
        
            
                
            
        



    
        
          The Winter Palace

        

        
        
          Larh Thomas Mysteries, Volume 8

        

        
        
          Jo Currington

        

        
          Published by Jo Currington, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE WINTER PALACE

    

    
      First edition. February 7, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Jo Currington.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233703713

    

    
    
      Written by Jo Currington.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


	The Winter Palace















A Larh Thomas Mystery
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Chapter One

Egyptian Desert, 2019



The desert was a metaphor for something, Larh Thomas decided. A shifting something. They had driven 100 miles south of the coast road at Marsa Matruk, 200 miles east of Alexandria, towards the oasis at Siwah, then east towards the dig site by a long low line of sandstone hills. Whatever its history, in reality the desert was for the most part a featureless, awful scrubland of stone and sand, though the coast road west from Alexandria was getting developed into beach resorts at quite a rate. Heaven knew who they thought would come.

For the last hour they had been travelling along a rough sandy track towards the dig site, having left the tarmac behind. Pat Taverner was driving the landrover, enthusiastically explaining everything they passed, waving his free hand about like a flag. He was the lead archaeologist on the dig, a sunbrowned professor in his late sixties, with a bright eyed enthusiasm for the country. There was also Penny, a pretty young archaeology student with short dark hair, this was her first dig outside England and she was possibly wondering what she was getting herself into. Certainly she was guarded in her comments.

Larh was here, because by chance the dig team had accidentally discovered an old truck in a sand filled wadi, a truck from the North African campaign in the second world war. The truck had two bodies in it, and it looked like there had also been a second vehicle which had been able to continue, because there were kit bags for four men. 

The dig site was way south of the usual fighting strip along the coast, but the war had ranged far and wide, both sides sending flanking patrols deep into the desert. Larh had been hired by the grandchildren of one of the missing men, Major Ruskin, his name being written on one of the kit bags found in the sand-filled truck.

Pat had been looking for dinosaur bones, so this was a massive distraction.

“It has been a bit of a mixed bag, this season, as it often is in these parts,” Pat was explaining. “We are really looking for fossils, then we found this bloody truck, and because it has bodies in it all sorts of people have had to come and check it out. That put the dig in the press and on the internet, such as it is here, and we have had a couple of incidents of local militia men driving up in trucks and firing off their weapons.”

“Firing in the air?”

“Sort of. It’s hard to tell. We have to inform the authorities of each incident, because Libya is so unstable, and then we get evacuated for weeks, and now we are back with a guard of bored soldiers who follow the women around everywhere. They are completely harmless, I would add.”

“Why do you think the truck was even there?” Larh asked.

“They probably reversed it into the wadi to hide for the night, or to shelter from a sand storm. I think the men were shot, there were holes in their uniforms, but the uniforms were in such a state anyway, oil patches and so on, it is hard to say if there was any blood. Do you bleed a lot if you get shot in the heart?”

“There would be some blood, the pressure drops off quickly, of course.” Larh replied. “If they were shot by the other two, why did those two not take their own kit bags with them?”

“They could have been attacked by robbers, and panicked. I doubt the desert was any more secure a place then, than it is now. Probably much worse with a war on and all the usual desert traffic having to go south of the fighting. Both sides had deserters as well.”

A line of khaki canvas tents was coming slowly into view. No doubt Pat was still using army surplus from the nineteen seventies.

“Who else is at the camp?”

“Jane, my wife of course. Petroc, he is another student. James has had enough for now, he has retired to the fleshpots of Alexandra for a few weeks, so you two women can share his tent. Our workmen, a cook, and the guards I mentioned.”

“I will only stay a few days,” Larh said, looking out at the scrubland. 

The landrover had no air conditioning, so they all had their windows open, and were getting a taste, literally, for the flies and dust and sand, and the hot dry air.

Pat cleared his throat.

“If I had to give an opinion, I would say they were heading south. There are oases down there, long way apart. I say that because the truck was loaded with drums of water and petrol, so they may have just wanted to keep going.”

“Why?”

“To escape the war, perhaps. To be self reliant. I understand some of the watering holes were poisoned, or rumoured to be poisoned. We have had a few so-called experts on the period dousing us with their knowledge.”

“Was there any indicator of the exact date?”

“I haven’t looked. Everything is still there. I suppose you should take charge of it all.”

“I am only representing the family of Major Ruskin.”

“It will all go missing if you don’t, believe me. That is the rule of the desert. Finders keepers. It looks empty and safe but it is not.”

