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PREFACE
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The Reader will note that there is a gap of several years between the date of the last published volume of Mrs. Emerson’s memoirs and the present book. Thus far the search for the missing manuscripts has proven vain, but the Editor has not abandoned hope of finding them. As in the previous volume, she has inserted sections of Manuscript H and letters from Collection B at appropriate intervals.

The quotations at the head of each chapter were taken from A Captive of the Arabs, by Percival Peabody, Esquire. (Privately printed, London, 1911.) We were fortunate to be able to obtain a copy of this exceedingly rare volume through the good offices of a friend in London who found it on a barrow in Covent Garden (price 50 p.). The text is an astonishing blend of the worst of two literary forms: the swashbuckling romances popular at the time and the memoirs of travelers and officials of the period. The views expressed by Mr. Peabody are no more bigoted and ignorant than those of many of his contemporaries; however, the parallels between his work and other memoirs are so exact as to suggest he borrowed freely and directly from them. The word plagiarism might be actionable, so this Editor will not use it.

As always, I am indebted to friends in the Egyptology game for advice, suggestions, and hard-to-find material. Dennis Forbes (whose magnum opus, Tombs. Treasures. Mummies. is now available), George B. Johnson, W. Raymond Johnson, Director of Chicago House, Luxor, and especially Peter Dorman of the Oriental Institute, who read the entire bulky manuscript and corrected a number of errors.

I am also indebted to the genial, efficient, and enthusiastic group of people at Avon Books who have taken the Emersons under their collective wing: Mike Greenstein and Lou Aronica, President and Publisher; Joan Schulhafer and Linda Johns, super publicists; and especially my favorite editor of all time, Trish Grader. Thanks, guys. You could make Amelia reconsider her rude remarks about “publishing persons.”

A note on the rendering of Arabic and ancient Egyptian words may be in order here. Both written languages omit the vowels, and certain consonants have no precise English equivalent, so transliterations into English may vary. A long i may be rendered as i or ee; the long u sound may be u, with or without a circumflex, or oo; the name of the pharaoh Zoser begins with a consonant that is sometimes written as Dj. This gives only a faint idea of the variants, which also changed with time. Mrs. Emerson is inclined to stick to the spelling current in her youth, but she also uses more modern variants of certain words, such as Dahshur and Giza. This is, the Editor believes, a fairly common failing, so she is not about to apologize for inconsistencies.


ONE
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They attacked at dawn. I woke instantly at the sound of pounding hooves, for I knew what it meant. The Beduin were on the warpath!



What is it you find so amusing, my dear?” I inquired.

Nefret looked up from her book. “I am sorry if I disturbed you, Aunt Amelia, but I couldn’t help laughing. Did you know that Beduins go on the warpath? Wearing feathered headdresses and waving tomahawks, no doubt!”

The library of our house in Kent is supposed to be my husband’s private sanctum, but it is such a pleasant room that all the members of the family tend to congregate there, especially in fine weather. Except for my son Ramses we were all there that lovely autumn morning; a cool breeze wafted through the wide windows that opened onto the rose garden, and sunlight brightened Nefret’s gold-red hair.

Reclining comfortably upon the sofa, Nefret wore a sensible divided skirt and shirtwaist instead of a proper frock. She had become as dear as a daughter to us since we rescued her from the remote oasis in the Nubian Desert where she had spent the first thirteen years of her life, but despite my best efforts I had been unable to eradicate all the peculiar notions she had acquired there. Emerson claims some of those peculiar notions have been acquired from me. I do not consider a dislike of corsets and a firm belief in the equality of the female sex peculiar, but I must admit that Nefret’s habit of sleeping with a long knife under her pillow might strike some as unusual. I could not complain of this, however, since our family does seem to have a habit of encountering dangerous individuals.

Hunched over his desk, Emerson let out a grunt, like a sleepy bear that has been prodded by a stick. My distinguished husband, the greatest Egyptologist of all time, rather resembled a bear at that moment: his broad shoulders were covered by a hideous ill-fitting coat of prickly brown tweed (purchased one day when I was not with him) and his abundant sable locks were wildly disheveled. He was working on his report of our previous season’s excavations and was in a surly mood for, as usual, he had put the job off until the last possible moment and was behind schedule.

“Is that Percy’s cursed book you are reading?” he demanded. “I thought I threw the damned thing onto the fire.”

“You did.” Nefret gave him a cheeky smile. Emerson is known as the Father of Curses by his admiring Egyptian workmen; his fiery temper and Herculean frame have made him feared throughout the length and breadth of Egypt. (Mostly the former, since as all educated persons know, Egypt is a very long narrow country.) However, none of those who know him well are at all intimidated by his growls, and Nefret had always been able to wind him round her slim fingers.

“I ordered another copy from London,” she said calmly. “Aren’t you at all curious about what he writes? He is your own nephew, after all.”

“He is not my nephew.” Emerson leaned back in his chair. “His father is your Aunt Amelia’s brother, not mine. James is a hypocritical, sanctimonious, mendacious moron and his son is even worse.”

Nefret chuckled.”What a string of epithets! I don’t see how Percy could be worse.”

“Ha!” said Emerson.

Emerson’s eyes are the brilliant blue of a sapphire, and they become even more brilliant when he is in a temper. Any mention of a member of my family generally does put him in a temper, but on this occasion I could tell he was not averse to being interrupted. He stroked his prominent chin, which is adorned with a particularly handsome dent, or dimple, and looked at me.

Or, as a writer more given to clichés might say, our eyes locked. They often do, for my dear Emerson and I have shared one another’s thoughts ever since that halcyon day when we agreed to join hearts, hands, and lives in the pursuit of Egyptology. I seemed to see myself reflected in those sapphirine orbs, not (thank Heaven) as I really appear, but as Emerson sees me: my coarse black hair and steely gray eyes and rather too-rounded form transfigured by love into his ideal of female beauty. In addition to the affectionate admiration mirrored in his gaze, I saw as well a kind of appeal. He wanted me to be the one to sanction the interruption of his work.

I was not averse to being interrupted either. I had been busily scribbling for several hours, making lists of Things to Be Done and writing little messages to tradesmen. There were more things than usual to be done that particular year—not only the ordinary arrangements for our annual season of excavation in Egypt, but preparations for houseguests and for the forthcoming nuptials of two individuals near and dear to all of us. My fingers were cramped with writing, and if I must be entirely honest I will admit I had been somewhat annoyed with Emerson for burning Percy’s book before I could have a look at it.

The only other one of the family present was David. Strictly speaking, he was not a member of the family, but he soon would be, for his marriage to my niece Lia would take place in a few weeks. That arrangement had caused quite a scandal when the announcement was first made. David was a purebred Egyptian, the grandson of our late, greatly lamented reis Abdullah; Lia was the daughter of Emerson’s brother Walter, one of England’s finest Egyptological scholars, and of my dear friend Evelyn, granddaughter of the Earl of Chalfont. The fact that David was a talented artist and a trained Egyptologist carried no weight with people who considered all members of the darker “races” inferior. Fortunately none of us gives a curse for the opinions of such people.

