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Chapter One

 


Glenda Nagel grabbed her attaché bag and
walked to the front door. Her hand on the knob, she surveyed the
house trying to spy her three roommates. Scat, the calico stray
that had shown up on her doorstep one night, lay stretched across
the sofa, eyes closed, soaking in the morning sun. I Ching, the
brown, Seal Point Siamese given to her by her ex-fiancé, and
Pandora, the Blue Persian she'd bought from the breeder, sat on the
window seat regally surveying the front yard.

"You guys behave, and don't tear up the
house."

Three sets of furry ears barely twitched.

She locked her front door and opened the
garage to enter her silver Lexus. Today was a special day. She
would be driving over the hill to Los Angeles, the Getty Museum to
be exact, to meet the new Antiquities Director. She could only hope
he wouldn't be another of the insufferably stuffy, lost-in-the-past
geeks the museum seemed prone to hire. As contributing editor of
the museum's magazine, Archaeology in Today's World, Glenda
had grown to appreciate the past, especially the Egyptian era. She
could relate to a civilization that worshipped cats. Her own female
felines considered they should be the object of worship, and wasted
no breath in letting her know their feelings.

The sleek, silver car undulated down the
winding driveway of her Juniper Hills home. She stopped at the end
and admired the Antelope Valley spread out below her. The contract
she'd penned with the Getty Museum agreed she would live in the
desert researching and sending her work over the internet on her
home computer, as long as she was available to drive in three times
a week to steer the magazine in the right direction.

Glenda had grown up in Los Angeles. After
earning her journalism degree at UCLA, and working as a part-time
stringer on the LA Times during school and full-time for several
years after, the opportunity with the museum turned out to be a
godsend. The idea of living in the Los Angeles area, however, did
not enthrall her. When she inherited the desert home from
her grandparents, she'd moved from her tiny apartment in Pasadena
to the cabin in Juniper Hills. Within three years, she'd remodeled
and added to the original building. It suited Glenda and her three
furry roommates.

Her trip to the city this morning had been,
blessedly, uneventful and quick. She parked the Lexus before a sign
that bore her name, and made her way through the bowels of the
museum's administration building. Walking past the Egyptian wing,
she noted a lithe, dark man speaking animatedly with the museum
director.

Must be the new Antiquities Director--at
least I can hope. She smiled as she unlocked the back door to
her office. Her in-box overflowed with mail and articles for the
issue of the magazine currently in the layout stage. She sat her
attaché bag on the floor and picked up her phone.

"Amunet? Fine, and you? Excellent. What's on
my agenda today? Okay. We're running a little behind on the next
issue, so unless the building is burning down, or the Museum
Director appears at my door, I don't want to be disturbed until the
meeting with the new antiquities department head. Have you seen
him? Good looking? Well, we can always hope. Buzz me when it's
time."

She hung up the phone and attacked the inbox,
quickly separating junk and wait-until-later items, from those
needing immediate attention. One hour later, Glenda found herself
deeply immersed in an article by a new freelancer she'd recently
hired. The writer had journeyed to a town called Ta'izz, in a
remote mountain area of Yemen, tracking a rumor regarding a reputed
tomb bearing a single sarcophagus said to be the remains of an
obscure, Egyptian child-Princess.

Very often, callers, claiming to have
discovered new Egyptian rulers, would contact her
office--repeatedly. Usually, they turned out to be scam artists
searching for quick fame and fortune trying to pawn off bad
replications of recently discovered artifacts. To date, this
particular writer's articles for the magazine were scrupulous in
the accuracy of their information. What had captured Glenda's
attention about this specific article were the accompanying
photographs. Difficult, at best, to snap undetected due to the
security surrounding most tombs, the pictures showed concise
details of the young Princess' death chamber. A petite, brilliantly
painted sarcophagus rested in the center of one photo. The next
picture zoomed in on a small statuette cradled in the arm of the
tiny mummified body: carved ivory with emerald eyes, exquisite
detailing, and about four inches in height, it was a perfect
likeness of Bastet, the cat goddess. Other images featured the
young Princess' life detailed in hieroglyphics on the walls and a
playroom for her to use in the next life. The writer concluded if
verified, this could be one of the biggest finds since
Tutankhamen.

