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YOU ARE HERE TO ROB THE PYRAMIDS? COME
THEN:

THE MONSTROUS GODS OF ANCIENT EGYPT AWAIT
YOU…

 

It was near sunset  when  Scheffler,  scanning  the  passing  desert
floor  through  the  transparent  deck  below  his  feet,  looked  up
sharply  at  a  sudden  change  of  light.  Something  had  just  gone
wrong  with  the  sky;  it  was  filled  with  broad  swirling  streaks  of
color.  And it  wasn't  only  the  sky:  the  shadows  on  the  landscape
below, including the tenuous shadow of the translucent, speeding
ship  itself,  were  dancing  madly  as  the  sun  began  moving  crazily
in  a  broad  figure-eight  pattern.  After  a  time  it  touched  the
horizon, far south of its usual place of setting, and then sat there,
throwing long shadows across the land.

"The collective Egyptian mind, I suppose?" asked Scheffler.
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ONE
There  were  too  many  monsters  in  the  apartment  to  suit

Scheffler.  Or  in  some of  the  bedrooms  anyway,  though  all  were
clean  and  otherwise  suitably  furnished.  Going  up  and  down  the
hallway, looking for  a  room to  make  his  own,  he  found  them all
dusted and swept and  ready  for  occupation.  Even  the  beds  were
neatly  made.  The  biggest  bedroom  was  out  of  the  running,  of
course, being already occupied by the old man's things, obviously
the  place  where  he  slept  when  he  was  home.  And  it  had  more
than its share of monsters; clearly the old man relished them.

The next room down the hall from the old man's was plenty big
enough  for  Scheffler,  and  looked  quite  comfortable  except  for  a
set  of  three  monsters,  very  nearly  life-sized,  which  were  enough
to put him off. Two of the figures were standing to one side of the
old-fashioned brass bed, one on the other. The three statues were
of  painted  wood  or  stone  or  plaster;  he  couldn't  immediately  be
sure  of  the  material  just  by  looking  at  them.  The  colors  of  all
three were just as bright as if they had been  applied  yesterday  in
Chicago instead of thousands of years ago in ancient Egypt.

From  the  neck  down  all  three  of  the  standing  figures  looked
human,  their  brown-skinned  bodies  wearing  heavy  jeweled
collars  and  white  skirts  or  loincloths  that  fell  in  simple  carven
folds. From the neck up it was a different matter. One statue had
the  head  of  a  green  crocodile,  the  second  that  of  a
black-feathered  hawk,  and  the  third  a  head  unlike  any  that
Scheffler had ever beheld on man or beast before. He couldn't tell
if  it  was  meant  to  represent  a  ram  or  a  bull  or  something  else
altogether.  Whatever  it  was,  he  didn't  relish  the  thought  of
waking  up  in  the  middle  of  the  night,  in  an  unfamiliar  room,
surrounded by these three looming shadow-shapes in conference.

He could  have  moved  them out,  but  it  was  easier  just  to  pick
another  room.  When  you  were  about  to  become  the  sole  tenant
of  an  apartment  of  fifteen  rooms,  you  had  a  lot  of  choices.
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Scheffler moved on  to  the  next  bedroom down the  hall,  found  it
free  of  any  disturbing  presence,  and  dumped  his  duffel  bag  and
backpack and minor packages on the floor. Peeling off his winter
jacket,  he  threw  it  atop  the  pile.  This  room  was  a  little  smaller,
but  that  was  all  right.  As  long  as  he  had  a  bed  and  a  chest  of
drawers  and  a  handy  bathroom—every  bedroom  in  this  place
apparently had its own bathroom attached—he didn't  need  much
else in the way of housing. He would do his homework about ten
doors away in the study, where as he recalled there was plenty of
table space, and about a million books.

From the window of his finally chosen bedroom, twelve stories
above  Lake  Shore  Drive,  Scheffler  could  look  east  as  far  as  the
fog-bound horizon of the wintry  lake.  Sighting at  an  angle  to  the
north, through  a  forest  of  other  tall  apartment  buildings,  most  of
them taller  and  much  newer  than  the  one  in  which  he  stood,  he
was able to catch a glimpse of the lakeside campus of St. Thomas
More University. Commuting  to  class  from here  was  going to  be
as easy as staying home, or very  nearly  so.  When  warm weather
came again, sometime in the remote spring, he would retrieve his
bicycle from the friend's  house  where  it  was  stored.  He  ought  to
be  able  to  wheel  to  school  in  only  a  few minutes  along the  path
traversing  the  lakeside  park.  Meanwhile,  even  under  the  worst
conditions, he could walk the distance in well under half an hour.
When  classes  resumed  after  New  Year's,  Scheffler  wasn't  going
to  have  to  fight  the  city's  surface  transportation  problems  any
more.  Nor  was  he  going  to  have  to  cope  any  longer  with  the
problems of three roommates in an apartment vastly smaller than
this one.

Opening  the  duffel  bag,  he  started  to  hang  up  some clothes  in
his  new  closet.  Far  back  in  the  dim  recess  there  was  a
bathrobe—or  maybe  it  ought  to  be  called  a  dressing
gown—already  hanging,  that  looked  and  felt  like  silk.  Maybe  it
would  fit  him.  Uncle  Monty  had  urged  him  to  make  himself  at
home.



Scheffler unpacked the rest of his modest belongings, throwing
some items into the otherwise empty  drawers  of  the  dresser,  and
establishing  himself  in  his  new private  bath.  All  of  the  plumbing
fixtures  he'd  seen  so  far  in  the  apartment  were  modern.
Obviously  there'd  been  some  remodeling  during  the  past  few
years.

Having taken possession of a bedroom, Scheffler went back out
to  the  elegantly  carpeted  hallway,  and  stood  for  a  few  moments
looking from left  to  right  and  back  again,  appreciating  the  quiet.
He  still  had  a  lot  to  investigate.  This  was  only  the  second  time
he'd  been  in  the  apartment,  and  there  was  a  lot  of  territory  in  it
that hadn't been covered when his great-uncle had  given  him the
tour on his first visit.

Scheffler  turned  to  his  right,  and  strode  along  the  hallway
toward  what  he  had  already  begun  to  call,  in  his  own  mind,  the
museum wing.

The apartment occupied the building's entire  twelfth  floor,  and
its  floor  plan  was  L-shaped.  The  hallway  on  this  north-south  leg
of  the  L,  where  the  bedrooms  were,  put  Scheffler  somewhat  in
mind of a hotel corridor,  with  rooms opening  mostly  to  his  right,
and  windows,  in  the  alcoves  of  the  wall  on  his  left,  looking  out
over the city. This  afternoon  the  city's  atmosphere  was  dim with
post-Christmas,  late  December  murk,  and  a  lot  of  lights  in  other
buildings had been turned on.

Some of the rooms over on the east-west leg of the L had good
views  of  the  central  skyscrapers  of  the  Loop,  which  were
partially  visible  to  the  south  beyond  other  buildings  of
intermediate height; other rooms, on the north side, looked out at
more  tall  apartments,  with  here  and  there  a  glimpse  of  Lake
Michigan.

The  front  and  rear  entrances  of  the  apartment  building  were
actually quite close together, near the angle of the L. The normal
passenger  elevators  ascended  from  the  lobby  there,  and  the
service elevators from just inside the alley entrance. Here too was



the  service  stair  that  doubled  as  interior  fire  escape.  And  the
largest  rooms of  the  Chapel  apartment  were  near  the  angle  too.
Scheffler,  passing  at  this  moment  through  the  dining  room,
impulsively  detoured  a  few  steps  to  see  if  great-uncle  Monty
might  have  left  the  tall,  imposing  liquor  cabinet  unlocked.  It
turned out that he had, and that the cabinet was well stocked. Not
that  Scheffler  cared  all  that  much  about  booze,  but  it  was
interesting to see that he and the daily  housekeeper,  Mrs.  White,
were  both  apparently  considered  trustworthy.  Attached  to  the
liquor cabinet was a wine rack, holding  a  score  of  bottles  resting
on their sides. Well, maybe Scheffler would try just a sample now
and  then—Uncle  Monty  had  told  him  to  make  himself  at
home—but there'd be no wild student parties.

Scheffler moved on, running his fingers along the carven backs
of  five  of  the  twelve  near-antique  chairs  that  surrounded  the
mahogany dining table.  There  was  no  dust  on  any  of  them.  Mrs.
White was thorough. He planned to do most of his own eating  in
the  kitchen,  where  there  was  a  radio,  and  a  table  built  on  a
human scale.

From the dining room he progressed into what the old man had
called the parlor. This room was a whole apartment in itself, with
enough  furniture  in  it  for  a  small  house.  Still,  it  wasn't  crowded.
Here  too  were  a  few  ancient  Egyptian  monster  statues.  An
alabaster  lampstand,  a  grandfather  clock,  and  some  other
furniture that  in  most  houses  would  have  looked  very  old.  Some
of  the  pieces  went  back  decades,  maybe  even  a  century,  to  the
era of fringed  lampshades  and  overstuffing.  Scheffler  had  only  a
vague idea of the dates of different styles of furniture, but in this
place a century was only yesterday.

There were some modern items too, but it occurred to Scheffler
as he passed through the  room this  time  that  he  had  yet  to  see  a
television  set  anywhere  in  the  apartment.  Unless  one  of  those
cabinets over there… but  he'd  look  into  that  later.  The  lack  of  a
TV wasn't going to bother him especially.



Like  the  monster  statues  in  the  bedrooms,  the  Egyptian
artifacts  in  this  part  of  the  house  appeared  to  be  undamaged  by
the ages. In feet they looked quite new. No wonder some of those
purchasers,  decades  ago,  had  begun  to  grow  suspicious…
anyway,  Scheffler's  uncle  had  told  him  that  none  of  the  stuff
displayed so casually in this room was really valuable. There was
valuable  and  valuable,  of  course.  Maybe  Uncle  Monty  scorned
these things, but Scheffler didn't think he could afford to buy one
if he broke it.

He had left the central area  of  the  apartment  behind  him now,
and  was  proceeding  on  down  the  east-west  hallway  into  the
museum wing. From here on, he remembered, things got stranger.
Certain objects in these rooms ahead had been puzzling him ever
since  his  first  visit,  and  now  he  wanted  to  take  a  look  at  them
again.

The  first  door  on  Scheffler's  right  in  this  new  hallway  was
standing  open.  Inside  was  the  library.  When  he  touched  the
modern switch just inside the door, indirect fluorescents came on
in the  book-lined  alcoves,  where  shadowy  afternoon  had  almost
become  night.  Green-shaded  work  lamps  came  alive  at  the  two
broad  tables.  For  anyone  who  liked  books  it  was  an  inviting
atmosphere, that of the office or study just waiting for the scholar
to  come  in.  All  it  needed  was  a  fire  blazing  in  the  hearth;  and
there  was  even  an  actual  fireplace,  with  some  packaged  wood
beside  it.  One  incongruous  element  in  the  library  was  a  tall  gun
cabinet,  containing  half  a  dozen  rifles  or  shotguns,  along  with  a
couple  of  revolvers,  obscured  behind  a  glass  door  thickly
reinforced  with  metal  bars.  Scheffler  tried  the  door  and  found  it
locked.  The  firearms  were  held  in  place  by  an  additional  locked
rod run through their trigger guards.

There  were  only  a  couple  of  bits  of  sculpture  in  this
room—Egyptian  again,  of  course—and  these  were  relatively
small  and  unobtrusive.  If  he  couldn't  get  his  homework  done  in
here,  he  never  would.  There  was  even,  Scheffler  noticed  now,  a



small  electronic  typewriter  at  one  of  the  tables,  and  a  stack  of
white paper beside it, though no evidence of any work actually in
progress.

And,  of  course,  there  were  the  books.  Most  of  the  wall  space
was paneled  from floor  to  ceiling  with  built-in  shelves.  Scheffler
strolled  into  the  room now and  took  a  volume  down  at  random:
Recherches  sur  plusiers  points  de  lastronomie  égyptienne,
written  by  Jean  Baptist  Biot.  Published  in  Paris,  1823.  Old,  all
right.  Next  to  it  was  Langen  und  Richtungen  der  vier
Grundakten  der  Grossen  Pyramide  bei  Gise.  By  Ludwig
Borchardt, Berlin, 1926. Practically new.

Most of the books were in  English,  and  newer  than  those  two.
He  walked  about,  continuing  his  random  sampling  of  the
volumes.  If  this  technique  was  truly  giving  him  a  fair
representation  of  the  whole,  he  thought  he  must  be  standing  in
the middle of just about everything that had ever been written on
the subject of Egypt, in English or any other language. There was
one  book  at  least  in  what  Scheffler  thought  must  be  Arabic.  No
Chinese,  as  far  as  he  could  tell,  but  he  wouldn't  have  been
surprised.  Some took  in  wider  subjects,  such  as  the  whole  Near
East  and  Middle  East,  and  one  shelf,  holding  only  very  recent
books,  was  devoted  to  the  technical  aspects  of  archaeology  in
general.  He  took  down  a  pamphlet  only  a  few  months  old,  that
discussed in abstruse  high-tech  language  some current  project  of
probing the pyramids' interiors with cosmic rays.

Then he came to a stop. There, behind glass  on  a  shelf  slightly
above  eye  level,  were  an  old  wax-cylinder  phonograph  and  a
modern  tape  recorder.  Beside  the  phonograph  were  a  couple  of
the  dark  cylinders  that  were  its  records.  Thanks  to  memories  of
his  grandmother's  attic  in  Des  Moines,  Scheffler  could  identify
them  for  what  they  were.  It  was  true,  of  course,  that  Uncle
Monty had been working away  at  this  stuff  for  half  a  century  or
more.

Opening  another  glass-doored  cabinet,  Scheffler  to  satisfy  his



curiosity  pulled  out  scrolls  of  thick,  unusual,  creamy-feeling
paper. He undid one scroll and found it covered with  what  were,
for  all  he  could  tell,  genuine  Egyptian  hieroglyphics.  To  his
inexpert  eye,  at  least,  the  small  pictographs  appeared  to  have
been painted on by hand.

Enough. More than enough. He had been told  to  make  himself
at  home,  but  he  had  the  feeling  now  that  he  was  prying  into
things that he was expected to leave alone.

From the library a wide doorway opened directly  into  the  next
room to  the  west.  This  was  almost  as  large  as  the  library,  and  it
also  was  a  workroom  of  sorts.  A  good  share  of  the  floor  space
was taken up by  a  central  built-in  table,  about  seven  feet  square
and  sturdily  constructed,  as  if  it  were  meant  to  support  a  model
railroad.  It  held  a  model,  all  right,  but  there  were  no  tracks  or
trains. Plaster of Paris, or some similar  substance,  had  been  built
and  carved  into  the  shape  of  a  four-sided  pyramid,  occupying
almost the entire tabletop, and tipped at the very apex with a dot
of what looked like gold. The pale pyramid was readily accessible
from  all  sides,  and  well  lighted  from  above,  once  Scheffler  had
found the proper wall switch.

If  you  looked  closely  at  the  pyramid  you  could  see  the  dark
lines  where  it  must  come  apart  in  sections,  presumably  to  allow
study of the interior. For about three-fourths of the way up, each
sloping side of the pyramid was a series of perhaps a hundred tiny
steps;  and  from  each  of  the  four  corners  of  the  base  a  narrow
ramp went slanting up across the steps at a gentle grade, to make
a right-angled turn at the next corner and go on up again, clinging
to  the  steep  sides.  The  ramps  ended  at  the  level  where  the  sides
became  smooth,  about  a  quarter  of  the  way  down  from  the  tiny
golden apex.

During  his  brief  tour  of  the  apartment  a  week  ago,  Scheffler
had  naturally  noticed  this  model  pyramid  and  commented  on  it.
His  great-uncle  Monty  had  explained  how,  in  the  real  pyramid,
the  ramps  had  been  used  to  haul  up  the  blocks  of  stone  used  in



construction.

Scheffler  had  wanted  to  make  some  intelligent  response.  "I
seem  to  remember  reading  somewhere  that  there  are  still
different  theories  on  the  pyramids.  The  way  they  were
constructed, I mean."

"There  are  different  theories,"  Uncle  Monty  had  admitted,  in
his  dry,  slightly  rasping  voice.  He  had  been  standing  in  the
doorway, leaning his gaunt body slightly against the jamb. Dapper
in a  dark  suit  and  flamboyant  tie,  the  old  man  managed  to  look
considerably  younger  than  his  age,  which  from all  that  Scheffler
had heard had to be somewhere  in  the  late  seventies.  "There  are
different theories. But this is how the Great Pyramid at Giza was
constructed."

At  that  point  the  rasping  inflexible  voice  had  paused,  and  the
gray eyes under the bushy gray brows gave Scheffler a hard stare,
through  fashionable  modern  steel-rimmed  glasses.  "Have  you
taken any courses in astronomy?"

"Astronomy? No, sir. Not at the university, anyway. I did have
an astronomy course in high school. Back in Iowa. You mean the
pyramids were oriented to the stars somehow?"