David was staring out the window, his long thick lashes veiling his eyes, his lips curved in a dreamy smile. He was a handsome young fellow, with finely cut features and a tall, sturdy frame, and in fact he was no darker in complexion than Ramses, whom he strongly (and coincidentally) resembled.

“Shall I read a bit aloud?” Nefret asked. “You have both been working so diligently, a hearty laugh will be good for you, and David isn’t listening to a word I am saying. He is daydreaming about Lia.”

The mention of his name roused David from his romantic reverie.”I am listening,” he protested, blushing a little.

“Don’t tease him, Nefret,” I said, though I did not think he minded; they were as close as brother and sister, and she was Lia’s greatest friend. “Read a little, if you like. My fingers are somewhat cramped.”

“Hmph,” said Emerson. Taking this for consent, which it was, Nefret cleared her throat and began.


“They attacked at dawn. I woke instantly at the sound of pounding hooves, for I knew what it meant. The Beduin were on the warpath!

“I had been warned that the tribes were restless. My affectionate aunt and uncle, whom I had been assisting that winter with their archaeological excavations, had attempted to dissuade me from braving alone the perils of the desert, but I was determined to seek a nobler, simpler life, far from the artificiality of civilization—”



“Good Gad,” I exclaimed. “He was of no assistance whatever, and we could hardly wait to be rid of him!”

“He spent most of his time in the civilized artificiality of the cafés and clubs of Cairo,” said Emerson. “And he was a bloody nuisance.”

“Don’t swear,” I said. Not that I supposed the admonition would have the least effect. I have been trying for years to stop Emerson from using bad language, and with equally poor success to prevent the children from imitating him.

“Do you want me to go on?” Nefret inquired.

“I beg your pardon, my dear. Indignation overcame me.”

“I’ll skip over a few paragraphs,” Nefret said. “He blathers on at some length about how he hated Cairo and yearned for the austere silences of the desert waste. Now back to the Beduin:


“Snatching up my pistol, which I kept ready by my cot, I ran out of the tent and fired point-blank at the dark shape rushing toward me. A piercing scream told me I had hit my target. I brought another down, but there were too many of them; sheer numbers overwhelmed me. Two men seized me and a third wrenched my pistol from my hand. In the strengthening light I saw the body of my faithful servant. The hilt of a great knife protruded from the torn, bloodstained breast of Ali’s robe; poor boy, he had died trying to defend me. The leader, a swarthy, black-bearded villain, strode up to me.

“‘So, Inglizi,’ he snarled. ‘You have killed five of my men. You will pay for that.’

“‘Kill me, then,’ I replied. ‘Do not expect me to beg for mercy. That is not the way of the English.’

“An evil smile distorted his hideously scarred face. ‘A quick death would be too good for you,’ he sneered. ‘Bring him along.’”



Emerson flung up his hands. “Stop! No more! Percy’s prose is as paralyzing as his profound ignorance but not as bad as his appalling conceit. May I pitch that copy onto the fire, Nefret?”

Nefret chuckled and clutched the imperiled volume to her breast. “No, sir, it’s mine and you cannot have it. I look forward to hearing what Ramses has to say about it.”

“What do you have against Percy, sir?” David inquired. “Perhaps I should not call him that—”

“Call him anything you like,” growled Emerson.

“Hasn’t Ramses told you about his encounters with Percy?” I asked. I felt sure he had; David was my son’s best friend and confidant.

“I saw several of them,” David reminded me. “When—er—Percy was in Egypt three years ago. I could tell Ramses was not—er—overly fond of his cousin, but he didn’t say much. You know how he is.”

“Yes,” I said. “I do. He keeps things too much to himself. He always has done. There has been bad blood between him and Percy since the summer Percy and his sister Violet spent several months with us. Percy was only ten years of age, but he was already a sneak and a liar, and ‘little Violet’ was not much better. They played a number of vicious tricks on Ramses, and they also blackmailed him. Even at that tender age, he was vulnerable to blackmail,” I admitted. “He was usually doing something he didn’t want his father and me to know about. His original sins were relatively harmless, however, compared with the things Percy did. A belief in the innocence of young children has never been one of my weaknesses, but I have never encountered a child as sly and unprincipled as Percy.”

“But that was years ago,” David said. “He was cordial enough when I met him.”

“To the Professor and Aunt Amelia,” Nefret corrected. “He was superciliously condescending to Ramses and barely civil to you, David. And he kept on proposing to me.”

That got Emerson’s complete attention. Rising from his chair, he flung his pen across the room. Ink speckled the marble countenance of Socrates—not the first time it had received such a baptism. “What?” he (Emerson, to be precise) bellowed. “Proposed marriage? Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

“Because you would have lost your temper and done something painful to Percy” was the cool response.

I didn’t doubt Emerson could have and would have. My spouse’s magnificent physical endowments have not declined with the years, and his temper has not mellowed either.

“Now, Emerson, calm yourself,” I said. “You can’t defenestrate every man who proposes to Nefret.”

“It would take too much of your time,” David said, laughing. “They will do it, won’t they, Nefret?”

Nefret’s pretty lip curled. “I have a great deal of money and, thanks to the Professor, the power to dispose of it as I like. That is the explanation, I believe.”

It wasn’t the only explanation. She is a beautiful young woman, in the English style—cornflower-blue eyes, golden hair with just a hint of copper, and skin as fair … well, it would be as fair as a lily if she would consent to wear a hat when out-of-doors.

Nefret tossed the book aside and rose. “I am going for a ride before luncheon. Will you come, David?”

“I’ll have a look at Percy’s book, if you have finished with it.”

“How lazy you are! Where is Ramses? Perhaps he’ll go with me.”

I am sure I need not say that I had not given my son that heathenish appellation. He had been named Walter, after his uncle, but no one ever called him that; when he was a young child his father had nicknamed him Ramses because he was as swarthy as an Egyptian and as arrogant as a pharaoh. Raising Ramses had put quite a strain on my nerves, but my arduous efforts had borne fruit; he was not so reckless or so outspoken as he once had been, and his natural talent for languages had developed to such an extent that despite his comparative youth he was widely regarded as an expert on ancient Egyptian linguistics. As David informed Nefret, he was presently in his room, working on the texts for a forthcoming volume on the temples of Karnak. “He told me to leave him be,” David added emphatically. “You had better do the same.”

“Bah,” said Nefret. But she left the room by way of the window instead of going into the hall toward the stairs. David took up the book and settled himself in his chair. I returned to my lists and Emerson to his manuscript, but not for long. The next interruption came from our butler, Gargery, who entered to announce there was a person to see Emerson.

Emerson held out his hand. Gargery, rigid with disapproval, shook his head. “He did not have a card, sir. He wouldn’t give me his name or say what he wanted, neither, except that it was about some antiquity. I’d have sent him about his business, sir, only … well, sir, he said you’d be sorry if you didn’t see him.”

