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For Jim and Asa, who have gone before. 




“It is neither decent nor safe to take from their resting places the bodies of old kings. The Egyptians knew much more about the occult than we do today. This must have been a peculiar element of an Egyptian curse. “The ancient Egyptians were very anxious to guard the tombs of their Kings, there is reason to believe that they placed elementals on guard, and such may have caused Lord Carnarvon’s death. “An evil elemental may have caused Lord Carnarvon’s fatal illness. One does not know what elementals existed in those days, nor what the form might be. “These elementals are not spirits in the ordinary sense, in that they have no souls. “An elemental is a built-up, artificial thing, an imbued force which may be brought into being by spirit means or by nature.” 


—Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, April 5, 1923 




Chapter One: Dr. John Watson
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The seventh of April 1923 was the day I formally repudiated Sherlock Holmes. It was like plunging a dagger into my own heart, but I had stomached all I could of his spiritualist rubbish. Even in the embarrassing case of the Cottingley fairies, in which he had actually championed the claims of two young girls to have photographed pixies at the bottom of their garden, I had stood by him, making labored excuses for him to the press and the public. But when he told the London papers, on the very day of Lord Carnarvon’s death, that it was elemental forces protecting Tutankhamun’s tomb from desecration that had laid him low, I could no longer in good conscience defend my old friend. I called upon Holmes publicly to retract his statement and make his apologies to Carnarvon’s grieving widow, the lady Almina. I waited but received no reply from Holmes, either in public or in private. He cut me dead. Thus ended a friendship of forty years’ standing. Of course, I still owed a profound debt of gratitude to Sherlock Holmes, which I am ever ready acknowledge and which can never be repaid. My entire reputation as a man of letters rests on my association with the man and my accounts of his extraordinary investigative methods. But more than this, he was the great friend of my life. Often irascible, supercilious, unsympathetic, he was the truest friend a man could have. 


But the man who spat on Lord Carnarvon’s grave was not the Sherlock Holmes I had known. First the death of Professor Moriarty, and then the uncanny events of 1912, which I have chronicled elsewhere, had affected the man profoundly. Once a dyed-in-the-wool skeptic whose world was as elegantly constructed as a Euclidean theorem, he had come to embrace not only spiritualism, which had once again slithered into vogue, but all manner of supernatural hogwash. 


The spiritualists, in return, embraced him with open arms, as one might imagine. Every speaker’s dais, every testimonial dinner, every lecture circuit shot an engraved invitation to the villa in Sussex where Holmes’s quiet retirement had been elbowed aside for his new obsession, punctuated by a series of notorious séances. I could only shake my head in dismay. I immersed myself in my practice and turned my back to the world. I was too old to engage in the matter—and too wounded. 


Which brings me to the events of January 1924, beginning with a visit I received from a lady. On the telephone she had presented herself as a new patient seeking medical advice, though she was maddeningly vague as to her symptoms. New patients are, to say the least, a rarity in my practice in these latter days. Most of my clients have been with me since I first hung out my shingle on Queen Anne Street. The lady’s name was Eve Herbert. It embarrasses me to admit that I didn’t recognize it immediately. But I recognized her face the moment she stepped into my office. 


And why not? I had seen her face blazoned in the press for months, first accompanying her father, then by the side of his coffin, and, most recently, arm in arm with her fiancé. The heart-shaped face, countenance serene as a Madonna’s, careful, weighing gaze from heavy-lidded eyes. She was a little thing in stature, and barely in her twenties, but so self-contained and straight that she threw a much longer shadow. 


“Lady Evelyn!” I exclaimed. 


Lady Evelyn Leonora Almina Herbert, the only daughter of the late Lord Carnarvon himself, discoverer, along with Howard Carter by his side, of the tomb of Tutankhamun, thirteenth pharaoh of the eighteenth dynasty of ancient Egypt, the archaeological find of the century. She was still dressed in mourning—the most fashionable mourning one could imagine. 


“Dr. Watson. Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.” 


“Lady Evelyn,” I stuttered, “please allow me to extend my deepest sympathies on the loss of your father. The entire kingdom mourns his passing.” 


I took her coat—it was a frigid day outside, with the wind scudding along the street, searching out the keyhole in every door, every chink in every window. (I noticed a brown maple leaf caught in her hair but dared not remove it or even bring it to her attention; besides, I found it charming.) I ushered her into my consulting room, which looked decidedly shabby in contrast to her elegance. I made a mental note to have the housekeeper beat the rugs to death that very afternoon. It was at least quite warm, for I had a fire blazing on the hearth. I find as I’ve grown older that the cold wants to lodge in my bones. 


“You’re very kind, Doctor,” said Lady Evelyn. “I’m sure you’ve guessed I’m not actually here seeking medical attention.” 


I nodded, waving her to my best chair. “Please do sit, my lady. Would you care for some tea?” I was painfully aware that young ladies of Lady Evelyn’s crowd were more at home with martinis in the afternoon than oolong, but I could no more mix a martini than I could pilot an aeroplane to the moon. 


The lady demurred. “In fact, Doctor, my father’s death is the reason I’m here today—or at least part of the reason.” 


“Let me apologize, then, for the untoward remarks of my associate Mr. Holmes. My former associate, I should say. This mania for spiritualism has clouded his judgment in his latter years.” 


“Yes, he told me you would say something of the sort.” 


“I’m sorry, my lady, who told you?” 