“We’ll see.”

“A museum might want the truck. It is perfectly preserved. Apart from the sand. Amazing find really, if we had been looking for it.”

“I can try the Imperial War Museum. It depends if they have any money to ship it back.”

“The Egyptian authorities tend to want to keep everything in the country these days. Perhaps it could go to one of the war cemeteries. They might have funds. The funding is harder to find than the relics these days, I tell my students.”

“I can try and find out.” 

Larh knew anything like that would take months to organise.

“Here we are.” 

In the distance as well as the tents, a landscape of low hills was emerging from the dust, a dried up river valley. As they got closer, they could pick out the alternating horizontal layers of hard and soft sandstone, in some of the yellow-brown hills in the far distance.

“We do a trip to Siwah every four days. There is internet in the café there. If anyone turns up from Alex, you can always scrounge a lift back off them. That is about it for modern entertainment, I am afraid. I have some books. There is one on the visit of Napoleon's army you might find interesting.”

Penny made a face at Larh.

The landrover pulled into the encampment of khaki coloured tents, which would not have looked out of place in the war. A woman and a man came out to greet them.

“There you are at last.” The woman said. 

She was in her early fifties, browned by the sun with her straw coloured hair tied back, and her eyes lined from squinting. The man with her was in his early twenties, unshaven, in shorts and a t-shirt. He was very handsome.

“Fresh meat.” Pat said. His wife was already unloading.

“Is the beer still cold?” Petroc asked.

“Unlikely. Get anything done today?”

“We surveyed a bit further up the wadi the truck is in. Not sure it is worth excavating. Have a look later.”

“I don’t suppose it is if it was open to the elements in 1942. We need to rethink this a bit.”

“What is there to rethink?” Pat’s wife put in. “We are halfway through, Patrick, and all we have found is a bloody truck from the war. There was no water here then. I told you we should go nearer the oasis.”

“Bones were found north of here, at a similar outcrop.”

“Small bones, and they can move.”

Everyone helped unload the supplies from the back of the landrover. When they had finished, a couple of the large brown bottles of local beers were opened. They retained a hint of coldness, and Larh was thirsty anyway. They sat in the canvass chairs around the table in the communal tent. Most of its flaps were tied open, except the one which blocked the prevailing wind and most of the dust.

“Can I see the truck tonight?” Larh asked Pat.

“There is an hour of light left, don’t see why not.” 

They both finished their glasses of beer, and Larh followed Pat down the pathway that led to the edge of the rocks and then round to the wadi where the truck had been hidden.

“Wadis are formed by the sudden floods we get when it rains. Doesn’t happen very often, but when it does the wadis can fill up surprisingly quickly, so never camp in one. They can be tricky to get out of in a hurry.” 

They walked up the narrow, twisting, sandstone wadi, perhaps ten yards wide. They rounded a corner, and found the sand piled up so high that the wadi was nearly full.

“The sand blew in then never blew out again. Rain would shift it, so perhaps it hasn’t rained here in sufficient quantities since, believe it or not. It is a strange place, the desert, you should see the sudden storms we get, the power and energy.” 

They started climbing up the sand, it had a hard crust, but was softer underneath.

“Never do this kind of thing on your own, the sand is unstable, you can sink into it, or twist your ankle, or any number of things which put you at risk. Snakes and scorpions and so on. Always tell someone at the camp where you are going.”

They reached the top of the truck. Larh could see the iron bars which had supported its canvas roof. Pat pulled a tarpaulin off, and the two bodies were suddenly exposed. Dried out, brown, skull like faces, with parts of their skin and hair intact. Still in their uniforms. Their eyes were closed.

“I think they came in here to shelter from the sand storm which covered them. That is why there is so little evidence of attacks by birds or animals. The sand desiccates the flesh of course, which is why some Egyptian bodies were so well preserved.”

“Are they going to do an autopsy?”

“The officials came, did a lot of tea drinking and discussing, then they left. I will see if we have any emails when I am next in Siwah. I did not check in Alex as we were late picking you up. I can guarantee they are arguing about it, passing the buck around. If it was murder, for instance, the murderer would almost certainly be dead by now. Murder in a war, as well, is a little too complicated for anyone to bother with now. Then there is any potential archeological value, that is dubious. I suppose the family that hired you are concerned that these men may potentially be thought of as deserters?”

“They haven’t said that, exactly, but it is a possibility. I did tell them that the truth can be uncomfortable, especially something odd like this. What happened when you found it?”