"Oh yes. Many of them were. This one certainly was." The old
man gestured  toward  the  model,  an  impatient  flick  of  the  wrist.
There  were  gold  rings,  one  with  a  green  jewel,  on  two  of  the
gnarled  but  still  active  ringers.  "The  Great  Pyramid  at  Giza,"  he
repeated.  "Built  by  the  great  Pharaoh  Khufu  to  be  his  eternal
tomb,  and  the  eternal  repository  of  his  treasure."  The  old  eyes
and  the  old  voice  were  for  some  reason  judging  that  repository,
and perhaps the Pharaoh, harshly. "And it served also as the base
of  departure  for  his  spirit  to  its  place  among  the  stars…  that
pyramid was already ancient, of course, when Tutankhamen lived
and  died,  of  whom  we  hear  so  much.  It  had  been  in  place  for
more than a thousand years when Abraham of the Old Testament
was born."



"There  are  three  of  them  there  now,  aren't  there?  Three  large
pyramids, near Cairo?"

"Yes.  This  was  the  first,  and  remains  the  largest."  Suddenly
Scheffler's  great-uncle  had  seemed  to  be  trying  to  make  up  his
mind  about  something.  "Look  here,  ah,  Tom.  There's  a  certain
unfairness  about  what  I'm  doing,  going  off  like  this  on  short
notice, turning over the care of this apartment to you. I want you
to know I plan to make it up to you."

"No sir, I don't see it that way at all. Believe me, I'm glad to get
a place like this to stay in. And with  a  place  like  this,  it's  natural
you'd  want  a  housesitter.  It's  great  for  me,  handy  to  school,  a
good place to study…"

The  old  man  sighed;  he  was  reluctantly,  or  so  it  seemed,
allowing himself  to  remain  persuaded  that  it  was  a  good  idea  to
leave Scheffler  here  alone.  Never  mind that  it  had  been  his  own
idea to begin with.

"Mrs.  White  will  handle  all  the  housework,"  Montgomery
Chapel muttered. He had already covered that;  he was starting to
repeat  himself.  Perhaps,  with  age,  his  mind  was  wandering  a
little.  Perhaps  he  was  just  running  through  a  mental  checklist,
making sure  that  he  had  thought  of  everything.  "What  I  rely  on
you to  do,  is  to  keep  an  eye  on  the  place,  of  course—and  deal
with  all  the  messages.  There's  a  phone-answering  machine—I'll
show you presently how that works. In general, I am not anxious
for  anyone  to  know  where  I  can  be  reached,  or  even  that  I  am
traveling." I see.

At  that  point  Uncle  Monty  had  gone  over  to  the  window  and
put back a curtain to look out  at  the  falling  snow.  It  was  coming
down  thickly  enough  to  reduce  the  nearby  buildings  to  gray
shadows.  "There's  one  man  in  particular,"  he  said  then,  and
sighed so deeply that it made him cough.  It  sounded  to  Scheffler
as  if  some  important  information  might  be  going  to  come  out
now. "One man in particular I'm not anxious to see. I haven't seen
him  for  a  number  of  years,  and  his  appearance  might  have



changed since then—or it might not have changed very much."

Uncle  Monty  turned  from  the  window,  letting  the  curtain  fall
back,  and  stared  at  Scheffler.  "Looked  about  thirty  years  of  age
when  last  I  saw him.  Undoubtedly  he's  really  older.  Darker  than
you. And shorter, average height or less, but he's stronger than he
looks.  Caucasian  blood,  mainly,  I  should  say,  though  there's  a
suggestion  of  the  Oriental  in  his  appearance.  Perhaps  a  touch  of
the Negro also."

"What's his name?"

"His real name I don't know. I've heard him called Pilgrim. And
Peregrinus,  which  is  the  Latin  form  of  the  same  name."  Uncle
Monty  spelled  the  variation  out.  "And  once  I  heard  him  called
just  Scar.  That  was  perhaps  an  abbreviation  for  something  else,
because  he  has  no  readily  visible  scars.  Of  course  if  he  comes
while  I  am  gone  he  might  be  using  some  other  name  entirely.
Present himself under some subterfuge. But he has a—how to put
it?—a presence  about  him.  I  think  you'll  know  him  if  he  shows
up."

It  was  beginning  to  sound  to  Scheffler  as  if  his  great-uncle's
decades  of  adventure  might  not  be  over  after  all.  Maybe  his
questionable dealings in antiquities weren't concluded either.

Scheffler asked: "What do I do if he does show up?"

"Tell  him  no  more  than  you  can  help  about  where  I  am.  Or
about the state of my affairs."

"Right."  It  was  an  easy  enough  promise  to  make,  since
Scheffler himself knew next to nothing of those affairs. And up to
that time he had known nothing at all of where Uncle Monty was
going on  this  sudden  trip.  At  first  Scheffler  had  thought  the  trip
might  well  have  something  to  do  with  the  old  man's  health,  but
the old man's vigorous appearance argued against that.

"But," Uncle Monty resumed, "if you think that you have  seen
him, or believe that you have heard from him—you might call the
number that I will leave for you, and let me know. There'll be  an



envelope for you, containing information on how to reach me, on
the kitchen counter the morning you  move  in."  He  peered  at  the
younger  man  with  what  looked  to  Scheffler  like  a  mixture  of
cunning and anxiety.

"All right sir. I can certainly do that. Anything else?"

"I  shouldn't  like  to  hear  of  any  wild  parties  while  I  am  gone."
Uncle  Monty's  eyes  didn't  exactly  twinkle—they  glinted.
"Though you don't strike me as the type for that.  And you  are  to
remain the sole tenant. No one else is to have a key."

"Of course."

"Beyond  that—help  yourself,  to  the  foodstuffs,  and  whatever
else you may want to use. I expect to be back, as  I  say,  in  about
four months."

It  was  at  that  moment  that  they  heard  the  outer  door  open.
"That'll  be  Mrs.  White,"  said  the  old  man,  with  renewed
briskness.  "Come along  and  meet  her.  I've  already  told  her  that
my grandnephew is going to be staying here."

They  found  Mrs.  White  hanging  up  her  cloth  coat  just  inside
the rear door of the apartment, which opened off an alcove of the
kitchen.  Her  galoshes  were  already  sitting,  draining  the  muck  of
December  sidewalks  on  a  small  folded  rug.  Mrs.  White  was
black, and stoutly built. Scheffler would have been hard put to try
to guess her age. Her hair contained one broad dramatic streak of
gray, but that looked as if it might have been dyed in.

She  acknowledged  Scheffler's  presence  with  a  bare  minimum
of words, and looked him over with an  air  of  reserved  suspicion.
When  he  made  a  tentative  motion  toward  shaking  hands,  she
instantly turned away and opened a closet full of household tools.

As Mrs.  White  started  on  her  days  vacuuming  in  the  bedroom
wing, the interrupted tour resumed. The next room down the west
hallway after the one holding the pyramid model might have been
a small gallery in  a  museum.  It  contained  more  statues  and  glass
cases,  and  a  couple  of  chairs  of  carven  wood  so  ancient  in



appearance that it looked as if it might be worth your life to sit in
one.  There  were  also  two  mummies.  To  Scheffler  the  lacquered
cases  and  the  bandaged  figures  looked  as  genuine  as  everything
else here, as real as anything he had ever seen in  a  museum,  and
in much  better  condition.  The  cases  holding  the  mummies  stood
open, their  lids  beside  them,  and  were  at  least  as  finely  made  as
the  antique  chairs.  Scheffler  was  on  the  verge  of  asking  if  the
mummies  were  real,  but  held  back,  not  wanting  to  demonstrate
his ignorance.

The  glass  display  cases  in  the  center  of  the  room  contained
several  model  boats,  or  ships,  made  of  finely  detailed  wood  and
cloth and metal, oars and oarsmen in place as well as the sails and
figures  of  important  passengers,  gloriously  decorated.  Scheffler
paused to look at them for a while. There was a  label  that  would
not  have  looked  out  of  place  in  a  museum,  though  rather  terse:
SOLAR BARQUES, FOURTH DYNASTY.

His  great-uncle  took  note  of  his  concentration  on  the  model
boats.  The  old  man  said,  "Sometimes  irreverently  called
'skyboats'  by  modern  students.  To  bear  the  soul  on  to  its  final
destination."

"Among the stars."

"Yes.  In  a  way.  One  mustn't  expect  to  find  too  much
consistency  in  the  next  world.  Or  in  this  one,  for  that  matter…
come along here, there's something I want to show you."

There was another room after the "Museum Gallery"—Gallery
Two, Scheffler immediately christened it. At the windowless west
end was a large alcove, fenced off by a formidable steel grillwork
that reached from floor to ceiling. A small closed  gate  or  door  in
the middle of the grill made the alcove into a richly furnished jail
cell.  Richly  furnished  indeed,  and  well  lighted.  Jewelry  reposed
on stands  and  in  niches.  More  than  one  of  the  items  looked  like
thick and heavy gold.

At  the  rear  of  the  alcove  was  a  plastered  wall,  painted  in



Egyptian figures; and in front of the center of that rear wall there
hung a curtain; or maybe, Scheffler thought, it should be called a
tapestry, because of the embroidered figures on it. The bottom of
the curtain fell a foot or two above the floor of the alcove, and a
double  step  of  rough  stone  blocks  led  up  to  the  curtain  as  if  it
might conceal a doorway.

"The only really valuable things  I  keep  in  the  apartment,"  said
Uncle  Monty,  "are  in  that  area  behind  the  grill."  He  shook  the
bars gently  with  an  old  hand.  "Before  you  leave  today,  I'll  show
you where  the  key  to  the  door  is  kept.  In  the  remote  chance  of
there  being  a  fire  in  the  building,  or  some  such  difficulty,  then
you'd have to be able to get at them."

Responsibilities  were  mounting.  Scheffler  wasn't  sure  at  what
financial  level  things  became  "really  valuable"  in  his  uncle's
mind. He supposed he ought to make sure, hesitated, then took  a
stab at it. "Sir? You say the only 'really valuable' things? Then are
the  other  Egyptian  things  in  the  apartment  all  genuine?  The
statues and  furniture  and  all?  It  wouldn't  be  any  of  my business,
except if I'm going to be the caretaker…"

Great-uncle Montgomery raised an eyebrow, considering. "You
certainly have a right  to  ask,  under  the  circumstances.  I  suppose
that  you've  heard,  from  your  mother  and  others,  of  the
accusations that were made against me, forty years ago and more.
How  I  was  supposed  to  have  faked  a  great  many  artifacts,  and
sold them? Well, there was no truth in any of those charges." And
the old man looked at him fiercely.

"Yes sir, my mother did say  something  to  me about  all  that.  A
long  time  ago."  And  she  had  returned  to  the  subject  quite
recently,  when  Scheffler  had  phoned  her  to  say  he'd  heard  from
Uncle  Monty.  But  certainly  Scheffler  had  never  heard  anyone
else  talking  about  it.  The  old  boy  was  quite  wrong if  he  thought
his  youthful  troubles  were  still  a  common  topic  of  discussion
decades later.

Uncle Monty pressed  on.  "You  realize,  I  hope,  that  nothing  of



the sort was ever proven, against me or my brother.  That  no  one
ever dared to take such accusations to court."

"Yes  sir,"  said  Scheffler  dutifully.  Though  'no  one  ever  dared'
was not exactly the way he'd heard the story.

Uncle Monty gestured tersely  toward  the  rear  of  the  protected
alcove.  "That  wall  back  there  is  a  reproduction  of  a  tomb-wall
built in Egypt in the twenty-ninth century BC. The stair-steps and
a  few  of  the  other  stones  are  original.  To  move  the  entire  real
wall here and install it would have been impossible. With that one
exception,  everything  you  see  in  this  apartment  is  a  genuine
artifact." He paused, considered, and seemed to decide to stay no
more for the moment.

"I  see,  sir."  Although  Scheffler  wasn't  sure  he  really  did.  He
walked right up to the grillwork, looking through it and resting his
hands on one of the horizontal bars.

"Probably the necessity for you to open that grill-work will not
arise while I am gone."

"No sir, I didn't mean—"

"However,  in  case  of  some  emergency…"  And  his  uncle
beckoned him back into the adjoining room.

Once there, he removed one of the top sections from the model
pyramid—it  was  evidently  lighter  than  it  looked—and  indicated
the  chambers  revealed  inside.  "Here—in  what  some  call
Campbell's  Chamber,  after  an  early  nineteenth-century  explorer.
I'm  leaving  the  key  in  here."  Scheffler  saw  the  key  in  his
great-uncle's  hand,  and  saw  it  disappear,  sliding  into  a  small
cavity.  There  was  a  faint  hard  tap  as  it  came  to  rest.  "Not  too
easy to get at;  you might have to tip the whole model on its side,
and  shake  it  out,  or  devise  some  kind  of  tool.  But  it's  there.  In
case of some emergency, as I said."

"Right. In case of fire."

The old  man squinted  at  Scheffler,  as  if  trying  to  decide  what
else  his  young  tenant  should  know.  "Exactly,"  he  said  at  last,



somehow  managing  to  convey  the  idea  that  fire  wasn't  really
what  he'd  had  in  mind,  although  he'd  mentioned  it  before.  Then
he  turned  and  moved  back  into  the  other  room,  toward  the
protected alcove. Scheffler followed.

"Getting that wall built  in  properly  was  quite  a  job,"  Professor
Chapel  said.  "Many  of  the  bricks  and  stones,  as  I  say,  are
genuine.  They  were  brought  from  Egypt  in  several  shipments.
Yes, quite a job to erect it as you see it here. As I say, most of the
wall is a modern  reproduction,  done  from photographs.  Only  the
stones  of  the  false  door,  behind  the  curtain,  and  an  few  of  the
other parts are original."

"Sir?"

"Yes?"

"Did you say there's a door behind that curtain? A 'false door'?"

"Yes. The door through which the spirit of the tomb's occupant
departed  for  the  hereafter.  Built  right  into  a  wall,  as  you  see.  It
could not be opened physically."

"Oh. No solar barques this time, hey?"

"Perhaps not… as I said before, myths, beliefs, are not required
to  be  consistent."  Uncle  Monty  came  closer  to  smiling  than
Scheffler  had  seen  him  do  yet.  "Nor,  for  that  matter,  is  reality.
Hm. It took me a long time to discover that."

"Sir?"

"Never  mind.  The  original  owner  of  this  tomb  was  a  distant
relative  of  Pharaoh."  And  the  old  man  was  off,  delivering  a
discursive  lecture  on  what  he  called  the  Old Kingdom,  of  which
Scheffler  was  able  to  understand  very  little.  The  only  halfway
intelligent  comment  that  he  could  find  to  make  was  that  he  had
seen a room somewhat similar to this one in the Field Museum.

That set off the old man's contempt. Great-uncle  Montgomery,
dilating  on  the  faults  of  museums,  their  greed  and  general
incompetence,  grew  somewhat  breathless.  Maybe  the  Field,  or



the  Oriental  Institute,  or  some  of  the  others,  were  still  nursing
hopes that they might come into possession of something of value
when he died—well, if so, they'd find out differently.

Scheffler noted silently that the old man did not  mention  TMU
at  all—Thomas  More  University,  where  he'd  been  a  faculty
member in his youth. Evidently, even forty years later they could
not  possibly  harbor  even  the  faintest  hope  that  he  would  leave
them anything at all.

It  was  only  a  mild  tirade,  but  still  the  old  man  leaned  in  the
doorway  wheezing  for  a  few moments  after  it  was  over.  Maybe
his  health  was  shakier  than  Scheffler  had  thought  at  first.  Then,
with a nod for Scheffler  to  follow him,  he  led  the  way  back  into
the  parlor.  There,  with  evident  relief,  he  sank  into  one  of  the
overstuffed chairs, motioning his grandnephew to take one of the
seats opposite him.

It  was  an  impressive  room,  and  evidently  his  uncle  saw  him
taking  note  of  his  surroundings.  "I  own  this  apartment,  too,  of
course.  Free  and  clear  now.  It  wasn't  a  common  arrangement
back  in  the  Thirties,  when  this  building  was  put  up.
Condominiums  then  were  not  the  popular  idea  that  they  later
became. But it is mine, and now of  course  worth  a  small  fortune
in itself. Whoever inherits my things  will  get  the  apartment  too."
And he looked at Scheffler earnestly.

Scheffler was vaguely disturbed. Maybe, as he thought about it,
even  offended.  To make  matters  worse,  he  also  felt,  somewhere
way down deep,  a  pang  of  genuine  cupidity.  Sure,  of  course,  he
would  like  to  be  a  millionaire.  Sure,  at  this  moment  he  was
probably  on  better  terms  with  the  old  man than  were  the  one  or
two  other  surviving  relatives.  But  at  the  same  time  Scheffler
wasn't  about  to  start  holding  his  breath  until  he  came  into  an
inheritance.  He  was  doing all  right  as  he  was,  without  a  million.
He'd  be  an  engineer  when  he  got  out  of  school.  And  his  mother
had told him more than one story about this man.

"Look, Uncle Monty, you don't have to pay me anything  to  do



a  little  house-sitting  for  you.  Like  I  said,  it  really  helps  me  out
too, and I'm glad to do it. Okay?"

His great-uncle, still wheezing faintly in his chair, had peered at
Scheffler  narrowly  for  several  seconds,  without  speaking.  Then
he  had  given  a  slightly  crooked  smile,  as  if  he  were  satisfied  by
what he saw.

