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CHAPTER ONE : THE SINGER LEAVES THE MUSEUM
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I: THE HOUSE OF THE Dead

The British Museum in the year 1912 resembled less a repository of antiquities than a great mausoleum of ambitions. Its cavernous galleries, lit by the reluctant gaslight of a London winter, held the fragments of civilizations that had crumbled to dust while England rose. The Egyptian collection, largest in the world, occupied the northern wing like a conqueror's trophy room. Here lay the bodies of pharaohs, the hymns of priests, the jewelry of queens—all torn from the sand and exhibited under glass for the amusement of clerks and their wives.

On a damp morning in early April, Dr. Alistair Pembroke stood before the display case of Meryt-Amon, Singer of Amon. He was a man of forty-two years, with thinning hair the color of wet straw and spectacles that perpetually slipped down his nose. His fingers, stained with ink and the faint yellow of old papyrus, rested on the edge of the case as if he were taking the pulse of a patient.

The mummy lay inside her painted sarcophagus, the lid raised slightly to reveal the linen-wrapped face. The anthropoid coffin depicted a young woman with enormous painted eyes and a wig of blue-black curls. Her hands, carved in wood, crossed over her chest. Between them rested a scarab of green stone.

“She was seventeen,” Pembroke murmured, more to himself than to the young assistant who stood behind him, clutching a clipboard.

“Sir?”

“Seventeen years old. A child, really. She sang in the Temple of Amon under Ramses the Great. Thirteen centuries before the birth of Christ.” Pembroke removed his spectacles, polished them on his waistcoat, and replaced them. “And now she lies here, in Bloomsbury, while the omnibuses rumble past.”

The assistant, a nervous young man named Farley who had joined the museum only three months earlier, shifted his weight. “The director wishes to see you, Dr. Pembroke. Sir Reginald Hawthorne. He said it was urgent.”

Pembroke did not move. His gaze remained fixed on the painted face of Meryt-Amon, on the hieroglyphs that ran in neat columns down the length of the sarcophagus. Osiris, Lord of the West. Isis, the Great Mother. Amon-Ra, the Hidden One. The inscriptions invoked their protection, bound the dead woman to the gods with the force of written magic.

“Do you know what these say, Farley?”

“No, sir. I'm a Greek scholar.”

“They say, 'May she breathe sweet air in the Field of Reeds. May she drink from the eternal Nile. May her voice rise in praise among the justified ones.'” Pembroke paused. “And then, here, under the chin, in smaller script—almost as an afterthought—'May her voice never rise.'”

Farley blinked. “That seems contradictory.”

“Indeed.” Pembroke turned from the case. “Very well. Let us not keep Sir Reginald waiting.”

They walked through the Egyptian gallery, past the colossal bust of Amenhotep III, past the Rosetta Stone with its three scripts locked in eternal translation, past the case of shabti figures—those small servants meant to labor in the afterlife so their masters might rest. The museum was quiet at this hour. Only a few early visitors wandered the halls: a clergyman with a guidebook, a young woman sketching a statue of Sekhmet, an elderly couple holding hands as if afraid of the dark.

Sir Reginald Hawthorne occupied the director's office on the upper floor, a room paneled in oak and hung with portraits of his predecessors. He was a man of sixty, with a white beard trimmed to a point and the ruddy complexion of one who spent more time at his club than in the museum. His desk was clear except for a single file folder tied with red ribbon.

“Pembroke. Sit down.” He did not offer tea.

Pembroke sat. Farley remained standing near the door, unsure whether he was permitted to stay.

“I will come straight to the point,” Sir Reginald said. “The mummy—this singer of yours—is causing difficulties.”

“Difficulties, sir?”

“Don't play the fool. You know what I mean. The incidents. The accidents. The watchman who lost his voice. The cat.” He shuddered slightly. “I had that cat for twelve years. A fine mouser. Found him stiff as a board in front of her case, eyes wide open, fur on end. The veterinarian said he died of fright.”

Pembroke folded his hands in his lap. “Correlation is not causation, Sir Reginald. The cat was old. The watchman, Thomas Grant, suffered a stroke—the physician confirmed it. As for the other incidents...”

“Other incidents.” Sir Reginald opened the file. “Shall I enumerate? The director before me, Hawthorne—my own cousin, God rest him—fell down a staircase after hearing a woman singing in an empty gallery. He broke his hip. He has not walked without a cane since. The deputy curator, Dr. Pembroke, found reproductions of funerary hymns spontaneously combusting in his office. The archivist who catalogued the papyri linked to this mummy suffered temporary blindness. The restorer reports new cracks on the sarcophagus every morning, though no one has touched it.”

He closed the file. “And then there is the matter of the crate.”

Pembroke's face betrayed nothing, but his hands tightened. “The crate.”

“Three times, Pembroke. Three times Mr. Harold Whitcombe Ashford, head of incoming shipments, has received an empty wooden crate with no sender, no markings, no customs declaration. Only a cartouche bearing the name of Meryt-Amon. He sends it back to the dead letter office. It returns. He sends it again. It returns again.” Sir Reginald leaned forward. “The last time, the crate was found inside the museum itself, in the Egyptian gallery, placed before her display case. Overnight. When the doors were locked and the watchmen at their posts.”