Glenda retrieved a close up shot of the
glyphs on the sarcophagus's exterior from the desk. Using her
magnifying glass, she copied the pictographs to a pink sticky note
she'd study later at home. She recognized one or two of the glyphs
as death threats. She wanted to see what curse this little Princess
was passing to those who defiled her final resting place.

Quickly slipping the note and writer's
article into her briefcase, Glenda flinched when her intercom
buzzed.

"Yes?"

Amunet's lyrical, accent-tinged voice
announced, "It is time for your meeting, Ms. Glenda."

"Thank you."

Glenda retrieved a small notebook and pen,
and headed to the Director's office.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Lifting the lid of the innocuous, wooden box
sitting in the middle of his desk, Dabir Omar Ben Rashid Yacoub
Riyadh allowed a smile to transform his bronzed features. His ebony
eyes glinted as they slid appreciatively over the form resting on
straw packing. Unconsciously, his tanned finger reached to stroke
the artifact. He stopped, hand poised in midair, as his mind
flashed to the photo of the hieroglyphics painted over the doorway
of the vault posted on the internet at the Cairo museum's site.
There was a warning regarding misery and eating one's self. Omar
Riyadh didn't put much stock in the curses carved on crypts
thousands of years ago, but recent scientific studies of the germs
entombed made him cautious, nonetheless. He reached into the desk
drawer to his right, and removed a pair of surgical gloves from the
opened container. Slipping his hands into the milliliter thin
second skin, he lightly ran a finger over the relic resting inside
the box.

Gingerly, he picked up the detailed piece,
jumping at the buzz of his intercom. As he felt the artifact slip
from his fingers, he cursed. Inspection of the new object d'art
assured him no damage had come to it. He punched the button on his
intercom.

"What?" he growled.

Sharp, snapping sounds assaulted his ears.
"Uhm, Mr. Riyadh?"

"Yes?"

The popping sounds filled the air. "Uh, Dr.
Burkhardt and Ms. Nagel are here."

"I'll be out in a moment; tell them to have a
seat." I must speak to Miss Showers regarding her office
demeanor. This gum popping will have to cease.

Omar reclosed the lid of the small box and
slid the package into his bottom drawer, surgical gloves resting on
the top. Bits of straw littered his desk. He looked around his
office and, spying the large shipping crate sent to him by his
cousin Feneku, hastily ripped open the top pulling out a clay vase,
and setting it on the spot where the little treasure had sat.

He stood and straightened his tie, then
opened the door to face the Director and Miss Nagel.

Karl Burkardt, Getty Museum Director, made
the formal introductions.

"Glenda Nagel, let me introduce Dr. Dabir
Omar Ben Rashid Yacoub Riyadh, our new Egyptian Antiquities
Director. Dr. Riyadh comes to us after many years working in the
Egyptian antiquities system and on several important digs in the
Valley of the Kings. His last post was in the Cairo Museum.

"Dr. Dabir Omar Ben Rashid Yacoub Riyadh,
allow me to introduce you to Glenda Nagel, contributing Editor to
the Museum's publication, Archaeology in Today's
World."

Omar extended his hand.

"Please… just call me Omar. All the other
stuff has meaning only in my country. Omar is much simpler. I am
pleased to make your acquaintance." He wrapped a velvety smooth,
copper colored hand around Glenda's squeezing gently and gazing
intensely into her turquoise eyes.

Glenda's hand tingled. Her heart skipped a
beat, and breath suspended in her lungs. Slipping her appendage
from Omar's, she replied, "My pleasure".

Director Burkhardt launched into Glenda's
achievements droning on endlessly about her taking on the dying
magazine and reviving the publication.

She felt herself flushing at the lavish
compliments the Director was heaping on her.

"Please, Director Burkhardt…" Glenda dropped
her gaze to the floor.

"It is well deserved, young lady. You've
helped to breathe new life into this institution. As much as we
would like to function without the public's help, we do need them.
Your efforts have paved the way to a successful partnership."

He continued, "Now, Omar. The reason I've
brought Glenda here today is, she'll be in need of your expertise,
on occasion, to guarantee the information we impart to the public
is correct. Please extend her all the resources at your disposal."
He glanced at his watch. "If you two don't mind, I've a meeting
with the Budget Committee. Can you carry this without my help?"

Both nodded.