 

Coming back to the apartment a week later, to  move  in  on  the
scheduled day, Scheffler had found a  white  envelope  waiting  for
him on the kitchen counter, just as his  great-uncle  had  promised.
The  envelope  was  a  little  bulkier  than  Scheffler  had  expected.
Inside  were  ten  fifty-dollar  bills—"for  living  expenses,"  as  the
note tersely explained. It also gave him a phone number at which
his uncle could be reached during the next four months.

The number,  starting  out  011  20,  struck  Scheffler  as  unusual,
and he spent a little time with the reference pages of the Chicago
phone  book.  As far  as  he  could  tell,  his  aged  and  perhaps  ailing
Uncle Monty had departed for Cairo, Egypt.

 

TWO
As  soon  as  he  had  chosen  a  bedroom  for  himself,  and  had

taken another brief look at the museum wing, Scheffler started to
check  out  some of  the  other  practical  aspects  of  his  new  home,
beginning with the refrigerator and kitchen cabinets.

The note from Uncle Monty had reiterated that Mrs. White did
no cooking and washed no dishes,  but  otherwise,  prospects  were
bright. The large kitchen contained an upright freezer, the size of
a  standard  refrigerator,  well  stocked  with  packages  of  meat.
Scheffler,  reading  labels,  discovered  steaks,  sausages,  lamb  and
veal.  Surely  all  of  this  had  not  been  bought  just  for  the  house
sitter's benefit.  The old man might be thin, but he was apparently
something  of  a  gourmet.  Was  it  possible  that  he  still  entertained
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heavily? Maybe. That wasn't any of Scheffler's business anyway.

The refrigerator, next to the freezer, was almost empty, but the
pantry  and  the  capacious  kitchen  cabinets  held  large  stores  of
canned  and  packaged  goods.  The  gas  stove  was  old,  made  of
black  iron,  and  you  needed  a  match  to  light  it.  But  it  was  large
and  capable-looking.  On  one  of  the  long  counters  stood  a  new
microwave oven, with impressive electronic controls. All in all, it
appeared to Scheffler that over the next few months he was going
to be eating well, and at a minimal cost. He would even be able to
put  off  looking for  another  part-time  job  to  replace  the  one  he'd
dropped  a  month  ago  under  the  pressure  of  schoolwork.  He
decided to pick out a bottle of wine some evening soon and drink
a toast to Uncle Monty.

Even  as  well  provisioned  as  he  was,  there  were  a  couple  of
things  he  wanted  to  get  from  the  store  right  away.  Milk  and
breakfast cereals were regular parts of his  diet,  but  evidently  not
essentials to Uncle Monty. Still, Scheffler was glad he hadn't tried
to  bring  along  any  of  the  food  supplies  from  his  old  apartment;
his former cohabitants there would be having enough trouble as it
was. They always had plenty of trouble, what with the neighbors,
the landlord, the deadbeat members past and present of their own
group,  the  noise,  the  communal  puppy�God, he  wondered  how
he'd  been  able  to  stand  it  as  long  as  he  did.  Well,  until  Uncle
Monty had called him out of the blue one day, he hadn't had a lot
of  choice.  Scheffler  in  fact  had  had  to  display  firmness  to  keep
some  of  his  roommates  in  the  old  place  from  packing  up  and
moving along with him. Fifteen rooms, man, after all. And you're
gonna live there all alone? But that was one thing his benefactor
had  been  extremely  definite  about;  no  one  else  was  to  move  in
with  him.  Scheffler,  having  come  to  know  students  in  his  two
years at TMU, could quite easily see his uncle's point  of  view on
this.  If  one  more  moved  in  there  would  soon  be  two  more,  then
five,  and  maybe  eventually  fifteen.  Uncle  Monty  must  have
known  students  too,  from  his  own  years  at  the  university,  and
students'  ways  probably  hadn't  changed  all  that  much  over  the



decades.

It  was  dusk  and  beginning  to  snow  again  when  Scheffler
returned to his new home from a brief grocery expedition. He had
been  able  to  discover  some stores  within  easy  walking  distance,
only  a  couple  of  blocks  west.  He  looked  into  the  freezer  once
more  when  he  got  home,  and  gloated  a  little,  but  he  didn't  feel
like trying to cook anything tonight. What he really wanted more
than  anything  else  at  the  moment  was  to  talk  about  his  new
situation.  And,  yes,  there  was  a  specific  listener  who  came  to
mind.

When  Becky  picked  up  her  phone  receiver,  Scheffler  could
hear her still talking to someone else in the background.  She was
a student too, living in another shared apartment.

He waited  until  he  had  her  undivided  attention  before  he  said
anything.  Then  he  announced:  "Hey,  guess  who's  just  installed
himself on Lake Shore Drive?"

"Tom!  Your  uncle  really  let  you  take  over  the  place?  That's
great!"

He  read  his  new  phone  number  to  Becky.  Looking  at  the
instrument closely, he was struck by how modern the apartment's
entire  phone  system  was,  just  like  the  lights  and  the  plumbing.
Uncle Monty evidently had a keen appreciation of when antiquity
was a virtue and when it was not.

Becky  was  now  eager  to  see  the  place  as  soon  as  possible.
Already  whoever  she  had  been  talking  to  in  her  own  apartment
had effectively ceased to exist for her.

"When can I see it, Tom? It's really just  walking  distance  from
my place here, isn't it?"

"Sure,  it's  walking  distance,  if  you're  a  fair  walker."  He
repeated  the  address  for  her.  "It's  the  oldest-looking  building  in
about  two  blocks.  You can't  miss  it."  She  was  about  to  hang  up
and  start  out  right  away  when  Scheffler  had  an  inspiration  and
stopped  her.  "Hey,  tell  you  what,  Becky.  Why  don't  you  stop  at



the  Chinese  place  on  the  way  and  pick  up  some  food?  We  can
have  dinner  overlooking  the  Drive.  I'll  reimburse  you  when  you
get here. Get the kind of stuff you like." He was feeling wealthy.

Only about three quarters of an hour had passed  before  Becky
was  standing  at  his  front  door,  her  eyes  already  wide  with  the
elegance of  the  lobby  downstairs  and  the  small  foyer  into  which
she had been deposited by  the  elevator.  Her  arms  were  wrapped
around  a  large  brown  paper  bag  from  which  a  couple  of  white
Chinese-restaurant  cartons  protruded  slightly.  Scheffler  took  the
bag and  Becky  came  into  the  apartment,  shaking  snow from her
cap,  unzipping  her  ski  jacket.  She  was  on  the  short  side,
energetic, with blond hair now flying as she  shook  her  head,  and
blue eyes now widened even more.

"Wow,  what  a  place!  That  doorman  downstairs  gave  me  a
look."

Once  inside,  and  relieved  of  her  winter  outer  garments,  she
refused at first to accept his money for the Chinese food.

They had gone  Dutch  treat  before,  but  this  time  Scheffler  was
ready  to  insist,  and  thrust  cash  into  her  hand.  "It  was  my  idea.
Anyway,  with  all  the  rent  I'm  saving  I'm  going  to  be  loaded.
There's  a  lot  of  stuff  in  the  freezer,  too.  I  just  didn't  feel  like
cooking anything tonight."

A couple  of  minutes  later,  with  the  food  rewarming  in  the  big
gas  oven,  Becky  was  commenting  on  the  armored  condition  of
the  front  door,  unusual  even  for  the  big  city.  There  were  three
locks,  with  bolts  like  prison  bars,  that  anchored  the  door  at  top
and bottom, as well as at the side.

"But it doesn't have a chain."

"You  don't  need  any.  Closed-circuit  TV."  Scheffler
demonstrated  the  small  screen  beside  the  door.  "And  this  door.
It's  steel  inside  the  wood,"  said  Scheffler.  "Listen."  He  rapped
with  a  knuckle  on  the  wood-grained  surface,  which  felt  like  the
side  of  a  battleship.  "The  back  door's  the  same  way.  Even  the



windows  have  grillwork,  though  I  don't  see  why  they  need  it.
Twelve stories up, it'd take a human fly to get in."

"And your uncle still lives here alone?"

"He's my great-uncle, actually. Yeah, my mother says as far as
she  knows  he's  been  living  here  alone  ever  since  the  place  was
built.  That  was  around  fifty  years  ago.  Maybe  he  had  a  lot  of
guests and parties in his youth."

"Wasn't  he  ever  married?"  Becky,  still  wide-eyed,  turned  this
way and  that,  admiring  things  as  they  strolled  back  through  the
dining room and parlor. She paused to touch, with one finger, the
statue of a monster.

"Not  that  I  know  of.  He  was  engaged  once,  when  he  was
young,  some  society  girl.  She  ran  off  with  his  brother,  and  the
two of them were never heard of again."

"His  own brother,  huh?  Why  didn't  he  ever  move  to  a  smaller
place?" Becky had stopped now to admire a different statue. This
one had the head of a man.

"Search  me.  I  guess  he's  been  rich  all  along,  or  at  least  ever
since he started importing antiques. So he needs room for  all  this
stuff, and he can afford it. I can see why he likes it."

"So can I." She sighed at a tiny chest, dazzling white, sitting on
a bookshelf.  It  looked  like  it  might  be  solid  ivory,  and  whatever
the  material,  it  was  all  carved  from  one  piece,  even  the
ring-shaped  handles.  "Tell  me  again,  Tom—oh,  it's  none  of  my
business."

"What?"

"How'd he happen to pick you for this house-sitting job?"

"I'm  just  about  his  closest  living  relative—except  for  my
mother,  and  they're  not  exactly  on  great  terms.  She'll  just  barely
speak  to  him  in  an  emergency.  That's  assuming  his  brother  is
really dead, which I guess is a safe assumption after all this time.
I forget now what the brother's name was. Anyway I think he was



the older, and Uncle Monty's in his mid-seventies now."

"A safe assumption, then."

"Looks  that  way.  Anyhow,  Uncle  Monty  somehow  found  out
that  I  was  a  student  here  at  TMU.  And  I  guess  he  needed  a
house-sitter when he decided to go off on a trip. So here I am."

"Lucky  you."  It  sounded  like  a  heart-felt  sentiment.  "So,
where'd he go on his trip?"

"Some mysterious  destination.  He  never  really  told  me."  He'd
been  instructed  to  say  no  more  than  necessary  to  anyone
regarding the  old  man's  affairs;  it  seemed  the  least  that  he  could
do.

"Oh."

They dined from fine china,  arranged  on  the  polished  wood  of
the  dining room table  so  they  could  overlook  the  city  lights  and
the  dark  lake  while  with  silver  spoons  they  scooped  beef  chow
mein and egg foo  young from Uncle  Monty's  oven-proof  serving
dishes. There was one distant light, a kind of beacon, way out on
the winter lake, that Scheffler supposed  marked  one  of  the  city's
water-intake cribs. Nearer, the other apartment buildings  and  the
Drive itself made up a wonderland of changing brightness.

Scheffler found some fancy glasses, and  picked  out  a  bottle  of
wine more or less at random. He knew very little about wine, but
he didn't  suppose  there  was  any  vintage  intended  to  go with  egg
rolls.

They  ate,  and  tried  to  decide  about  the  wine.  They  talked  a
little  about  the  university,  at  which  they  shared  one  class.  They
exchanged opinions, all of  them founded  in  ignorance,  about  the
various  paintings  and  other  collectable  objects  displayed  around
the walls of the dining room. It was the longest talk he'd ever had
with  Becky.  He'd  been  out  with  her  a  couple  of  times,  on
inexpensive  dates,  but  he  hadn't  yet  made  up  his  mind  on  what
she was like. He wondered, now, if he would have called anyone
else  tonight  if  she'd  been  busy.  He  suspected  he  might  have



waited until she wasn't.

When their meal was finished,  they  worked  together  in  a  brief
but  thorough  cleanup,  getting  the  dishes  into  the  washer  and
pondering  which  of  the  many  settings  on  its  controls  would  be
appropriate. Then with refilled wineglasses they set off  on  a  tour
of  the  apartment,  sampling  the  nighttime  views  from  different
windows.

Becky paused for a moment after Scheffler had pointed out the
mummy  cases  to  her.  They  were  still  halfway  across  the  large
room from  the  mummies.  "Tom.  You  know,  I  think  I  can  smell
the  spices?  Didn't  they  use  spices?  Or  something.  Almost  like
incense."

"I  bet  my  uncle  never  burned  incense  in  his  life.  He  doesn't
seem the  type."  Scheffler  moved  closer  to  the  cases,  sniffing  at
the  air.  "There's  something,  though."  It  was  weird,  maybe  only
suggestion or something, but he thought that he could smell it too.
Something,  with  a  suggestion  of  the  unfamiliar,  the  exotic.  "One
of  the  cases  isn't  too  far  from  the  radiator,"  he  offered  at  last.
"Steam heat, and the pipes get hot."

"Tom.  After  two  thousand  years?"  Then  Becky  giggled.
"Maybe it's his girlfriend and his brother." 

"I  think  it'd  be  more  like  three  thousand  years.  Maybe  more
than that. Anyway, the mummies might be."

"Might be what?"

"Well,  my  guess  is  that  they  could  be  fakes.  It's  all  public
knowledge anyway. Back in my Uncle  Monty's  youth  he  and  his
brother apparently both got themselves into trouble selling forged
antiquities." 

"Apparently?"

"There's not much doubt that they were. Forged, I mean.  A lot
of them, anyway. " Scheffler sipped his wine. "There was quite a
scandal  back  in  the  late  Forties.  His  brother  had  vanished  by
then, but it looked for a while like Uncle Monty might be taken to



court.  Anyway  that's  how I  heard  the  story  from  my  mother.  In
the end the whole thing was kind of hushed up, because  the  way
things were going it looked like it might reflect on the  university,
too." 

"TMU?"

"Sure. They had a big collection then; I don't know if  they  still
do. And a lot of the important things in their collection  were  dug
up  by  the  Chapel  brothers.  Or  Monty  and—Willis,  I  think  that
was his  name—claimed  they'd  dug 'em up.  Uncle  Monty  was  on
their faculty for a couple of years, back in the Thirties.  That  was
when he and Willis first started  traveling  to  Egypt  and  importing
things. The University of Chicago might have been involved, too,
in some way; they were really into Egyptology in a big way then;
the Oriental Institute and all that.

"Anyway,  in  the  late  Forties  and  Fifties  when  the  radiocarbon
dating  methods  started  to  come  in,  the  trouble  started.  The
organic materials, the wood and cloth, in all those well-preserved
things that Uncle Monty and his brother had been peddling turned
out  to  be  no  more  than  a  few  hundred  years  old  at  the  most.
Where and how they really got them I don't know. Somewhere in
Africa, evidently. Maybe some were genuine and some weren't.  I
guess forging antiquities has always been a big business." 

"But he's still wealthy."

"Oh  yeah.  Obviously.  I  guess  he  had  a  lot  of  satisfied
customers.  And  he'd  been  selling  golden  artifacts  and  jewels  to
private collectors, too.  Stuff  that  was  worth  a  bundle,  whether  it
was antique or not. God knows where he got it all."

Becky was looking around again.  "I  don't  see  any  gold here  in
this room. Are these things here—?"

"First  he  told  me  everything  in  the  apartment  was  genuine.
Then  in  the  next  breath  he  said  the  really  valuable,  quote
unquote,  stuff  was  back  over  there.  There's  a  kind  of  a  special
room."



As soon  as  Scheffler  had  said  it  he  wished  he  hadn't.  But  the
words  were  out.  Well,  it  would  hardly  be  possible  to  have  a
visitor here and not show that room off.

"Oh. Can I see?" Becky's big blue  eyes  were  almost  prayerful.
"Why not?"

Behind  the  sturdy  steel  grillwork,  the  supposed  real  treasures
waited  as  before.  Becky  oohed  and  ahhed  for  a  minute  or  two.
Then gradually her gaze  became  concentrated  more  and  more  in
one  direction.  She  gave  Scheffler  to  understand  that  there  was
one  golden  necklace  in  particular,  so  heavy  it  was  more  like  a
collar, that was almost crying out to be touched.

"Oh,  Tom.  Do  you  suppose  that  I  could  put  it  on?  Just  for  a
moment?"

He'd seen this coming for  several  minutes  and  had  been  trying
to  think  of  what  to  say  when  it  arrived.  "I  don't  have  the  key
handy. Anyway, I'm not supposed to open the gate."

"But  the  key's  around  here  somewhere?  Please?  I'm  not  going
to steal it and run off with it, you know." 

"Well."

When  Becky  saw  his  genuine  reluctance  to  unlock  the
grillwork she quit pushing. Cheerfully. There were plenty of other
interesting  things  to  look  at,  outside  the  cage.  Back  in  the
adjoining  room,  she  mentioned  something  that  she'd  heard,  or
read,  about  how  mummies  had  actually  been  in  oversupply  in
Egypt,  and  how in  later  centuries  they  had  been  ground  up  and
shipped  to  Europe  to  make  medicine.  Scheffler  had  read
something  along  that  line  also.  "Actually  I  think  it  was  for
aphrodisiacs."

Becky considered that.  "You know more  on  the  subject  than  I
thought  you  would.  Are  you  and  your  mother  your  uncle's  only
relatives?" 

"As far as I know."



