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  Dr Robin Cook, a graduate of Columbia Medical School, completed his postgraduate medical training at Harvard. He is the author of Shock, Abduction, Vector, Toxin, Chromosome

  6 and numerous other bestselling novels.










  Concerning Egypt itself I shall extend my remarks to a great length, because there is no country that possesses so many wonders, nor any that has such a

  number of works that defy description.




  – Herodotus




  History










  Prologue




  1301 BC Tomb of Tutankhamen Valley of the Kings Necropolis of Thebes Year Ten of His Majesty, King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Son of Re, Pharaoh Seti I fourth month of season

  of Inundation, day ten




  Emeni thrust his copper chisel through the closely packed limestone chips directly ahead of him and felt it hit against solid masonry. He did it again, just to be sure. Without

  doubt he had reached the inner door. Beyond lay treasure the likes of which he could hardly fathom; beyond was the house of eternity of the young pharaoh, Tutankhamen, buried fifty-one years

  previously.




  With renewed enthusiasm he dug into the densely packed rubble. The dust made breathing difficult. Sweat dripped from his angular face in a steady stream. He was on his stomach in a pitch-black

  tunnel barely wide enough even for his thin, sinewy body. Cupping his hand, he raked the loosened limestone under him until he could get it past his foot. Then like a burrowing insect he pushed the

  chips behind him, where they were gathered into a reed basket by the water carrier Kemese. Emeni did not feel any pain as his abraded hand groped in the blackness for the plastered wall ahead. His

  fingertips traced the seal of Tutankhamen on the blocked door, undisturbed since the young pharaoh had been interred.




  Resting his head on his left arm, Emeni let his whole body go limp. Pain spread through his shoulders, and behind him he could hear Kemese’s laboured breathing as he dropped the gravel

  into the basket.




  ‘We have reached the inner door,’ Emeni said with a mixture of fear and excitement. More than anything else, Emeni wanted this night to be over. He was not a thief. But there he was

  tunnelling into the eternal sanctuary of the hapless Tutankhamen. ‘Have Iramen fetch my mallet.’ Emeni noticed that his voice had a strange warbling quality within the narrow confines

  of the tunnel. Kemese squealed delight at the news and scrambled backwards out of the tunnel, dragging his reed basket.




  Then there was silence. Emeni felt the walls of the tunnel press in upon him. He struggled against his claustrophobic fear, remembering how his grandfather Amenemheb had supervised the digging

  of this small tomb. Emeni wondered if Amenemheb had touched the surface directly above him. Rolling over, he put his palms against the solid rock, and it reassured him. The plans of

  Tutankhamen’s tomb that Amenemheb had given to his son Per Nefer, Emeni’s father, who had, in turn, given them to Emeni, were accurate. Emeni had tunnelled exactly twelve cubits from

  the outer door and had hit the inner door. Beyond lay the antechamber. It had taken two nights of back-breaking labour, but by morning it would be over. Emeni planned to remove only four golden

  statues, whose location was also pinpointed in the plans. One statue for himself and one for each of his co-conspirators. Then he would reseal the tomb. Emeni hoped the gods would understand. He

  would not steal for himself. The single golden statue was needed to pay for the complete embalming and funerary preparation of his parents.




  Kemese re-entered the tunnel, pushing ahead of him his reed basket containing the mallet and an oil lamp. It also contained a bronze dagger with an ox-bone handle. Kemese was a real thief, with

  no scruples to limit his appetite for gold.




  With the mallet and the copper chisel, Emeni’s experienced hands made quick work of the mortar holding the stone blocks in front of him. He marvelled at the insignificance of

  Tutankhamen’s tomb when compared with the cavernous tomb of Pharaoh Seti I, on which he was currently employed. But the insignificance of Tutankhamen’s was a blessing in disguise, for

  otherwise Emeni would never have been in a position to enter the tomb. Pharaoh Horemheb’s formal edict to erase the memory of Tutankhamen had removed the Ka priests of Amen from standing

  watch, and Emeni had only to bribe the night watchman of the workers’ huts with two measures of grain and beer. Even that was probably unnecessary, since Emeni had planned to enter

  Tutankhamen’s house of eternity during the great feast of Ope. The entire staff of the necropolis, including most of the population of Emeni’s own village, the Place of Truth, were all

  rejoicing in Thebes proper on the east side of the great Nile. Yet, despite the precautions, Emeni was still more anxious than he’d ever been in his entire life, and this anxiety drove him on

  to a frenzied exertion with the mallet and chisel. The block in front of him grated forward, then thudded on to the floor of the chamber beyond.




  Emeni’s heart stopped as he half-expected to be set upon by demons of the underworld. Instead, his nostrils picked out the aromatic smell of cedar and incense and his ears recorded the

  solitude of eternity. With a sense of awe he worked his way forward and entered the tomb headfirst. The silence was deafening, the blackness impenetrable. Looking back into the tunnel, he glimpsed

  faint, attenuated moonlight as Kemese worked his way forward. Groping like a blind man, he sought to give Emeni the oil lamp.




  ‘Can I enter?’ asked Kemese to the darkness after handing over the lamp and the tinder.




  ‘Not yet,’ answered Emeni, busy with the light. ‘Go back and tell Iramen and Amasis that it’ll be about a half-hour before we start refilling the tunnel.’




  Kemese grumbled and, like a crab, worked his way backwards through the tunnel.




  A lone spark leaped from the wheel and caught the tinder. Deftly Emeni applied it to the wick of the oil lamp. Light sprang up and pierced the darkness like sudden warmth entering a cold

  room.




  Emeni froze, his legs almost buckling. In the flickering half-light he could make out the face of a god, Amnut, devourer of the dead. The oil lamp shook in his trembling hands, and he stumbled

  back against the wall. But the god did not advance. Then, as the light played over its golden head, revealing its ivory teeth and its slender, stylized body, Emeni realized he was looking at a

  funerary bed. There were two others, one with the head of a cow, the other a lion. To the right, against the wall, were two life-size statues of the boy king Tutankhamen, guarding the entrance to

  the burial chamber. Emeni had already seen similar gilded statues of Seti I being carved in the house of the sculptors.




  Emeni carefully avoided a garland of dried flowers dropped on the threshold. He moved quickly, isolating two gilded shrines. With reverence he unlatched the doors and lifted the golden statues

  from their pedestals. One was an exquisite statue of Nekhbet, a vulture goddess of upper Egypt; the other, Isis. Neither had the name of Tutankhamen. That was important.