“Mr. Holmes. It was he who sent me to you.” 


“I’m afraid I don’t follow you.” 


“No, of course not. Please allow me to explain. Have you heard the story of Hugh Evelyn-White?” 


I most certainly had, though I was loath to admit it, for it touched upon this selfsame “curse of the pharaoh.” 


“I may have seen something in the papers about it,” I admitted reluctantly. The papers had had a field day with the sensational suicide. Once they’d discovered that he’d been a member of the Metropolitan and had been one of the first inside Tutankhamun’s tomb, they went into paroxysms, for he had written his suicide note on the wall of his study with his own blood—“I have succumbed to a curse that forced me to disappear”—and then hanged himself. If talk of a curse had died down in the last few months, this certainly threw enough fuel on the flame to make it burn merrily. 


“Well, to be brief,” she began, “Evelyn-White was one of our preeminent scholars in ancient Greek, a lecturer at University of Leeds. He was also a talented Coptologist and a translator of hieroglyphics who had done some work for us on Tutankhamun’s tomb. After leaving a suicide note, he got into a taxi and requested to be taken to the house of Dr. Maxwell Telling, a well-known physician. Just before reaching the doctor’s house, however, the driver heard the report of the gun—it must have deafened him—and turned back to find Evelyn-White slumping forward. He had shot himself. The driver raced to a nearby hospital, but Evelyn-White was pronounced dead an hour later. Terrible enough on the face of it.” 


This was somewhat milder than the lurid tale I had read in the press. Therefore, far more apt to be correct. But— 


“The suicide note?” I probed carefully. 


“You’ve hit upon the nub of it. This was the note he had left upon his desk.” She took a slip of paper from her bag, unfolded it, and handed it to me. I read: 


“I knew there was a curse on me, though I have leave to take those manuscripts to Cairo. The monks told me the curse would work all the same. Now it has done so.” 


Not written in blood, perhaps, but certainly problematic. 


“What are the manuscripts he speaks of?” 


“No one has the slightest idea. Nor who the monks are. Have you heard of Prince Ali Kamel Fahmy Bey?” 


She certainly liked to jump from one subject to another. I humored her. 


“Egyptian chap, wasn’t he? Created quite a stir this summer. Wife shot him, didn’t she? At the Savoy. Rum business. These Orientals often let their passions run away with them.” 


“His wife—his widow—is French.” 


I might have argued that the Orient begins at Dover, but I decided on discretion. She went on. “You’re familiar with the story of my uncle, Colonel Aubrey Herbert?” 


I frowned. “Didn’t know you had an uncle. Not that there’s anything strange in that. Your having an uncle, I mean, not me not knowing about it. Although that’s not strange, either, come to that. Don’t really keep up with the society section.” 


“He was my father’s half brother. He died in September.” 


“In Egypt?” 


“In London. Of blood poisoning. As did my father.” 


“Bad spot of luck.” No, that wasn’t the right way to put it. I put a finger to my temple, trying to reorder my thoughts. “You mentioned Holmes sent you to me?” 


Lady Evelyn smiled. “I don’t mean to be mysterious, Doctor. Colonel Herbert and Prince Ali and Mr. Evelyn-White share a very important distinction with my late father. All four, at least according to Mr. Holmes and his spiritualist associates, were victims of the pharaoh’s curse.” 


“Would you care for a glass of port, my lady?” I asked, for I felt myself in desperate need of a restorative at that point, and billy-bedamned if it were improper etiquette. Lady Evelyn nodded sweetly. 


“Pardon me, my lady.” I took up the thread, pouring with a shaky hand. “But we have already established that the prince was shot to death by his wife. How exactly did your uncle die?” 


“He had every tooth in his head pulled out.” 


“Good Lord! Was he tortured?” 


“No, he was given frightfully bad medical advice by a quack doctor. He was trying to stave off advancing blindness and was told that it could alleviate his symptoms. Instead he contracted blood poisoning.” 


“It sounds like criminally bad medical advice. And your father, I believe, died of an infection caused by—what was it?” 


“A mosquito bite.” 


“Yet the great detective Sherlock Holmes looks beyond these trivial facts to the eternal wrath of a boy king buried three thousand years ago in Egypt, and cries, ‘Aha! Here we have our culprit!’” I trumpeted, unable to keep the bitterness from my voice. 


“Yes,” agreed the girl, accepting the port from me and taking a sip, “but he is the great detective, after all, is he not?” 


Was he? Was he still, in spite of the séances, the table turning, the floating ectoplasmic visions, the mediums possessed by their spirit guides, was he still Sherlock Holmes? 


“Yes,” I was forced to concede, “he is.” 


She drank her port with relish, as if she had the reassurance she had come for. But I was wrong on that count. She had come for more. 


“The truth is,” Lady Evelyn said, with just a hint of a tremor in her voice, “the deaths do have one other thing in common. You see, Prince Ali and Colonel Herbert both visited the pharaoh’s tomb within days after it was opened, just as Evelyn-White did.” 


“Along with how many others? Dozens? Scores? What of Mr. Carter? Or yourself? Have you suffered any ill effects? My lady, don’t tell me you believe this nonsense about a curse?” 


“My brother Henry seems convinced of it. He said my father’s dog Suzy at home began howling the moment my father died, three thousand miles away.” 


“But what do you think?” I pressed her. 


“I want to know, to be frank. I want to be certain. I want someone to examine all the evidence and either put the rumors to rest or confirm them. I want your help, Doctor.” 