"So you might be in line to inherit all this stuff. Or will he leave
it to a museum somewhere?"

"That's one thing I'd be willing to bet he won't do."

They  explored  the  apartment  some  more,  outside  the  cage.
They looked at some lamps  and  statues.  They  became  interested
in the fireplace in the library, and it turned out to be easy to get a
fire  going.  Scheffler,  the  expert,  found  a  damper  and  pushed  it
open.  Everything  necessary  was  on  hand,  including  packaged
piñon  logs,  some  kindling,  even  long  fancy  matches.  There  was
no  telling  where  the  smoke  was  going  to  come  out,  Scheffler
thought, but the chimney was drawing well.

Becky sniffed the air near the hearth. "Smells great."

And it did, more aromatic than the mummies, though almost all
the smoke, thank God, was going up the chimney somewhere.

Now Becky turned back to the grillwork and the gold behind it.
"Let's  turn  out  the  lights—I  wonder  how  it  looks  by  firelight
alone?"

They were both silent for a while, once the electric lights in the
library  and  both  gallery  rooms were  out.  He'd  deliberately  made
the  fire  small,  and  the  illumination  that  it  gave  from  two  rooms
away  was  weak  and  unsteady.  Under  its  influence  the  enigmatic
figures  on  the  wall  and  on  the  cloth  curtain  of  the  false  door
developed a tendency to sway, and march in place.

"Let's finish off that wine," Becky suggested.

When  he  came  back  with  the  bottle,  he  stopped  in  the
doorway, where he stood swaying a little  like  the  painted  figures
on the wall. Becky was still standing where she had been, right in
front  of  the  grillwork,  but  all  the  clothes  she  had  been  wearing
were now scattered on the fine carpet.  Shoes, socks, red sweater,
jeans, a couple of little scraps of finer fabric.

"I  know  what  the  trouble  was,"  she  said,  demurely  flicking  a
glance  in  Scheffler's  direction  and  away  again.  "None  of  those
clothes  would  have  gone  at  all  well  with  real  gold.  You  were



quite right not to let me try it on with them." She was posing with
her hands behind her, gracefully  but  almost  as  if  her  wrists  were
tied. The firelight touched her skin and warmed it and went away
again.

Scheffler still said nothing. Not watching what he was doing, he
groped  out  with  one  hand  and  put  the  wine  down  on  a  table.
"Now,"  said  Becky.  She  raised  her  arms  and  performed  a  little
undulation of her own. "I bet this is what that ancient queen wore
the first time she put on that necklace."

He moved  away  wordlessly  to  the  model  of  the  pyramid,  and
tried to reach the key. His hands had started shaking, and anyway
his  hand  was  too  big  for  Campbell's  chamber.  But  Becky  was
standing  close  beside  him  now,  and  her  hand  was  just  small
enough to reach in for the key.

Scheffler's  hands  were  steady  enough  to  fasten  the  golden
collar around her throat.

 

…  and,  some  hours  later,  while  Becky  was  still  asleep,
Scheffler slid silently out of his  new bed  and  moved  around  it  in
the dark bedroom to crouch down at  the  other  side.  With  steady
fingers he  loosened  the  ancient  catch  and  slid  the  weighty  metal
and the jewels  away  from her  perspiring  skin.  She did  not  stir  at
the parting. And there, on the bedside table where he'd put it, was
the key to the grillwork. He'd even managed to keep track of that.

Walking  naked  into  the  darkened  grillworked  alcove,  the
necklace in his hands, Scheffler could see, by the last light of the
dying  fire,  one  smooth  steady  reflection  as  of  bright  metal,  no
wider than a pencil line, high up inside what must be the frame of
the false door. From this angle he could just see past the curtain's
edge, as you never would be able to from outside the grill.  There
must  be  something  back  up  in  there  that  shone,  that  glinted
brightly.  He'd  have  to  take  a  look  at  it  again  tomorrow.  He
wanted  to  know  the  full  extent  of  what  had  been  entrusted  to



him.

He put the necklace back into its niche, checked to see that all
else was undisturbed, turned and left the alcove, locking the gate
silently behind him. Now maybe he'd be able to sleep soundly.

He  was  halfway  back  to  bed,  padding  along  through  the  dim
kitchen, when the phone rang for the first time  since  he'd  moved
into  the  apartment.  He  started  guiltily.  Immediately  the
half-thought-out idea leapt to mind that his intrusion with the key
had  set  off  some  kind  of  an  alarm  somewhere.  Someone  was
calling to check up.

When  he  lifted  the  kitchen  receiver  from  its  mounting  on  the
wall,  moderately  loud  noise  burst  out  at  him,  as  if  the  call  were
being  made,  with  amplification,  from  some  distant  radiophone.
"Hello?" Scheffler inquired, frowning.

The voice  at  the  other  end  was  that  of  a  man,  and  despite  the
interference  it  demonstrated  presence  from  the  first  precise
syllable. "Montgomery Chapel, please."

It was a strange hour for anyone to call. "Dr. Chapel isn't in just
now, this is his nephew speaking. Can I take a message?"

"Ah.  And  when  will  it  be  possible  to  talk  to  Doctor  Chapel
directly?"

"I don't know. If you'll leave your name, I'll—" 

"Ah. Can you then tell me if Dr. Montgomery Chapel is now in
Egypt? My name is Peregrinus. Has he recently visited  Egypt,  or
has he discussed with you any travel plans in that direction?"

"My uncle  doesn't  discuss  his  travel  plans  with  me."  That  was
well put, Scheffler silently congratulated himself.

"I  see."  And despite  getting  no  direct  answer,  the  man's  voice
sounded satisfied, as if its owner had somehow managed to  learn
what  he  wanted  to  know.  "Goodbye."  The  last  syllable  was  as
precisely enunciated as the first had been. The odd noise from the
phone faded gradually into an ordinary dial tone, returned in  one



more  burst,  and  then  was  gone,  nothing  at  all  like  the  normal
termination of a phone call.

Scheffler hung up  the  receiver.  He  walked  to  the  east  window
of  the  kitchen  and  stood  there  frowning  out  at  the  sky,  in  the
general direction of Egypt. There was light out there, as if the sun
were  trying  to  come  up,  but  as  usual  in  winter  it  was  impossible
to see any real horizon across the lake.

 

THREE
First dawn, first light.

Across  the  Nile,  the  eastern  horizon  was  etching  itself  darkly
against the great pearl of the slowly warming sky.

Ptah-hotep, Assistant Chief Priest  for  the  Rituals  to  Guard  the
Building  of  the  Tomb,  was  standing  atop  the  uncompleted
pyramid. His bare feet were planted at the approximate center of
the  stone  plain,  flat  and  precisely  level,  acres  in  extent,  formed
by  the  fiftieth  and  latest  stratum  of  construction.  His  fists  were
planted on his hips, his dark eyes raised to the eastern sky as if to
confront  a  challenger.  From  this  height,  two  hundred  feet  and
more  above  the  pyramid's  vastly  broader  base,  he  beheld  the
green valley and the barren desert,  both spread out to receive the
dawn.

Hours  ago  the  Moon,  pale  representation  of  divine  Aah,  had
gone  down  below  the  western  horizon,  entering  the  underworld
domain of great Osiris and of night. Now only the stars and a few
human  eyes  remained  above  the  highest  completed  level  of  the
pyramid to witness the imminent approach of the Solar  Boat,  the
barque of the sun-god Ra.

A handful  of  Ptah-hotep's  assistants,  who  at  his  direction  had
been  watching  and  praying  and  laboring  here  since  midnight,
were  still  busy  with  their  sticks  and  strings  and  weights.  They
were sighting very carefully along the edges of the last stones put
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into  place  yesterday,  the  start  of  the  fifty-first  level  of
construction.  The  target  of  their  careful  measurement  was  the
Pole Star, pale and yellow in the Thigh of the Bull, and their goal
was to make sure that the pyramid as it rose did not deviate in the
slightest  from  its  strict  orientation  to  the  four  directions  of  the
world.  Now  the  strings  in  the  hands  of  Ptah-hotep's  assistants
were being stretched taut, and now Ptah-hotep himself was called
to  inspect  them,  and  to  seal  their  knots  in  the  lines  with  clay
marked by  his  seal.  The  engineers  who would  shortly  be  here  to
direct this day's work had now been  provided  with  a  trustworthy
standard of true north.

The  sealing  of  the  knots  had  scarcely  been  finished  before
another aide of Ptah-hotep, standing many paces  away  from him
at  the  eastern  edge  of  the  plain  of  stone,  called  out  softly  to  get
his  attention.  When  the  Assistant  Chief  Priest  looked  that  way,
the aide raised a hand and gestured downward.

Listening  carefully  in  the  morning  stillness,  Ptah-hotep  could
hear the faint approaching shuffle of many swiftly moving feet.  It
would  be  a  party  of  ten  or  twelve  bearers,  transporting  some
person  of  importance  up  one  of  the  ramps.  The  litter-bearers
would  be  moving  at  a  light  trot  in  the  coolness  of  the  morning,
and they would be preceded by a herald�whose voice now broke
the  stillness—to  cry  others  out  of  the  way.  Not  that  there  was
likely to be any other traffic along the ramps now, when the day's
actual construction work had yet to get under way.

Ptah-hotep  walked  at  a  dignified  pace  toward  the  head  of  the
proper  ramp,  that  he  might  be  able  to  be  able  to  greet  the
occupant  of  the  litter  on  his  arrival.  The  priest,  having  a  good
idea  of  who  that  occupant  might  be,  moved  without  haste  or
surprise.  Once  he  had  reached  the  head  of  the  proper  ramp  he
stood with arms folded, waiting patiently.

Now,  one  by  one,  even  the  brightest  stars  were  being
extinguished  from the  heavens.  Most  of  them  were  gone  before
the  herald  came  trotting  into  sight,  followed  closely  by  the  litter



and  its  jogging  bearers.  Presently  the  conveyance  had  reached
the top, and a voice from inside ordered the bearers to stop. Then
before they had finished setting the closed chair down, the single
occupant  sprang  out  of  it  on  youthful  limbs,  and  moved  quickly
toward his friend Ptah-hotep. The two young men exchanged first
the  formal  gestures  of  greeting  appropriate  to  friends  of  equal
rank, then smiles and a few informal words.

The new arrival  was  Thothmes,  a  chief  of  scribes  who  served
on  the  staff  of  the  Chief  Builder  himself.  The  official  title  of
Thothmes' post made it sound obscure, but it was actually one of
considerable  importance.  He  supervised  several  underlings  who
did the  actual  writing  of  most  of  the  Chief  Builder's  voluminous
correspondence.  But  in  the  case  of  any  particularly  confidential
writings  sent  from  the  office  of  the  Chief  Builder,  it  was
Thothmes' own hand that painted the papyrus or incised the clay.
His family was indirectly connected with that of Pharaoh himself,
the  Great  Khufu,  mightiest  monarch  ever  known  in  the  Two
Lands.  Khufu  had  now reigned  for  almost  eighteen  years.  Plans
for this year's anniversary celebration were well under way.

The two  young officials  began  their  early-morning  conference
by  casually  strolling  diagonally  across  the  artificial  plateau
toward  its  northern  rim.  Given  the  nature  of  their  respective
offices,  it  was  perfectly  consistent  with  logic  and  tradition  that
they should consult with each other frequently.  Indeed,  for  more
than  a  year  now they  had  been  meeting  every  week  or  so.  To  a
casual  observer  it  might  well  have  seemed  accidental  that  this
talk,  like  many  of  the  others,  was  taking  place  out  of  earshot  of
any other human.

Today  as  usual  the  conversation  between  Ptah-hotep  and
Thothmes  got  under  way  with  a  routine,  almost  ritualized
discussion of the Pharaoh's health.

Thothmes, the shorter and plumper of the two officials, assured
his  friend  that  while  it  was  true  that  Great  Khufu  had  recently
suffered from a minor ailment it was of no consequence. Pharaoh



had  speedily  recovered,  and  was  at  this  very  moment  busily
smiting his  enemies  on  the  eastern  frontier  with  even  more  than
his usual enthusiasm.

The Pharaoh's health was a universal topic of conversation; but
Thothmes had not ordered out his palanquin so they could discuss
it.  Nor  had  he  come,  really,  to  discuss  the  problems  of  the
construction of the pyramid; there was another topic that the two
men  really  wanted  to  talk  about  today,  one  that  they  touched
upon  at  almost  every  meeting.  But  today,  as  always,  it  was
approached  only  slowly  and  indirectly.  Sometimes  the  eyes  and
ears of the Pharaoh were truly divine in their omnipresence.

When the two friends were standing  at  the  very  northern  edge
of  the  great  plain  of  stone,  many  paces  from  the  litter-bearers
who  had  brought  Thothmes  here,  and  safely  away  from  all  of
Ptah-hotep's assistants, the scribe at last felt safe in broaching the
real  subject  of  his  visit:  he  had  heard  nothing  about  any  new
impending  changes  in  the  plans  for  construction,  at  least  none
that would affect the final positioning of the burial chamber itself,
and  the  layout  of  the  passageways  that  were  to  offer  the  only
access to that vault.

"That  is  good news,"  Ptah-hotep  agreed  gravely.  Construction
of  the  Horizon  of  Khufu,  the  great  pyramid  that  bulked  beneath
them as they spoke, had now been under way for almost eighteen
years,  since  the  beginning  of  the  reign;  naturally  one  of  the  first
concerns  of  any  Pharaoh  upon  ascending  to  the  throne  was  the
design and  construction  of  his  tomb.  The  concern  did  not  lessen
as  the  Pharaoh,  whoever  he  might  be,  grew  older.  But  no
Pharaoh  in  the  past  had  ever  planned  his  tomb  on  a  scale
anything like this one.

Twice  during  the  past  eighteen  years,  as  both  men  could  well
remember,  the  design  of  the  passages  within  the  pyramid  had
been extensively  revised,  and  the  location  of  the  burial  chamber
had  been  changed.  Each  time  it  had  been  necessary  for  the
outside dimensions of the planned structure to be correspondingly



enlarged.

The fact  was  that  both  of  these  young  men  had  attained  their
positions as replacements for older men, whom the Chief Builder
himself  had  considered  were  too  closely  wedded  to  the  original
plan—too  fond  of  finding  reasons  why,  even  in  the  fact  of
Pharaoh's expressed wishes, that plan should not be changed.

"But  the  last  revision  was  six  years  ago.  And  since  then  very
much has been accomplished. To revise again at this stage of  the
construction…"  Ptah-hotep  left  the  sentence  incomplete,  but  his
meaning  was  plain.  No  Pharaoh,  not  even  this  one,  the  greatest
monarch in living memory, could count upon an indefinite length
of reign. God and son of a god as any  Pharaoh  must  be,  this  one
was  also  an  aging  man.  The  outer  details  of  a  tomb  could  be
finished  after  it  was  occupied;  but  here  not  even  the  burial
chamber was completed yet. Suppose that,  when Khufu  died,  his
tomb should not  be  ready  to  receive  his  body?  What  then?  How
then,  with  his  mummified  body  at  risk,  could  even  a  Pharaoh
hope to attain eternal life?

Thothmes answered obliquely,  by  relating  another  story.  Since
his  last  anniversary  celebration,  Pharaoh  Khufu  had  crushed  yet
another  set  of  enemies,  settling  the  double  crown  of  the  Two
Lands  even  more  firmly  upon  his  own head  in  the  process.  And
despite  an  occasional  minor  illness,  Khufu's  health  was  basically
good:  Pharaoh  was  gambling  that  years  of  preparation  still
remained to him.

Both  men  voiced  ritual  thanks,  praising  the  gods  who  were
responsible  for  such  good  fortune.  For  this  purpose  they  raised
their  voices  somewhat,  that  perhaps  the  litter  bearers  and  the
assistant priests might hear, as well as the beneficient gods.

Then Thothmes, speaking more softly again, asked: "And  now,
my friend, what news can you tell me?" Alas, there was very little
that Ptah-hotep could tell Thothmes  that  he  had  not  already  told
him. In the  course  of  his  daily  work  he  could  observe  the  actual
layout of  the  constructed  passages  within  the  finished  portion  of



the  pyramid,  as  well  as  the  materials  used  to  line  and  plug  the
passages, the traps designed to kill or at  least  discourage  thieves.
Here on the job site there was as yet no indication that the  Chief
Builder  was  intending  to  change  what  had  already  been  put  in
place. And if any plans or orders for a revision in the construction
to come had reached the Chief Builder he was so far successfully
keeping them to himself. That high lord visited the building site in
person almost every day, and on most of his visits talked with the
Chief  Priest  himself  or  with  Ptah-hotep,  his  chief  assistant.  The
loyalty  of  the  Chief  Builder  to  Pharaoh  himself  was,  so  far  as
Ptah-hotep could see, complete and unquestionable.

Thothmes  sighed  faintly.  "Each  man  must  cope  with  the  gods
as best he can, my friend."