The silence that followed was heavy as stone. Farley, by the door, forgot to breathe.

“You are suggesting,” Pembroke said slowly, “that the mummy is responsible.”

“I am suggesting nothing. I am stating a fact: since this object entered the British Museum in 1906, the quality of life within these walls has deteriorated. Staff have resigned. Visitors have complained. And now—” He stopped, as if the next words cost him physical pain. “And now the trustees have decided. The mummy must leave.”

Pembroke stood up so quickly his chair scraped the floor. “Leave? For where?”

“The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York has agreed to accept a loan. Indefinitely.” Sir Reginald raised a hand to forestall protest. “I know. I know. The legal arrangements are complicated. But the trustees have authorized it. You will accompany the shipment to Southampton, oversee its loading, and then return to London.”

“I will accompany it?” Pembroke's voice rose. “I am a curator, not a freight handler.”

“You are the expert on this object. If anything goes wrong en route, you are the only one who can advise.” Sir Reginald stood as well, signaling that the interview was at an end. “The crate is already prepared. The van departs for Waterloo Station at nine o'clock tomorrow morning. Be there.”

Pembroke opened his mouth, closed it, and then spoke with a forced calm. “And if I refuse?”

“Then you will tender your resignation by the end of the week.” Sir Reginald turned to the window, presenting his back. “Good day, Dr. Pembroke.”

II: The Weight of Sand

That evening, Pembroke did not go home. Instead, he returned to the Egyptian gallery after the last visitor had departed and the guards had begun their rounds. He carried a lantern, though the gaslights still burned low along the walls. The museum at night was a different country—the statues seemed to lean closer, the shadows pooled in the eye sockets of forgotten kings, and the air itself grew dense, as if the centuries exhaled.

He stopped before the case of Meryt-Amon.

The sarcophagus glowed in the lamplight. The painted wood, stuccoed and polished, caught the flame and returned it as gold. He could see the fine brushwork of the hieroglyphs, the careful rendering of the goddess Nut spreading her wings across the chest, the gentle curve of the singer's painted mouth.

“I am sorry,” he said aloud, though no one was there to hear. “I am sorry that we dug you up. I am sorry that we carried you across the sea. I am sorry that we put you in a box and charged sixpence for the privilege of staring at you.”

The mummy did not answer. Of course she did not.

Pembroke had been an Egyptologist for twenty years. He had excavated tombs in the Valley of the Kings, had translated hymns that no living voice had spoken for three millennia, had held in his gloved hands the bones of men and women who had once ruled the greatest civilization the world had ever known. He did not believe in curses. He did not believe in ghosts. He believed in evidence, in philology, in the patient work of scholarship.

And yet.

And yet he could not forget the night he had first heard it: a voice, female, singing in a language he knew better than his own, coming from the direction of the Egyptian gallery at two in the morning. He had gone to investigate, his heart hammering against his ribs. The gallery was empty. The mummy was in her case. But the air smelled of lotus blossoms, heavy and sweet, as if the Nile had flooded the room.

He had told no one. What was there to tell? A hallucination. A trick of the mind. The exhaustion of a man who worked too many hours and slept too little.

But the watchman, Grant, had heard it too. And the director, Hawthorne. And the archivist, Browning, who had lost his sight for three days after touching the papyri that bore Meryt-Amon's name.

“What do you want?” Pembroke whispered to the painted face. “Why do you trouble us?”

A sound behind him. He spun, lantern swinging.

Farley stood at the end of the gallery, his face pale in the dim light. “Dr. Pembroke. I thought I might find you here.”

“You should not be in the museum after hours. It is against regulations.”

“I know.” The young man walked closer, his footsteps echoing on the marble floor. “But I could not sleep. I kept thinking about what Sir Reginald said. About the crate. About the cat.” He stopped a few feet from the display case. “Do you believe it? That she is... that she is doing these things?”

Pembroke set down the lantern. The flame steadied. “I believe that objects have histories. That they accumulate meaning, and perhaps memory, as they pass through human hands. I believe that the ancient Egyptians were not fools—they performed their rituals, spoke their spells, because they believed those actions had power. Whether that power is real or imagined, I cannot say.”

“But you have felt it.”

It was not a question. Pembroke looked at the young man, at the earnestness in his eyes, and felt a sudden weariness. “Yes. I have felt it.”

Farley came closer still, until he stood beside Pembroke before the case. “Tell me about her. Not the official story—the one you tell in lectures. The real story.”

Pembroke was silent for a long moment. Then he began to speak, his voice low and measured, as if he were translating an ancient text aloud.

“She was born in Thebes, in the shadow of Karnak, during the reign of Ramses the Great. Her mother, Nefru, was a singer in the temple before her. Her father died when she was young—a soldier, perhaps, or a scribe. We do not know. She entered the temple at the age of ten, after her mother's death. Her aunt, Isis, was a harpist, and she took the girl in.”

He paused, tracing the hieroglyphs on the sarcophagus with his fingertip on the glass.