"Good. Then, I expect to see our magazine, as
well as our visitor numbers, thrive."

Turning on a heel, Director Burkhardt exited
leaving the magazine editor and new antiquities director glancing
nervously at each other.

Omar motioned for Glenda to take a seat.

"Please feel free to contact me at any time."
He pulled a business card from the holder on his desk and scribbled
something on the back. "This is my home phone. Should you have a
question that arises after business hours, do not hesitate to
call." He shoved the card past the vase to Glenda.

Taking the card, Glenda eyed the clay vase on
the desk.

"This isn't authentic ancient Egyptian, is
it?" She leaned toward the vessel and squint her eyes to take in
the details.

Omar loosed a deep, baritone laugh.

Glenda felt her skin rise in goose bumps at
the pleasant sound washing over her ears.

"Yes and no. All the authentic
antiquities, we store in a room in the basement with
monitored temperature and humidity control. We wouldn't want
something the desert has preserved for thousands of years destroyed
by today's harmful pollution.

"This," Omar picked up the vase, "is my
cousin's handiwork and he is from Egypt. He sent it to show me what
he has been creating for the tourist business he runs; in case
someone decides to try to pass it off as an antiquity." Omar smiled
as he replaced the vase. "His heart was in a good place."

Glenda ran a slender finger over the
smoothness of the vase's surface.

"This is quite lovely. Your cousin is a
talented artisan."

Omar nodded. "That, he is. I have told him he
should come to America and start a pottery factory, but he loves
Egypt too much to leave. He sells enough goods to own two Mercedes,
and put his five children through college."

The two chuckled as Glenda continued to
admire the simple designs on the pottery.

"Miss Nagel?"

"Hmmm?"

"You have a question?"

"What? Oh, yes. I wanted to ask if you could
direct me where to start research to verify a story one of my
freelancers recently sent."

"I'll try. Can you relate what your writer
has so far?"

"Well, according to his source, there was a
little known Princess named, Kia, who fled to Yemen to be concealed
from the sadistic Pharaoh to whom she was promised in marriage.
Rumors had been leaking from unknown sources in the palace that his
former queens had met Ra under suspicious circumstances. Kia's
protector, and nursemaid, hired a boat for the two to flee down the
Red Sea where they landed on the Yemen shores at a place known
today as Al-Hudaydah. The nursemaid's family had been slowly
migrating from there to the town of Ta'izz, so the pair trekked to
Ta'izz. Things went well for a while. The little Princess adapted,
as most children are wont to do, and seemed to be thriving in her
new home. As the story goes, she contracted some unknown illness a
couple months after arriving, and died very quickly. Writings,
recently uncovered, indicate the Pharaoh had located the
whereabouts of his young fiancé and, in a fit of rage, ordered her
death along with all who had defied him by stealing her away. To
keep the image of himself as a divine entity, he buried the
Princess in a royal tomb telling all she succumbed to forces from
the underworld. He would have saved her had she been by his side
but, unable to move with enough speed, he arrived too late. He gave
no one the tomb's location.

"Now, mind you, all of this had been hearsay
passed from generation to generation until this point. My
freelancer also sent these photos."

Glenda handed pictures taken in the tomb to
Omar.

He thumbed through each pausing on the last
shot.

She watched his eyes scrutinize the
details.

Handing them back to Glenda, a slight smile
crossed his face. "These could have been taken at any tomb in the
Egypt, Saudi Arabia area; there are so many. I have heard the story
you tell me. It is similar to your American fable of the Lost
Dutchman's Goldmine; everyone has been told the story, and is
certain they know the true location. I'll be happy to start the
search in my library to see if I can, at least, verify the Princess
existed. When do you need the information?"

Glenda gathered the photos and stood up. "You
don't need to do this, Dr."

Omar, grinning broadly, waved a hand in the
air. "It is no problem. It will help me to get my bearings here,
and help a fellow employee."

She blushed, "Thank you. If I need the writer
to redo the story, I'll have to get it back to him by the end of
the week. Will that be enough time?"

Omar nodded.

"Thank you, Dr. Riyadh. I appreciate the time
you're lending to this. I'll leave my number with your secretary if
you need to get in touch."

She walked into the outer room. Nodding at
the Director's secretary, she left. The new director was good
looking, all right. He sent sparks up her spine, but something just
didn't sit well with her. Glenda shook her head as she entered her
office.