Having concluded  the  most  private  and  essential  part  of  their
conversation, the two men now strolled to the eastern edge of the
new  construction,  where  a  small  part  of  the  next  tier  of  huge
stone blocks had already been fitted into place—it was along the
inner edge of  these  stones  that  Ptah-hotep's  assistants  during  the
night  had  stretched  one  of  their  sighting  lines,  which  at  the  first
sign  of  dawn  he  had  been  quick  to  seal  with  his  official  seal.
Now, exerting  themselves  in  a  brief  scramble,  demonstrating  the
agility  of  even  sedentary  youth,  the  two  friends  mounted  to  the
top  of  the  newest  stones,  reaching  the  highest  possible  point  of
observation.  From  here  they  could  look  out  over  the  greatest
possible  extent  of  the  Pharaoh's  domain,  the  bottom  lands  along
the river still shadowed by the dying night.

Comparatively near at hand, right on the barren plain within an
arrow's  flight  of  the  base  of  the  pyramid  itself,  the  work  gangs
were  emerging  from  their  rough  barracks  into  the  morning
half-light,  ragged  formations  of  thousands  of  men  lining  up  for
roll  call.  Sounds  carried  faintly  to  the  top  of  the  truncated
pyramid hundreds of feet above. Dogs raced barking  through  the
alleys  separating  the  barrack-huts,  and  the  cooks  and  camp
followers  were  singing,  calling  back  and  forth  in  their  perpetual



arguments  regarding  whose  duty  it  would  be  today  to  fetch  the
water.  Already  a  hundred  thin  plumes  of  smoke  from  morning
cookfires  were  going up  into  the  sky,  from which  even  the  very
last  and  brightest  stars  were  now  steadily  being  driven  by  the
Barque of Ra. The Boat of Millions of Years was very close to its
appearance on the eastern horizon.

In  the  distance,  becoming  ever  more  plainly  visible  from  this
height,  the  Nile  flowed  beautifully,  silver  reflecting  dawn.  To
Ptah-hotep the omens of white birds were as always good to see.

Turning  restlessly—he  had  a  habit  of  turning  and  looking,
wanting  always  to  discover  something  new  about  the
world—Ptah-hotep came to a stop  facing  straight  away  from the
rising sun. He put  out  a  hand  and  touched  his  companion  on  the
arm. "What is that?"

A  hands  breadth  above  the  western  horizon,  a  cloud  was
drifting  now.  Ptah-hotep  had  seen  clouds  in  the  sky  before;  on
occasion  he  had  seen  rain.  But  never  before  had  he  seen  any
cloud like this one. It was thin as a snakes trail, and as twisted. As
they  watched,  it  turned  gradually  from  gray  to  pink  to  white  in
the brightening rays of Ra's onrushing glory.

They gazed in silence at the strange cloud for a long time.

At last Thothmes, oblique once  more,  said:  "There  is  yet  more
news  about  the  Pharaoh.  Rumors.  I  did  not  tell  you  before
because I do not like to repeat every wild story." Tell me now.

"The  great  Pharaoh  returned  a  few days  ago  from  the  eastern
frontier. Since then he has been hunting out in the western desert,
driving  his  chariot  himself,  passing  close  to  the  Land  of  the
Dead."

"Yes?"

"The story is, that in the course of this hunting expedition, that
Khufu has  had  dealings  with  the  gods  themselves.  That  the  gods
came from the sky, or perhaps from the domains under the Earth,
and that they gave to Pharaoh a vast hoard of gold. So much gold



that the like of it has  never  before  been  seen  in  one  place  in  the
Two Lands."

"They came from the sky? Truly, and dealt with Khufu?"

"It may be that in truth they did."

In the distance the strange cloud paled, dispersing slowly in the
clear morning sky.

 

FOUR
In the morning Becky  was  rather  silent  and  uncommunicative.

Her  face  looked  a  little  puffy  around  the  eyes,  her  blond  hair
disheveled.  She  was  brisk  in  her  movements,  though.  She  even
declined to stay for breakfast. Fifteen minutes after her eyes were
fully open she was out the door and on her way back to her  own
apartment.  Scheffler  had  had  visions  of  sharing  bacon  and  eggs
and  orange  juice  with  her,  of  looking  out  at  the  early  morning
lake together, of… he wasn't sure  of  what  the  two  of  them were
good for together, apart from sex. Nor was he sure of the present
status of  the  affair.  They  hadn't  quarreled,  no.  But  Becky  hadn't
been happy when she left.

He  fried  and  ate  his  own  bacon  and  eggs,  and  managed  to
enjoy them. Today the apartment was his own; Mrs. White wasn't
scheduled to come in.

After  cleaning  up  his  breakfast  dishes,  he  went  back  to  take
another  look  around  inside  the  enclosure  of  wealth.  The  curtain
covering the central portion  of  the  rear  wall  was  hung on  sliding
rings from a dark, inconspicuous metal rod. Scheffler  reached  up
and  pulled  the  curtain  to  one  side—and  found  himself  standing
before  a  door,  a  very  real  and  modern-looking  barrier  of  dark
metal—right  in  the  place  where  he  had  been  told  he  would  find
only  a  false  door,  an  ancient  Egyptian  spiritual  symbol  of  some
kind.

Or  had  he  completely  misheard  or  misunderstood  what  his
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great-uncle had said to him? Scheffler didn't think so.

This  real,  metallic  door  had  nothing  at  all  ancient  or
Egyptian-looking  about  it.  Rather  its  smooth  surface  and  sturdy
frame suggested  something  on  the  order  of  a  bank  vault.  Except
that  this  door  had  no  sign  of  a  lock,  only  a  simple  handle  that
made it look as if it would be easy to open. An elevator, perhaps?
Whatever it was, it was recessed about a foot into the stonework
of  the  ancient-looking  wall,  and  raised  high  enough  above  floor
level to put it at the top of the two simple stone steps.

Scheffler was still standing there looking at the mysterious door
when  the  telephone  rang.  He  moved  to  answer  it  on  the  nearest
extension,  which  happened  to  be  in  the  library,  where  now  the
ashes in the hearth were cold and dead.

He picked up the receiver fully expecting to hear some kind of
unhappy  words  from  Becky.  Not  that  he  knew  what  she  was
unhappy about, but women were—"Hello?"

"Hello. Tom?"

"Yes sir." Scheffler had no  doubt  at  all  about  the  voice.  Uncle
Monty. It sounded clear enough to be a local call.

His distant great-uncle asked him: "Have you  encountered  any
problems yet?"

Scheffler's  eyes  swung  back  to  the  other  room,  the  open
grillwork  and  the  mystery  beyond.  He  hesitated  momentarily.
"No sir,  not  really."  He  didn't  want  to  explain  that  he'd  already
opened  the  grill-work;  Uncle  Monty  might  not  be  willing  to
classify  his  nephew's  reason  for  doing  so  as  a  true  emergency.
"There  was  one  phone  call  for  you—the  man  you  mentioned  to
me. He did identify himself as Peregrinus."

That  provoked  immediate  excitement  at  the  other  end  of  the
line, signified by dry coughing. "What did you tell him?"

"Nothing. Just that you weren't available, that he could leave a
message  if  he  wanted,  and  I'd  see  that  you  got  it.  But  he  wasn't
interested in leaving a message."



"Did he say he'd call back? Or what?"

"He didn't say. I haven't heard from him again."

"Well."  Great-uncle  Montgomery  sighed.  "You  probably  will.
But  that  brings  me back  to  my  object  in  calling  you.  There's  an
alarm system I  forgot  to  mention  to  you,  connected  to  the  place
in the apartment where the  most  valuable  items  are—you  follow
me?"

"Yes sir."

"It's  nothing  to  be  concerned  about,  really,  but  I  would
appreciate it if you'd reset a certain control for me."

"I  see,  sir."  Was  it  possible  that  Uncle  Monty  already  knew
he'd  trespassed  in  the  sanctuary?  Were  there  perhaps  hidden
cameras  somewhere  in  the  apartment?  Electronic  sensors,
transmitting  warnings  all  the  way  to  Egypt?  But  that  seemed
crazy.

His great-uncle's voice went calmly on. "You'll recall I showed
you where I keep the key for the grillwork door."

"Yes sir."

"There's no hurry. But when you have time, get the key, please.
In  the  rear  of  the  false  door—you  remember?—you'll  find  some
controls. One is marked with a little white label, days and months
and so  on.  I'm sure  you'll  find  it  self-explanatory.  Just  reset  it  to
the current date. Is that clear?" It was a courteous question, not a
demand.

In  the  rear  of  the  false  door.  That  didn't  really  make
sense—did it? Not in view of the actual door that Scheffler could
see at this moment from two rooms away. But he still didn't want
to  admit  how  far  his  explorations  had  already  gone.  So  he
hesitated, until the moment for confessing the truth had passed.

"Yes  sir.  I'll  do  that.  Sounds  easy.  I  suppose  if  there's  any
difficulty I can call you back." That would be the way  to  play  it,
he congratulated himself silently. Call the old man back  in  a  few



minutes,  and  announce  that  the  discovery  of  the  real  door  had
just been made. Good thinking, Scheffler.

"Yes,  certainly,"  said  the  voice  on  the  telephone.  "Call  me
back if any problems should come up. But I don't anticipate you'll
have any difficulties. I'll be talking to you again in a little while."

"Yes sir."

And Uncle  Monty  had  hung up,  before  Scheffler  could  decide
whether to add anything else. As if, Scheffler thought, to forestall
any  last-minute  questions.  He  stood  there  for  a  few  moments
looking at the phone in his hand. Then he replaced it in its cradle
and went back into Gallery Two.

As soon  as  he  pushed  gently  on  the  handle  of  the  dark  metal
door,  it  opened  for  him,  sliding smoothly  sideways  into  the  wall
of ancient brick.

For  the  moment  Scheffler  forgot  all  about  looking  for  the
labeled  control  he  was  supposed  to  find.  He  was  gazing  into  a
room that  was  about  the  same size  as  the  closet  in  his  bedroom,
maybe  eight  feet  deep,  seven  high,  and  six  feet  wide.  The  walls
were  of  some  dark  material  that  looked  to  Scheffler  more  like
painted wood or plastic than metal. Scattered over all the walls of
the  chamber  from  floor  to  ceiling  were  small,  dim  lights.
Indicators, perhaps, though they  also  provided  faint  illumination.
Some  of  the  lights  were  of  an  almost  ultraviolet  blue.  Some  of
them were orange like fireplace embers, some were plain red and
some  were  white.  Standing  in  the  doorway  of  this  closet  made
Scheffler feel as if  he  were  on  the  point  of  climbing inside  some
kind  of  three-dimensional  instrument  panel.  What  a  control
center, was his first thought. What an alarm system Uncle Monty
must have.

But  no,  this  was  too  much.  All  of  this  had  to  add  up  to  more
than  an  alarm,  however  complex.  Moving  into  the  room,  he
looked  around.  None  of  the  myriad  lights  were  labeled,  at  least
not  in  any  way  intelligible  to  Scheffler.  Some  of  their  glassy



surfaces  were  shaped  in  ways  that  suggested  they  might  be
symbols,  but  certainly  they  were  no  letters  or  numbers  or
mathematical signs that he could remember seeing before.

The  carpet  in  here  was  another  oddity,  being  of  a  totally
different  color  and  quality  than  anywhere  else  in  the  apartment.
This was almost black. The texture was coarse, almost like that of
artificial turf—

The door  of  the  little  cell  was  sliding  closed  behind  Scheffler,
moving  in  such  smooth  silence  that  it  was  almost  completely
closed before he started  to  react.  And before  he  could  reach  the
door and stop it, the little box of the room was completely sealed
around him.

The tiny  lights  on  the  dark  walls  provided  only  a  minimum  of
illumination.  There  was  a  swaying  beneath  Scheffler's  feet,  a
momentary  sensation  of  falling,  and  now  he  was  sure  that  this
had to be  an  elevator,  some damned  private,  secret  conveyance,
and it was rushing downward.

The  motion  was  not  a  continuous  free  fall,  but  it  was
uncomfortably  close  to  that.  Scheffler  grabbed  for  the  small
glassy projections of the lights on the wall,  trying  to  maintain  his
balance  in  the  shifting  semi-weightlessness.  He  could  see  no
controls, nothing that the old man had talked about. Damn Uncle
Monty, anyway! What did this have to do with an alarm system?
And how was  he  supposed  to  be  accountable  for  the  apartment
and its treasures when he hadn't been told about this?

Built  in  along  each  long  side  of  the  elevator,  Scheffler  now
noticed, was a low, narrow projection like a couch or a bunk, just
about long enough for a man to lie down on. He didn't want to lie
down but  it  would  be  good to  have  something  he  could  hang  on
to.  And  on  the  bunks  he  could  now  make  out  what  looked  like
safety  belts.  Choosing  a  moment  when  the  gravity  felt
comparatively reliable, he lunged for one of the couches and held
on.



The  inward  senses  of  his  body  assured  him  that  the  elevator
was  still  going down.  But  now that  Scheffler  had  had  a  moment
or  two  in  which  to  think  about  it,  the  existence  of  an  elevator
here  didn't  make  any  sense  at  all.  It  didn't  even  seem  that  there
ought  to  be  space  for  it  within  the  architecture  of  the  apartment
building. And where was it going to come out?

But  here  it  was,  obviously,  and  he  was  in  it,  and  it  was  still
taking  him  down.  How  long  ought  it  to  take  for  an  elevator  to
descend  twelve  stories,  when  it  was  almost  falling  freely?  Not
this  long.  By  this  time  he  ought  to  be  on  ground  level,  either
wrecked or landed safely. The  thing  looked  ultramodern,  but  the
ride  suggested  that  something  was  badly  in  need  of  repair.  At
least fresh air was circulating nicely in the car.

Jerk  and  stop,  jerk  and  stop.  Repeatedly  Scheffler's  weight
dropped  away  and  then  returned  to  him.  And  what  kind  of
elevator was it that needed couches aboard, equipped with safety
straps? Fantastic ideas were elbowing their way forward. He  was
being  kidnapped.  Or  transported  to  the  secret  underground
pleasure  palace  shared  by  the  millionaires  of  Lake  Shore  Drive.
Or else this was someone's idea of a joke… it was hard to picture
Uncle Monty relishing a joke.

Fall, and stop, and fall again.

Grimly  Scheffler  held  onto  his  safety  belt.  How  long  could  it
possibly  take  to  get  down  a  mere  twelve  stories?  How  many
basement  levels  could  there  be?  Maybe  the  elevator,  unused  for
years,  was  hopelessly  broken,  and  simply  jiggling  him  up  and
down.  The  trouble  was  that  he  never  felt  beneath  him  the  extra
pressure  from  the  floor  that  would  indicate  an  upward
acceleration. Or else the thing was booby-trapped  somehow,  and
anyone  who got  into  it  without  knowing  the  secret  code  was  in
for—

At last,  a  real  stop.  The  floor  felt  steady  once  again.  Stability
persisted, going on for long seconds until he began to trust it. This
impression  of  cessation,  of  finality,  was  reinforced  by  the



cessation  of  a  sound  that  Scheffler  had  not  really  heard  until  it
stopped. It had  been  an  almost  subliminal  hum,  something  like  a
cooling  fan,  something  like  a  quiet  engine,  but  not  really  quite
like  either.  The  ensuing  silence  was  intense.  Living  in  Chicago,
you  could  go for  weeks  and  months  without  really  being  out  of
the  sound  of  traffic.  But  he  had  achieved  that  now.  Even  in  his
hunting forays as  a  youngster  he  had  never  experienced  such  an
intense silence.

Slowly,  but  with  increasing  confidence  as  stability  endured,
Scheffler  arose  from  his  couch.  Now  he  noticed  that,  as  if  to
confirm the  fact  that  a  definite  change  of  state  had  taken  place,
the pattern of lights around the door had altered. He thought that
must mean something. A pattern so complex ought to  have  some
meaning beyond mere decoration.

And  what  was  there  to  do  next,  except  to  try  the  door?  The
weighty  panel  slid  open  for  Scheffler  at  his  first  touch  upon  the
inside  handle.  Outside  was  chiefly  darkness,  with  only  the
indirect  dim  glow  emanating  from  within  the  elevator  itself  to
reveal  what  appeared  to  be  the  opening  of  a  narrow,  rocky
tunnel.  The  air  wafting  in  from  the  tunnel  was  almost
uncomfortably  warm,  and  laden  with  faint,  exotic  odors,  as  if  it
might  be  coming from the  boiler  rooms,  the  furnace  rooms,  of  a
dozen  strange  apartment  buildings.  But  there  was  no  light  out
there  at  all.  And  the  aromas  coming  in  grew  stranger,  blending
into  the  oddest,  outdoor,  watery,  fishy,  mudbank  kind  of  smell.
Not strong, no, but strange indeed.

All  that  Scheffler  could  really  see  out  there  was  dark  rock,
making up an uneven floor, two crude walls  without  much  space
between  them,  a  crumbling  overhead.  The  overhead  portion
appeared to come to an end after a few yards.  All  of  it  was  very
dark  and  very  rough-looking,  as  if  only  the  crudest  essential
tunnel had been hacked out here below the city—somewhere  far
below.

He  wasn't  about  to  go  exploring  down  that  tunnel  without  a



light.  He  did  venture  to  step  outside  the  elevator,  and  examine
the  wall  beside  the  door  for  any  kind  of  switches.  There  wasn't
even a button for the elevator itself.

As soon as Scheffler re-entered the car, the door closed behind
him. Good enough. Everything must be automatic. He would ride
back  up  to  the  apartment,  get  Uncle  Monty  on  the  phone
regardless  of  what  time  it  might  be  now  in  Cairo,  and  ask  him
some  questions.  His  list  of  questions  was  getting  longer  by  the
minute.

