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  The Journal of Madeline Smythe




  




  From the journal of Madeline Smythe:




  October 11th




  To think that my father has permitted me to go to Egypt and explore the exotic flavours of life that are so distant from this simple home in which I have spent all my life! It is more than a mere happy happenstance; it is a dream come into vibrant reality! To leave dreary, musty England for a far-off realm of intrigue!




  I simply did not believe him when he first strode into his carpeted study and informed me of his plans to return to that land of mystery and ancient rituals. My guardian from all the dangers in this chaotic world gone once more from my life? It took some time for the truth to sink in to my feminine mind, so used am I to my sheltered and orderly life. I had suspected that he was arranging an expedition, and I believed that he would also schedule the arrival of some dowager and unsocial aunt to keep watch over me in his absence. This had happened on several occasions throughout my childhood. But, now that I am a woman of twenty years it is not to be!




  I broke the news to my dearest friends at lunch, and they were all atremble with worry and excitement. Anne suggested I would be bitten by a 'teensie fly' and die of plague immediately upon stepping off the steamboat. I did not know what to think of that prophecy except that she has always been one to spot a grey cloud in an otherwise bright, blue sky. Mary and Elizabeth feared that I would be snatched up by white slavers once my father's back was turned. Edith noted that would at the least mean a husband for me, even if I must share him with a hundred other women. We all giggled and blushed at the prospect of me, draped in diaphanous silks, lounging in some caliph's harem. In general, though, they voiced their envy at this opportunity for adventure, despite the ponderous shadow my father would cast over romance and adventure. We promised to write to each other every day; an empty vow and we all knew it.




  The rest of today has been spent in packing. Although, the maids did much of the work as I was preoccupied in fantasies about what awaited me in that magical, mythical desert land.




  
October 23rd




  Egypt is like nothing I expected! The smells! The sounds! The sights! The city is one of stone buildings whose dusty streets are full of markets, with robed and turbaned Egyptians trying to sell us everything under the sun. I would have liked to explore some of the markets and really experience the people and culture, but Father put a protective arm about me and drew me away. I had barely a chance to taste the exotic flavour and ancient background of this land before it was stripped away from me.




  We are treated like royalty, and the dark-skinned men and women are very polite and thoughtful toward us. And the place is so frightfully hot! I suppose the natives must be used to it, but it shall take me some time to grow accustomed. At least Father, under the advice of his two partners Mister Pennington and Professor Avardiu, has consented to allow me to wear trousers. I should have wilted in a day under skirts and petticoats. As it stands, I sometimes turn an enviable eye upon the Egyptian women whose custom allows them to wear far less than I would dare even in this stifling heat.




  And, they tell us that this it is much hotter in summer!




  As we organize our expedition – and I have been permitted to help as it was decided that some tasks would best be done by a woman – I find my anticipation and excitement building. Will I be allowed to actually help with the dig? Father has often lauded my artistic skills, so will I be called upon to capture with charcoal and paper the images of desiccated and silently screaming mummies or animal-headed deities? I wish Father had let me peruse his books on hieroglyphics!




  The men often ask me to leave when they hold their business discussions. This irks me! Father and I have no-one left but the two of us, so I wish he would involve me in his dealings more. Alas that I was born a woman!




  Mr Pennington is as old as Father, grey of hair, with spectacles and mutton chops. He is slightly stooped, but it gives him a kindly appearance as he looks up to everyone and smiles. Father told me his friend was injured in the Mutiny, but I am sure that he cannot be old enough to have served in India. In fact, I have a problem imagining him as a young man. Was it ever possible?




  Professor Avardiu is younger than my father, but still a man of maturity. He is sober, and tends to twirl the end of his moustache when deep in thought. At first I thought him to be something of a cad, the way he would sit and stare at me while playing with his facial hair, but I tested him and found that I could even leave the room and he would not be aware of my departure. What airy circles his mind wanders in I cannot guess, but I have been told his speciality is mysticism and mythology.




  A third business associate joined us today. His name is John Whitchell, and he is an American. His dispensing with titles and polite formalities mark him as a typical Yankee, but I find that he has a charm unlike any I have seen before. He wears a gun at his side wherever he goes. Once, when Father was absent, I dared to ask him if he expected to see an Indian. Mr Whitchell merely smiled and said, in his own unsophisticated way, that there were far more 'ornery' men in the world than Indians. Father often frowns when he sees me talking with the American, especially after Mr Whitchell stated that he was the only man young enough in the company to recognize a pretty girl. I suspect he was speaking of me, although I have been taught not to be immodest. So, perhaps my adventure may already be beginning.