I was flattered, but not enough to lose my head. “What you want, my lady, is a detective. A proper detective, not some superannuated old army surgeon.” 


“I’ve already hired a detective. Sherlock Holmes.” 


I had a sudden vision of myself throttling the girl till she made some sense, but I believe I only stood there blinking. “But Holmes has already reached his verdict on these incidents!” I finally got out. It sounded like a yelp, even to me. 


“Is there another detective you would recommend over Mr. Holmes in the case of a suspicious death?” she returned, unruffled. 


She was going to drag it out of me. I had to admit there wasn’t. Even in his sunset years, even in the fog of his spiritualist beliefs, there was no more penetrating mind than that of my old friend, at least once he was on a case. 


“Mr. Holmes presumes supernatural influence. I have challenged him to investigate. He has accepted my challenge. I will accept his findings. No one could debunk Sherlock Holmes with authority but Sherlock Holmes himself.” 


I looked at her with new eyes. “You’re a gambler, my lady,” I said admiringly. 


“I take after my father in that regard.” 


It was well-known that Lord Carnarvon had lost a fortune gambling, especially on horse racing, a fortune that had only been recouped by his marriage to Lady Evelyn’s mother, Almina Wombwell, the illegitimate daughter (so it was bruited about) of the millionaire banker Alfred de Rothschild, the first Jew appointed director of the Bank of England. 


“Well, then,” I said. “The only question is, why have you come to me?” 


“Mr. Holmes was extremely reluctant to take this commission, as you might guess. He swore he had not taken a case in twenty years, though I’m well aware of his secret work for military intelligence during the war. He tried to fob off some Belgian mountebank with a waxed moustache on me. At one point he even called himself a doddering old fool. But I persisted. Finally he agreed, on one condition. He could do nothing, he insisted, he would not take step one, unless his old partner John Watson were by his side.” 


There was no hiding my astonishment. It must have been incised upon my face like glyphs on the Rosetta Stone. He had asked for me. He had demanded me! Could it be that he was somehow unaware of my barrage of censures? Or had he simply brushed them aside as unimportant? 


“Well, Doctor,” asked Lady Evelyn, with a smile I can only characterize as seductive, “will you help us solve the riddle of the pharaoh’s curse once and for all?” 




Chapter Two: Mrs. Estelle Roberts
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Ikissed my beautiful girls goodbye before they left for school that morning, hugging them so tightly to my breast that they complained they could not breathe. I tried in vain to keep the tears from flowing. I felt as if I were going to the ends of the earth, never to return. I would not be long at all, I kept telling myself, a fortnight perhaps, but it was farther than I had ever dreamed of voyaging in my life. And there was Terry, the baby, with the croup. How could I leave him? Yet I knew that I must. Sacrifices had to be made.


My husband, Arthur, and I had thrashed it out repeatedly, till we were sick of hearing each other’s voices. Of course, Arthur colored it as high adventure, which I suppose it was, in a certain light. He said they would be fine without me. Which did not comfort me one iota. Bea, the hired girl, would take perfectly good care of them. I agreed, quelling the anxiety in my voice. And of course Mrs. Slade was just next door. I admitted the soundness of it. But I didn’t have to like it, not one bit.


I had a much shorter journey ahead of me that afternoon. The Aeolian Hall in Bond Street, where I had a long-standing invitation to perform a psychic demonstration for the Spiritualist Association. Sir Sherlock had neglected to inform me of little niggling details such as where and when I should meet my escort. He always expected me to simply know. I don’t think it was because of my clairvoyance, which is anything but infallible; he always expected everyone to anticipate his needs. Little wonder he had never married. 


I should have to bring my bags along with me to the demonstration. More bother. And I was feeling nervous as a cat. Arthur saw it and did his level best to calm my jitters. Dear man. He would have his hands full for two weeks, even with Bea to cook and clean and tend to the baby. He reminded me to pack for warm weather. I hadn’t noticed what I was shoving into my bag until he mentioned it, and I had to unpack all my woolens. Did some of my warm-weather clothes still smell of smoke? I sniffed. Well, it couldn’t be helped. 


I would probably be seasick for most of the journey and confined to my cabin, anyway. No dining at the captain’s table for me. Of course, we might be booked in steerage, for all I knew. For all I knew, we could be booked aboard a tramp steamer and be forced to swab the decks for our passage. But then, I was certain to be more familiar with the business end of a mop than Sir Sherlock was. He had mentioned a boat, or I might have pictured us in a camel caravan, bouncing our way across the deserts of North Africa all the way to the pyramids. I wondered how long our voyage would really take. The man was so secretive. Ah, well, all would be revealed. It was no use fretting. I fretted. Oh, it was starting to rain. 


At that time I was still quite new to public exhibitions and prone to butterflies in the stomach at the best of times. But I always settled myself with the thought that my audiences were not there to hear me. They were there to hear the spirits who jostled round me. They were always eager to communicate, to be reunited with their loved ones still on this mortal shore. Nor was I the guide; that was the province of Red Cloud. I was no more than a conduit. My only mandate was to be sensitive, to be receptive, and to be honest. 