“Petroc was surveying. His equipment picked up something odd under the sand, this huge rectangle, we thought at first it might be a building, tin roof perhaps, as it was obviously metal. Anyway, he started digging down and found it was a truck. He called me and we found the tops of the bodies. Then we stopped, called the police, they didn’t know what to do. Up the chain it went for a few days, then some more officials came out. That’s when more digging was done to expose most of the bodies.”

“I am surprised no one moved the bodies.” 

“The Minister of Antiquities is coming out from Cairo in the next day or two. He sounds quite excited. The British consul came. He was quite sensible about trying to identify the bodies and contact relatives and so on. Then the press came. It has thrown us completely off track, which is why my wife is so cross. It is hard enough to get funding for these things nowadays, the university is so strapped. If you don’t find anything, it does not look good. That is why archaeology is starting to resemble Hollywood, you know all these remakes they do now. We keep going back to established sites because we know we will find more there. I’ll be retired soon, then I can do what the hell I want. Costs no more to live out here than at home, we can get a cheap place in Cairo, perhaps. Penny is not convinced. We have children in England you see, the promise of grandchildren.”

“Why do you think there are dinosaur bones here, in this part of the desert?”

“It is a theory of mine. The Sahara used to be much greener, of course, and cooler. These rocky features are hundreds of thousands of years old. It is like a shipwreck, or a rocky reef on a featureless sea bed, creatures are attracted to the rocky features, they know they will find food there. Or they went there to die, strangely enough.”

“Surely if it was greener, there should be other features, rivers and lakes and so on, trees. Only the rocks survive, so perhaps they distort our understanding of the environment.”

Pat looked at her with tired eyes.

“That is a flaw in the theory, of course. It is hard to say whether there was fertile soil here once, there is a little evidence of vegetation, some petrified trees, but of course the animals could have eaten it all as it got more scarce, later populations could have used it for firewood. Like Scotland. You have to factor in the human damage. The annual floods made the Nile valley fertile, of course.”

Larh pointed down at the tops of some canvas bags, visible behind the seats.

“Those are the kit bags?”

“Yes.”

“Can we carry them back? I need to photograph everything inside.”

“Of course.” 

Pat clambered down into the truck, behind the bodies, and threw up to Larh the four canvas bags, still sound, but stiff. They carried them back, two each, to the encampment.

Larh took the kit bags into the tent she was sharing with Penny, who was lying on one of the camp beds in her underwear listening to music. She pulled off her headphones.

“What do you think is happening?” Penny asked quietly.

“With the dig?”

“With them two. The professor and his wife. She is really mad at him, and he is all cheerful.”

“Why do you think she is mad at him?”

“She says they are digging in the wrong place. I need to write this dig up for my degree project, but they haven’t found anything.”

“You just need to show you understand the process. It is not your fault if the dig is not successful.”

“Onto other pressing matters.” She sat up and folded her arms. 

“Tell me honestly, do you think there are scorpions?”

“They are not as deadly as everyone thinks. At least mostly they aren’t. Just look in your boots before you put them on. Make a bit of noise when you go into the desert and the snakes will leave you alone.”

“Have you seen the loo? It looks really wobbly and dangerous.”

“Petroc seems nice.”

“I hate those muscle guys who think going to the gym is a real achievement in itself. They are just so insecure.”

Larh glanced at Penny, who had barely an ounce of fat.

“Why are you studying archaeology?”

“I am supposed to be in Norway. There is some Viking longship they have found intact, but that all got delayed by some stupid government bureaucracy, so this is all I could get at the last minute.”

“There is a hell of a tradition of archaeology around here, from Egypt to Mesopotamia. Carthage. The Romans built a huge boundary wall around part of the desert.”

“I know, I know. That’s what my dad says. He is why I am studying archaeology, I guess, living his dream. This team are looking for dinosaur bones, for some reason. I don’t know. I am really not sure it is for me, this life. What do you do?”

“I am a consultant on investigations with a historical angle. I get called into things like this.”

“My dad had heard of you. He said I will learn more from you than anything.”

“I have a student coming already, actually. From Birkbeck college. If he can get a visa, he’s Jewish. Israeli stamps on his passport, so there may be a problem getting into Egypt.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Go through the kit bags, search the truck, try and find out where the other vehicle went, if there was one. Work out who these people were, what they were up to.”

Penny sat back again. She fanned herself with a magazine she had saved from the flight.

“Dad says it gets surprisingly cold at night in the desert.”

“It really does. The stars are amazing as well. You will remember the experience if nothing else. Get dressed, we should go and eat.”