  Taking the mallet and chisel, Emeni moved under the Amnut funerary bed and quickly made an opening into the side chamber. According to the plans of Amenemheb, the other two statues Emeni wanted

  were in a coffer in this smaller room. Ignoring a strong sense of foreboding, Emeni entered the room, holding the oil lamp in front of him. To his relief, there were no terrifying objects. The

  walls were rough-hewn rock. Emeni recognized the chest he wanted from the beautiful image on the top. There, carved in relief, was a young queen offering the pharaoh Tutankhamen bouquets of lotus,

  papyrus, and poppies. But there was a problem. The lid was locked in some clever way and would not open. Emeni carefully set down the oil lamp on a reddish-brown cedar cabinet and examined the

  coffer more closely. He was unaware of the activity in the tunnel behind him.




  Kemese had already reached its lip, with Iramen right behind him. Amasis, an enormous Nubian, having great difficulty pushing his bulk through the narrow passage, was farther back, but the other

  two could already see Emeni’s shadow dancing grotesquely on the floor and wall of the antechamber. Kemese gripped the bronze dagger in his rotting teeth and oozed headfirst from the tunnel on

  to the floor of the tomb. Silently he helped Iramen to a standing position beside him. The two waited, scarcely daring to breathe until, with a minor clatter of loose gravel, Amasis finally entered

  the chamber. Fear quickly metamorphosed to wild-eyed greed as the three peasants eyed the unbelievable treasure spread around them. Never in their lives had they ever seen such marvellous objects,

  and it was all there for the taking. Like a pack of starved Russian wolves the three launched themselves into the carefully arranged objects. Densely packed coffers were ripped open and dumped.

  Gold attached to furniture and chariots was ripped off.




  Emeni heard the first crash and his heart leaped in his chest. His first thought was that he was caught. Then he heard his companions’ cries of excitement and realized what was happening.

  It was like a nightmare.




  ‘No, no!’ he shouted, snatching up the oil lamp and pushing himself through the opening into the antechamber. ‘Stop, in the names of all the gods, stop!’ The sound

  reverberated in the small room, momentarily startling the three thieves into inaction. Then Kemese snatched up his oxbone-handled dagger. Seeing the movement, Amasis smiled. It was a cruel smile,

  the light from the oil lamp reflecting from the surface of his huge teeth.




  Emeni lunged for his mallet, but Kemese put his foot on it, pinning it to the floor. Amasis reached out and grabbed Emeni’s left wrist, steadying the oil lamp. With his other hand he hit

  Emeni in the temple, continuing to hold the lamp as the stonecutter collapsed in a heap on the piles of royal linen.




  Emeni had no idea how long he was unconscious, but when the blackness receded, the nightmare returned in a tidal wave. At first all he heard were muffled voices. A small amount of gilded light

  issued from a break in the wall, and turning his head slowly to ease the pain, he stared into the burial chamber. Squatting down between bituminized statues of Tutankhamen, Emeni could make out

  Kemese’s silhouette. The peasants were violating the sacred sanctuary, the Holy of Holies.




  Silently Emeni moved each of his limbs. His left arm and hand were numb from being twisted underneath him, but otherwise he felt all right. He had to find help. He gauged the distance to the

  tunnel opening. It was close, but it would be difficult to enter it quietly. Bringing his feet up underneath him, Emeni crouched, waiting for the throbbing in his head to abate. Suddenly Kemese

  turned, holding up a small golden statue of Horus. He saw Emeni and for a moment he was frozen. Then with a roar he leaped into the centre of the anteroom towards the dazed stonecutter.




  Ignoring the pain, Emeni dived into the tunnel, scraping his chest and abdomen on the plastered edge. But Kemese moved swiftly and managed to grab an ankle. Bracing himself, he shouted for

  Amasis. Emeni rolled over on to his back within the tunnel and kicked viciously with his free foot, catching Kemese on his cheekbone. The grip loosened and Emeni was able to scramble forward

  through the tunnel, mindless of innumerable cuts from the limestone chips. He reached the dry night air and ran towards the necropolis guard station on the road to Thebes.




  Behind, in Tutankhamen’s tomb, panic ensued. The three thieves knew that their only chance for escape was to leave immediately, even though they had entered only one of the gilded burial

  shrines. Amasis reluctantly staggered from the burial chamber with a heavy armload of golden statues. Kemese tied a group of solid gold rings in a rag, only to drop the bundle inadvertently on the

  debris-strewn floor. Feverishly they dumped their spoils into reed baskets. Iramen put down the oil lamp and pushed his basket into the tunnel, climbing in after it. Kemese and Amasis followed,

  dropping a lotiform alabaster cup on the threshold. Once they were out of the tomb, they began to climb south away from the necropolis guard station. Amasis was overloaded with booty. To free his

  right hand, he stashed a blue faience cup under a rock, then caught up to the others. They passed the route to Hatshepsut’s temple, heading instead for the village of the necropolis workers.

  Once out of the valley, they turned to the west and entered the vast reaches of the Libyan desert. They were free, and they were rich; very rich.




  Emeni had never known torture, although on occasion he had fantasized whether he could bear it. He couldn’t. The pain ascended, with surprising rapidity, from being

  tolerable to unbearable. He had been told that he was to be examined with the stick. He had had no idea what that meant until four stout guards of the necropolis forced him down on a low table,

  holding each of his extremities. A fifth began to beat Emeni unmercifully on the soles of his feet.




  ‘Stop, I will tell all,’ gasped Emeni. But he had already told everything, fifty times. He wished he could pass out, but he could not. He felt as if his feet were in a fire, pressed

  against white-hot glowing coals. The agony was intensified by the burning noonday sun. Emeni shrieked like a butchered dog. He tried to bite the arm holding his right wrist, but someone pulled him

  back by his hair.




  When Emeni finally was certain of going crazy, Prince Maya, chief of police of the necropolis, casually waved his manicured hand, indicating the beating should stop. The guard with the club hit

  Emeni once more before quitting. Prince Maya, enjoying the scent from his customary lotus blossom, turned to his guests: Nebmare-nahkt, mayor of Western Thebes; and Nenephta, overseer and chief

  architect for his majesty Pharaoh Seti I. No one spoke, so Maya turned to Emeni, who had been released and who was now lying on his back, still feeling the fire in his feet.