It was still raining, the kind of cold, thin early-February rain that creeps into the crevices of your collar and drains into your shoes; the spirits seemed to huddle together as if for warmth. The audience was restless, with the rain pelting steadily against the roof. Mr. Penderecki held the floor; I was weary of him. He had been a morose type during his life, but now that he had crossed over, he nattered on incessantly, mostly about the haberdashery he had left behind and especially his fine cambric handkerchiefs; his wife seemed thrilled merely by the sound of his voice, or at least Red Cloud’s impression thereof. The sentences drained away like dishwater. No one ever admits it, but the task of a sensitive can often be dreary. Red Cloud had not put me into a full trance; how I wished that he had! But perhaps you’re not familiar with Red Cloud? He is my spirit guide, an American Indian who lived some four or five hundred years ago. No, I don’t know which tribe he belonged to. Does it matter? We are all part of one tribe. 


Where was I? Oh, yes. As the Pendereckis continued, a man scuffled into the back of the hall, and at the mere sight of him an electric thrill went through me—not because of his looks, for he was plain as a poker in that stolid little Englander fashion that was mercifully fading away after the war, and he was old enough to put me in mind of my father. But my skin burned in a flash fire and went icy cold at the same time. I had only experienced such a powerful emanation twice before, but I had not forgotten her, no, not for a second: Madame Louise. Though I had only encountered her twice, each time far away in the rolling meads of Sussex, there was no mistaking the commanding force of her anima. Nor was there any forgetting in whose name I had summoned her. 


Madame Louise swept Mr. Penderecki aside effortlessly as royalty. She pinned my gaze to the newcomer. He had taken a seat at the back of the room, with his rain-spotted trilby pulled down to his ears as though trying to remain inconspicuous. Yet I felt drawn to him like a magnet to true north. I was compelled to move down the steps toward him. He was hardly prepossessing as I drew nearer: an old man in his sixties, with a bushy white moustache and a look of alarm in his rheumatic eyes. Not a believer, that much was obvious. What could Madame Louise want from this sad specimen? 


I stopped before him. 


“There is a lady named Madame Louise,” I told him. “She has red hair framing a heart-shaped face and eyes grey as rain. The light from a fire flickers in her face. She speaks with a slight accent—a French accent. She wishes to speak with a doctor. His name is John . . . Dr. John Watson.” I looked for affirmation in his eyes. 


He stiffened. Then he rose and doffed his hat. Rainwater dripped off onto the floor. “I was supposed to meet a Mrs. Roberts here. Please don’t tell me you are Mrs. Roberts.” He was a bluff old campaigner with the air of a professional man, but his face was tomato-red with indignation. 


“Are you Dr. Watson, sir?” 


“I’m Dr. John Watson, but I’m sure you knew that,” he said with asperity. 


“Have we met before, Dr. John Watson? Have you come seeking a loved one, perhaps your wife? Mary, is that her name?” 


He stepped back as if I had struck him. I had hurt him somehow. I immediately regretted it. He was a man of deeper feeling than I’d taken him for. 


“Did Holmes tell you that? Look here, what kind of flummery is this? I came because Sherlock Holmes wired me, told me to come to this address and introduce myself to you, if you are Mrs. Roberts. I didn’t expect an audience.” 


“Ah.” I was beginning to see my way clear. All the while, she was drumming insistently at the back of my mind. I was reluctant to give up control to her. The pain when Louise took over was dreadful. Her death had not been a peaceful one. 


“You could have met me in a tearoom. Did he not tell you more?” I inquired. 


He took a telegram from his pocket and unfolded it. “He said you would introduce me to a woman named Louise. He said to follow this woman Louise’s instructions. To the letter. Although it seems a roundabout way of going at it. Don’t know why he couldn’t just wire instructions himself. Or have this Louise step round to my office.” 


“No doubt all will be made clear.” I felt an upwelling of emotion, which was difficult to tamp down. She was dangerous, I remembered all too well. 


“Where is this Miss Louise?” he questioned, casting about in his ignorance. 


“Louise is here. She is anxious to finally meet you, Dr. Watson.” Indeed, the pounding in my head was becoming intolerable. “There is a message coming through. She says that you are about to embark on a long journey. Her instructions are that you will take me with you.” 


His voice cracked. “This is entirely preposterous. And an unsuitable request. By the ring on your finger, I take it you’re a married woman, are you not?” 


This evoked a salacious titter from the crowd. 


“She says we are to leave here and go straight to Victoria Station. I hope you mean to take me somewhere warm. I haven’t packed for cold weather.” 


“I know no one named Louise. Who is she? Where is she?” 


“She is a spirit, one who knows you quite well, though you don’t know her.” 


“Oh, a bit of hocus-pocus, is it? She seems quite high-handed for a dead person. What happens next? Do you go into a trance? Levitate? What humiliation does Holmes have in store for me? I should just go home.” He plumped his hat back on his head. 


“Sometimes I do go into a trance. But this spirit is so commanding—” 


There was no holding her. She flung me aside. A film came over my eyes. I could hear my own voice, but soft and deep, with a melodious French accent, curling up my throat. 


“You do not know me, John, but well do I know you. I am Madame Louise Vernet-Lecomte Holmes. You are the intimate friend of my only living son, Sherlock.” 


He blanched. His eyes went blank. At last, he found his voice, and he roared his anger: 


“What kind of blasphemy is this? Louise Holmes has been dead these twenty-five years. Cease this playacting at once, Madam!” 


“Please, I come from far away to speak with you and have little time allotted me. I know you are a skeptic. But my son is going into great danger—not merely of his life, but of his soul. He needs you by his side—at the Reichenbach Falls.” 


