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      Dear Readers,

      

      Welcome to the fourth anthology in the Hidden Villains series. Some of these authors have names you will recognize, and others are publishing their first short story. I have enjoyed reading, editing, and compiling all of them for you.

      

      I know you will find these stories an eclectic collection, as usual, and each will be an enjoyable read. Wherever these hidden criminals lurk, whether in this world or in another, I hope they remain fiction!

      

      Robyn Huss, Editor

      

      Robyn Huss is a freelance editor who specializes in heavy developmental and copy editing; she is a thorough grammarian and has a good eye for inconsistencies. She is able to focus on character development, dialogue, paragraphing, sequencing of events and details, theme, and symbolism, in addition to providing a thorough review of grammar, usage, style, and word choice.

      Robyn has spent a lifetime analyzing fiction and writing. Her bachelor’s degree is in English with teaching certification; she taught literature and writing for more than thirty years to writers in grades six through college, and she has been editing professionally since 2013.

      To learn more about Robyn and see samples of her work, visit www.HussEditing.com
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          JANCI PATTERSON

        

      

    

    
      I lay reclined on the chaise in the sitting room, the second volume of The Romance of Lady Burton open on my skirts, when I heard the groaning coming from the back of the house. I ignored it at first, imagining it originated in one of the houses next door. The air was so thick and stuffy in Port Said that we didn’t dare shut up the windows for fear we’d roast alive. The voluminous sleeves of my dress pressed against my sticky skin such that I longed to peel it off, though with all the windows open, there was no real privacy to speak of.

      The groaning came again, this time accompanied by a loud thump that shook the floorboards. Whatever made that sound was inside the house. I sat up straight in my chair and smoothed my skirts. Father was already out for the afternoon with his business partner, Garai Amin, and he’d yet to find me a proper companion since we’d arrived in Egypt. The closest I had was Lady Caldwell, who lived in the house across the street, watching from her veranda and reporting to Father if I so much as set one foot outside in the sun.

      Perhaps one of the local boys had broken in to get a peep at whatever relic father had brought home this time. He touted his discoveries as “rare,” but the ease with which he’d acquired them led me to believe this was something of a misnomer. I focused my eyes on the pages of my book, mouthing the words to maintain my concentration. I’d just reached the part where Lady Burton, accompanied by her husband, explorer Sir Richard Francis Burton, arrived in Port Said. A quick skim ahead revealed that she departed the very next day; I admired her ability to pass it by, as I seemed to be stuck here until Father concluded his business with the antiquities, however long that might be.

      I did take pleasure in her descriptions of the city, which had remained largely unchanged in the two decades between Lady Burton’s visit and my own. The slave trade had been abolished since then, but she focused her descriptions on the rows of wooden houses lined up like toys; the broad, dirty streets; the feral dogs; the music halls and dancing saloons. Not that I’d had the opportunity to visit any of those—Father wouldn’t stand for me wandering the city, though he apparently had no compunctions about leaving me in this empty house alone. In England, I would always have been accompanied, but things were different now. The only person Father had hired since he arrived was his assistant Garai, and he was hardly a suitable chaperone.

      The groaning came again—a low, guttural moan, deep with pain. If one of the locals had come in through the window, it sounded as though he’d hurt himself on whatever Father had stashed back there. I sincerely hoped it wasn’t an animal of some kind. Father had surely learned his lesson after the incident with the ratting dogs.

      Then again, if he were capable of learning a lesson, we would still be in London where we belonged, not hiding in Port Said.

      A crash came then, with the sound of shattering glass. I stood from my chair, book falling to the floor. On our estate in London, I would have escaped to the gardens and let the servants take care of the disturbance, but here all we had was a small house on a dusty street. There was barely enough space for the show furniture Father had bought—let alone room enough to escape from whatever was making the noise.

      I stood taller after picking up my book from the floor and holding it tightly in my hands. Even still, my hands shook.

      The groaning grew louder. At least the growl of a ratting dog would have been familiar—this moan was distinctly human. Since there were no servants here, and I had no way to know when Father would be back, I was going to have to investigate myself. It was what Lady Burton would have done, surely. She had no fear of traveling without her husband, passing port after port, even exploring strange cities while on her way to meet him on faraway continents. She likely would have thought nothing of investigating a strange moan at the back of her house. She was in her forties at the time of her travels, and I had barely passed the age of seventeen, but if I longed for her freedom, perhaps I’d need to summon a bit of her bravery as well.