  ‘Tell me again, stonecutter, how you knew the way into Pharaoh Tutankhamen’s tomb.’




  Emeni was yanked into a sitting position, the image of the three noblemen swimming before him. Gradually his vision cleared. He recognized the exalted architect Nenephta.




  ‘My grandfather,’ said Emeni with difficulty. ‘He gave the plans of the tomb to my father, who gave them to me.’




  ‘Your grandfather was a stonecutter for Pharaoh Tutankhamen’s tomb?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Emeni. He went on to explain again that he had wanted only enough money to embalm his parents. He pleaded for mercy, emphasizing that he had given himself up when he saw

  his companions desecrating the tomb.




  Nenephta watched a distant falcon effortlessly spiral in the sapphire sky. His mind wandered from the interrogation. He was troubled by this tomb robber. It was a shock to realize how easily all

  his efforts to secure his majesty Seti I’s house of eternity could be thwarted. Suddenly he interrupted Emeni.




  ‘Are you a stonecutter on Pharaoh Seti I’s tomb?’




  Emeni nodded. He had stopped his pleading in mid-sentence. He feared Nenephta. Everyone feared Nenephta.




  ‘Do you think the tomb we are building can be robbed?’




  ‘Any tomb can be robbed as soon as it is not guarded.’




  Anger swept over Nenephta. With great difficulty he refrained from personally thrashing this human hyena who represented everything he hated. Emeni sensed the animosity and cowered back towards

  his torturers.




  ‘And how would you suggest we protect the pharaoh and his treasure?’ asked Nenephta finally in a voice that quivered with restrained anger.




  Emeni did not know what to say. He hung his head and endured the heavy silence. All he could think of was the truth. ‘It is impossible to protect the pharaoh,’ he said finally.

  ‘As it has been in the past, so it will be in the future. The tombs will be robbed.’




  With a speed that defied his corpulent bulk, Nenephta sprang from his seat and backhanded Emeni. ‘You filth. How dare you speak so insolently of the pharaoh.’ Nenephta motioned to

  hit Emeni again, but the pain in his hand from the first blow stopped him. Instead, he adjusted his linen robe and then spoke. ‘Since you are an expert in tomb robbing, how is it that your

  own adventure failed so miserably?’




  ‘I am not an expert in tomb robbing. If I were, I would have anticipated the effect that the treasures of Pharaoh Tutankhamen would have on my peasant helpers. Their greed drove them to

  madness.’




  Nenephta’s pupils suddenly dilated despite the bright sunlight. His face went flaccid. The change was so apparent that even the somnolent Nebmare-nahkt took notice, stopping a date midway

  between the bowl and his gaping mouth.




  ‘Is your Excellency all right?’ Nebmare-nahkt leaned forward for a better view of Nenephta’s face.




  But Nenephta’s racing mind defied his countenance. Emeni’s words were a sudden revelation. A half-smile emerged from the creases in his cheeks. Turning to the table, he addressed

  Maya with excitement. ‘Has Pharaoh Tutankhamen’s tomb been reseated?’




  ‘Of course,’ said Maya. ‘Immediately.’




  ‘Reopen it,’ said Nenephta, turning back to Emeni.




  ‘Reopen it?’ queried a surprised Maya. Nebmare-nahkt dropped his date.




  ‘Yes. I want to enter that pitiful tomb myself. The words of this stonecutter have provided me with an inspiration reminiscent of the great Imhotep. I now know how to guard the treasures

  of our Pharaoh Seti I for all eternity. I can’t believe I never thought of it before.’




  For the first time Emeni felt a glimmer of hope. But Nenephta’s smile vanished as suddenly he turned back to the prisoner. His pupils narrowed and his face darkened like a summer

  storm.




  ‘Your words have been helpful,’ said Nenephta, ‘but they do not atone for your vile deeds. You will be tried, but I will be your accuser. You will die in the prescribed manner.

  You will be impaled alive in view of your peers, and your body will be left for the hyenas.’




  Motioning his bearers to bring his chair, Nenephta turned to the other nobles. ‘You have served the pharaoh well today.’




  ‘That is my fervent wish, your Excellency,’ answered Maya. ‘But I do not understand.’




  ‘It is not for you to understand. The inspiration I have had today shall be the most closely guarded secret in the universe. It will last for all eternity.’










  26 November 1922




  Tomb of Tutankhamen
Necropolis of Thebes
Valley of the Kings




  The excitement was infectious. Even the Sahara sun knifing through the cloudless sky could not diminish the suspense. The fellahin quickened their pace as they brought basket

  after basket of limestone chips from the entrance to Tutankhamen’s tomb. They had reached a second door thirty feet down a corridor from the first. It too had been sealed for three thousand

  years. What lay beyond? Would the tomb be empty like all the others robbed in antiquity? No one knew.




  Sarwat Raman, the beturbaned foreman, climbed the sixteen steps to ground level with a layer of dust clinging to his features like flour. Clutching his galabia, he strode across to the tent

  marquee, which provided the only bit of shade in the remorselessly sunny valley.




  ‘Beg to inform your Excellency that the entrance corridor has been cleared of rubble,’ said Raman, bowing slightly. ‘The second door is now fully exposed.’




  Howard Carter looked up from his lemonade, squinting from under the black homburg he insisted on wearing despite the shimmering heat. ‘Very good, Raman. We will inspect the door as soon as

  the dust settles.’




  ‘I will await your honourable instructions.’ Raman turned and retreated.




  ‘You are a cool one, Howard,’ said Lord Carnarvon, christened George Edward Stanhope Molyneux Herbert. ‘How can you sit here and finish your lemonade without knowing what is

  behind that door?’ Carnarvon smiled and winked at his daughter, Lady Evelyn Herbert. ‘Now I can understand why Belzoni employed a battering ram when he found Seti I’s

  tomb.’