I knew nothing of the Reichenbach Falls then. I had followed little of Sir Sherlock’s career before he became the great champion of the spiritualist movement. Indeed, I had only a shadowy idea at that point who this Dr. John Watson was. But I could see in his face that the Reichenbach Falls was a name of evil omen to him. I could feel the evil myself as the words passed my lips, like sharp shards of glass. 


“The Reichenbach Falls! Now you’ve gone far too far with this game, Madam. Madam! Sherlock Holmes will never set foot upon that accursed path again.” 


“Need will drive him, and he will need you there. You must swear not to leave him.” 


Now he looked insulted. “I have already given my word to accompany him. I don’t give my word lightly. I don’t need all this tomfoolery to convince me. Quite the opposite.” 


“To Reichenbach he must go, and he will need you by his side,” she said insistently. 


“Yes, yes, yes! What I tell you three times is true!” he fairly spat. 


I could feel her presence beginning to withdraw, like the tide drawing back from the shore. I was gasping for breath, groping for the stones on the beach. But still she said in a desperate whisper: 


“Don’t leave him!” 


“I won’t leave him,” said Dr. Watson irritably, as if he were being nagged at by a tram conductor for his ticket. 


“Merci. And you must take Mrs. Roberts with you.” 


And without another word, she had sped away like a falcon making for the distant reaches of the sky. I nearly fainted as I felt her abandon me. Dr. Watson had to reach out and steady me. My demonstration was definitely concluded for the day. I felt hollowed out. My mind was a blank. I dismissed the crowd with a wave of my hand and sank into an empty seat. Though there was much grumbling and protest, I think mainly because of the rain, the crowd slowly filed out. My course was clear. 


“But this is madness!” exploded the doctor. “Yes, I was to meet a woman here named Louise, but not the Louise who burned to death twenty-five years ago.” 


I leaned over, my face in my hands, still trying to clear my head. “Burned? Yes, that explains the flames. Sir Sherlock never told me. I suppose I was meant to introduce you to her, and she in turn to introduce me to you. And you’re to take me with you. I assume we are going on some sort of trip.” 


“You mean you don’t know where we’re supposed to go?” A vein in his forehead started to throb. 


Of course, I knew perfectly well, but it wasn’t my habit to share secrets with the acquaintance of a moment. How much had Sir Sherlock confided in him? Ah, but here was someone . . . 


“Perhaps he can tell us,” I replied. 


He wheeled round to find a telegraph boy standing directly behind him with a note in his hand, as if I had conjured him out of the air. The light frosting on his overcoat and uniform cap told me the rain was turning to snow. 


“Dr. John Watson?” asked the boy timidly. 


Watson gave me a sidelong look, as though he suspected skulduggery on my part. “Only coincidence,” I told him. I had no intention of embellishing the truth. I am a seer, but I do not lay claim to magical powers. 


He read the note and took out two railway tickets. “It appears we’re to meet Sherlock Holmes at Dover. That almost certainly means a trip to the continent. I hope you can pack quickly. We have little more than an hour before our train departs.” 


“I’m already packed. My bags are in the coatroom.” 


Again he gave me the look of one who has swallowed too much bilge water. But after all, there were two tickets. There was no time for further niggling. Dr. Watson still had to pack. He dashed into the street, heedless of rain or snow, while I collected my bags. Sooner than I would have credited, he had secured a taxi. He tossed my bags in the back, a trifle cavalierly, I thought. They were old valises made of canvas, and I had a horror of them splitting open and my unmentionables tumbling out. Next he handed me in and called out his address to the driver. He lived on Queen Anne Street. A medical address, though not quite Harley Street. 


Apparently he had instructed the driver to go at breakneck speed. There were corners we took so sharply that I sucked in my breath, sure we would overturn like turtles. The taxi threw up walls of water on either side, leaving drenched pedestrians shaking their fists in our wake. I noticed that Dr. Watson gripped the seat with all his might, as if he feared being thrown out the window. Soon we lurched to a stop at his Queen Anne Street address. The doctor slid out with a celerity that belied his age. 


I thought I would catch forty winks while he packed since I had been up early that morning packing myself, but I had hardly closed my eyes when he returned with his bags. I’ve since educated myself on their exploits and learned how often he and Sir Sherlock had stuffed their valises with the necessities and galloped to the station. He was an old hand at packing at a moment’s notice. 


And in fact, he seemed to relax among the crowds of the railway station, as though the coal soot were a tonic to him, the clouds of steam were a spring shower, and the din of humanity a lullaby. Once we were boarded in our compartment and properly situated, he kept his eyes glued to the window like a ten-year-old boy on his first train trip. Or perhaps he was simply avoiding meeting my eyes. He seemed a bit shy, which I found oddly charming. 


But my nerves were still burning after my encounter with Louise. I recalled the first time I had been confronted with her personality. I had been invited to Sir Sherlock’s villa in Sussex, a great honor for such a novice medium as I was. She was so powerful I nearly drowned in her. What I hadn’t known was that she had never appeared to him before, though some of the greatest sensitives of the age were put to the test. He was grateful beyond words, and we bonded immediately. He was a remarkable man. 


And yet this man, who Madame Louise had pronounced Sir Sherlock’s intimate friend? Ordinary enough. Yet even in the awkwardness of our silence I could sense something comforting about the doctor, something solid. I could see perhaps why Sir Sherlock wanted him by his side. They were alike somehow. Not that he was sharp-edged and alarming in the way of Sir Sherlock, but he was protective and solicitous—a very parfait knight, as they used to say. That was what they had in common, I guessed. 