"Any messages, Amunet?"

The young woman behind the computer screen
looked up. "No. How did the meeting go? Is he handsome?"

"I think I can honestly say he is the most
handsome man I've ever met."

Amunet raised her eyebrows. "He can't be
that good looking."

Glenda stopped and turned to her assistant.
"Compared to Dr. Riyadh, Brad Pitt is homely."

"Wow."

"That's an understatement. I'll be in my
office pulling out my hair. Buzz me only if the building's on fire.
On second thought, don't. If everything goes up in flames, I won't
have to worry about it." Glenda flashed a grin and closed her door.
The magazine deadline was looming, and she needed a lead story with
undisputable facts.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Omar's phone rang. He noted the extension
number of the director shown on the display.

"Omar Riyadh, here. How can I help you,
Director?"

"Sorry, Omar. I've been distracted with this
bloody budget thing. Always hated the money end of this job;
anyway, I forgot to mention we will be having some international
visitors this afternoon. I believe they mentioned they'd arrive
around 3:30 or 4:00 p.m. Couple of chaps from Interpol coming to
see you. Not sure what it's about, but offer them as much
assistance as they need, will you?"

"Certainly, Director. I'm at their disposal.
Is that all?"

"For now. If I think of anything else, I'll
ring you." Director Burkhardt's years at Oxford always showed when
he allowed the stress of the job to creep up on him.

Omar replaced the phone to its cradle, his
brow furrowed in deep thought. Why is Interpol here? Opening
the desk drawer, he withdrew the tattered wooden box, placed it in
the center of his desk, and removed the lid. He re-gloved and
admired the simplicity of the artifact's lines. Hieroglyphs he'd
not noticed the first time caught his attention, and he retrieved
his magnifying glass to read the inscription.

Bastet, daughter of Re, guardian of the
Princess Kia. He who removes this from the Princess shall be
consumed by his flesh.

Omar sat up and stared at the ivory cat
headed figure holding the delicate sistrum. He would need research
for further affirmation of this find. The editor woman, Nagel,
that's it, Glenda Nagel, has an informant, a freelancer, who seems
to have stumbled on the location of this tomb. I need to see that
article before she prints it in her magazine and sets the world
searching for my little Princess.

The intercom buzzed. Omar grit his teeth. He
gingerly placed the artifact in its holder and answered.

"Yes, Miss Showers?"

The pop of gum answered him. "Dr.
Riyadh?"

Omar closed his eyes and drew a deep breath
before answering. "Yes?"

Snapping. "I got a phone call for you from
some real official sounding guys."

Silence.

Omar sighed. "Yes, Miss Showers? What is the
message?"

Snap, pop. "Oh, yeah," she giggled. "They
said they'll be here promptly at four o'clock, and they expect you
to be ready to talk with them. They said they were from Internet or
something."

"That's Interpol, Miss Showers. Thank you."
He started to hang up the phone when he remembered his wish to
discuss office procedure with the young docent.

"Miss Showers?" A click in his ear told him
he was too late. He dialed her extension, waited, and when there
was no answer, opened the door between the offices.

He stared at the young woman with the spiked,
blue-streaked, blonde hair chomping on her gum, and conversing into
her cellphone.

"Miss Showers!"

His deep voice rattled against the office
window. The startled young docent dropped her phone uttering a
swear word in the process. Omar stared at the young woman.

"As of this moment, you will stop the chewing
of your gum while you work in this office. Turn off your cellphone.
Get rid of the blue in your hair, or I'll have you replaced." His
towering form leaned toward her over the edge of the desk. "Do I
make myself clear?"

April batted her blue eyes at him and popped
her gum loudly. "You can't replace me, I'm a volunteer." She
flashed him an insincere smile.

"Do not tell me what I can, and cannot, do in
my own office. Tomorrow morning, I expect those changes to be made
or, by noon, you will be walking out the front door of the museum."
He spun around toward his office.

"You can't!" April was whining. "I need this
for my art degree."

Omar pivoted to face the young secretary.
"Then I suggest you make the necessary changes, or you'll be
looking for your work experience elsewhere. Am I clear?"

She picked up her cellphone and glared at the
director. "I'm talking to Mr. Burkhardt about this."