  ‘My methods are diametrically opposed to those of Belzoni,’ said Carter defensively. ‘And Belzoni’s methods were appropriately rewarded with an empty tomb, save for the

  sarcophagus.’ Carter’s gaze moved involuntarily towards the nearby opening of Seti I’s tomb. ‘Carnarvon, I’m not really certain what we’ve found here. I

  don’t think we should allow ourselves to get too excited. I’m not even sure it’s a tomb. The design is not typical for an eighteenth-dynasty pharaoh. It could be just a cache of

  Tutankhamen’s belongings brought from Akhetaten. Besides, tomb robbers have preceded us, not once but twice. My only hope is that it was robbed in antiquity and someone thought it important

  enough to reseal the doors. So I truly have no idea what we are going to find.’




  Maintaining his English aplomb, Carter allowed his eyes to roam about the desolate Valley of the Kings. But his stomach was in knots. He had never been so excited in all of his forty-nine years.

  In the previous six barren seasons of excavation, he had found nothing. Two hundred thousand tons of gravel and sand had been moved and sifted, for absolutely nothing. Now the suddenness of the

  find after only five days of excavating was overwhelming. Swirling his lemonade, he tried not to think or hope. They waited. The whole world waited.




  The larger dust particles settled in a fine layer on the sloping corridor floor. The group made an effort not to stir the air as they entered. Carter was first, followed by

  Carnarvon, then his daughter, and finally A. R. Callender, Carter’s assistant. Raman waited at the entrance after giving Carter a crowbar. Callender carried a large flashlight and

  candles.




  ‘As I said, we are not the first to broach this tomb,’ said Carter, nervously pointing to the upper-left-hand corner. ‘The door was entered and then resealed in that small

  area.’ Then he traced a larger circular area in the middle. ‘And again in this much larger area here. It is very strange.’ Lord Carnarvon bent over to look at the royal necropolis

  seal, a jackal with nine bound prisoners.




  ‘Along the base of the door are examples of the original Tutankhamen seal,’ continued Carter. The beam of the flashlight reflected the fine dust still suspended in the air, before

  illuminating the ancient seals in the plaster.




  ‘Now, then,’ said Carter as coolly as if he were suggesting afternoon tea, ‘let’s see what is behind this door.’ But his stomach contorted into a tight mass,

  aggravating his ulcer, and his hands were damp, not so much from the heat as from the unexpressed tension. His body quivered as he lifted the crowbar and made a few preliminary cuts into the

  ancient plaster. The bits and pieces rained down about his feet. The exertion gave expression to his pent-up emotions, and each lunge was more vigorous than the last. Suddenly the crowbar broke

  through the plaster, causing Carter to stumble up against the door. Warm air issued from the tiny hole, and Carter fumbled with the matches, lighting a candle and holding a flame to the opening. It

  was a crude test for the presence of oxygen. The candle continued to burn.




  No one dared to speak as Carter gave the candle to Callender and continued working with the crowbar. Carefully he enlarged the hole, making certain that the plaster and stone blocking fell into

  the corridor and not into the room beyond. Taking the candle again, Carter thrust it through the hole. It burned contentedly. He then put his head to the hole, his eyes straining in the

  darkness.




  In a moment time stood still. As Carter’s eyes adjusted, three thousand years disappeared as in a minute. Out of the blackness emerged a golden head of Amnut, ivory teeth bared. Other

  gilded beasts loomed, the flickering candlelight throwing their exotic silhouettes on the wall.




  ‘Can you see anything?’ asked Carnarvon excitedly.




  ‘Yes, wonderful things,’ answered Carter finally, his voice for the first time betraying emotion. Then he replaced the candle with his flashlight, and those behind him could see the

  chamber filled with unbelievable objects. The golden heads were part of three funerary beds. Moving the light to the left, Carter gazed at a jumble of gilded and inlaid chariots heaped in the

  corner. Tracing back to the right, he began to ponder the curiously chaotic state of the room. Instead of the prescribed stately order, objects appeared to have been thrown about without thought.

  Immediately to the right were two life-size statues of Tutankhamen, each with a kilt of gold, wearing gold sandals, and armed with mace and staff.




  Between the two statues was another sealed door.




  Carter left the opening so the others could have a better look. Like Belzoni, he was tempted to crash down the wall and dive into the room. Instead, he calmly announced that the rest of the day

  would be devoted to photographing the sealed door. They would not attempt to enter what was obviously an antechamber until morning.










  27 November 1922




  It took more than three hours for Carter to dismantle the ancient blocking of the door to the antechamber. Raman and a few other fellahin helped during this stage. Callender had

  laid in temporary electric wires, so the tunnel was brightly lit. Lord Carnarvon and Lady Evelyn entered the corridor when the job was almost complete. The last baskets of plaster and stone were

  hauled away. The moment of entry had arrived. No one spoke. Outside, at the mouth of the tomb, hundreds of reporters from newspapers around the world tensely waited their first view.




  For a brief second Carter hesitated. As a scientist he was interested in the minutest detail inside the tomb; as a human being he was embarrassed by his intrusion into the sacred realm of the

  dead; and as an explorer he was experiencing the exhilaration of discovery. But, British to the core, he merely straightened his bow tie and stepped over the threshold, keeping his eye on the

  objects below.




  Without a sound he pointed at a beautiful lotiform cup of translucent alabaster on the threshold, so Carnarvon could avoid it. Carter then made his way over to the sealed door between the two

  life-size statues of Tutankhamen. Carefully he began to examine the seals. His heart sank as he realized that this door had also been opened by the ancient tomb robbers, and then resealed.




  Carnarvon stepped into the antechamber, his mind reeling with the beauty of the objects so carelessly scattered around him. He turned to take his daughter’s hand as she prepared to enter,

  and in the process noticed a rolled papyrus leaning against the wall to the right of the alabaster cup. To the left was a garland of dead flowers, as if Tutankhamen’s funeral had been only

  yesterday, and beside it a blackened oil lamp. Lady Evelyn entered, holding her father’s hand, followed by Callender. Raman leaned into the antechamber but did not enter for lack of

  space.




  ‘Unfortunately, the burial chamber has been entered and reseated,’ said Carter, pointing towards the door in front of him. Carefully Carnarvon, Lady Evelyn, and Callender moved over

  to the archaeologist, their eyes following his finger. Raman stepped into the antechamber.




  ‘Curiously, though,’ continued Carter, ‘it has been entered only once, instead of twice, like the doors into the antechamber. So there is hope that the thieves did not reach

  the mummy.’ Carter turned, seeing Raman for the first time. ‘Raman, I did not give you permission to enter the antechamber.’