Petroc, Pat and his wife were sitting at the wooden table in the canteen tent drinking warm beer. A robust Egyptian woman was preparing the evening meal.

“The soldiers have been called back to their base,” Pat said, “and we are definitely getting a visit from Professor Mohair, the minister I told you about, tomorrow. He’s the one who defended the museum in the recent riots, so he keeps telling everyone. Steals the glory of any foreigner who dares to find anything, then he takes the artefacts for his museum. Makes television programmes with the Discovery Channel. He is quite a character, you will recognise him with his Indiana Jones hat.”

“Beer?” Petroc asked.

“Please. Penny is just coming.”

“It is going to be a bit of a shock at first. We don’t have many camp rules. Breakfast at eight, dinner at six, we don’t bother with lunch so make yourself a sandwich at breakfast. Fatma usually has coffee and tea on the go, and there is always clean water in the bottles on the side table. We don’t have a permanent light on in the khazi at night as it attracts too many insects. You can piss anywhere, of course. Away from the tents and the paths. And make sure you drink enough water to need to piss.”

“Fine. Is anyone going to Siwah tomorrow?”

“I dare say you can take the landrover yourself, just remember to put in a bit of diesel in Siwah, never go below half full in the desert, that is another rule. There is an internet café.”

“I have someone coming, Solomon Jones. I need to find out if there is a problem with his  visa, as he is Jewish.”

“We can ask Professor Mohair, he can help sometimes. If you make a strong enough case.”

“What does that mean? Money?”

“No, no, not at all. I mean for the individual, is he a specialist in the North African campaign, for example?”

“OK. I’ll say that. He is a PhD student at Birkbeck college in London.”

Penny came out, in a shirt and long jeans.

“Come and have a beer.” Pat said. He went through the camp rules again. Fatma started serving up a dinner of mutton stew, with bread, olives, and bizarrely, fried eggs.

“You’ll get used to it.” Petroc smiled at Penny. “Don’t get your hopes up thinking there is a Pret in Siwah, or even a McDonalds, though in a few days it will still seem like consumer heaven. Cold Coke.”

“There is that fried chicken place.” Jane said.

“I swear the chickens in this country are just skin, tendon and bone.”

“Every one of those hotels along the coast road will have a western buffet.” Larh said.

“How do they do it, then?”

Pat gave everyone a stern look.

“We usually plan the next day’s work at the evening meal.” He said. “Tomorrow, we need to walk the site and decide the strategy for the second half of the dig. Petroc, how much have you surveyed in all now, would you say?”

“About twenty percent of this side of the escarpment.”

“And how many probables, apart from the truck?”

“Two or three.”

“We could start on those, while you survey the rest. Is that agreed? Jane and Penny take one, I take the other.”

“Doesn’t she need to study your methods, dear, such as they are?” Jane said evenly.

“There will be time enough for that.”

“I can show her the survey methodology we are using.” Petroc offered. “Ground penetrating radar, drones, metal detectors. When the dust allows of course, and everything works.” He grinned.

“And all that.”

It was dark by the time they had finished eating, and the air was cooling rapidly. Larh wrapped herself up in her sleeping bag and went to sleep, waking up in the night once to put on more clothes.

 


Chapter Two


After breakfast, the archaeologists went off to their work, and Larh started going through the contents of the four canvas bags. 

Each bag had a name on the side: Major James Ruskin, Major Tom Bolin (Aust.), Bill Withers (Assoc Press), Sergeant Kim Langley. The dog tags on the two bodies were Tom Bolin and Kim Langley, so in theory, Ruskin and Withers were missing.

Larh laid out the contents of each canvas bag in turn on her bed. Bolin and Langley’s consisted mainly of laundry, letters from home and a few rude photographs. There was also a well worn bible in Langley’s bag. 

Both Withers and Ruskin had a number of hand written leather bound journals, Withers in particular. The content of Withers bag was also very odd in other ways, there was women’s underwear, and the shirts, though army issue, were the smallest size imaginable. The writing in the journals was firm and confident, and of a quality that a professional journalist might achieve, but the few drafted letters were shorter and more familiar. It was hard to tell what the tiny neat doodles in the journals represented, strange foliage or rocky outcrops perhaps, some memory of home. The desert took different people in different ways. 

But Withers was definitely a woman, a woman in a man’s world.

In the late morning, Larh took the landrover into Siwah, which was at least two hours’ drive. She was able to travel much faster once she reached the tarmac road. Fatama had given her a list in Arabic of groceries to get, after some discussion in sign language, and a bit of pointing at examples in the camp larder.