One  difficulty  with  this  plan  manifested  itself  at  once.  There
were no obvious controls inside, either.  As soon  as  the  door  was
securely closed, the floor of  the  elevator  again  sank  weightlessly
beneath Scheffler's feet. The sensation of falling, or nearly falling,
assured him that once more he was going down.  Almost  floating,
thrashing the air with his arms and clawing at the  carpet  with  his
feet—when  they  were  able  to  find  purchase—he  struggled  back
to  his  couch.  Once  more  he  anchored  himself  there  by  gripping
one of the safety straps. If it was lunacy to have an  elevator  that
carried people down to a dark tunnel  under  the  city,  what  was  it
when the machine next carried them down farther,  to  who knew
what? This berserk elevator was running away with him…

Perhaps  five  minutes  passed  on  this  leg  of  his  journey  before
the  motion  stopped.  Again  the  cessation  of  the  faint  whispering
sound  was  accompanied  by  renewed  stability  of  the  floor,  all
confirmed by a new pattern of the lights.

Once  more  Scheffler  disengaged  himself  from  his  supportive
couch  and  stepped  over  to  the  door,  this  time  moving  on  knees
that felt a little weak. He drew in a deep breath before he pushed
the inside handle.

Letting out his breath, he stepped out of the car �and was back
in the apartment, standing just in front of what he had once been
told was a false door. Outside the windows of the museum room,
the morning for a change was turning bright and sunny.



The door of the elevator—or whatever it was—was once more
closing itself behind him. Thoughtfully, Scheffler let it close, then
pulled  the  tapestry  curtain  back  into  place.  It  wouldn't  do  for
Mrs. White to notice that anything behind the grillwork had been
moved or changed. Or Becky, for that matter. Or anyone else.

Moving mechanically,  Scheffler  locked  up  the  grill-work  door
again,  and  put  the  key  back  inside  the  model  pyramid  where
Uncle Monty had kept it. He had no fear that Becky was going to
come  in  and  rip  off  anything.  She  might  be  a  schemer,  but  she
had other plans than that.

Next  he  went  out  into  the  hallway,  where  he  squinted  out  of
windows  and  paced  off  distances.  The  crude  measurement
confirmed  his  earlier  idea—there  simply  wasn't  space  enough
inside the building for the elevator to be where it was—where he
had just  seen  it.  Where  he  had  just  entered  it  and  ridden  up  and
down. Or ridden somewhere.

Uncle  Monty,  Uncle  Monty.  You have  some heavy  explaining
to do. But how could anyone explain this?

The  vague  fear  generated  in  Scheffler  by  the  strange
experience  was  turning  into  anger.  He  was  supposed  to  be
responsible  for  the  contents  of  this  damned  apartment,  and  how
could he—but that was only the start of the problem.

A dawning  suspicion:  that  his  great-uncle  had  set  him  up  for
something—something  unpleasant  at  best.  Thinking  back  over
what he knew of the old man's reputation, Scheffler did not find it
reassuring.

He could call his mother in Iowa, who after  all  had  known her
uncle  for  a  long  time,  and  ask  her—but  what  could  he  ask  her,
really?  She'd  probably  already  told  her  son  all  that  she  really
knew about  the  old  man.  After  all,  she  hadn't  seen  or  talked  to
him in decades. If Scheffler tried  to  explain  what  was  happening
now,  she'd  think  that  he'd  gone  crazy.  For  which  her  son  could
hardly blame her.



His thoughts kept coming back to that damned elevator. He still
called it that,  in his own mind, because he couldn't think  of  what
else to call it.

Whatever it was, it represented a way out of the apartment that
he hadn't been told about, and presumably a way in as well. Right
into the treasure trove.

He  had  to  go  back  and  unlock  the  grillwork  again  and  take
another  look  at  the  elevator  door,  because  the  more  he  thought
about it the less he could believe that it was really there.  But  the
door was there, all right. And when Scheffler touched the handle,
it slid open obediently to show him the dark-walled little car with
all the lights.

Again  he  closed  everything  up,  and  started  walking  around
through  the  other  rooms  of  the  apartment,  trying  to  think.  Call
Uncle  Monty  back,  sure.  Wake  him  up  and  demand  some
answers. But think a little first.

He  visited  all  the  rooms  of  the  apartment  in  sequence,  but
looking at  furniture  and  painted  monsters  didn't  help.  What  had
just happened wasn't  a  story  you  could  take  to  the  police.  There
was no crime involved, as far as he could see. And how would  it
sound when he tried to tell  it?  "You  see,  my great-uncle  has  this
peculiar elevator built into the apartment building where he lives.
You  get  into  it,  and  it  takes  you  down  to  a  coal  mine
somewhere…"

No,  it  wasn't  a  story  he  could  take  to  anyone  else.  Not  yet
anyway.  Not  until  he  knew  more.  Maybe  there  was  some
reasonable,  logical  explanation.  Maybe  Uncle  Monty  really
meant well by his nephew after all.

 

Having  achieved  nothing  during  his  interval  for  thought,
Scheffler  went  to  the  phone  in  the  kitchen  and  tried  calling  his
great-uncle,  dialing  direct  to  Cairo.  There  was  a  minimum  of
noise  on  the  line,  and  presently  an  unfamiliar  man's  voice,  that



said  something  in  a  foreign  language.  It  switched  to  accented
English as soon as Scheffler started speaking.

"Is  Doctor  Chapel  there?  This  is  his  nephew,  calling  from
Chicago."

"Dr.  Chapel  mumble  mumble  unintelligible,"  the  voice  at  the
other end responded. "I can take a message."

"Tell him his nephew called." Scheffler found  himself  shouting
as if that were likely to help. "From Chicago. Ask him to call  me
back."

He repeated that several times, with variations, getting in return
more  vague  reassurances,  mumbles  and  electrical  interference.
He could only hope the word would be passed on.

And then  he  went  and  got  out  his  books  and  tried  to  do  some
schoolwork. It was hopeless.

Another  twenty-four  hours  passed  with  no  return  call.  In  the
course  of  that  time  Mrs.  White  came  and  worked  silently  and
went away again, and Scheffler went out to the grocery store and
back once more, and spent some hours going through the motions
of  studying.  Not  knowing  in  what  he  was  about  to  become
involved, or how deeply, he refrained from calling Becky, though
there were hours when that was difficult.

December thirtieth. The next-to-the-last day of the old year.

Eventually, the only course of action that Scheffler could settle
on  was  that  he  had  to  go  back  and  take  another  look  at  that
subterranean  tunnel,  this  time  of  course  carrying  a  light.  Maybe
this time some obvious explanation would suggest itself.

That  evening,  just  before  he'd  made  his  decision,  the  phone
rang for  the  third  time  since  he'd  moved  into  the  apartment.  He
picked  up  the  receiver  with  a  barrage  of  questions  ready,
expecting Uncle Monty's voice. But this time it was Becky.

She  was  in  a  pensive  mood  but  not  antagonistic,  ready  to
discuss what their relationship had meant to each of  them so  far,



and what its prospects might be for the future. From the way she
sounded, uncertain and possibly regretful, Scheffler gathered that
the prospects were not that good.

"I  don't  know,  Tom.  It's  not  you,  I  mean  not  anything  about
you. It's me. I mean, I'm just  trying  to  think  some things  through
in my own mind."

"Me too."

"The  other  night  was  fine,  don't  get  me  wrong.  Once  we  got
into bed it was beautiful. But—I really acted like  a  whore,  didn't
I?"

"No. No."

"Yes I did. I mean, just to get my way, just  to  get  to  wear  that
gold.  I  mean  that  must  be  the  way  that  my  behavior  looks  to
you."

"No. I mean, no, I don't think of you that way. Not at all." The
truth  was  he  didn't  really  know how he  did  think  of  her.  Except
that  if  it  hadn't  been  for  the  damned  mysterious  elevator,  or
whatever the hell it was, he'd probably be busy this minute trying
to talk her into coming back to warm his bed again. He mumbled
a few  more  words,  making  his  best  attempt  at  being  reassuring.
He  tried  to  give  the  impression  that  he  was  busy  with  deep
thoughts.

"I  understand."  Becky's  voice  was  sweetness  itself.  "I've  been
thinking too, Tom. Thinking a lot."

Not  about  the  same  things,  I'll  bet.  For  a  moment  Scheffler
wasn't sure that he'd kept himself from saying that aloud.

"Tom, I want you to respect me as a person."

"I  do.  I  said  I  did."  He  realized  suddenly  that  she  must  be
waiting for him to invite her back. He forgot about his reasons for
not doing so. "When are you coming over again?"

"I don't know. Not tonight."

They  talked  a  little  longer,  inconclusively  he  thought,  except



for agreeing that both of them were going to think some more.

When he had hung up the phone, Scheffler sat there for a  long
time with his hand still on it, trying to make up his mind whether
or  not  to  try  once  more  to  call  his  Uncle  Monty.  The  first  effort
along that line hadn't done him much good.  And he  doubted  that
Uncle Monty would tell him the truth anyway.

He thought back to the tour of the apartment that his uncle had
given  him—how  carefully  the  old  man  had  called  his  attention
not only to the treasure but to the existence of a door behind  the
curtain.  Pointing  out  the  steps.  Returning  to  the  subject  of  the
wall  and  how  much  trouble  it  had  been  to  build.  And  almost
harping  on  the  existence  of  the  key.  And  then  the  phone  call,
prodding  Scheffler,  actually  instructing  him  to  go  back  to  the
mysterious  door,  just  in  case  he  hadn't  already  done  so  out  of
curiosity or greed.

Somehow Scheffler  got  through  the  rest  of  the  day,  though  he
could  neither  study  nor  do  much  of  anything  else.  Several  times
he  walked  into  Gallery  Two  and  looked  through  the  grillwork.
But he let it stay locked.

Next  day,  New  Year's  Eve,  Mrs.  White  was  due  again.
Scheffler  arose  fairly  early,  and  breakfasted,  and  got  out  some
books to try to convince himself that he was studying.

He started trying  to  make  conversation  with  Mrs.  White  when
she  came  in,  right  on  schedule.  But  she  had  little  to  say  on  any
subject, and absolutely refused to be drawn into any discussion of
the  antiquities,  or  of  any  of  Dr.  Chapel's  affairs.  Except,  when
Scheffler  asked  her  pointblank  if  she  ever  cleaned  inside  the
grillwork alcove, she admitted that she did not, and in fact had no
idea how to open it.

"The Professor, he do all that in there himself. I cleans the rest
of the place, that's all, Mistah Scheffler. Now excuse  me,  please,
I got my work to do." And she turned busily away.

 



Scheffler  reflected  that  Uncle  Monty  had  probably  spent
decades inculcating that attitude in Mrs. White. He probably paid
her  well  also.  Scheffler  could  testify  that  the  old  man  could  be
generous when it suited him.

Late  that  afternoon,  when  Mrs.  White  was  safely  gone,
Scheffler, his anger growing again, went back into the elevator to
risk another ride and have another look around.  He  was  going to
have  to  do  something  about  the  situation,  but  he  was  afraid  that
whatever  he  tried  to  do  was  going  to  leave  him  looking  like  an
idiot.

This  time  he  brought  along  a  flashlight  that  he'd  discovered
sitting  on  his  uncle's  dresser.  Perhaps  the  batteries  were  a  little
weak, but they'd do for a start.  The elevator  once  more  began  to
move as soon as its door had closed him inside. He was treated to
a journey very much like his previous one, and deposited in what
might have been the same place.

Might  have  been.  It  was  a  rocky  tunnel,  or  at  least  a  crevice,
but he couldn't be sure it was the same one at all, because now it
was bathed in daylight. Not that he could see anything of the sky;
the  long  overhang  of  rock  just  outside  the  elevator  prevented
that. But some twenty yards or so in front of him along the angled
passage,  the  high  walls  of  grayish  rock  were  bathed  in  what
certainly looked like  bright,  direct  sunlight.  And the  temperature
had  become  truly  ferocious.  The  moment  Scheffler  opened  the
elevator door, heat like the breath of a  furnace  struck  him in  the
face.

By daylight the scene outside the elevator door appeared about
a thousand times more improbable  than  it  had  by  night.  The  two
walls of the passage were, on the  average,  no  more  than  about  a
yard apart.  The narrow floor between them, a surface  almost  too
uneven to be called a floor at all, was more of the same rock. The
overhead  brow of  rock,  extending  out  several  yards  from  where
Scheffler  stood  inside  the  elevator,  trailed  small  roots  and  little
clods of earth here and there from cracks in its underside.



Scheffler dropped his useless  flashlight  on  one  of  the  couches,
and with grim determination stepped out of the doorway. Moving
with  the  necessary  slow care  on  the  tricky  footing,  he  made  his
way far enough down the passage to be able to see the  sky.  Yes,
there  was  indeed  an  unclouded  sky  above.  He  was  still  standing
in the  shade,  but  he  could  feel  the  heat  from that  sky,  and  from
all the rocks around him.

The  faintest  of  sounds  was  audible  behind  him.  Wheeling,  he
saw  that  the  elevator  door  was  closing,  already  almost  closed.
Scrambling  recklessly  on  slanted  rock,  he  sprang  toward  that
door.  Too  late  to  catch  it  before  it  closed,  he  threw  himself
against the outer handle.

The door slid open for him at once.

Scheffler  let  the  door  close  again,  slowly,  against  the  gentle
pressure of his hands. Then he opened it again, satisfying himself
that  it  was  not  going  to  lock  him  out.  But  so  far  it  had  always
opened  for  him,  hadn't  it?  In  the  end  Scheffler  decided
fatalistically that it was going to be all right.

Turning his  back  on  the  elevator,  he  got  down to  the  business
of  exploration,  which  presented  difficulties  from  the  start.  Here
near  the  elevator  door  the  rock  walls  of  the  fissure  were  almost
twenty feet high, and dangerously smooth. Scheffler  wasn't  at  all
sure  that  he  would  be  able  to  climb  either  of  them,  or  between
them, without a fall. He began to move along the fissure, looking
for an easier way up.

At the first sharp bend of the  passage,  only  a  few yards  along,
he  turned  to  look  back.  Already  the  dark  gray  surface  of  the
elevator door was practically invisible within its shadowed recess.

And  when  he  looked  up  it  was  obvious  from  this  point  that
there was no fifteen-story apartment building towering above the
elevator.  Only  the  thick  brow  of  rock,  and  then  the  empty  sky.
The final proof that he was now in a different world did not really
come as a surprise. Scheffler had already  begun  adjusting  to  that



feet, though he had not really begun to deal with it consciously.

He  turned  and  moved  again  along  the  fissure.  It  changed
direction every few yards,  so  that  he  was  never  able  to  see  very
far  ahead.  But  before  he  had  gone  this  way  for  more  than  fifty
yards,  the  end  of  the  fissure  had  come into  sight.  It  opened  at  a
slight  elevation,  looking  out  across  a  desert  wasteland.  About  a
mile away, at the bottom of a long gentle slope, there coursed an
enormous river, both banks lined with greenery.

Near  the  open  mouth  of  the  fissure  the  slope  of  its  walls
diminished,  and  simultaneously  their  height  decreased.  Here  it
was  easy  enough  to  scramble  out.  Scheffler  got  his  head  above
the walls and was able to look about him freely.

He had emerged now into the open heat  and  glare  of  that  high
sun. But at first Scheffler hardly noticed the sun at all.

He  should  have  been  warned  by  the  disappearance  of  the
apartment  building.  But  the  scene  before  him  was  beyond  any
preparatory adjustment that he might have been able to make.

The sun  was  high in  that  cloudless  hearth  of  sky�never mind
that  it  had  been  late  afternoon  when  he  left  Chicago.  To
Scheffler's  right,  and  again  to  his  left,  the  broad  river  wound
gently to the far horizon. From his slight elevation in the flat land
he  could  see  how  the  wide  bands  of  greenery  following  both
banks  were  patterned  everywhere  with  irrigated  fields.  Away
from  the  river,  the  world  was  almost  entirely  dry  wasteland,
marked here and there by low plateaus. Scheffler was standing on
one  of  these  plateaus,  which  was  streaked  by  dry  rocky  fissures
like the one he had just climbed  out  of.  In  the  direction  opposite
the  river,  the  horizon  was  brought  a  little  closer  by  low,  barren
hills.

On  the  river's  near  bank,  about  a  mile  from  where  Scheffler
was standing, gray-brown buildings clustered. It was an extensive
cluster. Squinting into shimmering heat,  he could  not  tell  if  those
distant  walls  were  inhabited,  or  only  ruins.  At  this  distance  he



could see no signs of life among them.

From close beside the group of  buildings,  whatever  they  might
be, a canal, both banks lined with tall palms, had been dug in the
general  direction  of  Scheffler's  vantage  point.  This  waterway,
following the low ground  as  much  as  possible,  passed  the  barren
rock  where  he  was  standing  at  a  distance  of  about  a  hundred
yards.

From that point the canal went on in  a  straight  line  toward  the
high  ground  about  a  mile  in  the  other  direction.  It  appeared  to
stop just before  it  got  there,  in  a  last  cluster  of  palm trees  at  the
foot of a low, rounded hill of solid rock.