  ‘I beg your Excellency’s pardon. I thought that I could be of assistance.’




  ‘Indeed. You can be of assistance by making sure no one enters this chamber without my personal approval.’




  ‘Of course, your Excellency.’ Raman silently slipped from the room.




  ‘Howard,’ said Carnarvon, ‘Raman is undoubtedly as enchanted as we with the find. Perhaps you could be a little more generous.’




  ‘The workers will all be allowed to view this room, but I will designate the time,’ said Carter. ‘Now, as I was saying, the reason I feel hopeful about the mummy is that I

  think the tomb robbers were surprised in the middle of their sacrilege. There is something mysterious about the way these priceless objects are haphazardly thrown about. It appears as if someone

  spent a little time rearranging things after the thieves, but not enough to put everything back in its original state. Why?’




  Carnarvon shrugged.




  ‘Look at that beautiful cup on the threshold,’ continued Carter. ‘Why wasn’t that replaced? And that gilded shrine with its door ajar. Obviously a statue was stolen, but

  why wasn’t the door even closed?’ Carter stepped back to the door. ‘And this ordinary oil lamp. Why was it left within the tomb? I tell you, we’d better record the

  positioning of each object in this room very carefully. These clues are trying to tell us something. It is very strange indeed.’




  Sensing Carter’s tension, Carnarvon tried to look about the tomb through his friend’s trained eyes. Indeed, leaving an oil lamp within the tomb was surprising, and so was the

  disarray of the objects. But Carnarvon was so overwhelmed by the beauty of the pieces he could think of nothing else. Gazing at the translucent alabaster cup abandoned so casually on the threshold,

  he yearned to pick it up and hold it in his hands. It was so enticingly beautiful. Suddenly he noticed a subtle change in its orientation with regard to the garland of dried flowers and the oil

  lamp. He was about to say something when Carter’s excited voice rang out in the chamber.




  ‘There’s another room. Everyone take a look.’ Carter was squatting down, shining his flashlight beneath one of the funerary beds. Carnarvon, Lady Evelyn, and Callender hurried

  over to him. There, glittering in the circle of light from the torch, another chamber took form, filled with gold and jewelled treasure. As in the anteroom, the precious objects had been

  chaotically scattered, but for the moment the Egyptologists were too awed by their find to question what had happened three thousand years in the past.




  Later, when they would be ready to explore the mystery, Carnarvon was already fatally ill with blood poisoning. At two a.m. on 5 April 1923, less than twenty weeks after the opening of

  Tutankhamen’s tomb and during an unexplainable five-minute power failure throughout Cairo, Lord Carnarvon died. His illness reputedly was started by the bite of an insect, but questions were

  raised.




  Within months four other people associated with the opening of the tomb died under mysterious circumstances. One man disappeared from the deck of his own yacht lying at anchor in the placid

  Nile. Interest in the ancient robbery of the tomb waned and was replaced by a reassertion of the reputation of the ancient Egyptians in the occult sciences. The spectre of the ‘curse of the

  pharaohs’ rose from the shadows of the past. The New York Times was moved to write about the deaths: ‘It is a deep mystery, which it is all too easy to dismiss by

  scepticism.’ A fear began to infiltrate the scientific community. There were just too many coincidences.










  Day 1




  Cairo 3.00 p.m.




  Erica Baron’s reaction was pure reflex. The muscles of her back and thighs contracted and she straightened up, twirling to face the molester. She had bent over to examine

  an engraved brass bowl when an open hand had thrust between her legs, grabbing at her through her cotton slacks. Although she had been the object of a number of lewd stares, and even obviously

  sexual comments since she had left the Hilton Hotel, she had not expected to be touched. It was a shock. It would have been a shock anywhere, but in Cairo, on her first day, it seemed that much

  worse.




  Her attacker was about fifteen, with a jeering smile that exposed straight rows of yellow teeth. The offending hand was still extended.




  Ignoring her canvas tote bag, Erica used her left hand to knock the boy’s arm to the side. Then, surprising herself even more than the boy, she clenched her right hand in a tight fist and

  punched the taunting face, throwing all her weight into the blow.




  The effect was astonishing. The punch was like a good karate blow, hurling the surprised boy back against the rickety tables of the brass vendor’s shop. Table legs buckled, wares crashed

  into the cobblestone street. Another boy carrying coffee and water on a metal tray suspended by a tripod was caught in the avalanche, and he too fell, adding to the confusion.




  Erica was horrified. Alone in the crowded Cairo bazaar she stood clasping her bag, unable to comprehend that she had actually hit someone. She began to shake, certain the crowds would turn on

  her, but uncontrollable laughter erupted around her. Even the shopkeeper, whose wares were still rolling in spirals in the street, was chuckling away, holding his sides. The boy pulled himself from

  the debris, and with his hand to his face, managed a smile.




  ‘Maareish,’ said the shopkeeper, which Erica later learned meant ‘it can’t be helped’ or ‘it doesn’t matter’. Feigning anger, he waved his

  ball-peen hammer and chased the boy away. Then, after giving Erica a warm smile, he started retrieving his belongings.




  Erica moved on, her heart still beating quickly from the experience, but realizing that she had a lot to learn about Cairo and about modern Egypt. She was trained as an Egyptologist, but

  unfortunately that meant knowledge of the ancient civilization of Egypt, not the modern one. Her speciality of New Kingdom hieroglyphic writing afforded no preparation for the Cairo of 1980. Ever

  since her arrival twenty-fours hours previously, her senses had been assaulted mercilessly. First it was the smell: a kind of cloying aroma of lamb that seemed to pervade every corner of the city.

  Then it was the noise: a constant sound of automobile horns mixed with discordant Arabic music blaring from innumerable portable radios. Finally it was the feel of dirt, dust, and sand, which

  covered the city like the patina of a medieval copper roof, accentuating the unremitting poverty.




  The episode with the boy undermined Erica’s confidence. In her mind all the smiles of the men in their skullcaps and flowing galabias began to reflect prurient thoughts. It was worse than

  Rome. Boys not even in their teens followed her, giggling and asking her questions in a mixture of English, French, and Arabic. Cairo was alien, more alien than she had expected. Even the street

  signs were all written in the decorative but incomprehensible Arabic script. Looking back over her shoulder, up Shari el Muski towards the Nile, Erica thought about returning to the western area of

  the city. Perhaps the whole idea of coming to Egypt on her own was ridiculous, Richard Harvey, her lover for the last three years, even her mother, Janice, had said as much. She turned again,

  looking into the heart of the medieval city. The street narrowed, the press of people looked overwhelming.