Siwah proved to be quite a large town for its isolated circumstances, set around a number of lakes. Larh fancied that the people looked a little less Egyptian, with more Berber blood. She found the internet café, and persuaded the young Arab owner to let her use his printer as a scanner, so she could scan in the journals. This took a good hour of page turning, but she was able to email them off to Solomon Jones, the student who was joining her. Then she bought a coffee and video called him on her laptop.

“Hi Solomon. What is happening?” 

Solomon appeared with his shock of black curled hair, an unmade bed behind him. They had not met in person, but had been in contact since the professor had recommended Solomon as an expert on Egyptian history.

“Hi. No progress with the visa here, I am afraid. How are you getting on?”

“I am in Siwah, an oasis two hours’ drive from the dig. It is the nearest internet cafe. I think there is a mobile signal on the coast road, which is at least half an hour away.”

“You are really selling it.”

“There is a pretty young archaeology student, wondering what the hell she is doing here, this warring professor couple, this hunk called Petroc. You are going to love it.”

“Not at this rate I am not.”

“Some Egyptian professor is supposed to show up this evening, I can put in a word for you.”

“OK.”

“Anyway, we can start work. I have sent you scans of the journals found with the bodies. There were four dunny bags, really well preserved, two corpses with name tags, so we think Ruskin escaped with a journalist called Bill Withers. Can you find out about him, because I am not sure if it is a him?”

“Really? Have you read the journals?”

“Not properly, I wanted to secure copies of them first. I need to go back now and search the rest of the truck which is still buried in the sand.”

“How did they die?”

“Bullets, we think, from the holes in the uniforms. The bodies are all dried up, really well preserved. The authorities are arguing over whether they are historical artefacts or murder victims. And the two that escaped left their kit bags, which is odd. Maybe they left in a hurry. The truck which was found was kitted out for a long drive across the desert, spare petrol and water.”

“I’ll look into the journals, and that journalist.”

“Any contact from the family?”

“Have you checked your emails?”

“No. I’ll do that now, and send you anything that’s relevant.”

“How long do you think you will be there?”

“A few days. They must have gone on to somewhere, that is what we need to find out, so it is definitely worth coming out, if you can, because I will start from here, if I can hire some transport.”

“OK, will do.” He signed off.

Larh opened her lap top and refreshed her emails, but did not go through them. The battery on her laptop was down to half charge. She paid the café owner for the coffee and went to buy the groceries. 

The woman in the shop looked at the list, written in Arabic, and started fetching packages. Showing Larh each one in turn. Larh paid with a credit card. Then, before leaving, she stopped at a modern looking petrol station and filled up with diesel.

Siwah was a strange place, a green island in the desert. It seemed to be gearing itself up for a tourist wave which had not arrived. Or maybe it had briefly arrived, but had receded as the unrest in the region had developed. You could see the appeal, it was exotic, it forced you to relax as there was a limited amount to do, and it was modern and comfortable. Off the usual beaten track of the pyramids, Luxor and Aswan. But the desert here was an open border if ever there was one. 

Larh drove back to the dig, and unloaded the groceries for Fatma, who felt and prodded each of the fruit and vegetables, and seemed satisfied. 

There were still some hours of daylight, so Larh packed a rucksack with water and the sandwich she had made at breakfast, and walked back to find the truck. She made sure she walked slowly in the dry heat. There were no signs of the others, so she carried on around the rocky outcrop until she found the wadi with the truck.

She clambered over the sand and lowered herself into the truck, landing behind the corpses. Gingerly she went through their pockets. The skin felt dry to the touch, like parchment or leather. The sand had been cleared down to their laps. She reached over the bodies to feel down through the sand to see if there was anything in the door compartments. Then she opened the glove compartments on the dashboard. This yielded a few folded up maps and pieces of paper with diagrams scrawled on, and she put all this in her rucksack.

Then she started sifting with her hands through the sand in the back of the truck. This was undisturbed apart from the kit bags being taken out, but she still disturbed a surprising amount of insect life, roaches and spiders. It was clear where some of the flesh on the bodies had ended up. 

There did not seem to be anything apart from fuel tins and water containers. She felt in between each one, moving the sand gingerly with her hands. Wedged between two of the metal jerry cans, there was a soft leather bag. She pulled this out and looked inside. Something yellow, like a chain or some such jewellery. Some tiny turquoise statues. She tied the top up again and put it in her rucksack.

