‘What?’ It was my turn to be outraged. ‘Our mummy? Lost, do you mean?’


‘Brugsch assured me it was not lost, only – er – temporarily misplaced. They are still moving objects from the old museum. He is certain it will turn up.’


‘Turn up, indeed. Emerson is absolutely right to criticize Maspero’s methods; there is no excuse for such slipshod measures now that the new museum has been built. But I see Emerson coming; for pity’s sake don’t mention this to him or he will explode.’


After an affectionate exchange of greetings we entered the museum and went up the handsome staircase to the Galerie d’Honneur on the first floor, where the materials from Tetisheri’s tomb were prominently displayed. As Maspero had been gracious enough to admit, they were one of the treasures of the museum, even though they did not include the mummy and coffins of the queen. What had become of them no one knew, not even ourselves; but there had been enough of the queen’s funerary goods remaining to make a breathtaking display – ushabtis and statues, inlaid chests and alabaster jars, a throne-chair completely covered in gold leaf chased with delicate designs – and the pièce de résistance, a chariot. When we found it in the queen’s tomb it was in pieces, but all the parts were there, including the spoked wheels. The body, of wood covered with gesso and linen, had been carved and gilded, and we had had the devil of a job stabilizing the fragile materials so that they would not deteriorate any further than they already had. Emerson had himself supervised the removal of the chariot to Cairo and seen it reassembled in a large glass case. Every time we visited the museum he walked round and round the case, examining every inch of the precious thing to make certain no more bits had fallen off.


Unfortunately, they usually had. This put Emerson in a bad humour, and he began grumbling about everything he could think of. ‘Maspero ought to have kept everything together, curse it. The jewellery – ’


‘Is, as is proper, in the Jewel Room,’ I replied. ‘Where it can be more easily protected.’


‘Hmm,’ said Ramses. He was studying the padlocks on the wooden cases with a degree of interest that made me somewhat uncomfortable. But no, I assured myself. Ramses was older and more responsible now, and not even in his younger days would he have tried to rob the Cairo Museum. Not without an excellent reason, anyhow.


So we went next to the Jewel Room, where Ramses gravitated to the cases containing the Treasure of Dahshur, as the guidebooks called it – the jewels of the Twelfth Dynasty princesses discovered in 1894 and ’95. The labels on those cases attributed the discovery to M. de Morgan, who had been Director of the Service des Antiquités. I had my doubts about the accuracy of that attribution and, to judge by his expression, so had Ramses. Since he had never actually admitted finding the jewellery before M. de Morgan – which would have been tantamount to admitting he had been guilty of illicit excavation – I had never asked him.


Nefret and Emerson stood before the case containing the Cushite royal sceptres. Here again the official label was not entirely inaccurate. The sceptres, magnificent examples of their kind, had been found in a remote wadi near the Valley of the Kings, by Professor and Mrs Radcliffe Emerson; but they had been found in that location because we had put them there. Nefret had brought them away with her from the Lost Oasis, and since the very existence of that spot must never be disclosed to the world, we had been forced to engage in a small spot of misdirection in order to make the sceptres accessible to the scholarly world.


Baedeker had given the Dahshur Treasure two stars. Tetisheri’s jewellery awaited a new edition of that invaluable book for its evaluation, but I did not doubt it would rate at least as high. The queen’s parure had included several massive gold bracelets, even finer than the ones that had belonged to her daughter, Queen Aahhotep, which rested in a nearby case. My favourite pieces were the beaded collars and bracelets, multiple strands of carnelian and turquoise, lapis lazuli and gold. They had been only a jumble of colour when I first set eyes on them, lying on the floor of the burial chamber where they had fallen from the collapsed wooden case.


Standing beside me, David studied them with the same pride and interest. It was due to our joint efforts that the exquisite things had survived in their present form. We had spent hours studying the patterns of the fragments that had not fallen apart and restringing hundred of tiny beads in the same order. I had had considerable experience with such work, but I dare say I could not have done it so well without David. He had been trained by one of the finest forgers of antiquities in Luxor, and he had an artist’s eye.


I gave his arm a little squeeze and he looked down at me with a reminiscent smile. ‘There will never be anything like it again,’ he said softly. ‘What an experience that was!’


‘You have hardly reached the peak of your career at eighteen,’ I assured him. ‘The best is certainly yet to come, David.’


‘Quite right,’ said Emerson. Jewellery is not one of his principal interests, and he had become bored. ‘Well, my dears, what shall we see next?’


‘The royal mummies,’ Nefret said promptly.


Emerson was agreeable. Mummies are one of his interests, and he was certain he could find something in the exhibit to complain about.


The royal mummies had come for the most part from two caches, one in the cliffs above Deir el Bahri, the other in the tomb of Amenhotep II. In the old museum they had been dispersed in different rooms. Maspero had brought them together here, at the end of the same vestibule off which the Jewel Room was located. It was a very popular exhibit, and as we approached Emerson burst out, ‘Only look at those ghouls! The whole business is so unseemly it makes me wild with rage! I told Maspero he had no right to put those poor cadavers on display, as if they were artefacts; how would you like, I asked him, to be exposed naked to the stares of the vulgar?’


‘That is certainly a grisly thought,’ said Ramses.


Nefret raised her hand to her mouth to hide her smile and I frowned reproachfully at Ramses, who pretended not to see. M. Maspero was quite stout, but that was no excuse for making fun of him.


David had missed the vulgar reference to poor M. Maspero. He was a serious, sensitive lad, who could probably claim a closer relationship with the remains than could any of the tourists who proposed to gape at them. Looking troubled, he said earnestly, ‘You are in the right, Professor. Perhaps we should express our repugnance by refusing to view the mummies.’


‘That is a different matter altogether,’ Emerson declared. ‘We are scholars. We are not moved by idle curiosity.’


Ramses, in the lead as usual, was suddenly thrust aside by a figure that rushed precipitately through the crowd. It ran full tilt into Emerson, who is not easily thrust aside. Since the figure was that of a woman, my gallant husband did not push it away. Supporting her as she recoiled – for running into Emerson is rather like running into a large boulder – he said mildly, ‘Watch where you are going, madam. You are presently standing on my foot.’


Rubbing her forehead, the lady looked up at him. Her incoherent apologies had barely begun before she interrupted them to exclaim, ‘Can it be you, Professor Emerson? But – but I believe we are engaged to have tea with you in an hour’s time. What a strange coincidence!’


‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘We frequently visit the museum and so, I fancy, do most serious-minded visitors to Cairo. It is good to see you again, Mrs Fraser. Shall we just step aside, out of the way of the people who are waiting?’


Emerson, who had been staring fixedly at her, remembered his manners and introduced the rest of our party. I believe he was as shocked as I at how she had changed. She had been a handsome young creature, as vigorous and graceful as a tigress. Now her thick dark hair was streaked with silver and her shoulders slumped like those of an old woman. The alteration of her features was less easy to define; it was not so much a matter of pallor and wrinkles, but of expression – a haunted look in the fine dark eyes, a tight set to her mouth. To be sure, she was eight years older than she had been when we first met her, but that span of time should not have had such a devastating effect.


Conquering my amazement, I enquired, ‘Where is Mr Fraser? Will he meet us at the hotel?’


Enid appeared not to hear the question. After acknowledging the introductions to Nefret and David, whom she had not met before, she had returned her gaze to Ramses. Offering her hand, she exclaimed, ‘Ramses! Forgive the familiarity, but it is difficult for me to think of you by any other name. I would scarcely have recognized you. You have grown up!’
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