Looming gigantically atop that high ground  was  the  original  of
Uncle Monty's model pyramid, the whole unmistakable geometric
mass  of  it  wavering  in  the  heat.  Just  as  in  the  model,  the
construction  ramps  on  this  full-sized  pyramid  went  up
three-fourths  of  the  way  to  the  top.  And  above  the  level  where
the  ramps  terminated,  the  slanting  sides  were  finished  as
smoothly  as  those  of  any  building  in  Chicago.  The  apex  was
marked by a visible speck of gold.

Scheffler,  oblivious  to  the  sun,  stared  open-mouthed  at  the
pyramid for some time. Eventually he turned again, continuing to
scan the circle of the horizon in hopes of coming upon something
that made sense. His gaze returned to the river.  White  birds  flew
between  him  and  that  distant  bordering  of  greenery,  and  for  a
moment he could see their wings distinctly outlined against black
mud.  And  now  he  thought  that  the  palms  along  the  canal  were
dancing.  The  glare  of  the  sun,  almost  directly  overhead,  seemed
to reverberate within his brain.

Without  realizing  that  he  had  made  a  conscious  decision  to
retreat,  Scheffler  found  himself  crouching  and  sliding  back  into
the fissure in the rock. Sharp gray rock tore at the heel of his left
hand as he braced himself coming down, but he was hardly aware
of the damage. Once at the bottom of  the  fissure,  down between
the  rough  rock  walls,  he  began  to  retrace  his  steps  toward  the



elevator.

The  conveyance  was  still  there,  waiting  for  him.  The  door
opened for him at once. Scheffler went in, pondering the fact that
he  had  just  been  given  a  look  at  the  Great  Pyramid.  Apparently
the  monument  hadn't  even  been  finished  yet,  although  near  the
top a good share  of  the  highly  polished  sheathing  was  already  in
place, making the surfaces near the top shine like the snowcap on
a mountain…

Scheffler hadn't been able to see any of the workers, of course.
The pyramid  had  been  too  far  away.  Nor  had  he  seen  any  other
people,  anywhere.  Maybe  they  all  took  a  siesta  in  the  middle  of
the  day.  With  heat  like  that  you  couldn't  blame  them.  But  the
pyramid  was  there.  The  same  basic,  four-sided  shape  as  the
model.  What  else  could  it  be?  There  had  been  the  same
construction  ramps  that  Uncle  Monty  had  discussed,  angling
upward along those mountainous sides…

Dimly  Scheffler  became  aware  that  he  had  hurt  his  hand.  It
wasn't much. It wasn't anything.

The  motion  of  the  elevator  stilled,  the  ghostly  sounds  of  its
passage quieted. He got up from the couch and went to  open  the
door.

Outside,  in  the  darkening  space  of  Gallery  Two  with  its
grillwork  gate,  he  stared  at  the  gems  of  Uncle  Monty's  great
collection. Scheffler  looked  at  the  things  now as  if  he  had  never
seen any of them until this moment.

Then  he  made  his  way  slowly  through  the  apartment  to  his
bathroom, where he carefully washed his injured hand. He stared
at the almost infinitesimal particles of grit,  of  gray  stone,  as  they
were  dislodged  from  the  inconsequential  wound  to  go  swirling
down the  drain.  To him they  looked  more  marvelous  than  moon
rock.

In  his  uncle's  bathroom  Scheffler  found  a  package  of
Band-Aids,  and  applied  one  to  his  hand.  Then  he  went  walking



through  the  other  rooms  of  the  apartment,  staring  at  a  hundred
artifacts.  They  all  looked  different  to  him now than  they  had  an
hour ago.

Then, moving mechanically, he went into the kitchen and made
himself some coffee.

And then, slowly, tentatively at first, Scheffler began to think.

It had become quite dark in the  kitchen  before  he  noticed  that
the  message  light  on  the  phone-answering  machine  was  blinking
at him.

It was Becky's recorded voice that greeted him when he flipped
the  switch.  He  needed  human  company.  He  scarcely  hesitated
before beginning to dial her number.

 

FIVE
More  than  a  year  had  passed  since  Ptah-hotep  and  Thothmes,

along  with  most  of  the  other  subjects  of  Pharaoh  Khufu,  had
observed  a  strange,  small  cloud  drifting  in  the  western  sky  at
dawn and pondered its meaning.

During that year Ptah-hotep had been  promoted,  and  was  now
Chief  Priest  for  the  Rituals  to  Guard  the  Building  of  the  Tomb.
Unlike his  predecessor  in  that  august  office,  whose  laziness  had
eventually  been  his  downfall,  Ptah-hotep  continued  as  an  active
observer  of  the  day-to-day  progress  of  the  construction  project.
Now, at midday, he was standing atop the fifty-fifth and currently
highest  tier  of  the  great  pyramid,  looking down into  a  square  pit
that gaped at the approximate center of the structure.

The pit  in  its  unfinished  state  was  about  fifteen  paces  long  by
ten paces wide, and half  as  deep  as  it  was  wide.  It  had  not  been
dug  into  the  solid  stone,  but  created  by  allowing  the  layers  of
construction  to  rise  around  it.  According  to  the  plan  of
construction,  last  modified  seven  years  ago  and  still  being
followed by the Chief Builder, this cavity would one day serve as
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the final resting  place  of  Pharaoh,  whose  stone  sarcophagus  was
already in place at its bottom. The granite sarcophagus, too big to
fit  through  the  narrow  interior  passageway  through  which  the
funeral  procession  would  one  day  drag  the  coffin,  had  been
hauled up a ramp on a sledge, just as all the building blocks were
hauled.  Then  as  soon  as  the  floor  of  the  pit  was  finished  the
hollow  stone  receptacle  had  been  carefully  maneuvered  into  its
planned  position,  and  left  there  as  the  tiers  of  stonework  rose
around it.

Besides  the  sarcophagus,  the  cavity  already  contained  a
number  of  loose  granite  slabs,  each  of  carefully  measured  size.
These  slabs,  like  the  sarcophagus,  were  too  large  to  have  been
brought in later, through the one planned narrow passageway that
would  remain  when  the  pyramid  was  finished.  Some  of  these
slabs  were  intended  to  provide  the  finished  lining  of  red  granite
for  the  chamber  holding  the  sarcophagus,  while  others  were
designed to be used as plugs, blocking the last means of access to
the chamber after the king had died and his mummy had reached
its final resting place.

Today  the  scribe  Thothmes  was  once  more  visiting  his  friend
Ptah-hotep. Thothmes still held the same post  that  he  had  held  a
year  before,  and  he  was  evidently  prospering  in  office,  for  he
looked  a  little  plumper  now  than  he  had  at  that  early  morning
meeting a year ago.

Surrounded  by  the  fire  of  the  noonday  sun,  the  two  men  sat
together, taking advantage of the shade of a canopy of fine  cloth
held  over  them  by  Nubian  slaves.  They  sat  almost  immobile  in
the  midday  heat,  while  round  them  by  the  thousands  Pharaoh's
loyal  subjects  thronged  and  chanted,  coming  and  going  in  an
apparent melee that was actually closely controlled by the shouts
of  overseers.  The  great  plan  went  forward,  as  it  had  year  after
year, decade after decade. Gangs of men labored, according to its
dictates, at dragging, shaping, hoisting, hammering and  mortaring
into  place  the  day's  quota  of  enormous  and  finely  finished



building stones.

Inside  the  deep  stone  pit  which  yawned  at  the  feet  of  the  two
officials, a swarm of some of the more skillful artisans, nagged by
a  few  overseers  who  seldom  shouted,  were  laboring  under  the
shade  of  a  larger  canopy.  Their  job  consisted  of  the  final  fitting
and  finishing of  the  granite  slabs  that  were  to  serve  as  lining for
the inner walls of the tomb chamber, and of the slabs that were to
serve as traps and plugs. The aesthetic qualities of the latter were
not of much concern, but still they  had  to  be  precisely  measured
and precisely cut and smoothed, so that  their  position  when  they
had been set in place might be  exact,  and  their  final  motion  sure
when it was triggered.

"The  Pharaoh  plans  well,"  Ptah-hotep  observed.  Since  he  had
joined  his  friend  atop  the  pyramid  today,  other  ears  had  been
continually  within  range  of  their  conversation,  which  therefore
had tended toward platitudes. They had been unable to exchange
but  little  information  about  those  aspects  of  the  design  before
them that continued to be of deepest interest to them both.

"No  mere  man  can  fathom  the  plans  of  the  god-king,  our
Pharaoh," Thothmes said to his friend now.

Ptah-hotep  looked  at  the  other  carefully.  In  past  years  it  had
been  possible  now  and  then  to  see  a  twinkle  in  the  eye  of
Thothmes;  but  today  Ptah-hotep  could  detect  no  trace  of
mockery  on  the  face  that  had  just  delivered  that  solemn
utterance. Moving daily in exalted circles, at the side of the Chief
Builder himself, evidently trained a man to the finest  self-control
in every detail of behavior.

And  just  now,  by  a  sudden  and  unpredictable  chance,  there
came  a  moment  in  which  no  one  was  near  enough  to  overhear
and understand them—aides, overseers, and laborers were all at a
safe  distance.  And  Ptah-hotep  had  long  ago  made  sure  that  his
pair  of  Nubian  shade-holders  did  not  know  the  Egyptian
tongue—nor, being tongueless themselves and naturally illiterate,
were  they  well  able  to  communicate  anything  that  they  might



learn. Thothmes seized this opportunity to add, in the  same tone:
"Yet  again  the  Pharaoh  has  changed  his  mind  about  the  final
arrangements for the protection of his tomb."

"Ah," said Ptah-hotep, in something like  a  sigh.  It  was  a  bit  of
news  that  he  and  his  fellow  plotters  had  been  anticipating  and
worrying  about  for  years.  Such  repeated  changes  in  a  tomb's
design  were  unprecedented—of  course  the  whole  scale  of  the
project was unprecedented also. Yet, Pharaoh being Pharaoh, the
news was not entirely unexpected by Ptah-hotep.

Construction  was  now,  of  course,  much  farther  along  on  the
overall  structure  than  it  had  been  years  ago  when  the  previous
changes of plan regarding the interior had been announced.

Ptah-hotep  said:  "I  am  certain  that  Khufu  has  in  mind  what
happened to the tomb of his  father.  Snefru  had  not  been  for  two
years  in  the  realm  of  the  blessed  before  his  burial  place  was
despoiled  by  skillful  robbers."  Both  men  had  been  much  too
young to have taken part in that robbery, almost a score of years
in the past, but both remembered hearing the rumors of it shortly
after  it  occurred.  It  had  been  accomplished  by  the  same  secret
group, at once the cult of Set and a band of thieves, to which they
themselves had belonged for years.

And  now  again  the  moment  had  passed  in  which  unguarded
speech was possible. Aides to both men were again hovering near
them.

Ptah-hotep leaned  a  little  closer  to  the  pit.  He  was  keeping  an
eye,  as  was  his  duty,  upon  the  current  progress  of  the  work.
Below  him  a  foreman  paced  and  shouted,  and  a  dozen  diorite
hammer-stones rose and fell, smoothing a piece of granite toward
perfection. A few paces away along the  bottom of  the  pit,  at  the
site  of  a  projected  anteroom to  the  burial  chamber  proper,  some
of  the  massive  granite  slugs  were  already  being  levered  and
wedged  into  the  places  where  they  were  to  remain  poised  until
just  after  the  burial  of  Pharaoh.  Then,  from  those  cunningly
contrived  niches,  those  tons  of  rock  would  slide  down  to  seal



forever  the  Ascending  Passage,  the  last  human  access  to  this
inner portion of the completed tomb.

"And  all  this  work  presently  being  completed  below  us?"  the
youthful  Chief  Priest  asked,  when  the  next  moment  came  in
which he might speak freely.

"All  of  it  is  to  remain  in  place,"  Thothmes  replied  in  a  low
voice.  "And  the  overall  size  of  the  pyramid  will  remain  what  is
called  for  in  the  present  plan.  The  new  plan—involves  certain
additions later in the construction."

That  cried  out  for  explanation.  But  once  more  untrusted  ears
were coming near. It was obvious that any detailed discussion on
this sensitive subject was going to have to wait till later.

An  exchange  of  information  with  Thothmes  was  not  the  only
clandestine  bit  of  business  that  Ptah-hotep  was  trying  to
accomplish today. He was attempting also to arrange secretly  for
the leader of one particular work-gang, a man named Sihathor, to
be  able  to  observe  these  inner  arrangements  of  the  pit.  To  this
end Ptah-hotep had been instructed, by his  superior  in  the  secret
cult  of  Set,  to  keep  an  eye  out  for  a  man  who  wore  a  red  fillet
with white tassels round his head.

As  usual,  one  gang  after  another  was  appearing  in  rapid
succession  atop  the  pyramid,  each  group  of  eighteen  or  twenty
men dragging into sight a sledge supporting a mass of several tons
of  stone.  Turning  his  gaze  casually  to  keep  the  three  ascending
ramps  under  his  surveillance,  the  Chief  Priest  was  managing  to
eye the leader of every gang alertly.  But  so  far  no  red  fillet  with
white tassels had appeared. Headgear of any kind was uncommon
among the  laborers.  Usually  the  gang  leaders,  like  the  men  they
directed, wore nothing but a twist of cloth about the loins.

Neither  Thothmes  nor  Ptah-hotep  were  clothed  much  more
heavily  than  that,  though  their  short  white  skirts  were  of  fine
linen, and each wore tokens of his office. Thothmes now raised a
hand, toying with a gold boss on his jeweled collar of rank.



Ptah-hotep  fidgeted  inwardly.  Doubtless,  the  priest  supposed,
Sihathor's gang was still in the process of hauling their first sledge
of  the  day  up  here  from  the  terminus  of  the  canal.  As  soon  as
Sihathor  did  appear,  Ptah-hotep  meant  to  accomplish  his  secret
purpose  by  calling  the  man  here  to  this  shaded  place  of
observation, and asking him about some supposed irregularities in
the  stone-hauling  quotas  as  reported  by  other  gangs.  Other  gang
leaders,  chosen  at  random,  had  been  interrogated  earlier  in  the
day. It was going to look as if Ptah-hotep were merely too lazy to
leave  his  patch  of  shade.  The  eyes  of  Pharaoh  might  be
anywhere.

Sihathor, and some at least of the gang of  men whose  labor  he
now  directed,  were  natives  of  one  particular  village  about  two
days'  journey  up  the  Nile.  Traditionally  the  men  of  that  village
were  excellent  stoneworkers.  Another  tradition  shared  by  many
of them, requiring many of the same skills, just as ancient but less
talked about, was that of tomb-robbing.

Ptah-hotep  and  Thothmes  had  reverted  again  to  innocuous
conversation, and were still  engaged  in  it  when  a  man wearing  a
red fillet with white tassels at last appeared. Sihathor  was  pulling
his own share of the weight, as many of  the  gang leaders  did,  on
one  of  the  ropes  attached  to  the  sledge.  He  also  was  leading  his
men  in  chanting  as  they  struggled  to  deliver  their  rock.
Ptah-hotep had already managed to turn the conversation back to
the  subject  of  daily  quotas  and  the  honesty  of  their  reporting.  It
ought to be easy  to  check  up  on,  but  clever,  indolent  men might
find some way to cheat their Pharaoh out of the work they owed
him.

Now,  as  if  suddenly  remembering  the  survey  he  had  begun
earlier in the day, Ptah-hotep called to  one  of  his  aides  who was
passing and ordered him to  bring  the  leader  of  the  most  recently
arrived work-gang to his side.

In  obedience  to  the  aides  of  the  Chief  Priest,  Sihathor,  a
gnarled  and  wiry  man  of  middle  age,  was  soon  standing  before



the  two  officials  in  an  attitude  of  humble  submission.  From  this
position  his  downcast  eyes  were  able  to  see  plainly  everything
that  the  senior  plotters  wished  him  to  see:  the  broad  outline  as
well as many details of the construction down in the pit.

It was at this potentially awkward moment that Sebek,  another
of Ptah-hotep's aides, the newly appointed Assistant Chief Priest,
chose  to  reappear  earlier  than  expected  from an  errand.  He  was
on  the  scene  in  time  to  witness  the  questioning.  Ptah-hotep  did
not fail to note this fact.  He suspected his new assistant Sebek of
being one of the eyes of Pharaoh. As if to confirm his suspicions,
this  official  then  favored  Thothmes  and  Ptah-hotep  with  a  long,
suspicious glance. Both were aware of  this  inspection,  and  felt  it
inwardly, though neither gave any outward sign of having noticed
it.

Sihathor took his apparently  slow-witted  time  about  answering
three or four routine  questions,  the  same queries  Ptah-hotep  had
put  to  the  other  gang  leaders  earlier  in  the  day.  Then  he  was
dismissed, as they had been.

Next,  Sebek,  who  had  been  hovering  closer  than  Ptahhotep
liked,  was  dispatched  again  upon  some  logical  errand,  and  the
two friends were able to resume a relatively private conversation.

Thothmes,  who  was  intrigued  with  the  details  of  the  actual
construction and ever eager to get a close look at them, inspected
with  great  interest  the  positioning  of  the  granite  slabs  below.
Without  looking up  from them he  asked  in  a  whisper:  "What  do
you suppose your assistant thought of it all?"