The rain cleared and the moon rose. I began a letter to my husband briefly sketching out the events of the afternoon. I missed him terribly already, even as I looked forward on tenterhooks to the journey. 


As the hours ticked by, Dr. Watson became restless, again like a little boy. I suggested he take a stroll down the aisle. (I might have suggested dinner, for I felt a sudden growl in my stomach, but I’m sure he would have felt himself obliged to pay. I had no wish to impose upon him.) He seemed immediately released by my words. I think he had felt responsible for me, as though I were a package he was delivering to Sir Sherlock. I confess I felt something of the same. And I could not help but sense we were going into danger, and it would take all our talents to defeat it—if we could. 




Chapter Three: Dr. John Watson
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The cold air in the passage hit my face, rousing me from my torpor. I made my way toward the observation car. I will admit Mrs. Estelle Roberts had set me on edge with all her chicanery. Why all these ludicrous attempts to convince me of her powers? What would be her next trick? Did she have a deck of marked cards? And then there was her constant cold-eyed stare, as though trying to examine my insides. I wondered how far she would accompany us; indeed, how far would we go. Surely not—


“Well, what do you think, Watson?”


I turned slowly. I was floored. It was him. His hair was thinning and what there was had turned snow-white. A pair of rimless glasses was perched upon his nose. One almost expected him to tear off his disguise and reveal the Sherlock Holmes of forty years ago. Yet he had the same hawkish profile and fierce, concentrated gaze.


“Holmes! Where did you get on?” I cried.


“London.”


“What? What farce is this now? I’ve had enough—” And indeed my temper was boiling over. I perceived that I was being treated shabbily. 


“I wanted you to get to know Mrs. Roberts on your own. A charming woman, is she not?” he asked lightly. 


“Why on earth did you saddle me with her?” 


“She’s magnificent. Psychic, medium, clairvoyant, clairaudient, healer, psychometrist—there’s nothing she can’t do.” 


“A mountebank, like all the others. When will you drop this nonsense? How far must we drag her along?” 


“All the way.” 


“All the way to where, for God’s sake?” 


“Didn’t I tell you? All the way to Luxor.” 


“Luxor, Egypt?” I asked, incredulous. 


“Of course. Where the curse originated,” he stated matter-offactly. “The tomb of Tutankhamun.” 


“But . . . but no one died in Luxor. Most of your victims seem to have shuffled off this mortal coil right here in merry old England. Have you interviewed Lady Almina? Or Princess Marguerite? Wouldn’t that be much the simpler course? We certainly know how Prince Ali died, however the jury cocked up the verdict.” 


Had I mentioned that Princess Marguerite had been acquitted of murdering her husband, even though she had certainly done the deed? You probably remember the case as well as I do—fraught with improprieties from the defense, including counsel pointing a gun at the jury, which the court let fly by as if it were the Gloucester cheese roll. 


“Idle minds are the devil’s playthings, and we are hemmed in by devils. The lady Almina has wed that scoundrel Colonel Dennistoun before her husband is cold in the grave and has no time for anyone else. As for Princess Marguerite, she played me like a concert grand. She’ll get her comeuppance eventually, but for now she is inviolate.” 


This was a remarkable admission coming from him, who had always been able to enlist the ladies to his cause without ever becoming entangled with one. Well, those sleepy bedroom eyes, full lips—how old was the princess? Probably thirty? And Irene Adler would be sixty by now if she had lived. There was more than a passing resemblance. Yes, it could be. Stranger things had happened. 


But to the matter at hand. “Thus we journey three thousand miles or more to a barren desert, where no one at all has died, save the savage natives forced to subsist there?” I was still out of sorts. 


“No, no one died there, but the one commonality the victims share is that they were all at the tomb of Tutankhamun shortly after it first was opened. And that ‘land of savages’ you imagine is the cradle of civilization.” 


“But there have been hundreds of visitors to the site.” 


“Which is precisely why we must find out why these particular victims were cursed. What did they do at the tomb that set them apart for punishment?” 


“Holmes, I beg of you—” 


“Did my mother not speak to you?” 


“No. Your Mrs. Roberts put on a very bad French accent and tried to frighten me.” 


“She’s superb, isn’t she?” 


He wasn’t listening to a word I said. “Holmes, what if the deaths were merely coincidence?” 


“I can countenance coincidence up to a point. But three people have already died. You don’t call that coincidence.” 


“I can certainly call it coincidence before I call it the curse of some moldering pharaoh,” I persisted. 


“And there was the death of the canary.” 


“What, some tattletale?” This was a story I hadn’t heard. 


“Carter, the archaeologist in charge of the dig, owned a canary—a marvelous singer by all accounts. The workmen all considered her a lucky omen. On the very day he first opened the tomb, a cobra slithered its way into his house and killed the bird in its cage.” 


“The pharaoh revenging himself on a canary bird!” I chortled. 


“The cobra, as I’m sure you know, is a symbol of protection for pharaohs. Four cobras bearing four suns crown his forehead. The uraeus, I believe it’s called.” 


“Really,” I stated flatly, never in my life having heard of a uraeus. “Well, I suppose that proves it.” 


“Excellent. Your obdurate skepticism is exactly why I need you. Hold tight to it.” 


He was infuriating. “And why do you need her? Her gullibility?” 