“Sorry, eh?” Emerson’s heavy black brows drew together. There is nothing that rouses my husband’s formidable temper so much as a threat, explicit or veiled. “Where have you put him, Gargery? In the parlor?”

Gargery drew himself up to his full height and attempted to look superior. Since his height is only five and a half feet and a bit, and his snub-nosed face is not designed for sneering, the attempt was a failure. “I have stood him in the dining room, sir.”

Amusement replaced Emerson’s rising ire; his sapphire-blue eyes sparkled. Being completely without social snobbery himself, he is much diverted by Gargery’s demonstrations thereof. “I suppose a ‘person’ without a calling card does not deserve to be offered a chair, but the dining room? Aren’t you afraid he will make off with the plate?”

“Bob is outside the dining room door, sir.”

“Good Gad. He must be a villainous-looking ‘person.’ You have whetted my curiosity, Gargery. Show him—no, I had better go to him, since he seems anxious to keep his identity a secret.”

I went with Emerson, of course. He made a few feeble objections, which I brushed aside.

The dining room is not one of the most attractive apartments in the house. Low-ceilinged and limited as to windows, it has a somber air which is increased by the heavy, time-darkened Jacobean furniture and the mummy masks adorning the paneled walls. Hands clasped behind him, our visitor was examining one of these masks. Instead of the sinister individual Gargery had led me to expect, I saw a stooped, gray-haired man. His garments were shabby and his boots scuffed, but he looked respectable enough. And Emerson knew him.

“Renfrew! What the devil do you mean by this theatrical behavior? Why didn’t you—”

“Hushhhhh!” The fellow put his finger to his lips. “I have my reasons, which you will approve when you hear them. Get rid of your butler. Is this your wife? Don’t introduce me, I have no patience with such stuff. No use trying to get rid of her, I suppose, you’d tell her anyhow. That’s up to you. Sit down, Mrs. Emerson, if you like. I will stand. I will not take refreshment. There is a train at noon I mean to catch. I can’t waste any more time on this business. Wasted too much already. Wouldn’t have done it except as a courtesy to you. Now.”

The words came in short staccato bursts, with scarcely a pause for breath, and although he did not misplace his aitches or commit a grammatical error, there were traces of East London in his accent. His clothing and his boots were in need of brushing, and his face looked as if it were covered with a thin film of dust. One expected to see cobwebs festooning his ears. But the pale gray eyes under his dark gray brows were as sharp as knife points. I could see why Gargery had mislabeled him, but I did not commit the same error. Emerson had told me about him. A self-made, self-educated man, a misogynist and recluse, he collected Chinese and Egyptian antiquities, Persian miniatures, and anything else that suited his eccentric fancy.

Emerson nodded. “Get to it, then. Some new purchase you want me to authenticate for you?”

Renfrew grinned. His teeth were the same grayish-brown color as his skin. “That’s why I like you, Emerson. You don’t beat around the bush either. Here.”

Reaching into his pocket, he tossed an object carelessly onto the table, where it landed with a solid thunk.

It was a scarab, one of the largest I had ever seen, formed of the greenish-blue faience (a glassy paste) commonly used in ancient times. The back was rounded like the carapace of the beetle, with the stylized shapes of head and limbs.

The small scarabs were popular amulets, worn by the living and the dead to ensure good luck. The larger varieties, like the famous “marriage scarab” of Amenhotep III, were often used to record important events. This was obviously of the second type; when Emerson picked it up and turned it over, I saw rows of raised hieroglyphs covering the flat base.

“What does it say?” I asked.

Emerson fingered the cleft in his chin, as was his habit when perplexed or pensive. “As near as I can make out, this is an account of the circumnavigation of Africa in Year Twelve of Senusert the Third.”

“What! This is a historical document of unique importance, Emerson.”

“Hmmm,” said Emerson. “Well, Renfrew?”

“Well, sir.” Renfrew showed his stained teeth again. “I am going to let you have it at the price I paid. There will be no additional charge for my silence.”

“Silence?” I repeated. There was something odd about his manner—and Emerson’s. Alarm burgeoned. “What is he talking about, Emerson?”

“It’s a fake,” Emerson said curtly. “He knows it. Obviously he didn’t know when he purchased it. Whom did you consult, Renfrew?”

From Renfrew’s parted lips came a dry, rustling sound—his version of a laugh, I surmised. “I thought you’d spot it, Emerson. You are right, I had no idea it was a fake; I wanted an accurate translation, so I sent a tracing of the inscription to Mr. Frank Griffith. Next to your brother and your son he is the foremost translator of ancient Egyptian. His opinion was the same as yours.”

“Ah.” Emerson tossed the scarab onto the table. “Then you didn’t need a second opinion.”

“A sensible man always gets a second opinion. Do you want the scarab or don’t you? I don’t intend to be out of pocket by it. I’ll sell it to someone else—without mentioning Griffith’s opinion—and sooner or later someone will find out it isn’t genuine, and they will trace it back to the seller as I did, and they will learn his name. I don’t think you would want that to happen, Professor Emerson. You think well of the boy, don’t you? I understand he is about to marry into your family. It would be embarrassing, to say the least, if he were caught forging antiquities.”

“You dastardly old—old villain,” I cried. “How dare you imply that David would do such a thing?”

“I am not implying anything, Mrs. Emerson. Go to the dealer from whom I got this, and ask him the name of the man who sold it to him.”

FROM MANUSCRIPT H

Ramses spun round in his chair, dropped his pen, and swore.

“I did knock,” David said, from the doorway. “You didn’t hear?”

“I’m trying to finish this.”

“It’s almost teatime. You’ve been at it all day. And you haven’t touched your luncheon tray.”

“Don’t you start, David. It’s bad enough with Mother and Nefret badgering me all the time.”

Frowning, he examined the meticulously traced hieroglyphic signs. The pen had slipped when David opened the door, turning an owl into a monster with a serpent’s tail. He reached for a piece of blotting paper and decided he’d better wait until the ink had dried before trying to repair the damage.

“You were very ill.” David came in and closed the door. “We were all worried.”

“That was months ago. I’m perfectly fit now. I don’t need to be reminded to eat my porridge and go early to bed, as if I were a child.”

“Nefret is a medical doctor,” David said mildly.

“She never finished her training.” Ramses rubbed his eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. Her perseverance in pursuing her medical training under the restrictions that women suffer is admirable. I only wish she wouldn’t practice on me!” He picked up a glass from the tray, took a sip, and made a face. “The milk’s turned.”

David came in and closed the door. “What about beer instead? I just now took them out of the ice chest.”

The brown bottles were sweating with cold. Ramses’s stiff shoulders relaxed and he gave his friend an appreciative nod. “That was a happy thought. David, I apologize for what I said this morning.”

“Friends need not always agree. It is unimportant.”

“It’s not that I disagree with your views. I just don’t think—”

“I know. It doesn’t matter, I tell you.”