      I took a deep breath to steel myself and then walked purposefully through the hallway to the back of the house. The door to father’s study was closed but unlocked. I hesitated with my hand on the doorknob, listening.

      Silence. Perhaps the noise had wafted in through the open windows after all.

      Nothing to be afraid of then. I turned the handle and pushed the door into the dark room. The damask curtains—one of Father’s showpieces—kept out the mid-afternoon sun, but not the stifling heat. The room was filled with boxes and cases—things Father had shipped with us on the boat from England or acquired since. Our insurance, he called it.

      I didn’t ask exactly what he’d stolen. I didn’t want to know.

      The large table at the center of the room was Father’s pride and joy—the wood was real oak, imported of course. Atop it lay a disheveled bed sheet, rumpled and wadded as if it had been used to cover something precious from view and then dramatically thrown aside in a grand reveal. At the far end of the table lay a stone tablet, though I couldn’t see its detail. Around the table sat a number of chairs piled with books and sheets of paper. More books were scattered across the floor, as if someone had shoved them off the table—probably the source of the crashing noise. Perhaps one of the local boys had entered by the window, wounded himself, and then fled again.

      The darkness might have obscured my vision, but it did nothing to mask the smell. The room reeked of bodies—Father must have neglected to open the window during his hours of meetings—but under that I detected something older. Mustier. Rotten. As I stepped in, glass crunched under my feet. The remains of a lamp lay a few feet from the door, oil spread slick over the floor.

      How had the lamp fallen? I peered around, half expecting to find some mongrel dog hiding under the table, but I couldn’t make out anything moving in the shadows.

      This was foolish. I shuffled past the glass and around the table to the windows, reaching up with both hands to shove the curtains aside and let in more light.

      The groaning came again, this time from behind me.

      I wheeled around, and in the shadow of the corner, behind one of the large crates, stood an Egyptian man, illuminated by the light that now poured in from the window. He was bald, shirtless, and unshaven.

      He was also utterly naked.

      I screamed and leapt back against the window. The man stared at me wide-eyed, his mouth open, revealing yellowed teeth. He let out an indecipherable yell, higher pitched than the previous groans. Something about his complexion didn’t look quite right. Jaundiced perhaps. Had Father taken to experimenting with those awful curing elixirs? He’d always said those were quite the swindle, though I’d tried to ignore the longing in his voice.

      I tried to rip my eyes away from the man’s exposed body, fighting between the urge to run for the door and the desire to stay as far away from him as possible. I considered the tablet on the table—with the curtains open, I could make out scrawls of foreign writing across the stone face, and an arrow-shaped carving at the top, pointing sideways at the wall toward the neighbor’s house. I wasn’t certain I could heft it, let alone use it to defend myself.

      As I hesitated, the man lunged for the bedsheet on the table between us and then hunched down behind a traveling trunk with the cloth wrapped around him. He stared at me in shock, as if he was as surprised as I was to find himself naked. He seemed to have no desire to come any closer.

      I edged toward the door, bent down, and snatched up the remains of the shade from the oil lamp, careful not to cut my fingers on the jagged glass. I straightened up, holding the sliver of glass before myself like a weapon.

      This man was clearly not a thief—a thief would have kept his clothes on. I cursed Father for leaving me alone in the house. Had he no sense of propriety remaining? Though, offering me warning would have led to questions, and questions were not something Father was fond of, especially about matters of business. It didn’t take a scholar to figure out why.

      The man tightened the sheet around his mid-section, looking at me wide-eyed. “Who are you?” he said, his voice shaking. His voice was lightly accented, but his English clear. “Where am I?”

      “Who am I?” I asked. “Who are you?”

      The man’s eyes widened again, and he flinched. “I…” He paused, his eyes twitching back and forth. He let out another inarticulate groan and slammed the heel of his hand against his temple.

      “Whoever you are, my father will be home soon,” I said. “He’ll be furious if anything happens to me.”

      He hadn’t taken much care for my safety in the last few weeks, but this man didn’t have to know that. Better he think that Father treasured me. That might put some fear into him.

      I needn’t have worried. The man lifted the corner of the sheet, tying it around his chest like a toga. Then he flattened himself against the wall, edging toward the door, wincing as his feet met the shards of broken glass.