  And I suspect that I shall have to edit what I write to my friends. I turn over all letters to Father, as I have always done, but I have come to suspect that he still reviews them before posting them. This journal has a lock and only I have the key, so I will enter everything here truthfully and unafraid. Father has never asked to look inside of it, although he knows that I posses it.




  
November 7th




  We have reached the Valley of the Kings. The Valley of Dry Rock and the Merest Suggestion of a Stream would be more appropriate. I suspect the tombs were put here because the desolation would be daunting to even the most covetous of thieves. Mr Whitchell thought my observation most humorous. While Father frowned at my observation, Mr Pennington kindly pointed out that placement of the tombs in such an isolated place was a mistake by the primitive Ancient Egyptians, as it allowed grave robbers unfettered access to the riches buried here. Mr Avardiu pointed out that 'energies and forces' in the area were unusually strong. I suspect our moustached friend may not be a true psychic, however in the past Father has told me that my instincts are not to be trusted.




  Once Father established our exact location on a special map he carried, camp was set up by the porters and other men that he had hired. They were very efficient. While Father and his associates examined charts and discussed their specific plans, I strolled about the camp and sketched the men at work. The Egyptians are a friendly people, and were quite curious about what I was doing and why. Only a small number speak English, and while I drew they told me stories about the different kings buried around us and the curses upon their tombs.




  Shortly before dinner, Father asked me to draw detailed images of some outcroppings. He was quite insistent that I note any sign of manufacture among the jumbled stones. Mr Whitchell offered to stay near and kill any scorpions or vipers that came near, for which I expressed my gratitude. Father scowled, took Mr Whitchell aside and spoke to him angrily. When the American returned to my side he said nothing. Mr Avardiu asked me to expand my senses, and to be more concerned about putting the abstract and ethereal upon paper than drawing the more mundane reality that most of us are limited to. He suggested that I have some nascent clairvoyant powers, and at this Mr Whitchell laughed scornfully.




  Is Mr Avardiu a fraud as Mr Whitchell's laugh suggests? I was intrigued by his comment. I have often had premonitions and the feeling that I have been somewhere or experienced something before - the French call it déjà vu - and I believe there is something more to the universe and the mind of man than mere physicality. Would it not be incredible if I had some connection with the Great Beyond? When I return to England I shall consult a reputable medium and determine if I have gifts. That is, with Father's permission of course.




  
November 8th




  Father examined my drawings this morning and was greatly disappointed. Mr Avardiu and Mr Whitchell spoke up on my behalf gallantly, the former expressing how I had captured the soul of the valley while the latter noting my eye for detail and deft hand. Mr Pennington glanced at the papers Father dropped upon the table and suggested that my drawings showed I could be of great use to the expedition. My heart leapt at that endorsement!




  The men discussed it as I sat there in Father's tent, watching and listening as they each cast an occasional eye toward me, until at last they were agreed that I was not going to be the burden they had feared. I dried my eyes and then explained that my greatest hope was to make Father happy. They had only to speak of my duties and I would perform them cheerfully.




  Mr Pennington's thought was that I would sketch the paintings and carvings found within different tombs. My eye for detail could be used to draw out information that had been missed by earlier, and perhaps careless, archaeologists. The men would later examine my drawings carefully and extract what value they could. He assured me that it was vitally important work, and it required dedication and loyalty to my father's plans.




  Gone were my intentions to peer into newly discovered tombs beside Father. Vanished was the idea that I was going to learn the truth about Father's work here. I knew the work they were assigning me was far from what I had hoped and dreamed, but I decided to put a brave smile upon my face and accept their offer. I would spend time in actual Egyptian tombs! I would be capturing images created by artisans thousands of years ago! While it was likely that I would learn nothing new to science, I would learn many things new to me.




  The men all shook my hand and declared that I was the fifth member of their group. Both Mr Whitchell and Mr Avardiu held my hand a little longer than was prudent under the observant eyes of my doting father. I feared a heated discussion might ensue. Nothing came of it, though.




  Following lunch, I was given two workers to aid me and sent into the tomb of a New Kingdom Pharaoh. They held the lanterns and my art supplies, and then waited patiently as I selected the best images to transfer onto paper. While the high ceiling and large pylons on either side of the entrance had suggested there would be much work for me inside, I was deeply disappointed once we went deeper into the tomb. Paintings had flaked off the walls, carvings had been scratched away by sandstorms and looters, and I had no desire to draw and paint the nearly bare walls and ceiling that confronted me.




  We proceeded as far as we could, then returned to a point where the greatest percentage of wall decorations had survived. A stool was set down for me and I set to work. The men had nothing to do but sit with their backs to the wall and whisper to each other in their strange tongue. I concentrated upon my task, copying down all that I could.