He offered Ramses a cigarette and lit it for him before lighting his own. It was like the old days, when they had sneaked away from Ramses’s mother to indulge in the forbidden pleasures of smoking and drinking beer. Ramses wondered if David had deliberately set the scene.

They hadn’t been as comfortable together since David had become involved in a cause Ramses considered both dangerous and futile. He sympathized with the desire of the new generation of Egyptians for independence, but he felt sure it had no chance of success at the present time. Egypt was a British protectorate in all but name, and with the political situation in the Middle East so unsettled, Britain could not risk losing control of a country close to the Suez Canal. The recent appointment of the redoubtable Kitchener of Khartoum to the post of consul general unquestionably signaled a hardening of policy toward the nationalist movement. David had a brilliant career and a happy marriage ahead of him. It would have been madness to risk them for exile or prison.

“I wondered if you had seen this.” David pulled a slim volume from his coat pocket.

Ramses accepted the change of subject with relief. “Percy’s masterpiece? I knew Nefret had it, but I haven’t read it.”

“Have a look at this chapter. You’re a fast reader. It won’t take you long.”

He’d put a bit of paper in to mark the place. “It’s a good thing you brought the beer,” Ramses said, taking the book. “I suspect Percy’s prose will require the numbing effect of alcohol.”


I had been a prisoner for two weeks. Zaal visited me daily. In the beginning it was to threaten and sneer, but as time went on he developed a queer penchant for me. We spent many hours discussing the Koran and the teachings of the Prophet. “You have a brave heart, English,” he said one day. “I hope your friends pay the ransom; it would sadden me to cut your throat.”

Naturally I did not intend to wait until my unhappy father and affectionate friends could come to my rescue. After I had recovered from the injuries received during my capture, I spent several hours each day in such exercises as the limited confines of my dungeon cell permitted. Shadowboxing, running in place, and vigorous calisthenics soon restored my strength. I concealed these activities from Zaal. When he entered my cell he always found me reclining on the divan. I hoped that my pretense at feebleness and his own natural arrogance would lead him to become overconfident. One day he would come alone, without his guards, and then—then he would be at my mercy!

I was awaiting his usual visit one afternoon when the door was flung open to disclose, not Zaal, but two of his thugs, supporting a third man between them. They had stripped him of his clothing except for a pair of loose drawers; his brown skin and unkempt black hair betrayed his race. His head was bowed and his bare feet dragged as they pulled him into the room and threw him onto the divan.

Zaal appeared in the doorway, grinning fiendishly. “You have your medicines, English. Use them. He is the son of my greatest enemy, and I don’t want him to die too quickly.”

The door slammed and I heard the rattle of bolts and chains.

I turned to look at my unexpected guest. He had slid from the divan and fallen onto his back. A black beard and mustache framed features of typical Arab form—thin lips, a prominent hawklike nose, and heavy dark brows. There were a few bruises on his chest and arms, but he was not seriously hurt. Most probably he had fainted from fear.

I brought him round, but when I lifted him to a sitting position and attempted to give him a sip of brandy, he spat it out.

“It is forbidden,” he said, in guttural Arabic, and then repeated the statement in stumbling English. He was younger than I had supposed, tall for an Arab but slightly built.

“I speak your tongue,” I said. “Who are you, and why are you a prisoner?”

“My father is Sheikh Mohammed. I am Feisal, his eldest son. There is a blood feud between him and Zaal.”

“It will not be a matter of ransom, then?”

The youth shuddered convulsively. “No. He will torture me and send my head—and other parts of my body—to my father.”

“Then we must escape, and soon.”

“We?” He stared at me in astonishment.

“Why should you take the risk? Zaal will not harm you. Surely your friends will pay the ransom.”

I did not bother to explain. Only an Englishman would have understood.

I planned to get him away that night, before Zaal could begin dismembering him, but unfortunately Zaal took it into his head to visit us again the same evening. He was somewhat the worse for drink, and looking for amusement. I cannot in decency repeat the vile proposal he made to my companion, nor the words in which Feisal (to his credit) refused. Remarking, “So, you prefer a beating?” Zaal ordered four of his men to seize the slight, shrinking form of the lad and hold him down.

It was not noblesse oblige alone that made me offer to take the beating in place of Feisal. My plan of escape would have been seriously jeopardized if I had to encumber myself with a companion who was unconscious or crippled—for of course it would have been unthinkable to abandon him. I knew I could withstand torture better than an Arab.

Zaal was too inflamed by passion, drink, and bloodlust to resist the temptation. It would have given the creature enormous pleasure to hear an Englishman beg for mercy. Naturally I had no intention of doing so. Feisal took a tentative step toward me. I called out to him not to resist and then pressed my lips tightly together, determined that not another sound should escape me. They tore off my shirt and threw me down upon the divan. Two of them gripped my ankles and two more twisted my wrists and held them. Zaal’s stick crashed down across my back. I locked my teeth to endure the pain that lapped like flames across my back …



With his sleeve Ramses mopped up the puddle of spilled beer before it could stain the page on which he had spent the greater part of the day. He was still shaking with laughter when he tossed the book back to David. “Here, I’ve had all I can stand.”

“You missed the best part,” David said, turning over a few pages. “When you and he swear blood brotherhood before he delivers you safely to the tent of your father and rides off into the night alone.”

“On his faithful white stallion, under the cold light of the distant desert stars, no doubt. He’s certainly fond of banal adjectives, I …” Belatedly, the import of several pronouns sank in. He stopped laughing. “What are you talking about?”

David tossed the book onto the floor. “I may be a bit slow, Ramses, but I’m not stupid. Percy had gone prancing off into the desert and the rest of us were about to leave for England that spring when the Professor and Aunt Amelia got the ransom demand from Zaal. You had already made arrangements to spend the summer working with Reisner at Samaria. I didn’t think anything of it when you decided to start a few days earlier than you had planned, but when Percy turned up, plump and swaggering and undamaged, not long after you left Cairo, I began to wonder. Now I know. Most of what he wrote is rubbish, but he couldn’t have got away without help, and who else could the ’slight’ little Arab prince have been but you? It certainly wasn’t Feisal. He’ll murder you when he finds out you took his name in vain.”

“I’ll tell him it was you.”

David grinned, but shook his head. “I wouldn’t have risked my neck for Percy. Why did you?”

“Damned if I know.”

David looked exasperated. “How much of this—this nonsense is true?”

“Well …” Ramses finished the beer and wiped his mouth on his other sleeve. “Well, if you really want to know—not a lot.”

Ramses had known what he must do as soon as the ransom note reached them. There could be no question of its authenticity; Percy had added a frenzied appeal in his own hand. Even his father admitted they couldn’t take the chance of leaving Percy to the tender mercies of Zaal; he was a renegade and a drunkard, and God only knew what he might do when he was in one of his fits.

“Then,” said Emerson gloomily, “Britain would feel obliged to avenge the bloody idiot and innocent people would be killed. Damnation! We will have to raise the money, I suppose.”

“Uncle James will never repay you,” Ramses said. “He’d swindle a starving charwoman out of her last halfpenny.”