      “Let me go,” he said.

      I raised my hands in surrender. If Father meant to keep the man here, he might be furious at his escape, but he certainly couldn’t blame me for it. The man took one more confused glance around the room and then ran for the doorway, sheet flying out behind him. His feet pounded away, then I heard the front door open and shut.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. I almost hoped that Lady Caldwell was out on her veranda at that moment to see the sheeted man run by. She would faint from the impropriety, to be sure. I wished for the gumption to take such an action, to run away from these suffocating walls and never return.

      Instead, I checked the rest of the study thoroughly to be sure no more surprises lurked in the corners, though I stopped short of opening the crates. Unless Father had more naked men stuffed in his travel trunks, I was well and truly alone, for the moment at least.

      After locking the front door, I settled back into my chair in the parlor and opened my book again, but it was no use. The incident had me too rattled; there was no chance I could concentrate on Lady Burton’s journey to India now.

      When Father returned, I’d be ready for him. I was going to give him a piece of my mind.
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        * * *

      

      When Father returned an hour later, I was still waiting for him in the front parlor. He whistled as he came through the door, dropped his bowler onto the hat stand, and stripped off his morning coat.

      I sat in my chair facing the door, drumming my fingers on the armrest.

      “Ah, Lila,” Father said, turning his sales-pitch smile on me. “How was your afternoon?”

      “Divine,” I said, “unless you count being frightened nearly to death by the nude gentleman in your meeting room.”

      Father’s smile melted away. He swept past me down the hallway and paused, staring at the open study door. He stalked into the room and out of my sight, though I could hear glass crunching under his shoes. A moment later he returned, his face pale. He stared at me for a moment, then ran a hand through his hair, disturbing the crisp horseshoe part that encircled his head. He sank onto the loveseat opposite me.

      “Lila,” he said wearily, “who took the body?”

      I narrowed my eyes. The body? Dear Lord, I hoped he hadn’t involved himself in a murder. “What body?” I asked.

      Father sneered at me. “Don’t be pert. The body on the table, of course.”

      I sat forward in my chair, giving him a hard stare. “It got up and walked out. Or sprinted, more accurately. I think its owner was shocked at finding himself naked in a dark room with a strange girl, and I shared the sentiment.”

      Father sprang up out of his chair and stepped closer to me. “It walked out,” he repeated. “Alive?”

      “Alive, yes.” I glared at him. “Unless the dead can run like madmen.” Good heavens. Not only was Father involved in a murder, but he’d managed to bungle it. How long before the naked man brought the police to our door?

      A look crossed Father’s face then. Was it fear? Anger? The expression faded away before I could decide. He stared at the ceiling.

      “What was that man doing in the study?” I asked. “Why would you leave me alone with him?”

      Father shook his head. “I didn’t know.”

      No, he’d thought he left me alone with a dead body, which I didn’t find to be significantly preferable.

      I waited for him to explain, but he only paced down the hall to have another look at the study. This didn’t bode well for us. We’d left London to escape the men who wanted to break Father’s legs for one reason or another. We’d only been here a few weeks, and he’d gone and ruined Port Said for us, too. Where would we run to next? America?

      “You can’t keep doing this,” I said. “If you want to put yourself in danger, that’s your right, but you’re dragging me through it with you, and it isn’t fair.”

      “I know,” Father said. “When I make this next sale, I promise things will be different. I’ll have enough to set us up anywhere in the world. You pick the destination, Lila. Anywhere you want.”

      I stared at him. He promised me the literal world—the one thing he knew that I wanted—to travel, to be free. But I’d never be free as long as I was with him, and I had no money or contacts to travel the world alone. I’d heard this story before. One more deal. One more sale. “The next one is always the one that solves all of our problems,” I said. “But instead, it only creates more.”

      Father wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Be a good girl and go sit in your bedroom for a while,” he said. “Garai will be here in a moment.”

      He knew I was right, but he’d never admit it. It would do no good to stay; Father wouldn’t tolerate me speaking to his business partner besides simple pleasantries, but I had the sense that he saw Father as an opportunity, that he was also seeking a way to improve his fortunes and escape from this miserable place. He worked as a guide to foreigners who came to Port Said and was new to schemes like my father’s, though he seemed to be adapting to them quickly enough. I wanted to warn him that the only opportunities he’d find here were the kind that were likely to ruin him. Though if he was helping my father collect bodies that weren’t quite dead, he probably should have figured this out on his own, no matter how desperate his circumstances.