"You do that. In the meantime, get rid of the
gum. I'm going out for a while. Take messages and finish the typing
I asked you to do two days ago. I'll return by four o'clock
to meet my visitors." Omar closed his door. His eye was drawn to
the wooden box open on his desk.

Damn! I don't want this in the office when
the inspectors from Interpol show up. What to do? He could just
return the box to his drawer, but he knew himself. His face would
give him away. The treasure would have to be spirited out of his
office for further study later. Hurriedly slipping on one glove, he
picked up the statuette and dropped it into the first secure
location he could. He closed the shipping crate and shoved it into
his coat closet securing the door.

He dialed the Museum Director's office.

"Director's office." The voice at the other
end was crisp--efficient.

"Yes, this is Dr. Riyadh. The director told
me I would be able to call him if I needed assistance. I find
myself needing the office number of Miss Nagel."

Omar heard paper rustling.

"She's located in room 116."

"Than…" The phone had gone dead.

He shrugged and, grabbing his keys and the
vase, closed his door striding past his pouting secretary and in
the direction of Glenda Nagel's office.

The ringing of his cellphone echoed off the
polished floors and elegantly painted walls of the museum. Omar
glanced at the read out screen and breathed out a small groan.

"Yes. A problem has arisen. Interpol. I've
got it handled. It'll be close enough for me to reach at any given
moment, but this is not the time to act. I'll contact you."

Reaching the door with Glenda's name and
title stenciled on the outside, Omar brushed invisible dust off the
jacket of his Armani suit and, putting on his most winning smile,
entered the office.

Amunet glanced up and involuntarily gasped.
Her exotic, dark eyes widened, and her mouth gaped slightly at the
presence standing before her.

"May, may I help you?" Her cheeks tinged
ruby.

"Yes, I'd like to speak with Miss Nagel." He
leaned toward Amunet.

The intoxicating aroma of his spicy
aftershave gently tickled her nose.

"She told me not to disturb her even if the
place was on fire."

Omar smiled widely. "Tell her there is a
raving Persian out here who will not accept no for an answer, and
he's threatening to place a horrible curse on you and all your
relatives."

Amunet smiled as she picked up the phone.

"That doctor is here, and won't take no for
an answer. He's," she glanced up at Omar and smiled, "threatening
to put a horrible curse on me and all my family if you don't see
him. It would mean I wouldn't be able to work. Yes, ma'am." She
nodded in the direction of the door.

"She says to come on in, but you can't say
anything about the mess."

Omar bowed slightly and clicked his heels
together. "I am in your debt for life." He went through the door to
Glenda's office.

Amunet fanned herself. "Woo, he is
good looking."

 


~ * ~

 


Omar walked into an office overwhelmed with
paper. Glenda was removing a skewered stack of items from a chair
to the top of a filing cabinet. She indicated he should sit.

"What is so important you would curse my
secretary's family if you didn't get in to see me?" Glenda leaned
back in her chair.

"I am hoping you will agree to have lunch
with me. I brought this vase to you as a token, in anticipation of
our working together." Omar placed a vase on Glenda's desk.

She started to protest.

Omar held up his hand. "My cousin will be
pleased you find his work worthy of admiration."

"Thank you for the lovely gift. It is a fine
piece of artwork. I am, however, going to have to turn down the
lunch invitation. I have a deadline to meet and, without
verification of the Princess Kia information, I'm trying to decide
which story will be my lead. Maybe another time?"

Omar clutched his chest. "I am wounded, but
will ask again. I understand having a deadline. It is the same with
a new exhibition. Time becomes a fleeting bird." He stood and
extended his hand to Glenda. "Someday soon?"

The brilliant white smile against his honey
brown skin stopped her breath mid-throat. She gave a little cough
and smiling shook his extended hand.

"Until that time." He vanished through the
door.

Glenda sucked air into her lungs. The unique
scent of his aftershave lingered in the air of her office. Mingled
with the dust, and smell of paper, it made for an unusual essence.
Glenda found herself staring absently into space.

"I have got to get myself together.
The deadline isn't getting any further away. I'll put the
destruction of centuries-old temples by the Afghani Mujahadeen in
the lead. That ought to shake some of these conservatives out of
their apathy."