No one bothered to deny this, not even his mother. She knew her brother well, and detested him even more than Emerson did. Family honor demanded action, however, and the process was underway when Ramses set off for Palestine, a few days earlier than he had planned.

He knew where to find Zaal. He’d heard a lot about the fellow the year before, when he was excavating in Palestine with Reisner. Zaal was a bandit in the old style, preying on Arab and European alike, and retreating after each raid to the ruined castle he had made his headquarters. His followers were a scruffy lot, as cowardly and corrupt as Zaal himself, but a direct attack on the place would have been dangerous, owing to its location and remaining fortifications. The old Crusaders had known how to build a stronghold.

Ramses had no intention of attacking directly. It didn’t take him long to make his arrangements; he had friends in a number of places. The small oasis he selected was not far from the castle. Imposingly bearded and robed, in imitation of a well-known local gentleman, he settled down to wait, certain that the word would soon get back to Zaal. A single traveler, richly attired and accompanied by a heavily laden camel, was an irresistible target.

He put up only a token resistance when the motley crowd of riders descended on him. Pinioned inefficiently by two of the men, he endured a few kicks and blows with traditional Arabic stoicism until a whoop of delight from the fellows investigating the camel’s cargo distracted his tormentors. It didn’t occur to the greedy swine to ask what misadventure had kept him there so long, or to wonder why the noble, pious Prince Feisal was squatting beside a camel loaded with whiskey.

They had emptied several bottles, passing them from hand to hand, before they hoisted him onto a horse and tied his feet to the stirrups. Ramses wished they would get on with it. One of the villains had claimed his elegant robes and leather boots, and the sun was scorching his bare skin. He was pleased but not surprised to see them unload the whiskey and distribute it amongst themselves before they mounted. Zaal’s indifference to the laws of Islam was shared by his men, but they did not share the liquor he kept for himself and his favorites.

The ruined ramparts rose up against the sky as they approached, winding along a steep path between rocky outcroppings. At the hail of the man leading the procession, the gate swung open and Ramses took careful note of the internal arrangements. An open courtyard, a few crude structures to shelter men and horses, a weighted bar on the inside of the gate … No, it shouldn’t be difficult, assuming Percy was ambulatory.

He was looking forward to meeting his cousin, but he had to face Zaal first. The encounter was not without its points of interest, and only a trifle more unpleasant than he had expected. Zaal must have attained his position of leadership through sheer viciousness, since his physical endowments were not impressive. Of middle height, his beard and hair streaked with gray, he was so fat he resembled the obese bow-legged Egyptian god Bes as he waddled toward his captive.

“So who is this peasant?” he demanded. “Why did you bring him here?”

“He is a person of importance,” the leader of the gang insisted. “He wore garments of silk trimmed with gold …”

“Ah? Where are they, then?”

A heated discussion about the disposition of the garments followed. Ramses cut it short. Folding his arms across his chest, he looked down his nose at Zaal and announced his adopted identity.

“So.” Zaal’s piggy little eyes brightened. “The son of Sheikh Mohammed?”

“The eldest son,” Ramses corrected, with appropriate hauteur.

“Soooo. He would pay a large price to get you back?”

“To get me back undamaged, yes.”

He stressed the essential word. He had heard about certain of Zaal’s habits, and he didn’t much care for the look in those squinting eyes as they moved over his body.

Zaal grinned and scratched his side. “Of course. I would like to be on good terms with your honored father. Sit down and talk. Drink tea with me.”

May as well stay in character, Ramses thought, particularly since it suits my own inclinations. “The son of my father does not sit down with renegades and bandits.”

Zaal only grinned more broadly.

“That is not courteous, my young friend. Shakir, give him a lesson in manners.”

Two of them held him while Shakir obliged. After a few blows he decided he had made his point, and went limp, a little too late; he was only vaguely aware of being dragged out of the room and up a flight of stairs. The chamber into which they propelled him did not resemble a prison cell; through half-closed eyes he saw sunlight and a carpeted floor—and his cousin, sprawled comfortably on a pile of cushions. Then his captors tossed him facedown across a divan and he concluded he might as well stay there.

It was a wise decision. The ensuing dialogue between Percy and Zaal was illuminating.

“Who the devil is that?” was his cousin’s first question.

“A young man who will, I hope, become a great friend of mine.”

“What about the ransom?” Percy demanded. “Have you heard?”

“No. It is early days. What are you complaining about? You are living like a pasha. Do you want more brandy? Hashish? A woman? You have only to ask.”

“Yes, well …”

“Be kind to my new friend,” Zaal purred. “Tell him how comfortable he can be if he is as cooperative as you.”

After Zaal had gone out Percy paced and muttered for a while. Then Ramses heard liquid gurgle. He rolled over and sat up. Percy studied him sourly over the glass from which he was drinking.

“Brandy,” he explained. “D’you want some?”

Ramses shook his head. “It is forbidden.”

“Your loss.” Percy tossed down the rest of the brandy.

It was obvious he had not recognized Ramses. The latter rose and went to the window, which was open and unbarred. It faced the courtyard, and six feet under it was the roof of another structure.

However, Percy did not respond enthusiastically to “Feisal’s” plan for escape. “Why the devil should I take the chance? My loving relations will send the ransom.”

“So will my father. But I do not mean to sit here like a girl or an infant till he does.”

They were speaking English, of necessity, since Percy’s Arabic was virtually non-existent. Percy hadn’t even enough interest in his companion to ask where he had learned the language. He remained sullenly resistant to Ramses’s suggestions, and the latter was beginning to believe he would have to knock Percy unconscious and carry him out when Fate, in the unpleasant person of Zaal, intervened.

It was getting dark. Percy had lit one of the lamps and was sitting on a pile of cushions, grumbling because they were late bringing his dinner. When the door opened, he looked up with a scowl.

Zaal rolled in. He was very drunk and in a very amorous mood, but he wasn’t stupid enough to have come alone. Two of his sturdiest men were with him. When he put his interesting proposition to the prisoners, Percy let out a bleat of protest.

“Leave me alone! Oh, God—please—take him!” He flung out an arm to indicate his companion and retreated to the farthest corner of the room.

“With pleasure,” said Zaal. “I included you only out of courtesy to a guest.”

He held out his arms and sidled toward Ramses, weaving from side to side. Ramses eluded him without difficulty and shook his head. “No.”

“No?” Zaal sounded rather pleased than otherwise. “Defiance becomes you, my dear, but it would not be wise to resist.”

“Embrace one of your own kind,” Ramses suggested, employing a more explicit verb. “Surely there are dogs around the dung heaps.”

The guards converged on him, while Zaal sputtered and swayed. Glancing at his cousin, Ramses realized with disgust that he wasn’t going to get any help from that quarter. If Percy had had the courage to fight back, the two of them could have dealt with the guards and Zaal, and the way to escape would have been open, with Zaal as their hostage.