      I collected Lady Burton from the sitting room and stalked to my bedroom, slamming the door behind me. Once, my father would have lectured me about my lack of refined manners, but now he had no standing to instruct me on such things. I flopped on my bed, fanning my face.

      My room bore the brunt of the morning sunlight, and by mid-afternoon grew oppressively hot. I pulled my hair free of its knot, allowing it to frizz about my face.

      Through the open shutters, I heard a knock on our front door, and Garai’s voice greeting Father. If they were having one of their business meetings, I could be stuck in here for hours, wondering what foolishness Father was cooking up in the other room. This was going to be London all over again, only this time I could see it coming. I should have seen it even then. First Mother’s jewelry disappeared. Then the artwork straight from the walls—even the seascape Mother had loved. Then the curtains. Soon it was all gone, and a few weeks later, so were we.

      This time I knew what kind of man Father was. I needed to listen, so I could prepare for what would come next. I couldn’t listen from the hall; if Father opened the door to the study, he’d discover me instantly. Instead, I hitched up my skirts and sat on the window ledge, swinging my legs over and lowering myself onto the stone path in the alley. The space between our house and the next was narrow, no more than a yard and a half. I walked slowly along the back of the house toward the study window. In London, I never would have thought of sneaking about like this. Back then, I hadn’t known there was a need.

      Garai’s voice grew louder as I approached. As I’d hoped, Father had left the shutters open to allow in the breeze.

      “You should have waited until I finished the translation,” Garai said. “You shouldn’t have gone ahead without me.”

      “I think you’re missing the point, friend,” Father said. “It works.”

      “How do we know it works?” Garai said. “There’s no body to prove it.”

      “If we acquired one body, we can acquire another.”

      Garai’s tone grew sharper. “I took risks to get you the first one! You claim he walked out of here alive, but I haven’t seen him. You might have disposed of the body yourself.”

      “If you don’t believe me, ask my daughter. She saw him.”

      I stiffened. If Garai came looking for me, I might not be able to get back through my window in time. I wanted to believe that Father wouldn’t send a strange man into my bed chamber to interrogate me, but by now, nothing could surprise me.

      Thankfully Garai didn’t seem eager to chase after me. “If what you say is true, you’ve already exposed us. How could you let him escape? He knows where to find us. He could turn us in.”

      “You let me worry about that,” Father said. That’s what he always said when he didn’t have an answer. Garai was at much greater risk than Father. This was one reason we’d come to Egypt from London; Father had learned of the Capitulations, laws that forbid the local law enforcement from imposing on British citizens. If they were caught committing a crime, Garai might be arrested, but Father would only face consequences if the British Consular Court took an interest, and they overlooked all but the most public of cases.

      “There won’t be another body,” Garai said. “If that one is really walking around somewhere, we need to find it and bring it back. That’s your proof.”

      “All right,” Father said. “We’ll go out together, and we’ll look.”

      Wailing rose toward the front of the house. Inside the study, footsteps approached the window, and I flattened myself against the wall so I wouldn’t be seen. Father’s hand gripped the shutters, and he slammed them closed, shutting out the noise. I heard the latch scrape shut inside, and the voices resumed, muffled now. I could have pressed my ear to the shutters to listen, but I’d have risked casting a shadow through the shutter slats.

      The wailing continued near the street, breaking into wracking sobs. I edged around the corner of the house, passing by the window of my bedroom to investigate the sound.

      A wagon waited on the street. I stepped onto our porch, watching as two men hauled a body wrapped in black cloth out of the house next door. An Arab woman followed after them, crying into the cloth that covered her hair and part of her face.

      I shivered. Two bodies in one day, though from the look of it, this one wouldn’t be running away naked down the street.

      The woman didn’t look toward me as they loaded the body into the wagon and drove him away. She stood by the road, crying.

      I hadn’t watched when they took mother away. Father wouldn’t let me see her after she grew sick, wouldn’t risk that the illness that wracked her body might transfer to me. He didn’t tell me they’d come to take her until she was already gone. I wanted to say something to the woman, some words that might be of comfort, but I already knew there was no comfort, not in times like these. Instead, I retreated back into the house by way of the front door.