Glenda found herself drawn to the vase Omar
had presented her. It was quite lovely in its simplicity. His
cousin had a real talent with pottery. She glanced around her
office, and deduced the vase would probably get broken if she left
it.

I'll take it home. I'm sure I can find
somewhere to display it.

Finding more distractions in her office than
at home, she packed the vase into her briefcase and grabbed the
list she'd made for her secretary. A brief explanation to Amunet,
and Glenda pushed her way out of the museum. She stood for a moment
in the overcast, smoggy courtyard debating whether she should turn
around and finish her work at the museum or finish at home. The
appearance of goose bumps on her arms, and a chill that was quickly
finding its way to her bones convinced her she could finish the
layout of the magazine in the sunshine and warmth of the desert
just as easily as in her office in the valley. A smile formed on
her lips. Being your own boss has its advantages.


Chapter Four

 


She entered the freeway, amazed at the amount
of traffic filling the lanes at two in the afternoon. The crush of
cars thinned the closer she got to the freeway turnoff leading her
from the Los Angeles basin to the desert. Glenda relaxed with each
passing mile. The vase pulled at her to touch its surface. Her hand
stroked the smooth, graceful lines finding no imperfections beneath
her fingers. Egyptian hieroglyphics, intended to impress tourists
as authentic, lined the top and bottom of the earthen jug. She
fought the overwhelming urge to pick it up and cradle it in her
arms. Glenda shook her head. Where did that come from?

Focusing on the road ahead of her, she exited
the indicated off ramp to Sierra Highway which would lead her home
to Juniper Hills. Forty-five minutes later, she was turning into
the driveway, three pair of feline eyes trying not to look
interested gazing her direction. Glenda parked the car in the
garage and entered the house. She dropped her briefcase on the
dining room table and turned at the thunder of furry paws.

Scat wound her way in and through Glenda's
legs complaining loudly. I Ching delicately jumped from the window
seat. Stalking through the living room, she planted herself
directly in front of Glenda and proceeded to yowl.

"I know, I know. But ladies, someone in this
household has to work so you can lounge around all day. Since you
didn't volunteer, I guess it has to be me. Let me put my stuff down
somewhere, and we'll sit and talk."

Pandora had been lying on her back in the
window seat, paws dangling mid-air. Glenda, vase clutched in one
hand, strolled to the window seat, and leaned over to scratch
Pandora's exposed belly. She bent and reached her hand down barely
connecting with the silken fur, when Pandora flipped herself
upright. She arched her back and hissed at Glenda.

"Pandora!" Glenda snatched her hand back
before impaling herself with the claws the cat was swiping at her.
"What is your problem?

She backed away from the couch, still
clutching the vase. Glenda wandered to her office and set the
pottery on the edge of her desk. She eyed the clay vessel.

"It really is a pretty little thing."

Moving around the desk, she sat in the chair
and pushed out a sigh.

"I need to get busy." She fired up her
computer, shoving paperwork to one side. Glancing up, she caught
movement from the edge of the desk and her hand shot out to catch
the little vase as it slid off the corner toward the floor.

"Whew, that was close." She searched the
desktop and decided the best home for the vessel was between the
calendar and in box. The computer monitor lit up displaying the
Giza pyramids screen saver she'd installed. Glenda navigated the
system to her email. She noted messages from the usual litany of
advertisers, good and bad, and three messages she wanted to open.
The first two were a couple of her copy editors checking in. They
mentioned it was getting close to the time for them to receive
their pages of the month's layout. Glenda replied and assured them
they'd be seeing the drafts within the next eight hours.

The address of the third message was
Egyptian. She was intrigued. Opening her drawer, she grabbed a
pencil. She needed a sticky note and began to search under the
mountain of papers residing on her desk. She picked up one pile
then another and when she'd located the yellow pad, looked up to
see the vase tumbling to the floor.

"Damn it." She jumped up, darting around the
corner of her desk, and dove to the floor her hands outstretched.
The little vase settled itself in her palms. She dropped her
forehead to the carpet.

"Why are you so determined to crash on the
floor?" She started at the growl behind her.

Pandora, eyes large and luminescent, was
growling deep in her throat and stalking toward Glenda. She pulled
back her lips and, snarling, emitted a dangerous yeowl that
increased in volume and intensity the closer she got to Glenda.

Pulling herself from the floor, Glenda
stomped a foot at the crouching cat.