  ‘Baksheesh,’ said a little girl no more than six years old. ‘Pencils for school.’ The English was crisp and surprisingly clear.




  Erica looked down at the child, whose hair was hidden by the same dust that covered the street. She wore a tattered orange print dress and no shoes. Erica bent to smile at her, and suddenly

  gasped. Clustered around the child’s eyelashes were numerous iridescent green house flies. The little girl made no attempt to shoo them away. She just stood there unblinking, holding out her

  hand. Erica was immobilized.




  ‘Safer!’ A white-uniformed policeman, wearing a blue badge that said TOURIST POLICE in bold authoritative letters, pushed his way into the street

  towards Erica. The child melted into the crowd. The jeering boys vanished. ‘May I be of assistance?’ he said with a distinctive English accent. ‘You look like you might be

  lost.’




  ‘I’m looking for the Khan el Khalili bazaar,’ said Erica.




  ‘Tout à droite,’ said the policeman, gesturing ahead. Then he thumped his forehead with his palm. ‘Excuse. It is the heat. I’ve been mixing my languages.

  Straight ahead, as you’d say. This is El Muski street, and ahead you will cross the main thoroughfare of Shari Port Said. Then the Khan el Khalili bazaar will be on your left. I wish you good

  shopping, but remember to bargain. Here in Egypt it is a sport.’




  Erica thanked him and pushed on through the crowd. The minute he was gone, the jeering boys miraculously reappeared and the innumerable street vendors accosted her with their wares. She passed

  an open-air butcher shop hung with a long row of recently slaughtered lambs, flayed except for the heads, and covered with splotches of pink ink representing government stamps. The carcasses were

  hung upside down, their unseeing eyes making her flinch and the smell of the offal forcing her lunch into her throat. The stench quickly merged with the decadent smell of overripe mangoes from a

  neighbouring fruit cart and the odour of fresh donkey dung in the street. A few paces beyond, there was the reviving sharpness of herbs and spices and the aroma of freshly brewed Arabic coffee.




  The dust from the densely packed narrow street rose and filtered the sun, bleaching the strip of cloudless sky a faint, faraway blue. The sand-coloured buildings on each side of the street were

  shuttered against the blanket of afternoon heat.




  As Erica advanced deeper into the bazaar, listening to the sound of ancient wooden wheels on granite cobblestones, she felt herself slipping back in time to medieval Cairo. She sensed the chaos,

  the poverty, and the harshness of life. She was simultaneously frightened and excited by the throbbing raw fertility, the universal mysteries which are so carefully camouflaged and hidden by

  Western culture. It was life stripped naked yet mitigated by human emotion; fate was greeted with resignation and even laughter.




  ‘Cigarette?’ demanded a boy of about ten. He was dressed in a grey shirt and baggy pants. One of his friends pushed him from behind so that he stumbled closer to Erica. ‘Cigarette?’ he asked again, launching into a kind of Arabic jig and pretending to smoke a make-believe cigarette in exaggerated mime. A tailor, busy ironing with a charcoal-filled iron,

  grinned, and a row of men smoking intricately embossed water pipes stared at Erica with piercing, unblinking eyes.




  Erica was sorry she had worn such obviously foreign clothes. Her cotton slacks and a simple knit blouse made it clear she was a tourist. The other women in Western clothes that Erica had seen

  had on dresses, not pants, and most of the women in the bazaar still wore the traditional black meliyas. Even Erica’s body was different from the local women’s. Although she was several

  pounds heavier than she would have liked, she was a good deal slimmer than Egyptian women. And her face was far more delicate than the round, heavy features crowding the bazaar. She had wide

  grey-green eyes, luxuriant chestnut hair, and a finely sculptured mouth with a full lower lip that gave her a faintly pouting expression. She knew she was pretty when she worked at it, and when she

  did, men responded.




  Now, picking her way through the crowded bazaar, she regretted she had tried to look attractive. Her attire advertised that she was not protected by local street morality, and even more

  important, she was alone. She was the perfect catalyst for the fantasies of all the men who watched her.




  Clutching her tote bag closer to her side, Erica hurried along as the street narrowed again to cluttered byways jammed with people engaged in every conceivable type of manufacture and commerce.

  Overhead, carpets and cloth stretched between the buildings to cover the market area, keeping out the sun but increasing the noise and the dust. Erica hesitated again, watching the widely varied

  faces. The fellahin were heavy-boned, with wide mouths and thick lips, dressed in the traditional galabias and skullcaps. The bedouin were the pure Arabs, with sharp features and slim, wiry

  bodies. The Nubians were ebony, with tremendously powerful and muscular torsos, often naked to the waist.




  The surge of the crowds pushed Erica forward and carried her deeper into the Khan el Khalili. She found herself pressed up against a wide variety of people. Someone pinched her backside, but

  when she turned around, she couldn’t be sure who had done it. She had a following now of five or six persistent boys. She was being hounded like a rabbit in a hunt.




  Erica’s goal in the bazaar had been the goldsmith section, where she wanted to buy gifts. But her resolve waned, particularly when someone’s dirty fingers ran through her hair.

  She’d had enough. She wanted to return to the hotel. Her passion for Egypt involved the ancient civilization with its art and mysteries. Modern urban Egypt was a little overpowering when

  taken in all at once. Erica wanted to get out to the monuments, like Saqqara, and above all she wanted to get to Upper Egypt, to the countryside. She knew that was going to be as she dreamed

  it.




  At the next corner she turned to the right, stepping around a donkey that was either dead or dying. It didn’t move, and no one paid the poor beast any attention. Having studied a map of

  the city prior to leaving the Hilton, she guessed she should reach the square in front of the El Azhar mosque if she continued heading southeast. Pushing her way between a clump of shoppers

  bargaining over scrawny pigeons in reed cages, Erica broke into a jog. She could see a minaret ahead, and a sunlit square.