      Options for eavesdropping now closed, I retrieved my book from my room and settled in the parlor again. I couldn’t imagine what Father might be involved in that he’d need to show a body to an interested party. I was amazed that the frightened man hadn’t returned with law enforcement yet, though of course they wouldn’t be able to do anything to Father.

      I needn’t have worried about eavesdropping. Garai came storming out of the study not ten minutes later. He took a swipe at his nose as he stalked to the door. He was always doing that, as if he had some perennial problem with his sinuses that caused him constant discomfort.

      “Good day,” I said. He didn’t even turn to look at me—just pushed out the door and let it close behind him.

      Father emerged after him and sank onto the loveseat opposite me. He looked too wrung out to scold me for not following his instruction that I remain in my room.

      “This has been quite the day,” he said.

      “I would imagine so,” I said. “It’s not every day you’re part of a foiled kidnapping.”

      “We didn’t kidnap anyone,” Father said sharply. “What would give you that idea?”

      “Only the man who didn’t know where he was or why,” I said. “If not foiled kidnapping, a bungled murder then. Even better.”

      “This city has sharpened your tongue,” Father said. “You never would have spoken to me this way in London.”

      It wasn’t Port Said that sharpened my tongue, but he was right. I would never have spoken to him like this when I’d believed him to be respectable.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “It must be the shock from my encounter with the body.”

      “That may be,” Father said. “Perhaps you should retire to bed until you recover.”

      “So you don’t deny you’re involved in a murder,” I said.

      “Of course I’m not,” Father snapped.

      “How do you explain the body, then?”

      Father leaned back in his chair. “That is my business. You let me worry about it.”

      But Father never worried enough about his plans. If he did, we might still be back on our London estate. The law might not be able to catch him here, but it wasn’t the law we were running from in London. I imagined men with a grievance could break a man’s legs here as easily as they could there, and without consequence if they came from the right nation.

      Father closed his eyes, and we sat in silence. I opened my book, but I didn’t read. Not even Lady Burton’s descriptions of Jeddah could engage me.

      A knock came at the door. Father jumped, the way he had those last few days in London anytime a visitor came to call. But instead of hiding, he stood up and answered the door. That was a good sign, anyway.

      A local officer stood outside. Father nodded to him politely, but the man didn’t look pleased. He offered a few words in Arabic—an Islamic greeting, I thought, though I hadn’t yet had the opportunity to memorize the local customs.

      “I’m looking for Mr. William Dyer,” the officer said in English.

      “Well, you’ve found him,” Father said. “How can I help you?”

      I stood to get a better look outside the door. I half expected to see the naked man from the study, but the officer appeared to be alone.

      “I’m searching for information regarding the disappearance of a valuable artifact from the home of Mr. Arthur Conway. Do you know him?”

      “Yes,” Father said. “I’m sorry to hear he’s been robbed.”

      “May I come in?” the officer asked.

      “I’d rather you didn’t,” Father said, nodding toward me. “My daughter is at home, and she has…delicate sensibilities.”

      At least he hadn’t given me some horrible contagious disease. The officer wouldn’t be permitted to force his way in, and he didn’t try.

      “Yes, well, Arthur named you as a potential buyer of the object in question—a tablet he acquired some weeks back. Do you remember it?”

      “Of course,” Father said. “His price was too high. I told him last week that I wasn’t interested.”

      “The very next day the tablet disappeared,” the officer said. “You won’t mind if I come in to look around your home?”

      “I most certainly would mind,” Father said. “I have a respectable reputation. If Arthur is going to accuse me of stealing from him, he can come here and do it himself.”

      I cringed. The law might not be able to touch Father in Egypt, but this Arthur fellow could, if he put a mind to it.

      The officer stared Father down, but he didn’t press the issue. “Thank you, sir,” he said. “I’ll be back if I have further questions.”

      “You might want to direct those questions elsewhere,” Father said. “I’ve told you all that I know.”

      The officer nodded, no doubt aware there was nothing he could do, even if he knew Father had committed the crime.

      Father closed the door after him. He paused, resting his forehead against it. I watched out the window as the officer headed down the street. He said he might be back, but I didn’t imagine he would be. What would be the point?

      “So the tablet in your study is stolen, then,” I said.

      Father gave me a sharp look. “Go back to your book, Lila,” he said. “Leave my affairs to me.”