"Knock it off. Stop acting so
schizoid!" She clutched the container to her chest.

"Where am I going to put you? I want to be
able to see you but not in a hundred pieces." She turned the vase,
noting the primitive hieroglyphics painted on the side. "Are you
embarrassed at the poor attempt to fool tourists?"

This is ridiculous. I'm talking to a clay
pot. I need to get this month's issue done and out of here. It's
making me crazy.

Scat and I Ching poked their heads around the
doorsill. Scat's little voice whispered a meow, nearly drowned out
by the characteristic howl of the Siamese.

"Now what, ladies?" Glenda leaned against the
desk. The little stray tip toed in the room carefully avoiding
Pandora who was stomping her furry paws in circle eights in front
of Glenda. I Ching swayed in behind the little cat yeowling with
each step.

"I suppose you guys think it's time to eat?
Give me a minute then we'll all go to the kitchen and I'll feed
you."

Glenda placed the urn in the center of the
desk, and wrote the email address down on the yellow sticky
note.

"Happy now?"

Two sets of fur-encased eyes squeezed shut.
Pandora still pacing in front of the desk, growled menacingly with
each step.

"If after you've eaten, your attitude doesn't
change, young lady, you'll be visiting your carrying case for the
evening. I don't have time for this." Glenda shook a finger at the
cat.

She toted the vase to the kitchen and set it
on the counter as she filled cat bowls with food and water. Scat
pounced on the dish, her tail swishing furiously, daring anyone to
invade her space. I Ching sauntered to her dish and with the
delicacy of a debutante, took out one piece of food at a time, for
all the world looking as though she were counting how many times it
took to chew. Pandora ignored the food. Her eyes fixed on the
vase.

Finished with the food ritual, Glenda leaned
against the counter and stared out the front window. The serenity
of the scene quieted an unease that had crept over her since this
morning. She picked up the clay pot rolling it from one hand to the
other, the feel of the clay cool and smooth against her
fingers.

Realizing she was carrying the vase around
the house with her, Glenda moved to the fireplace mantel. As she
raised the vase, Pandora, who'd been shadowing her every move,
jumped to the window seat and launched herself at Glenda.

"What the hell are you doing?" Glenda shoved
the vase on the mantelshelf and sidestepped the furry missile.

Pandora's fur, down the center of her
blue-gray arched back, stood straight up. Her deep emerald eyes
were mere slits in the hit-by-a-frying-pan face that distinguished
her as a purebred Persian. She continued to emit low guttural
growls.

"Enough!" Glenda backed herself into the
kitchen to set the teakettle to heating.

The gray cat paced in front of the fireplace,
a low growling punctuating the flicking of her tail.

Enough is enough. Glenda retrieved the
spray bottle and aimed it at the Persian.

"Pandora!"

Normally, just the sight of the bottle sent
the cats scurrying, but Pandora seemed determined to be contrary.
Glenda let fly a stream of water leaving a large wet spot on the
silken gray fur. Grudgingly, the cat ceased her pacing and began
the laborious task of ridding her fur of the unwanted liquid.

Glenda grabbed her tea and the squirt bottle
in one hand, and, picking up her briefcase, moved back to her
office. She bobbled the squirt bottle and tea mug capturing the one
corner that had mysteriously escaped the paperwork piles residing
on the rest of the wooden surface, and, with enviable skill, guided
the tea mug and bottle safely down. She plunked the attaché in the
center, and attacked the paperwork spilling out. Splintering sounds
of pottery hitting terra cotta tiles evoked a scream from Glenda
and brought her running into the living room. Pandora hunkered down
over the broken vase growling lowly, her eyes blinking furiously,
and tail swishing. She reached out a paw and pushed at a large
piece of pottery in the middle of the broken shards.

"Shame on you!"

Glenda stomped into the kitchen. Dustpan and
broom in hand, she marched to the fireplace hearth to clean up the
pieces of the shattered vase. She muttered as she began sweeping.
As Glenda reached to clear away the piece of pottery the cat was
toying with, Pandora arched her back and spat.

"That is quite enough." Glenda swooped
down, grasping the cat by the back of the neck, and rendered her
motionless. "You will stay in your carrier for the rest of the
night. What has gotten into you?" She deposited Pandora
unceremoniously in her carrying case.