  Suddenly Erica stopped dead in her tracks. The boy who had demanded a cigarette and who was still following her now crashed into her, but bounced off unnoticed. Erica’s eyes were riveted

  to a window display. There in front of her was a piece of pottery in the shape of a shallow urn. It was a morsel of ancient Egypt shining in the middle of modern squalor. Its lip was slightly

  chipped, but otherwise the pot was unbroken. Even the clay eyelets apparently made to hang the pot were still intact. Aware that the bazaar was filled with fakes, highly priced to attract tourists,

  Erica still was stunned by the bowl’s apparent authenticity. The usual fakes were carved mummiform statues. This was a splendid example of predynastic Egyptian pottery, as good as the best

  she had seen where she was currently employed, the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. If it were real, it would be more than six thousand years old.




  Stepping back in the alleyway, Erica looked at the freshly painted sign over the window. Above were the curious squiggles of Arabic script. Below was printed Antica Abdul. The doorway to

  the left of the window was curtained by a dense row of heavily beaded strings. A tug on her tote bag by one of her hecklers was all the encouragement Erica needed to enter the shop.




  The hundreds of coloured beads made sharp, crackling noises as they fell back into place behind her. The shop was small, about ten feet wide and twice that deep, and surprisingly cool. The walls

  were stuccoed and whitewashed, the floor covered with multiple worn Oriental carpets. An L-shaped glass-topped counter dominated most of the room.




  Since no one came forward to help her, Erica hiked up the strap of her bag and bent over to look more closely at the amazing piece of pottery that she had seen through the window. It was a light

  tan, with delicately painted decorations in a shade somewhere between brown and magenta. Crumpled Arabic newspaper had been stuffed inside.




  The heavy red-brown curtains in the back of the shop parted, and the proprietor, Abdul Hamdi, emerged, shuffling up to the counter. Erica glanced at the man and immediately relaxed. He was about

  sixty-five and had a pleasant gentleness of movement and expression.




  ‘I’m very interested in this urn,’ she said. ‘Would it be possible for me to examine it more closely?’




  ‘Of course,’ said Abdul, coming out from behind the counter. He picked up the pot and unceremoniously put it into Erica’s trembling hands. ‘Bring it over to the counter

  if you’d like.’ He switched on an unadorned light bulb.




  Erica gingerly put the urn on the counter and removed her tote from her shoulder. Then she picked up the pot again, slowly turning it in her fingertips to examine the decorations. Besides purely

  ornamental designs, there were dancers, antelopes, and crude boats. ‘How much is this?’ Erica looked very carefully at the drawings.




  ‘Two hundred pounds,’ said Abdul, lowering his voice as if it were a secret. There was a twinkle in his eye.




  ‘Two hundred pounds!’ echoed Erica while converting currencies in her mind. That was about three hundred dollars. She decided to bargain a little while trying to determine if the pot

  were a fake. ‘I can only afford one hundred pounds.’




  ‘One hundred eighty is my best offer,’ said Abdul, as if making a supreme sacrifice.




  ‘I suppose I could go to one hundred twenty,’ said Erica, continuing to study the markings.




  ‘Okay, for you . . .’ He paused and touched her arm. She did not mind. ‘You are American?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Good. I like Americans. Much better than Russians. For you I will do something very special. I will take a loss on this piece. I need the money because this shop is very new. So for you,

  one hundred and sixty pounds.’ Abdul reached over and took the pot from Erica and placed it on the table. ‘A marvellous piece, my best. It is my last offer.’




  Erica looked at Abdul. He had the heavy features of the fellahin. She noticed that under the worn jacket of his Western suit he was wearing a brown galabia.




  Turning the pot over, Erica looked at the spiral drawing on the bottom and let her slightly moist thumb gently rub over the painted design. Some of the burnt-sienna pigment came off. At that

  moment Erica knew the pot was a fake. It was very cleverly made, but definitely not an antique.




  Feeling extremely uncomfortable, Erica put the pot back on the counter and picked up her tote bag. ‘Well, thank you very much,’ she said, avoiding looking at Abdul.




  ‘I do have others,’ said Abdul, opening a tall wooden cabinet against the wall. His Levantine instincts had responded to Erica’s initial enthusiasm, and the same instincts

  sensed a sudden change. He was confused but did not want to lose a customer without a fight. ‘Perhaps you might like this one.’ He took a similar piece of pottery from the cabinet and

  placed it on the counter.




  Erica did not want to precipitate a confrontation by telling the seemingly kind old man that he was trying to cheat her. Reluctantly she picked up the second pot. It was more oval than the first

  and sat on a narrower base. The designs were all left-hand spirals.




  ‘I have many examples of this kind of pottery,’ continued Abdul, setting out five other pots.




  While his back was to Erica she licked her forefinger and rubbed it across the design on the second pot. The pigment did not budge.




  ‘How much is this one?’ asked Erica, trying to conceal her excitement. It was conceivable the pot in her hand was six thousand years old.




  ‘They are all different prices according to the workmanship and the condition,’ said Abdul evasively. ‘Why not look at them all and pick one that you like. Then we can talk

  about prices.’




  Carefully examining each pot in turn, Erica isolated two probably authentic antiques out of seven. ‘I like these two,’ she said, her confidence returning. For once her Egyptology

  expertise had a practical value. She wished Richard were there.




  Abdul looked at the two pots, then at Erica. ‘These are not the most beautiful. Why do you prefer them to the others?’




  Erica looked at Abdul and hesitated. Then she said defiantly, ‘Because the others are fakes.’




  Abdul’s face was expressionless. Slowly a twinkle appeared in his eyes and a smile lifted the corners of his mouth. Finally he broke into laughter, bringing tears to his eyes. Erica found

  herself grinning.




  ‘Tell me . . .’ said Abdul with difficulty. He had to control his laughter before continuing. ‘Tell me how you know these are fakes.’ He pointed towards the pots Erica

  had put aside.




  ‘The easiest way possible. There is no stability to the pigment of the designs. The paint comes off on a wet ringer. That never happens to an antique.’




  Wetting his finger, Abdul tested the pigment. His ringer was smudged with burnt sienna. ‘You are absolutely right.’ He repeated the test on the two antiques. ‘The fooler is

  made the fool. Such is life.’




  ‘How much are these two real antique pots?’ asked Erica.




  ‘They are not for sale. Some day, perhaps, but not now.’




  Taped to the underside of the glass countertop was an official-looking document with government stamps from the Department of Antiquities. Antica Abdul was a fully licensed antique shop. Next to

  the licence was a printed paper saying that written guarantees on antiquities would be supplied on request. ‘What do you do when a customer wants a guarantee?’ asked Erica.