      He retired to the study, and I settled back into my chair. If we had more guests in the evening, I wasn’t going to miss them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As it turned out, I did miss the trouble, which instead arrived next door, and not until the middle of the night. I heard about it only the next morning from Lady Caldwell, who called down to me from her veranda the moment I opened our front door.

      “I hope you’re safe, dear,” she said, fanning herself furiously with her wooden folding fan. “Did you hear of the break in next door? Terrible thing. A man tried to enter their house in the middle of the night! And after a death in the family, too. It’s a terrible thing.”

      I glanced next door, to the house where the dead man had been taken away. It did seem a terrible thing, someone trying to victimize the family when they’d just lost a loved one. “Is everyone all right?” I asked.

      “All except the intruder!” Lady Caldwell said. “He died when the police arrived to subdue him. Hard to say he didn’t deserve it. I’m glad you missed it, dearie. A young girl like you shouldn’t be exposed to such violence.”

      I thanked her for sharing the gossip all the same and ducked back inside the house, locking the door behind me. It was a strange collection of events. Father had left the house early that morning, and being left alone for hours on end did nothing to quiet my nerves.

      It was late afternoon before Father and Garai returned, backing a wagon up to our front door and unloading a coffin-sized crate into our front parlor. I watched from the hallway to my room. The neighbors might talk, but unless they’d seen the naked man the day before, they would probably assume the box contained more furniture rather than a corpse. I, on the other hand, couldn’t imagine that it contained anything else.

      “What is that?” I asked as Garai and Father carried the box through the doorway into the study.

      “Nothing you need to worry about,” Garai told me, though I had a feeling it was quite the opposite.

      As Father closed the door behind them, he gave me a weary look. “Why don’t you go out for a while, dear,” he said. “Go down and look at the canal.”

      The first few days we were here, Father wouldn’t even let me answer the door alone. But as his desperation increased, his memory for propriety suffered.

      Still, I retrieved my hat and gloves. If he thought I had gone out, he wouldn’t come looking for me. I shut the front door extra hard on my way out, so he would believe I had gone. Then I slipped behind the house and arranged myself in the shadow behind our building where I wouldn’t cast a silhouette on the wall opposite. The shutters to the study were open again, allowing in the morning breeze. I’d left them open early that morning in preparation.

      They both grunted as they hefted the crate onto the large table with a thud. I wondered now if the table had been built specifically to examine bodies.

      “Well, we found it,” Garai said, “but the body is as dead as ever.”

      “The point is,” Father said, “that it wasn’t. It was alive and well last night when it tried to break in next door. That’s proof enough that it works.”

      “Who do you expect to believe it?” Garai asked. “And why would the man escape from here only to break in next door?”

      “It must have gotten confused,” Father said, “which is just as well. I wouldn’t have liked it breaking in here.”

      I closed my eyes. So they were all connected—the naked man from yesterday, the break-in, and this body, now returned and freshly dead. I didn’t know if that made me feel better or worse.

      “What do you mean to do now?” Garai asked.

      “We’ll try it again,” Father said.

      “I don’t know what will be different,” Garai said. “The original pronunciation is lost. Without that, it may never work properly.”

      “But it did work,” Father insisted. “Say the words again. Slowly this time.”

      Garai began to speak in Arabic, though he could have been reading today’s newspaper for all I understood of the language.

      Someone else shouted in Arabic, his voice drowning out Garai’s. I looked up to see a man leaning out of a window in the house behind ours, waving his arm at me.

      As word spread about the break in, I imagined the neighborhood would be on high alert. I tried to smile and wave at him, hoping he would realize I was harmless, but I was too late. Father’s head emerged from the window, and he turned, laying eyes on me. His gaze hardened into a formidable stare, and he reached through the window and grabbed me by the arm. “Get in here this instant,” he said through clenched teeth. “What have you heard?”

      “Nothing!” I said. Though I had no excuse for skulking behind our building.

      Inside, Garai stopped speaking. Father pulled me toward the window, looking as if he might grab me by the arms and haul me right through, when behind him, Garai let out a loud grunt. Father turned, and I watched through the open window as Garai rubbed his nose once in that way of his, and then stumbled back against the wall, his eyes unfocusing. The papers that had been in his hands fluttered to the floor, and he slumped, his knees giving out from beneath him as he fell to the ground.