The best he could do was to keep Zaal from damaging his cousin, and minimizing the damage to himself. The first part wasn’t difficult; obviously Zaal had not been interested in Percy until the fascinating idea of an encounter à trois occurred to him. Noblesse oblige had its limits, however, and he had no intention of submitting to what Zaal had in mind. A carefully calibrated kick finished the job the liquor had started, and ensured that Zaal would be temporarily incapable of that particular activity. The beating Zaal’s dutiful henchmen administered was somewhat perfunctory—and it was a damned sight better than the alternative. When, several hours later, he indicated it was time for them to go, Percy didn’t resist.

There was a flat roof just under Percy’s window and an easy drop to the ground,” Ramses finished. “He could have got out of it almost anytime if he hadn’t been such a—er—cautious soul. I knew Zaal’s men would be roaring drunk that night, so we waited till the sounds of revelry died into snores, and proceeded on our way. The hardest part was trying not to trip over recumbent bodies.”

“So it was you who took the beating.”

Ramses shrugged. “I wanted to get away that same night, and I was afraid Percy would collapse completely if anyone touched him. It wasn’t all that bad. Zaal was saving me for … Oh, the devil with it. You caught me fairly, but I hope you won’t tell anyone else. Especially Percy.”

“Why not? Humiliating him publicly would be a breach of form, I suppose, but what’s wrong with making him feel thoroughly ashamed of himself?”

“Good God, David, are you really so naive about human nature? Percy has held a grudge against me since we were children. How do you suppose he’d feel if he learned I was the sole witness to his contemptible performance?” Ramses stood up and stretched stiffened muscles. “I’d better change my shirt before I go downstairs. I seem to have spilled quite a lot of beer on it.”

David wasn’t so easily put off. “What are you going to do about this?”

“About what? Oh—Percy’s interesting fabrications. Nothing. And neither are you. If you breathe a word of this—”

“Not even to Nefret?”

“Especially to Nefret.”

“There you go again,” David exclaimed. “Why do you object to showing yourself in a favorable light to a girl you want to impress? You’ve been in love with her for years. Don’t tell me you’ve stopped caring for her.”

“Let’s just say that I’ve decided to stop dashing my brains out against the stone wall of her indifference. If she hasn’t learned to appreciate my sterling character and spectacular good looks by this time, it’s not likely she will.”

“But she is very—”

“Fond of me?” Ramses conquered a childish urge to throw his beer-stained shirt at David. “I know she is. That’s precisely why you mustn’t breathe a word of this to her. Even if you swore her to secrecy, one day that flaming temper of hers would get the better of her and she wouldn’t be able to resist taunting Percy, or blurting out the truth to someone who had made a rude remark about me. Then the word would get back to Percy, and he’d resent me even more. I have enough enemies as it is.”

“I can’t argue with that.” David picked up the despised volume and rose. “But what possible harm can your cousin do you? He’s too much of a coward to attack you directly, and no English gentleman would knife an enemy in the back, would he?”

Ramses turned and began rummaging in the wardrobe. It was hard not to snap back when David jeered about proper form and noblesse oblige and conduct becoming an English gentleman. He despised that sort of snobbery as much as David did, and David knew it.

Conquering his irritation, he took out a clean shirt and faced his friend. “Tell Mother I’ll be down shortly.”

David gave Ramses a long, level look before going out. It was rather like seeing one’s reflection in a mirror, Ramses thought. No close observer would have mistaken one for the other, but a superficial description would have fit either—height six feet, hair and eyes black, face long, skin olive, nose prominent, build … slight?

Smiling, he slipped into his shirt and began doing up the buttons. Percy was a joke—a bad joke, a braggart and coward and sneak. No, a knife between the ribs wasn’t his style, but there were other ways of damaging an enemy—methods a decent man like David could never understand. Ramses’s smile faded and a little shiver ran through him, as if someone had walked over the spot that would one day be his grave.
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The rest of us were already at breakfast when Ramses entered the room. I had felt it necessary to give him a little lecture the previous night, about working too hard and not getting enough sleep, and I was pleased to observe that he had apparently taken it to heart—something I could not always count upon his doing—for the unmistakable (to a mother) signs of fatigue were not apparent. Like the Egyptians he so closely resembles, Ramses has black eyes and long thick lashes. When he is tired, drooping lids hood his orbs and dark circles underline them. He pretended not to notice my intent regard and began consuming eggs and bacon, toast and muffins.

The others had been arguing about who would go to meet our Egyptian friends, whose boat was due to dock in London that day. It would have been unthinkable to have the wedding without those members of David’s family who were closest to him and to us. Now that dear Abdullah was gone, there were only three of them. Selim, Abdullah’s youngest son, had replaced his father as our reis; Daoud, one of David’s innumerable cousins, was deeply attached to Lia, and she to him; Fatima, who looked after our house in Egypt, had become a trusted friend.

Everyone wanted to go to meet them, including Gargery. Voices were raised. Emerson’s language became increasingly intemperate. Rose, our devoted housekeeper, kept buttering muffins for Ramses and urging him to stay at home and have a nice rest. Really, I thought, in mounting exasperation, there never was a household in which so many people felt free to offer their unsolicited opinions! I am bound to confess that our relationship with certain of our servants is somewhat unusual, owing in part to the criminal encounters that have so often disturbed the even tenor of domestic life. A butler who wields a cudgel as handily as he carves a roast is entitled to certain privileges, and Rose had been Ramses’s loyal defender since he was three years of age, her affection unshaken by the mummified mice, the explosions of various chemicals, and the square acres of mud he had tracked through the house.

“Rose is right, Ramses,” I said, nodding at her. “The weather looks unsettled, and you should not risk catching a cold.”

Ramses raised his eyes from his plate. “As you like, Mother.”

“Now what are you up to?” I demanded.

“I cannot imagine,” said my son, “why you should suppose that my ready agreement with your thoughtful suggestion should be taken as an indication of—”

“Quite right,” said Emerson, who knew that Ramses was capable of continuing the sentence until subject and verb were buried under an avalanche of subordinate clauses. “I will go in your place.”

I had been afraid he would say that. Emerson’s accompanying the welcoming committee was one thing; Emerson driving the motorcar, which he would insist upon doing, was quite another. The locals had become used to him, and promptly cleared off the road whenever he took the automobile out. One could not count on the inhabitants of London being so obliging.

After I had let everyone express his or her opinion, which is the inalienable right of every citizen of a democracy, I informed them of my decision.

“Nefret must go; Fatima will be more comfortable with another female present. David must go, they are his kin. There won’t be room in the automobile for anyone else. Daoud, you know, is a very large person. So, that is settled. You had better get off at once. Telephone if the boat is late in docking, or if you are otherwise delayed. Drive carefully. Wrap up well. Good-bye.”

It began to rain late in the afternoon, and the cloudy skies produced an early twilight. Nefret had telephoned shortly after midday to say that the boat was late and would not dock for several hours. All was in readiness; I had ordered cheerful fires to be lit in every room, and welcoming lights shone through the dusk. I was standing at the drawing room window looking out when a voice made me start.