  ‘I give it to them. For the tourist it makes no difference. They are happy with their souvenir. They never check.’




  ‘Doesn’t that bother you?’




  ‘No, it does not bother me. Righteousness is a luxury of the wealthy. The merchant always tries to get the highest price for his wares, for himself and for his family. The tourists who

  come in here want souvenirs. If they want authentic antiquities they know something about them. It is their responsibility. How is it that you know about pigment on ancient pottery?’




  ‘I am an Egyptologist.’




  ‘You are an Egyptologist! Allah be praised! Why would a beautiful woman like yourself want to be an Egyptologist? Ah, the world has passed by Abdul Hamdi. I am indeed getting old. So you

  have been to Egypt before?’




  ‘No, this is my first trip. I wanted to come before, but it was too expensive. It’s been a dream of mine for some time.’




  ‘Well, I pray that you will enjoy it. You are planning to go to Upper Egypt? To Luxor?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘I will give you the address of my son’s antique shop.’




  ‘So he can sell me some fake pottery?’ said Erica with a smile.




  ‘No, no, but he can show you some nice things. I too have some wonderful things. What do you think of this?’ Abdul lifted a mummiform figure from the cabinet and set it on the

  counter. It was made of wood covered with plaster and exquisitely painted. A row of hieroglyphic writing ran down the front.




  ‘It is a fake,’ said Erica quickly.




  ‘No,’ said Abdul, alarmed.




  ‘The hieroglyphics are not real. It says nothing. It is a meaningless row of signs.’




  ‘You can read the mysterious writing as well?’




  ‘That is my speciality, especially writing from the time of the New Kingdom.’




  Abdul turned the statue around, looking at the hieroglyphics. ‘I paid plenty for this piece. I’m certain it is real.’




  ‘Perhaps the statue is real, but the writing is not. Maybe the writing was added in an attempt to make the piece appear even more valuable.’ Erica attempted to wipe off some of the

  black colour on the statue. ‘The pigment seems stable.’




  ‘Well, let me show you something else.’ Abdul reached within the glass-topped cabinet and extracted a small cardboard box. Removing the top of the box, he selected a number of

  scarabs and placed them in a row on the cabinet. With his forefinger he pushed one towards Erica.




  She picked it up and examined it. It was made of a porous material, its top exquisitely carved in the form of the familiar dung beetle revered by the ancient Egyptians. Turning it over, Erica

  was surprised to see the cartouche of a pharaoh, Seti I. The hieroglyphic carving was absolutely beautiful.




  ‘It is a spectacular piece,’ said Erica, replacing it on the counter.




  ‘So you wouldn’t mind having that antique?’




  ‘Not at all. How much is it?’




  ‘It is yours. It is a present.’




  ‘I can’t accept such a gift. Why do you want to give me a present?’




  ‘It is an Arabic custom. But let me warn you, it is not authentic.’




  Surprised, Erica lifted the scarab to the light. Her initial impression did not change. ‘I think it is real.’




  ‘No. I know it is not real because my son made it.’




  ‘It’s extraordinary,’ said Erica, looking again at the hieroglyphics.




  ‘My son is very good. He copied the hieroglyphics from a real piece.’




  ‘What is it made of?’




  ‘Ancient bone. There are enormous caches of broken-up mummies in Luxor and Aswan in the ancient public catacombs. My son uses the bone to carve the scarabs. To make the cut surface look

  old and worn, we feed them to our turkeys. One pass through a turkey gives it a truly venerable appearance.’




  Erica swallowed, fleetingly sickened by contemplating the scarab’s biological journey. But intellectual interest quickly overcame her physical response, and she turned the scarab over and

  over in her fingers. ‘I admit, I was fooled, and would be again.’




  ‘Don’t be upset. Several of these have been taken to Paris, where the curators think they know everything, and they were tested.’




  ‘Probably carbon-dated,’ interjected Erica.




  ‘Whatever. Anyway, they were declared truly ancient. Well, obviously the bone was ancient. Now my son’s scarabs are in museums around the world.’




  A cynical laugh escaped from Erica. She knew she was dealing with an expert.




  ‘My name is Abdul Hamdi, so please call me Abdul. What is your name?’




  ‘Oh, I beg your pardon. Erica Baron.’ She placed the scarab on the counter.




  ‘Erica, I would be pleased if you joined me for some mint tea.’




  Abdul put the other pieces back into their places, then drew aside the heavy red-brown drapes. Erica had enjoyed talking with Abdul, but she hesitated a moment before picking up her bag and

  advancing towards the opening. The back room was about the same size as the front part of the shop, but it appeared to have no doors or windows. The walls and floor were covered with Oriental

  carpets, giving the area the appearance of a tent. In the centre of the room were cushions, a low table, and a water pipe.




  ‘One moment,’ said Abdul. The curtain fell back into place, leaving Erica to stare at several large objects that were completely draped with cloth. She could hear the crackling

  noises of the beads in the front entrance, and muffled shouts as Abdul ordered tea.




  ‘Please sit down,’ Abdul said when he returned, indicating the large cushions on the floor. ‘It is not often I have the pleasure of entertaining a lady so beautiful and so

  knowledgeable. Tell me, my dear, where are you from in America?’




  ‘Originally I’m from Toledo, Ohio,’ said Erica somewhat nervously. ‘But I live in Boston now, or actually Cambridge, which is right next to Boston.’ Erica’s

  eyes slowly moved around the small room. The single incandescent bulb hanging in the centre gave the deep reds of the Oriental carpets an incredibly rich softness, like red velvet.




  ‘Boston, yes. It must be beautiful in Boston. I have a friend there. We write occasionally. Actually, my son writes. I cannot write in English. I have a letter from him here.’ Abdul

  rummaged through a small chest by the cushion, producing a typed letter addressed to Abdul Hamdi, Luxor, Egypt. ‘Perhaps you know him?’




  ‘Boston is a very big city . . .’ began Erica before she caught sight of the return address: Dr Herbert Lowery, her boss. ‘You know Dr Lowery?’ she asked

  incredulously.




  ‘I’ve met him twice and we write occasionally. He was very interested in a head of Rameses II that I had about a year ago. A wonderful man. Very clever.’

OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg






OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