  The images of Ancient Egyptians, possibly in the midst of a war or planting crops, were faded. In some cases I extrapolated and lightly drew what I thought should be there; that would please Mr Avardiu I believed.




  Suddenly the men stood and I turned to see Mr Whitchell approaching. He nodded to me, then turned to the men and said something to them in their own language. They hurried off.




  "You have come for a visit, Mr Whitchell?" I asked, coyly I thought. "Did you think I would be bored and lonely for conversation?"




  He removed his hat, looked at the wall then examined my work. "Does this not seem somewhat...of a waste of time, Miss Smythe?"




  I blinked at him, helplessly. I was doing my father's work, and who was I to speak of it as a waste of time? Who was Mr Whitchell to do the same? "My father's work is very important to him, Mr Whitchell. You have been hired for a reason; should you not attend your duties?"




  "Whoa, miss. I meant no harm." He examined my drawings again. "You have some talent."




  "Thank you," I said, in a more pleasant tone.




  "Would you like to go riding with me after dinner?"




  "You mean...horseback riding?" I asked with an excitement that he could not have failed to detect. I had not ridden a horse since Mama had died.




  "I don't know anything about camels, miss," he said, allowing himself a brief grin.




  "If my father accepts..."




  "I'm not asking your father to go riding with me. You and I could leave right after dinner, explore a little bit more of this valley, catch the sunset from a ridge, then return before it got too dark."




  I gave him a stern look. "I am not aware if American women are in the habit of going off on unescorted trips with men they barely know, but English women are more prudent."




  He chewed his lip for a few seconds, then: "That's a no, then?"




  My mouth opened, then closed. Mr Whitchell was uncouth, but he was an American. Furthermore, I'd determined that his charm came from an animal masculinity that emanated from him. He was unlike any man I'd met before. I could easily envision him camping alone in some pine forest, fending off bears with a hunting knife. While he was definitely not the type of man you invited to tea I found that I did not want to summarily dismiss him and his attentions.




  "That's a 'you must first ask my father', Mr Whitchell."




  "I'll ask your father, miss." He put his hat back on. "However, you might want to think on the idea that if you let your father run your life you're going to miss out on some of what the world has to offer you."




  He left me with no further word. In fact, he did not bring up the idea of a ride during or after dinner. I did note that neither he nor Father made eye contact during our meal together. I had suspected Father would refuse Mr Whitchell's invitation, but I couldn't just have ridden off into the sunset with the American, could I?




  
November 9th




  This morning I returned alone to the tomb; my former companions had been assigned other work. Having finished on one portion of wall, I found another and set to work. The images were lifeless and dull, and there was no clue as to what had originally been portrayed. But I worked diligently, although I briefly cursed my father at one point as the memory of Mr Whitchell's offer came to mind.




  I had to remind myself that Father was correct in his refusal, as he was my guardian and he knew best. Mother had died in a riding accident and the same could happen to me; I had heard that often enough after being rendered motherless at the age of six. Horses could be unpredictable, and anything unpredictable could lead to disaster. Father was right to be cautious. So, why did I feel as if something precious has been stolen from me?




  I was in the tomb keeping myself busy, when Mr Avardiu called out to me. He had a satchel that smelled of some spicy Egyptian dish. I greeted him and he looked over my work, then took a deep breath and explored the tomb with his eyes.




  "This tomb once held great power, but there is so much in disarray that I fear the energies have leaked out of this world. Can you not feel it, Miss Smythe?"




  I thought over what he had said. In truth, there was a feeling of emptiness within those stone walls. "Yes, Mr Avardiu, I believe that I can sense it. In a fashion."




  "Ah." He handed my lunch to me. After brushing his moustache for a few seconds, he then placed the palm of his right hand against the stone wall, over the image I'd been copying. "I knew you were sensitive. There are so few of us in the world, but I can always tell when I meet another."




  "How can you tell, Mr Avardiu?"




  He tsked and shook his head sadly. "It is easy when you know how. But you are such an innocent, and ignorant of the greater powers extant in the world and in the universe. There are such things that I have seen under the tutelage of the Great Masters, secrets that I have been told, it is a pity that I am not free to reveal these things to everyone."




  "But...you could reveal these things to a novice, such as you were at one time?" I asked. The prospect of learning hidden mystical truths was enticing.




  "I suppose..." He looked down at the floor. "But, you are held in check by your father. He anchors you to the world of the mundane. It would be very difficult to open your eyes to the wonders I have seen, without freeing you of this...this anchor, this ball and chain. Mind reading, telepathy, clairvoyance, telekinesis, what would not be within your reach?"
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