Finally, she looked properly at each corpse in turn, and opened the shirt to see the bullet wounds. Each had been shot in the chest, near the heart, by what looked to her like a smallish calibre weapon. She took photos of the wounds, and of the faces. 

There was a few days growth on the dark, leathery chins, grime in the lines in the skin at the neck. A smell of dust. It reminded her of Egyptian mummies as much as anything.

She was climbing out of the truck, when she noticed Petroc standing on the rock at the side of the wadi watching her. He was holding some kind of wheeled machine, and had a plastic box on a strap over his shoulder.

“Find anything?” He called down.

“Not really. How about you?” She wondered how long he had been watching.

He shrugged. “Two more probables, another wadi like this further round, filled with sand.”

“Bones?”

“Possibly, something long, dense and not too thin, so hopefully it is not just a branch or something. In some places the bones are just lying on the ground, exposed by the wind.”

“Not here though?”

“No. It was a hunch of Pat’s that the dinosaurs would congregate round these rocks, because there would have been foliage growing here then.”

“How long have you been camped out here?”

“A month. Got another month to go.”

“Anything can happen in a month. Look at the truck you found.”

“I know. Pat just thinks of the inconvenience. I think it is amazing. Those two men sitting there, dead all this time.”

“And Penny has arrived. That must brighten things up a bit.”

“It’s awkward, actually. The professor’s wife has been propositioning me. It was James before, that is why he left. She is very frustrated, in lots of ways.”

“Really? I did not need to know that.”

“Sorry, people think it is just women who get bothered. Anyway, dig gossip and rumour, always happens. It gets a bit intense, the interpersonal stuff. This is my third dig, a lot depends on whether you find anything. It is one thing putting some mad theory in an essay, but when you are stuck out here trying to prove it for weeks of your life, it gets stale really quickly. Where do you think they were going?” 

He indicated the truck.

“They had a lot of fuel and water, so I expect they were trying to escape right across the desert.”

“Can you do that?”

“Camel trains have done it for centuries. I found some maps and diagrams. They might indicate what their plans were.”

“In the middle of a war?”

“The war was concentrated in the North. And war means lots of different things to lots of people, for some it is an opportunity for plunder, theft, getting away with murder, revenge, to disappear, all sorts. It is often chaotic, that is what I mean.”

“Why would four men set off, and then two of them shoot the other two.”

“If that is what happened, then you know, maybe they fell out. There is also the possibility that they were surprised by someone else, military police or Germans or local thieves. It would be interesting to dig those bullets out and get them examined.”

He laughed nervously. 

“Would you do that?”

“I am not going to do it right now.  Not while there is a chance of a proper autopsy being done by someone who knows what they are doing.”

“I’d better be off. I need to get ready for the Egyptian professor coming this evening. Pat wants us to show them a map of the site with the areas we have surveyed. Which means putting lots of digital images seamlessly together.”

“By the way, how do you power your laptop?”

“I’ve got a solar panel. It is all about the gadgets out here.”

“Can I borrow it?”

“Of course.”

Petroc went off. Larh got out her sandwiches and water, then unfolded the maps. Not surprisingly they were detailed at the coast, then rather blank for most of the main desert, although some routes had been pencilled in, and oasis marked with crosses. There was a long route marked south west that met up with the Niger river to the south east of Timbuktu, and two or three shorter routes which went south and then west to meet up with the Nile.

She looked at the loose papers. There seemed to be calculations as to how much food, water and food four people would take on a thousand mile trip. Then a two thousand mile trip. She collected everything up and walked back to the camp, planning to read the journals.

Much of the day had been taken up with driving, and it was later than she thought. Already the archaeologists had gathered in the canteen tent and were discussing what to say to the professor who would be arriving shortly.

As Larh joined them, a long black Mercedes car arrived, driven by a white woman with her red hair tied back. The shorter, plumper, Egyptian professor jumped out of the back of the car.

He went round shaking everyone’s hand and asking their names. The driver, in an off white linen suit, stood back, watching him with amusement.

Pat introduced Larh to the professor.

“This is Larh Thomas, a consultant from London, who has come to look at the truck we found.”

“Hello, Professor. I would like to talk to you about the bodies, and another matter.”

“Of course, of course.” He looked up expectantly. Larh glanced at Pat who nodded.

“They have bullet holes in the chest,” Larh started. 

The professor held up his hand.

“Do not worry, we will stay the night with you, and examine the truck properly in the daylight tomorrow. My car is especially converted
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