      Father loosened his grip on me in shock. I could have wrenched away and run, but I didn’t know where I would go, so instead I lifted myself onto the windowsill and swung my legs into the room. Father dropped my arm and moved over to Garai.

      I pulled the shutters closed. I didn’t want the man in the window to witness this scene. The room grew dark, the only light filtering in through the dusty shutter slats.

      Father shook Garai, but his body flopped lifelessly. He lifted Garai’s arm and pressed a finger to his wrist.

      “He’s dead,” Father said.

      Another one? “Can you resuscitate him?”

      Father shook his head. “It’s better this way. He knew too much and was starting to get twitchy. I’ll have to find another local man to find me bodies.”

      I backed up against the shutters. Father was going to continue with whatever mad scheme this was, even with two dead men on his hands. This was worse than London. Father had left a lot of angry people there, but not a trail of bodies. “Surely you don’t think we should stay.”

      Father waved a dismissive hand at me, then picked up the papers Garai had dropped. “We’ll go just as soon as I find a buyer for the artifact.”

      The thick stone tablet lay on the table, though it had been turned so it now pointed at Garai’s fallen body. “How did Garai die?” I asked, pressing harder against the shutters, blocking more of the light. Father lit a lamp and looked over the papers. “Did the artifact kill him? Or the incantation?”

      Father shook his head. “I don’t know. But finding another with access to bodies who speaks English and reads Arabic will be difficult.” He gave Garai’s body an annoyed look, as if his sudden demise was an inconvenience at best.

      “If the artifact killed him,” I said, “why would anyone want to buy it? A…death rock?”

      Father didn’t respond, as if my question was of no consequence. I couldn’t imagine what I might do to stop him from proceeding with his mad plans. And wherever his schemes took him, he’d drag me right along.

      At that moment, the body in the crate on the table began to groan again.

      I jumped back. One of the unlatched shutters fell open a few inches, casting a ray of light onto the body’s swollen face. I watched as the swelling faded and the body’s muscles grew gradually more taught. My knees buckled, and I fell beneath the window, scrambling into the corner as the body opened its eyes.

      Father stood in the middle of the room, still holding the papers. “Fascinating,” he said. “I told him it worked.”

      I could barely squeak words between gasped breaths. “You—expected this?”

      Heavens, had he stumbled upon some kind of resurrection?

      Father watched raptly as the bald man recoiled inside the crate, grabbing at the sheet that covered his lower half and pulling it up to its chest. He seemed to be struggling with his own tongue. Color restored slowly to his face.

      “What was wrong with him?” I asked. This was unmistakably the same man I’d discovered yesterday in this very room. If Lady Caldwell was to be believed, he’d been killed the night before as he resisted arrest. “Was he mistaken for dead? Twice?”

      “No,” Father said. “He was certainly dead both times. So it works more than once. That’ll make a fine selling point.”

      A selling point? “You plan to sell this…what is it? Some kind of circle of death?”

      “Yes, there is that problem,” Father said. “How do we get it to bring the bodies back without killing the witnesses? This won’t be much of a source for labor if the cost is one for one.”

      I tried to make sense of that statement. Father’s artifact brought days-old bodies back from the dead, but it killed bystanders in the process.

      The man who died yesterday, the one I’d seen taken from the house next door. Had he died because of this artifact? Was it some kind of terrible cost?

      The tablet, I realized, had been pointing next door when that family had suffered a loss. The carved arrow at the top was pointing to Garai now, who still lay slumped on the floor, lifeless and unmoving.

      “What do you mean, use it for labor?” I asked. “You want to—to resurrect the dead and put them to work?”

      “Not me,” Father said. “That’s the beauty of it. There’s a shortage now, a need, since the end of the slave trade. Make the sale quiet enough, and there are rich people all over the world who would pay for an extra set of hands. It may be illegal to sell a person, but it’s not yet illegal to sell the means to bring them to life. And once they’re back from the dead, well. Dead men don’t have rights. Not yet, anyway.” He shook his head. “There has to be some way to keep it from killing. Garai made an error in the translation, that’s all. We’ll try again.”

      “This is mad,” I said. “Who ever heard of such a plan?”

      “That’s why I tried to keep you out of it,” Father said, looking pointedly at me. “But no, you had to keep pressing your nose where it didn’t belong. Now you’re in this, so you’re damn well going to make yourself useful.”