“Meryt was gifted. Her voice was clear and strong, and she learned the hymns quickly. But she was also restless. The priests complained that she improvised, that she added ornaments to the sacred chants, that she sang too loudly, too freely. They wanted obedience. She gave them fire.”

“What happened?” Farley asked.

“One night, during the Opet festival, she changed the words of a hymn. She replaced the name of Amon-Ra with an older name—a name so sacred that only the pharaoh could speak it, and only once a year, in secret. The high priest, a man named Sekhem-ib, was horrified. He accused her of breaking Ma'at—the order of the world. He expelled her from the temple.”

Pembroke's voice dropped even lower. “She took refuge with her aunt, but she was already ill. She could not sleep. She heard voices, she said—the gods were singing to her, terrible songs that no human should hear. She wrote new hymns on pieces of broken pottery, hymns in which the gods died and the harp replaced the sistrum. The priests discovered her writings. They summoned her. She refused to recant.”

“And then?”

“And then she spoke in a language no one understood. Sekhem-ib said it was the language of the khakhabou—the wandering spirits. He ordered her expelled from Thebes itself. But she died before they could carry out the sentence. Her aunt found her in the morning, her fingers still resting on the harp strings.”

Farley let out a breath. “They buried her without ceremony.”

“Yes. No public lamentations. No offerings. No prayers for the dead. They wrapped her in linen, sealed her in this sarcophagus, and placed her in a small tomb in an isolated corner of the necropolis. And under her chin, as you saw, they wrote: 'May her voice never rise.'”

The two men stood in silence. The gaslights flickered. Somewhere in the museum, a door creaked.

“They were afraid of her,” Farley said.

“Yes.”

“They were afraid that even after death, she would sing.”

Pembroke turned from the case. “Tomorrow morning, I will put her on a train to Southampton. Then a ship to New York. I will deliver her to the Americans, and they will put her in another case, and the incidents will begin again. Because the problem is not the museum. The problem is that we have taken her from the sand that was her home, and we do not know how to give her back.”

“Perhaps,” Farley said, “she does not want to go back. Perhaps she wants something else.”

Pembroke picked up his lantern. “What could a dead woman want?”

But as he walked away, leaving Farley alone before the display case, he heard it again. Faint, distant, coming from the painted mouth of the sarcophagus or from the depths of his own exhausted mind—a melody, wordless, ancient, and unbearably sad.

III: The Van and the Voyage

The morning of April 8, 1912, broke over London in shades of grey. A light rain fell on Bloomsbury, slicking the cobblestones and beading on the windows of the British Museum. Pembroke arrived at the loading dock at half past eight, his suitcase in one hand and an umbrella in the other. The van waited—a reinforced Morris Commercial with black-painted sides and a driver who chewed tobacco and said nothing.

The crate stood on the dock, banded with iron and stenciled with the address of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. It was five feet long, three feet wide, and weighed nearly three hundred pounds. Two workmen stood beside it, their breath fogging in the damp air.

“Is that everything?” Pembroke asked.

“That's her,” the driver said, spitting a stream of brown juice onto the cobblestones. “You the escort?”

“I am Dr. Alistair Pembroke, curator of Egyptian antiquities. And yes, I will accompany the shipment to Southampton.”

The workmen grunted, hoisted the crate onto a dolly, and wheeled it to the rear of the van. It took four men to lift it inside—two of them staggered under the weight, and one muttered something that sounded like a prayer. Pembroke watched, his umbrella dripping, as the crate was secured with ropes and padded with straw.

“Careful with that,” he said. “It is a unique piece.”

“They're all unique, guv,” the driver said.

Pembroke climbed into the passenger seat. The van's engine coughed, sputtered, and roared to life. They pulled away from the museum at exactly nine o'clock.

The journey to Waterloo Station took twenty minutes. Pembroke spent them in silence, watching the streets of London slide past—the fishmongers setting up their stalls, the newsboys shouting headlines, the women in their long skirts hurrying through the rain. He thought of Meryt-Amon, lying in her crate in the back of the van, and wondered what she would have made of this city, this century, this world of steam and iron and electricity.

At Waterloo, they transferred the crate to a luggage car on the boat train to Southampton. Pembroke stood on the platform, watching as the crate was loaded into the hold of the train, then climbed into a second-class compartment. He shared it with a young woman and her mother, both dressed in black, both weeping softly. He did not ask why.

The journey to Southampton took two hours. The countryside unrolled beyond the window—green fields, grazing sheep, villages of brick and tile. Pembroke tried to read a book but found himself staring at the same page for half an hour. He closed it and watched the rain instead.

At Southampton, the Titanic waited.

She was enormous. Pembroke had seen photographs in the newspapers, but nothing had prepared him for the reality. She rose from the water like a wall of steel and rivets, her four funnels black against the grey sky, her hull painted white and black and red. Cranes swung over her decks, loading provisions and luggage and—somewhere, in the depths of her hold—the crate that contained Meryt-Amon.

Pembroke made his way through the chaos of the dock. Stevedores shouted. Passengers embraced. Porters pushed trolleys stacked with trunks. A
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