“If you like. Come, let’s go find her. Mrs. Roberts’s talents will be indispensable.” 


“In that case, what do you need me for?” 


“My dear Watson. For what purpose does the flame need the flint?” 


At least he had not run out of cryptic aphorisms. I tried to brush that one aside and put a cheerful slant on the affair. 


“Well, we won’t need a fire in Egypt, if it’s as hot as they say. And I have always wanted to visit the pyramids.” 


“Do not speak so glibly, my friend. We’re not embarked on a holiday. Egypt is on a knife edge, fraught with danger. The fall of the Ottomans has made that whole part of the world a tinderbox.” 


“The military is still in control, is it not? Old Allenby still at the tiller?” I asked. 


“The Egyptians believe they’ve gained independence under the new treaty.” 


“But they haven’t really, have they?” 


“Of course not. Which they are just coming to grips with. And when they do, there’ll be blood watering the sand,” he declared ominously. 


“It’s nothing to do with our little errand,” I said, looking for assurance. 


“I wouldn’t be so confident of that. Tutankhamun’s tomb is opened, and straight off all of Egypt is a powder keg? His influence lies everywhere on the land of the Nile.” 


“You make Tutankhamun sound as dangerous as Moriarty.” 


“Moriarty’s spirit is more malevolent, but Tutankhamun’s power is the more pervasive.” 


“Moriarty’s spirit? Have you been in touch with him, too?” I lifted an eyebrow. 


“He is never far from my thoughts.” 


Were his teeth chattering? It was then I noticed the bluish cast of his complexion. Here we were on an open platform in February with the wind whipping about at a good fifty miles an hour. I have always been a warm-blooded man, and was well upholstered against the wind to boot, but not so my companion, whose hands were stuffed into his ulster. I led the way back to our carriage, eager to see the lady’s face when I sprang Holmes on her unawares. 


I was disappointed. 


“Sir Sherlock, how wonderful to see you.” She didn’t blink as she glanced up from her letter writing to greet him. She didn’t bother to ask where he had joined the train. Her face was at any rate not one for betraying surprise: with deep-set eyes, a sharp nose, and prominent cheekbones, framed by close-cropped black curls, she was the model of the mysterious woman, giving nothing away—not that I had ever been especially proficient at reading women. Had she known all along that Holmes was on the train? Probably. Certainly. They had arranged this little play between them. This was her deck of marked cards. 


Holmes asked after her health. 


“I’m afraid I may have picked up a head cold dashing about in the rain. It will definitely be a welcome change going from the London downpour to the warm Luxor sun.” 


Holmes offered her no dire warnings about Egyptian blood. She’d led me to believe she had no knowledge of our destination, though I will admit as the days went by it would become obvious that she had packed for the warm weather—as I had not. I thought uncomfortably of my woolen suits and, worse, my woolen underclothes. 


“This time of year in Egypt is fairly moderate,” remarked Holmes, probably sensing my discomfort. If there were a mind reader aboard, it was Holmes. 


And was she really going to call him “Sir Sherlock”? He had been knighted after the war for services rendered to his country, though those services were secret, and he always claimed that it was for championing the spiritualist cause. He swore he had facilitated a séance in which the king received invaluable advice from Queen Victoria. I could only pray he was joking. I remember the king intoning his name, “Sherlock Dantes Holmes,” at his investiture while touching his shoulders with the blade. No one noticed me wipe away a tear with my sleeve. I fancy “Dantes” came from some French relation. I still called him “Holmes” and always would. I doubt he would have called me “Sir John” if our roles had been reversed. 


“I can’t believe we are going to Luxor to explore the tomb of Tutankhamun. My husband is eaten up with jealousy. He’s read every word the papers have printed about it,” Mrs. Roberts said. 


“I could hardly invite your husband and children along. I shall need your undivided attention to the task.” 


“You will have it, of course,” she replied brightly. 


I had already noted that she was a married woman but had given little thought to her responsibilities therein. Now there were children to be considered as well? “Of course?” That was all she had to say? She had simply abandoned her children for a fortnight’s holiday? She must be wedded to a truly understanding, not to mention long-suffering, husband. Of course, there were many times I’d left Mary alone when Holmes needed me to traverse afield at a moment’s notice on some dangerous affair, and she never complained. But I was, after all, a man. 


I fell into tender remembrances of Mary, which I would not share, even with my faithful readers, for the world. Holmes and Mrs. Roberts occupied themselves with shoptalk, if spiritualists can be said to talk shop. 


It was nearing one, and all of us were drowsing, when we arrived at Dover to board the channel ferry at the Marine Docks. It seemed almost like old times, the ocean spray crusting our faces as we stepped out of the station, crowding onto the ice-caked Admiralty Pier, the heavy fog muffling our tread, save that this time the apricot scent and swirling skirts of Mrs. Roberts intruded. Strange that I still remember her scent after all this time. If she was at all disquieted about abandoning husband and children, she did not show it. She seemed wrapped in serenity as securely as in her burgundy duster. 


Once we were settled in for our crossing, Mrs. Roberts produced some knitting from her bag. I wished she had introduced it earlier, for the endless clacking of her needles had me so drowsy so that I soon fell fast asleep—only to wake with a start, groggy and bleary-eyed, some three hours later to the garbled sounds of a loudspeaker in French and English (or it may have been Swahili for all I could make of it), announcing our imminent arrival in Calais. In response the passengers were slowly shifting, like stone made flesh, gathering their belongings about them. 