“They won’t be here for at least another hour, Mother. You aren’t worried, are you? David is an excellent driver.”

“He won’t be driving, Ramses. Nefret will insist on showing off, and he hasn’t the gumption to prevent her.” I turned from the window. He was close by me, though I had not heard him approach. I greatly dislike that noiseless cat-footed walk he affects, and when I saw that the shoulders of his coat were dark with moisture and that his hair sparkled with raindrops, irritability prompted me to remark, “You’ve been out in the wet without a hat again. How many times must I tell you—”

“Your concern is appreciated but needless, Mother. Why don’t you sit down by the fire and let me ring for tea? Nefret said not to wait.”

I could not deny the sense of this, so I took the chair he held for me. After he had rung the bell he leaned against the mantel. “I want to ask you about this,” he began, reaching into his pocket.

I stared in surprise at the object he took out. It lay curled in the palm of his hand, blinking round blue eyes and twitching minuscule whiskers. So complete was its state of relaxation that it would have rolled off onto the floor if Ramses’s long fingers had not enclosed its body. He appeared as surprised as I.

“It is a cat, my dear,” I said, laughing. “A kitten, rather. So that is where you went, to the stable to inspect Hathor’s new litter.”

“I forgot it was there,” Ramses said self-consciously. “It crawled in and went to sleep, so I—er—that’s not what I wanted to show you, Mother.”

The rattle of crockery presaged the arrival of Gargery and one of the maids with the tea trays. Close on their heels came Emerson, shirt wrinkled, hair becomingly disheveled, hands ink-stained, face beaming.

“Not here yet?” he inquired, inspecting the room as if he thought Fatima might be hiding behind a chair and Daoud concealed by the draperies. “Ramses, why are you standing there holding a cat? Put it down, my boy, and take a chair. Hallo, Peabody, my dear. Hallo, Gargery. Hallo—er—who’s this?”

“Sarah, sir,” Gargery replied. “She came to us last week and is now, I believe, able to be trusted in the drawing room.”

“Certainly. Hallo, Sarah.” He advanced on the poor girl with the obvious intention of shaking hands.

Emerson has absolutely no notion of how to get on with servants. He treats them like social equals, which is extremely trying for them. Those who remain in our service eventually become accustomed to him, but the girl was young and rather pretty, and although Gargery must have warned her about Emerson, she let out a little squeak of alarm as he loomed over her with affable interest warming his handsome face.

Ramses came to the rescue, depositing the kitten onto Emerson’s outstretched hand and relieving the housemaid of the heavy tray, which he placed on a nearby table. The girl’s eyes followed him with doglike adoration. I let out an inaudible sigh. So it was to be Ramses with this one. All the new female servants fell in love with my husband or my son, or both. It was only a minor inconvenience, since Emerson never noticed and Ramses was too well-brought-up to misbehave—not in my house, at any rate!—but I did get tired of stumbling over misty-eyed females.

I told Gargery we would wait on ourselves, and he removed himself and Sarah. Emerson sat down with the kitten on his knee. Most of our current crop of cats were descendants of two Egyptian felines and they had bred true to type—brindled fawn-and-brown coats, large ears, and a high level of intelligence. How this small creature would turn out it was impossible to say, but her face bore a striking resemblance to that of her great—or possibly great-great-, I had lost count—grandmother Bastet, who had been Ramses’s special companion. Now wide awake and curious, she swarmed up Emerson’s shirtfront and perched on his shoulder.

Emerson chuckled. “Has it a name?”

“She is only six weeks old,” Ramses replied. “Nefret hasn’t chosen names for this litter yet. Father, I was about to ask Mother—”

“It’s a good thing the Egyptian pantheon is so extensive,” Emerson remarked. “We’ve used the obvious names—Hathor, Horus, Anubis, Sekhmet—but there are plenty of obscure deities yet to be—catch her, Ramses, she’s heading for the cream jug.”

The creature had taken a flying leap from his shoulder onto the tea table. Ramses scooped her up and held her, despite her squeaks and scratches, while I poured cream into a saucer and put it on the floor. Emerson was vastly entertained by the kitten’s attempts to drink and purr simultaneously. I was not so entertained at seeing the Persian rug spattered with cream.

“Mother,” said Ramses, absently wiping his bleeding fingers on his shirtfront, “I was about to ask—”

“Don’t do that,” I exclaimed. “Use a serviette. Good gracious, you are as bad as your father; it is impossible to keep the two of you in clean shirts. What Rose will say—”

“Why are you in such a scolding mood, Peabody?” Emerson inquired. “Not having one of your famous premonitions, I hope. If you are, I don’t want to hear about it.”

His use of that name suggested that despite his mild complaint he was in an affable mood. When first we met, he had addressed me by my surname as he would have addressed a professional equal—a man, in other words—and over the years it had become a term of affection and approbation. I never employed his given name of Radcliffe, since he does not like it.

“Not at all, my dear,” I said with a smile. “My concerns this evening are those of an affectionate friend and hostess. I do want everything to go well! I am not too worried about Selim, he has been in England before and fancies himself quite a man of the world, but this is Daoud’s first trip abroad, and Fatima was for most of her life a conventional Moslem wife, veiled, illiterate, and subservient. I fear she will be completely overcome by the variety of new experiences she must face. And how will she get on with Rose?”

“I cannot imagine,” said Emerson, “why Rose’s opinion carries such weight with you. Curse it, Peabody, you are inventing difficulties where none exist. Fatima had the courage to come to you and ask for a position as housekeeper after her husband died; she had sufficient intelligence and initiative to learn to read and write, and to speak English. I’ll wager she has relished every moment of the trip.”

“Oh, very well, Emerson, I admit it! I am on edge. I don’t like Nefret driving that vehicle at night, in rain and fog; I am worried about our friends’ catching a chill—they aren’t accustomed to our miserable damp weather. I worry about the wedding. What if they aren’t happy?”

Emerson’s face cleared. “Ah, so that’s it. Women always get into this state before a wedding,” he explained to Ramses. “Don’t know why, they are frightfully keen on people getting married, but once the matter is settled they begin stewing and worrying. Why shouldn’t Lia and David be happy?”

“They face so many problems, Emerson! They will be snubbed and insulted by ignorant Europeans who don’t know any better, and if David is suspected of forging antiquities—”

A stifled exclamation from Ramses stopped me. “Oh, dear,” I said. “I ought not to have said that.”

“Why the devil not?” Emerson demanded. “You know perfectly well we had no intention of keeping this a secret from Ramses. We have been waiting for a suitable opportunity, that’s all. Stop glowering, my boy.”

Ramses’s eyebrows, which are as heavy and black as his father’s, slipped back into place. “Is this a suitable opportunity, sir?”

“It would appear so,” Emerson admitted. “David is the one who must be kept in the dark, at least for the present. Peabody, may I impose on you to fetch the—er—object from my desk while I tell Ramses about it?”

“Don’t trouble yourself, Mother,” said Ramses. “This is the object in question, I expect.”