      I opened my mouth, but no sound came out.

      The man in the crate moaned again, and then he reached up, swiping a hand across his nose in exactly the way I’d seen Garai do, time and time again.

      I looked down at Garai’s still body.

      Oh, God. Yesterday, the naked man had run from here, only to return next door in the night…perhaps returning to his own home? Did Father’s artifact resurrect the dead, or did it transfer a soul from one body to another?

      “Garai?” I asked.

      “He’s dead, Lila,” my father said. “He won’t hear you.”

      The naked man rocked back and forth, gnawing on the knuckle of his ring finger. He didn’t respond.

      I wanted to look away. I shouldn’t be here. Father and I should both be back in London. I should be out calling. Father should be off on business.

      Not here.

      Not here.

      “What are you going to do now?” I asked Father.

      Father reached into his pocket and pulled out a pistol. My hands trembled as he looked at it, considering, as if he thought he might shoot the body in the head and be done with it.

      “Don’t!” I said. “He’s your proof that it works, isn’t he?”

      “I wonder if it wouldn’t be better to start over,” Father said, running a finger down the barrel. “We’ll leave, go to Cairo, find a fresh translator and demonstrate again, in front of a buyer this time.”

      I steadied myself against the wall, still not ready to stand on my own. Father couldn’t possibly expect me to go along with this madness. But no, it hadn’t even crossed his mind that I might turn against him. That I might go to the police. But what if I did? They couldn’t touch him. The laws gave Father the perfect haven for his schemes. He wasn’t going to stop, now or ever. He would go on endangering lives, including my own.

      “All right,” I said, trying to think. “Is there room enough to load the bodies into the wagon?”

      “If I move some things,” Father said, and he stumbled out of the office, still carrying his pistol at his side.

      Leaving me alone with the naked man. Again.

      The sun had begun to go down—I could see the reflections of the red light on the wall behind our house, gleaming through the shutters. I stepped past Garai’s body, approaching the crate. The man inside swiped at his nose again.

      “Garai?” I asked. “Is that you?”

      Garai blinked at me. “Where am I?” he asked in English. “What did—what did I do?”

      “Do you remember your name?” I asked.

      He nodded, stumbling over his words. “Garai Amin,” he said. “You—you’re Lila.”

      His voice was different, but the cadence of his speech matched Garai’s. It seemed almost unbelievable that his soul could have been in one body and was now in another, and yet the proof was right in front of me.

      I wanted to shake Garai for his foolishness, but I had a limited time before Father returned, and Garai was my only possible ally. “You used the artifact to transfer yourself into a dead man’s body,” I said. “Did you know that’s what it would do?”

      Garai shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know.”

      I moved to the tablet and picked up Garai’s notes. Garai’s scribbles looped and twisted across the page—written in Arabic. I cursed myself for not learning any of the language, though I hadn’t known I might have need of it until these last few weeks.

      Could I use these words to put Garai back in his body? Point the artifact where he sat in the crate and complete the transfer?

      There, near the bottom of the page, I found the English transcription of the words Garai had spoken. The inscription of the artifact, translated from an old Egyptian language into Arabic, and then into English. I could ask Garai for help, but he seemed to know very little of how this worked. If he had understood he would never have spoken the words, particularly not with the carved arrow pointing at himself.

      My king, the words read. Rise from my words and begin life anew. Take from my meaning and lead us once more.

      I didn’t know who might have been raised with the artifact before it was buried long ago, but it must have been someone for whom the speaker was willing to die. Perhaps of the ancient Egyptian kings, revered as deity, being reclaimed from heaven to rule again.

      In the crate, Garai covered himself further with the sheet, staring at his own hands where they gripped the fabric. He was still disoriented, so I didn’t think he’d be much help, even if he understood the full implications of what he’d done.

      If Father returned, he might shoot Garai. He’d drag me along in the company of two bodies, and to whatever he did next, I’d be an accomplice.

      I couldn’t let him do that. I couldn’t. I turned the stone on the table, working its orientation so the part that had been pointing toward Garai before now pointed to the door.

      Father’s footsteps pounded down the hall. His schemes were leading us both into the depths of hell, and I had only moments to act.

      I picked up the notes again, muttering the words under my breath.

      Father appeared in the doorway. “Lila,” he said. “What are
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