Mrs. Roberts was asleep—those unsettling eyes closed, her mouth slightly open, looking vulnerable as a child, her knitting resting upon her lap. “Sleep, that knits up the raveled sleeve of care” inevitably passed through my mind. 


I daresay Holmes had not slept at all. Though he had removed his spectacles, his eyes seemed turned inward upon himself, searching for answers to questions I would not even think to ask, as I had seen him do many times in our youth. We all do with less sleep at our age, just at the point in our lives when we have fewer concerns to fill our waking hours. Besides, Holmes had long ago trained himself to go for days on end without sleep. 


Still, I think we were all bone-tired when we shuffled down the gangway into a grey mist to await the continental train at Calais. It was mere steps to the station, the Gare Maritime, but they were slow steps with the crowd around us gawking—as if Calais had any sights whatever to boast of, even in the daytime. At this time of the morning there were only inquisitive dock lamps frowning down on unfriendly, crouching buildings. 


“France doesn’t look very much different from England,” observed the lady, looking about forlornly. 


“Calais was actually built by the British, back in the 1300s. It never seems to have lost its English accent,” said Holmes. 


“It’ll look different when we reach gay Paree,” I assured her. 


“When will that be?” she wondered, stifling a yawn. 


“Our train leaves at one,” Holmes informed us. 


“One o’clock!” I groaned in dismay. It had just turned five in the morning by my watch. The sun would not venture forth for another two hours if it decided to make an appearance at all. “Surely there must be an earlier train.” 


“I think you’ll find the wait worthwhile.” 


“I think we’re all dead on our feet and would rather take the first train running,” I complained. 


“Perhaps, but I have business to attend to here. Personal business.” His face was set in stone, unreadable. 


“What? Whom do you know in Calais?” I grumbled mutinously. 


“An old friend. No need to concern yourself with the matter. The fog should lift by nine, and then you may glory in the sight of the white cliffs of Dover, Mrs. Roberts.” 


“And what shall we do in the meantime?” I wailed, put out by the entire arrangement. 


“The Chatham has just added a restaurant, I understand. Also there is a lounge, and a reading room. Even a casino if you’d like to take a flutter. It should be very much to your liking. Almost the entire staff speaks English as perfectly as Oxfordians. Should you require anything, ask for Edgerton. He knows me of old.” 


Well, there was nothing to say to that, although the lady needed constant reassurance that her luggage would be transferred to the correct train. She seemed to have heard tales of hatboxes winding up in China and having to be ransomed. But the mists looked to want to increase to a drizzle, so we parted with Holmes and hurried our way up the dark, still street to the Chatham, a quarter mile distant along the coast. At least it was a well-lit, cheery-looking target. 


We decided to try the restaurant, although the lady had misgivings as to French cooking. I myself looked forward to a galette complete, a sort of pie filled with egg, ham, and cheese that I had read about. But my courage failed me, and we both ordered English breakfast, with tea. One would never have known we’d left London behind. We ate in a dead silence that became increasingly awkward. 


Finally, Mrs. Roberts looked up from her meal (and there was nothing ethereal about her appetite) and said plainly, “You’d like to ask me a question.” 


I don’t suppose it required any extraordinary powers to divine that. 


“Perhaps one or two,” I replied cautiously. 


“Ask. I’ll answer.” 


Her curt tone sounded so much like a gypsy fortune teller that I wondered if she expected me to cross her palm with silver. 


“Well . . . how did you get into this line of work? Mediuming, that is. Mediumship. How long have you been at it?” 


“Only a couple of years. If you mean public readings, that is.” 


“Did you study with someone?” 


Mrs. Roberts laughed. 


“I’m sorry, have I asked an untoward question?” 


“There are many paths. I heard the voices of those who have passed over from a very young age. I learned to hide my abilities, because no one would believe me. It was three years ago when I attended my first spiritualist meeting and met Mrs. Elizabeth Cannock, who told me I was chosen by the spirit world. Once I was convinced, Red Cloud sought me out.” 


“Red Cloud? Is that a spiritualist organization? Or congregation?” 


She smiled at this. “He is my spirit guide. An American Indian.” 


“Oh—you mean he’s—” 


“Passed over, yes.” 


“What, uh, what tribe was he with? Or is he with?” 


“He does not speak of his past. ‘Know me by my works,’ he tells me.” 


“Didn’t Jesus Christ say something of the sort?” 


“Perhaps. Perhaps he heard it from Red Cloud.” 


I laughed heartily at this, until I realized she was serious. Her eyes bored into mine. The conversation once again became awkward. 


“And you really think the pharaoh’s tomb is cursed?” I said delicately. 


“I’m certain of it. Any time an ancient Egyptian relic is disturbed, someone ends up paying. You have only to look at Cleopatra’s Needle to be convinced.” 


“What, the obelisk on the Victoria Embankment? That’s been there fifty years or more,” I pointed out. 


“And in that time it’s seen more suicides than any other spot in London. There’s talk of a dogheaded man who haunts it. There’s your real Jack the Ripper,” she declared. “It should be returned to Cairo without delay.” 


I could see this trip was going to be excruciating. 


I passed the rest of my time in the reading room, luxuriating in all the English newspapers. The weather having cleared, as Holmes had predicted, Mrs. Roberts elected to go for a walk along the shore, taking in the white cliffs, dodging the sea gulls, and no doubt freezing her toes off. 
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