He took the scarab from the pocket the kitten had not occupied.

“Damnation,” said Emerson. “There is no hope of privacy in this house! I suppose you happened to run across it while you were looking for an envelope or a stamp?”

“A pen,” said Ramses, bland as butter. “The drawer was not locked, Father. Since you intended to consult me anyhow …”

While Emerson told the story, the kitten climbed up Ramses’s trouser leg, leaving a trail of snagged threads. It perched on his knee and began washing its face energetically but ineptly.

“Have you spoken with the dealer?” Ramses asked.

“There hasn’t been time.” Emerson took out his pipe and tobacco pouch. “We’ve got to go about this carefully, my boy. If the scarab is known to be a forgery, David is the first person who will be suspected. Everyone knows his history. When we first encountered him he was an apprentice of Abd el Hamed, one of the finest forgers of antiquities Luxor has ever produced. Since then he has become a qualified Egyptologist, with a thorough knowledge of the language, and he has made something of a name for himself as a sculptor. That scarab is not your usual clumsy fake; it was produced by a man who knew the language and the ancient manufacturing techniques. What the devil, I would suspect David myself if I didn’t know his character so well.”

“Father,” Ramses began.

“Thanks to your quick thinking, we can keep the matter quiet for a time,” I mused. “You purchased Mr. Renfrew’s silence with the scarab. Presumably the dealer who sold it to him does not doubt it is genuine, and Griffith has not seen it, only a copy of the inscription. I suppose it really is a forgery?”

“Are you questioning my expertise, Peabody?” Emerson grinned at me. “I would be the first to admit I am not an authority on the language, but I have developed a certain instinct. The damned thing just didn’t feel right! Besides, you will never convince me that the Egyptians of that period had the ships or the seamanship for such a voyage.”

“Sir,” Ramses said, rather loudly.

“You have translated the inscription, of course?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well? Don’t be so cursed formal.”

“It is a compilation from several different sources, including the Punt inscriptions of Hatshepsut and a rather obscure Greek text of the second century B.C. There are certain anomalies—”

“Never mind the details,” I said, starting from my chair and hastening to the window. There was no sign of the motorcar; the sound I had heard must have been made by a gust of wind. “The conclusion seems irrefutable. What are we going to do about this?”

“Someone must talk to the dealer,” said Emerson. “Inquiries will have to be indirect, since we don’t want to arouse his suspicions. We should also attempt to trace the other forgeries.”

“Others?” I had a good many things on my mind or I would have arrived at this conclusion myself.

“Good heavens, yes! We must assume there are others, mustn’t we?”

Emerson chewed thoughtfully on the stem of his pipe. “Forging antiquities is a profitable business, and a craftsman as skilled as this chap won’t stop with a single example. But if the others are as good as the scarab they won’t be easily detected.”

“Then they won’t be easy for us to identify either,”

I said. “How on earth are we to go about locating them? We certainly don’t want people to suspect that a new, extremely skilled forger is at work.”

Ramses rose to his feet, removing the kitten from his knee to his shoulder. “May I say a word?” he inquired.

“You can try,” said Emerson, with a critical look at me.

“Then, with all respect,” said Ramses, “are we not taking too much on ourselves? I doubt David would thank you—us, I mean—for keeping this from him. He’s not a child, and it is his reputation that is being threatened.”

“Not only his reputation,” said Emerson, fingering the cleft in his chin. “You remember the case of young Bouriant. He ended up in prison for selling faked antiquities. It would be even more serious for David. He is an Egyptian, and he will be judged as such.”

It was a sobering thought, but I soon rallied. “The cases are not parallel, Emerson; David is innocent, and we will prove it! Of course he will have to be told sooner or later, but just now he’s in a frightful state of nerves; he deserves to enjoy his wedding and—er—and so on, without additional distractions. Surely we can clear this little matter up in a few weeks.”

“How?” Ramses demanded with unusual heat. “How can we locate other forgeries unless we admit that that’s what we’re looking for? Would you care to estimate how many Egyptian antiquities have appeared on the market recently? We don’t even know how long this has been going on! If the other forgeries (and yes, we must assume there are others) are as good as this, they’d never be suspected.”

“The scarab is a bit too much,” Emerson remarked.

Ramses nodded. “It’s a superb piece of work, but the text is so intrinsically preposterous, one can’t help wondering if he meant it as a private joke or a kind of arrogant challenge. The others may not be so easily detectable.”

He had been pacing up and down. Now he stopped by the fireplace and stood looking at an object over the mantelpiece, shielded from heat and smoke by a recessed frame. The little alabaster head of Nefret was one of the first sculptures David had produced after he joined our family. Crude though it was compared with the work he had done since, it was an unnerving reminder of David’s unique talent.

The firelight warmed Ramses’s thin, impassive brown face. It also illumined the bloodstains on his shirt, the rents left in trousers and coat by the kitten’s claws, and the curling locks that fell untidily over his forehead. His hair always curled when it was wet, and the kitten had been busily trying to dry it.

“For pity’s sake, go and change, Ramses,” I said. “And put the cat back where you got it.”

Emerson jumped up. “No time. Here they are. We’ll talk about this later. Not a word to anyone at present, is that agreed?”

A beam of light crossed the window and a series of triumphant hoots signaled the safe arrival of the motorcar and its occupants. Emerson started toward the door. Ramses returned the kitten to his pocket.

“Give me the scarab,” I said quickly. “I’ll put it back in your father’s desk.”

As I hastened from the room I heard the front door open, the sound of laughter and cheerful voices and, rising over them all, Emerson’s hearty shout of greeting: “Salaam aleikhum! Marhaba!”



TWO
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The Oriental man is keen about the white woman. If hemarries her, his standards are such that he soon degrades her; and of course we are not going to allow our wives and sisters and sweethearts to have anything to do with them.




Thank goodness that is over!”

I did not utter the words aloud. The ceremony was not over, and a reverent silence filled the ancient chapel of Chalfont Castle. But the fateful challenge had passed without a response, and they were husband and wife in the eyes of God.

I am not a sentimental person. My best lace-trimmed handkerchief was quite dry, but when the strains of the recessional burst out and David started down the aisle with his wife on his arm, the sight of their faces brought just a touch of moisture to my eyes. Lia carried a simple spray of ferns and white roses, and wore her grandmother’s veil; the priceless old Brussels lace lay like snowflakes on her fair hair. They passed in a flutter of white and a sweet fragrance and David turned his head to smile directly at me.

They were followed by Ramses and Nefret, who were the only attendants. Nefret looked like the personification of spring, her white throat and coronet of golden-red hair rising out of the soft green fabric of her gown like a flower on a stem. I assumed it was she who had managed to keep Ramses from tugging at his cravat, mussing his hair






































FROM MANUSCRIPT H
























































































































































FROM LETTER COLLECTION B































































FROM LETTER COLLECTION B
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“Between Amelia Peabody and Indiana Jones, it's Amelia—in wit and daring—by a landslide.”
— New York Times Book Review
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