"Until you get a change of attitude, Miss
Thing, you will remain here."

She bent to finish the task of cleaning when
a flash of color caught her attention. Leaning closer, she realized
she was seeing a form in the pieces of broken pottery. She
delicately brushed away the dust and bits of vase.

"Oh, wow." Before her lay a four-inch
statuette of Bastet, cat goddess; small emerald eyes from within an
ivory body staring up at her, and clutching a sistrum in her hand.
"Wait a minute." Glenda ran to her office and returned with a
photo. She knelt and compared the picture to the item lying on her
hearth.

"This looks identical to the one in the
picture Nasim Shabouh sent me. This little statuette is either a
very good imitation, or I need to warn the new antiquities director
about the merchandise his cousin is selling." Sweeping the small
artifact into the dustpan, she put the broom on the floor. Carrying
pan and picture to her office, she settled both on her desk.
Reaching in her drawer, she removed a pair of thin, white cotton
gloves which she donned. Experience had taught her prevention was
worth your life when dealing with artifacts-real or presumed real.
Reverently, she picked the statuette out of the dustpan with one
gloved appendage and, with the other, grabbed the jeweler's glass
which resided on her desk. She moved the picture to the center of
the desk. Turning on her lamp, she secured the jeweler's glass in
her eye and began to inspect the little cat goddess currently
resting in her palm against the pictorial fact. It never ceased to
amaze Glenda at the talent exhibited by some of the forgers whose
work she'd viewed. There'd been a show of forgery handiwork her
first week on the job. She'd made a point to spend time in the
small gallery studying the works; recognizing antiquities meant
also being able to recognize the forgeries. She reached for the
phone.

Until I can verify whether this is or is not
genuine, I shouldn't involve Omar. If it's real, he probably
doesn't know about it.

Glenda slid open her bottom drawer and pulled
out a shoebox. Rummaging through the items tossed randomly inside,
she concluded this was nothing more than a catchall and she had
enough of those scattered around the house. She opened the top
drawer and grabbed several pairs of the thin, cotton gloves to line
the box. The tiny cat fit snuggly. Lid secured, she replaced the
container in the bottom drawer, which she slid shut. She leaned
back in her chair and pondered her next move.

Should she contact the director? Surely, he'd
come across this situation in his tenure at the Cairo museum. Or
should she wait until… what? It wasn't as if the statuette would
glow blue if it was a fake. How was she going to handle this load
dumped on her?

And what about her cat? Pandora, normally a
sweet-tempered, docile cat, acted so irrationally Glenda was prone
to believe the artifact was authentic.

Weren't cats more sensitive to smells than
people?

She swung the chair around and e-mailed her
freelancer about the article he'd sent and the figurine he'd
photographed.

 


Mr. Shabouh--were there any inscriptions on
the little statuette? Any unique forms, or etchings, to identify it
as the real deal and not a reproduction?

 


Glenda pushed the send button. She pulled up
the magazine layout and began to work on getting the month's issue
ready for print. A looming deadline waited for no one.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Omar pulled a cloth from his bottom drawer
and quickly dusted desk and the coffee table in his sitting area.
This ritual he performed before every gathering in his office. The
motion helped quiet his mind and gave him time to organize how he
wanted to direct the progress of the meeting. Today, there was a
twofold reason for his ritual. He, of course, wanted to make sure
his office was clean to receive guests, but more to the point, he
wanted to remove evidence of the items his cousin had sent him.
He'd dealt with Interpol agents before and knew they were
sharp--very sharp. Anything remotely out of place would capture
their attention and could bring a barrage of unwanted questions and
possible investigation. Omar could not afford to attract attention.
As he placed the cloth back into his bottom drawer, his intercom
buzzed. He glanced at his watch. It was precisely 4:00 p.m.

"Yes?"

There was a hesitation. "The people from…
Interpol are here to see you, sir."

"Thank you. Send them in, Miss Showers."

"Yes, sir."

Omar smirked. Apparently, Miss Showers needed
this job more than she needed her attitude. He rose and rounded the
end of his desk to greet the two visitors entering his office. The
first was a younger man; Omar figured him to be in his late
twenties, dressed in an inexpensive, business suit with the dark
complexion that hinted to Omar he might be Middle Eastern.
Following the young man
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