Ptah-hotep shrugged fatalistically. It was too late now to worry
about that. "Time and the gods will tell."

"And our cult-brother the stonemason?"

"My soul is not that of a stonemason; I do not know. We  have
done  our  part  in  giving him the  chance.  And  presumably  he  has
done his, seeing and remembering the things that we were able to
put before his eyes."



"Of  course,  my  friend."  Thothmes  stretched  his  arms  and
returned to a safer subject. "And what will be the fate of  the  last
legitimate workers in the tomb, after the burial? Those who are to
trigger  the  fall  of  the  stone  plugs,  and  thereby  close  the  last
means of access? I have often wondered about that.  See the  way
those plugs are situated? To the eye of a scribe, at least, it would
appear that the only  way  to  release  them will  be  from inside  the
tomb."

Ptah-hotep held  his  reply  until  another  chance  for  free  speech
arrived. "That I suppose can hardly matter if there is going to be a
new plan anyway."

"I do not know details of  the  new plan  yet.  But  I  wonder  how
the plugs were to be released, or the men to escape, according to
the plan that is in concrete form below us."

Ptah-hotep made a gesture confessing his own ignorance. "I do
not know. I see no method by which those workers might escape.
But  not  all  the  design  has  yet  taken  form  here,  and  it  is
unthinkable that  they  should  be  allowed  to  remain  sealed  inside,
and thus share for eternity this monument, the  Horizon  of  Khufu
himself. In the final plan some means of egress must be provided
to allow them to get out alive."

"Great is the wisdom of Pharaoh."

"Great beyond imagining. But in this matter he has yet to make
his wisdom clear to us."

Ptah-hotep  the  Chief  Priest  looked  around  him.  The  chanting
of the workmen was louder than usual but none of the aides were
near. Now it was again likely, but this  time  by  no  means  certain,
that he and Thothmes could no longer be overheard. He could not
quite  make  up  his  mind whether  it  would  be  too  dangerous  now
to  press  Thothmes  for  more  details  on  the  revised  plans  of
construction.  His  curiosity  was  so  great  that  he  could  hardly
restrain  himself  from doing  so,  and  yet  he  managed  to  maintain
restraint a little longer.



Ptah-hotep  summoned  one  of  his  personal  servants  a  little
closer,  and  ordered  cool  beer  to  be  brought  for  himself  and  the
Scribe.  Outside  their  small  island  of  shade,  the  naked  bodies  of
the workers passed back and forth continually, either straining  at
stones  or  shuffling  into  position  to  strain  at  stones  again.  Stone
and sledge grated upon stone;  the  noise  of  the  artisans'  hammers
in  the  pit  reverberated  through  the  heat,  and  the  sound  of  the
workers' chanting droned on and on into the ears, filling the skull
until it was no longer heard.  Such noise  could  be  of  use,  though,
to help keep unwanted ears from hearing other things.

The  two  men  exchanged  fragments  and  morsels  of  relatively
innocent  information,  reviewing  the  latest  gossip  each  of  them
had heard. The rumors of several years ago persisted, concerning
the Pharaoh's encounter with the sky gods in the Western Lands.
Such  durability  in  a  rumor  was  often  an  indication  that  it
contained some truth. Often, but by no means always.

The  size  of  the  golden  treasure  in  the  story  had  now  become
more definite. Even two such officials of the Court were awed by
the amount, even when they discounted it by half, as the treasure
in  all  stories  must  surely  be  discounted.  The  feelings  of  these
particular  officials  were  intensified  by  the  fact  that  it  was  the
robbery of this very treasure  that  they  had  long been  engaged  in
plotting.  For  what  else  would  any  Pharaoh  do  with  his  greatest
treasure, except to bury it with him in his  tomb,  and  thus  keep  it
with him for eternity?

"I  have  heard  it,  friend  Ptah-hotep,  from  the  mouth  of  the
Overseer of the Treasure himself—there are always wild  rumors,
of course, but this one I have heard from the man himself—"

"Yes?"  Ptah-hotep  prodded,  when  the  nearest  man  who  could
understand them was again safely out of earshot.

"I  have  heard  that  the  smiths  and  other  metalworkers,  using
their  fine  balances,  have  discovered,  to  their  awe,  that  this  gold
from the sky is even heavier than ordinary gold."



The Chief Priest did not know what to say. But he did not want
his  friend  to  think  him  dumbfounded,  so  he  replied:  "Perhaps
something  of  the  kind  was  only  to  be  expected,  given  the  origin
of the metal."

"Perhaps."

Presently  the  Scribe  spoke  again.  "It  was  found  in  pieces  of  a
peculiar  shape,  or  at  least  it  was  in  such  pieces  when  the  smiths
were given it to work on. And there were pieces of another metal
found  with  the  gold.  An  unknown  material,  dark  and  lustrous,
which  has  proven  impossible  to  work  with  because  of  its
hardness,  and  because  of  a  tendency  of  the  pieces  to  return  to
their  original  shapes,  even  when  deformed  by  great  heat  and
force.  And  I  understand  that  some  of  the  smiths  who  tried  to
work  with  the  strange  metal  sickened  and  died  soon  afterward,
despite all that the priests and physicians could do for them."

"And have you seen any of these arrivals for yourself?"

"No. No, I have not been able to  see  anything  of  the  sort.  The
Palace is full of secrecy, as always."

Ptah-hotep  was  silent.  It  had  occurred  to  him,  just  in  the  last
few moments, that possibly this  whole  story  about  gold  from the
sky,  strange  metal  from  the  gods,  was  nothing  more  than  an
attempt to frighten away  potential  tomb-robbers.  What,  after  all,
had he or Thothmes  really  seen  of  any  such  divine  intervention?
Only one peculiar cloud.

The Pharaoh certainly partook of divinity, and his will was  not
to  be  thwarted  lightly.  But  tomb-robbing  was  among  certain
people an ancient and honorable profession. To some it was even
a  form  of  worship;  and  Ptah-hotep  had  observed  with  his  own
eyes  that  those  who  were  engaged  in  that  worship  and  that
profession often led long and prosperous fives.

Khufu  might  be  of  truly  divine  cunning.  But  his  was  not  the
only divine power. Thieves,  of  whatever  rank  and  station  in  life,
had their  god too,  and  around  the  neck  of  the  Chief  Priest  there



hung his hidden amulet of Set.

Ptah-hotep prayed.

 

SIX
Late  on  the  first  morning  of  the  new  year  in  Chicago,  some

hours  after  his  first  look  at  the  Great  Pyramid,  Scheffler  at  last
had  his  chance  for  breakfast  with  Becky.  He  had  returned  her
phone  call  on  New  Year's  Eve  and  had  invited  her  over,  and
again  she  had  slept  with  him.  This  time  neither  of  them  had
mentioned  or  even  looked  at  the  cage  of  golden  treasures.  They
had  dined  on  Scheffler's  cooking,  toasted  each  other  with
champagne  at  midnight,  listened  to  the  radio,  and  talked  of  a
number of things. They had spent the first hours of the New Year
in  bed.  Scheffler  had  said  nothing  at  all  to  Becky  about  his
adventure in the elevator.

After  her  late  breakfast  Becky  went  back  to  her  own
apartment, this time in a better mood. Scheffler didn't understand
the change, but he was grateful for it.

He cleaned up the dishes. There would be no interference from
Mrs.  White  today,  a  holiday.  He  plunged  into  Uncle  Monty's
library, looking for helpful information.

Quickly  he  realized  that  if  the  thousand  books  held  anything
that would be useful to him, he had no idea how to get at it. None
of the titles he looked at said anything about magic elevators.

Settling  on  the  antique  record  player  as  the  oddest  thing  in
sight, he got it out of its cabinet and considered trying to play one
of  the  ancient  wax  cylinders  on  it.  The  old  records  were  all
tagged with homemade  labels,  lettered  in  fading  ink  with  cryptic
titles, such as SIHATHOR ON STONEWORK, March 1937.

Struck  by  an  idea—it  seemed  a  sane  and  logical  one  for
once—Scheffler compared the wax recordings  with  the  cassettes
stored  in  a  box  beside  the  small  modern  recorder.  The  cassettes
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too  were  labeled,  and  many  of  the  titles  were  the  same.  Maybe
the old man had simply re-recorded them for convenience.

THOTHMES  READING  STELE,  9/37,  was  not  the  most
promising title  Scheffler  could  imagine,  but  neither  were  any  of
the others. He put the tape on the machine anyway. It was noisy,
poor quality audio, doubtless, as he had suspected, a re-recording
of  one  of  the  wax  cylinders.  At  the  start  a  man's  voice,
recognizable  as  Uncle  Monty's,  recited:  "This  was  recorded
during the  second  year  after  our  first  contact.  My  date  of  home
departure for this one is September 8, 1937. Return same date."

Following  the  introduction  another  man's  voice,  unknown  to
Scheffler,  performed  a  lengthy,  halting  recitation  in  a  language
Scheffler did not think he had ever  heard  before.  He  supposed  it
might  be  Arabic.  Or,  for  all  he  knew,  it  might  be  the  tongue
spoken  by  the  builders  of  the  Great  Pyramid.  One  was  about  as
useful to him as the other.

If  this  example  was  typical,  all  that  the  recordings  seemed
likely  to  prove  was  that  Uncle  Monty  had  been  studying
languages as well as archaeology. And it would take days to listen
to them all.

Scheffler  turned  the  machine  off,  giving up  on  the  recordings,
at least for the time being.

He got to his feet and moved around the library again. So far he
had  been  examining  things  that  were  in  plain  view.  A  man  with
secrets  would  probably  keep  them  hidden.  Near  the  fireplace  a
low, sliding door built into the wall suggested the presence behind
it  of  a  closet  or  cubbyhole  designed  to  hold  firewood;  but  the
door,  Scheffler  discovered,  had  been  lightly  nailed  shut.  He'd
already noticed there were some tools,  in  a  small  closet  near  the
kitchen.

With  the  nails  pried  loose  he  swung  the  door  open  and  found
himself  looking  into  a  deep,  low  closet,  almost  filled  with  an
assortment of things, everything but wood. Most conspicuous was



a  modern  outboard  motor,  of  modest  size  and  lightweight
construction. It  was  obviously  brand  new,  still  tagged  with  some
of  the  manufacturer's  paperwork  which  confirmed  it  as  a  very
recent  model.  Behind  the  motor,  and  further  concealed  under  a
pile  of  miscellaneous  junk,  were  several  opened  boxes  of
dynamite—modern also, if the red  plasticized  shells  of  the  sticks
were  any  indication—along  with  a  battery-powered  detonator,
some wire, and a small box of blasting caps.

Scheffler put the objects back. He nailed up the door again, and
sat in a chair to think.

If  he'd  come  across  this  treasure  trove  before  he'd  found  the
elevator,  he'd  have  been  certain  that  his  uncle  was  crazy,  just
flat-out  crazy,  plotting  bank  robbery  or  terrorism.  But  the
elevator,  and  what  it  led  to,  made  the  whole  world  crazy.  With
the Nile so handy, an outboard was probably perfectly relevant�

And with a Pharaoh's tomb, and doubtless a lot of smaller ones
around, so was dynamite.

Around the middle of the day Scheffler felt he had to get out of
the apartment for a while. The need to outfit himself for  his  next
expedition  to  the  land  of  the  pyramid—he  had  no  doubt  that  he
would  have  to  go  at  least  once  more—provided  a  reason,  or  at
least an excuse. He had five days before school started again, and
he had to get this settled. In a few minutes he was walking out of
the apartment building, braving a fall of freezing rain.

Walking  west,  toward  a  street  where  he  knew  there  were  a
couple of surplus stores, Scheffler blinked into the rain.  Between
Becky  and  his  other  distractions  he  hadn't  managed  to  get  a
whole lot of sleep during the preceding night.

There  had  been  moments  during  that  night  when  he  had
thought  wistfully  of  locking  up  the  grillwork  door  again,  losing
the key, and trying his best to forget about the whole thing. But it
wasn't the kind of thing that you could very well forget.

When  he  had  seen  a  little  more  of  pyramid-land  for  himself,



Scheffler  decided,  it  would  probably  be  a  good  idea  after  all  to
call  up  his  mother  in  Iowa,  and  probe  her  for  some  more
information—any scrap might help—about her uncle's  past.  He'd
talked  to  her  at  Christmas,  of  course,  and  they'd  discussed  his
house-sitting job. His mother had agreed he ought to take it  even
if  it  kept  him  from  visiting  home  over  the  holidays.  But  if  he
talked  to  her  in  the  mood  he  was  in  now,  she  would  know  that
something was seriously wrong.

Squinting  into  the  frozen  mush  hurled  at  him  from  the  skies,
Scheffler  felt  a  soreness  across  the  bridge  of  his  nose,  and
wondered  if  his  brief  exposure  in  pyramid-land  might  have
started to give him a sunburn.  Certainly  the  first  essential  for  his
explorer's  outfit  was  going  to  have  to  be  some  kind  of
broad-brimmed hat. If no appropriate hat turned up in the surplus
stores he was about to visit, he would try ransacking some of the
remoter  closets  and  cabinets  in  the  apartment—such  poking
around  as  he'd  done  already  suggested  that  there  might  be  rich
resources.  And a  really  thorough  search,  for  information  as  well
as useful items, would be a good idea anyway.

What  did  he  need  for  exploring  besides  a  hat?  There  were
shoes  to  be  considered.  A  pair  of  high,  ankle-protecting  gyms
ought  to  be  just  what  that  rocky  desert  called  for,  and  Scheffler
already owned a pair of those.

The  neighborhood  changed  fast  in  this  part  of  the  city  when
you walked west. He hadn't been squinting into the sleet for very
long  before  he  reached  the  street  where  the  surplus  stores
flourished.  Entering  the  one  he  thought  might  offer  him the  best
selection, Scheffler picked up a plastic basket just inside the door,
and started shopping.

Here  was  a  very  cheap  plastic  canteen,  which  he  at  once
dropped  into  his  basket.  But  then  on  second  thought  he  put  the
plastic  bottle  back  and  selected  instead  a  couple  of  metal  ones
that came with cloth covers, and a webbed belt to hang them on.
Two canteens were not  going to  be  too  many  for  a  man walking



around in that dry heat for any length of time; and that,  Scheffler
expected, was just what he was going to have to do.

He'd have to wear a long-sleeved shirt; but no problem, he had
some  of  those.  He  rubbed  his  nose  gently,  and  grinned.  Becky
hadn't  mentioned  it,  maybe  she  thought  he'd  been  to  a  tanning
parlor.  He  could  see  himself  going  back  to  school  after  New
Year's  with  a  good  case  of  sunburn,  and  his  friends  asking  him
where he'd gone skiing. And here they'd all been thinking he was
about to apply for food stamps.

He moved along the aisle. Now hunting knives appeared before
him, a cheap-looking selection carefully locked up inside a sturdy
case. The grillwork protector on the case was not nearly as strong
as  some  he'd  seen.  Fortunately  he  already  had  a  good
knife—somewhere. He'd had it since his fifteenth birthday, as  he
recalled,  at  a  time  in  his  life  when  he'd  been  very  enthusiastic
about hunting squirrels and rabbits. God, that seemed like twenty
years ago, though it was only five.

Trouble was he was pretty sure that his hunting knife wasn't  in
Chicago. Back home in Iowa  seemed  more  likely.  Well,  with  his
extra expense money he could certainly buy one if he had to. But
first  he'd  see  if  he  could  find  one  when  he  went  through  the
apartment. A good knife would be expensive.

Scheffler  turned  a  corner  in  the  store.  Down  here  in  the  next
aisle were camouflage pants. But Scheffler already had  some old
khakis,  that  he  thought  were  even  more  likely  to  blend  invisibly
into  that  desert  background.  Ought  he,  when  he  went  back  to
look at the pyramid, try to hide and sneak and keep himself from
being seen?  Hell,  yes,  he  supposed  so.  Who  would  he  be  hiding
from,  ancient  Egyptians?  He  shook  his  head;  he  must  be  crazy.
But  then  he  ran  a  finger  over  the  gritty  reality  of  the  small
Band-aid  on  his  hand.  He  wasn't  imagining  that.  And  that
pyramid  he'd  seen  hadn't  put  itself  together.  That  was  another
thing he could be sure of.

Here  were  some  compasses.  A  good  idea,  also  cheap.  He



picked  one  up  and  dropped  it  into  his  basket.  And  waterproof
matches.  Matches  were  like  a  knife,  something  that  you  always
took  along  when  you  didn't  know  where  you  were  going.  You
never knew when they might be needed.

Halfway  along  the  next  aisle,  Scheffler  came  upon  some  first
aid kits. He looked at them without  enthusiasm.  He'd  formed  the
opinion  that  most  of  the  medical  kits  sold  in  stores  were
inadequate  in  one  way  or  another,  a  ploy  to  get  rid  of  assorted
cheap supplies of doubtful utility that weren't selling very well on
their  own.  He'd  do  better  to  make  up  a  kit  of  his  own,  from
materials  in  the  apartment.  Maybe  he  should  have  started  his
outfitting there, and only gone to the stores  for  what  he  failed  to
find  in  the  closets.  Well,  he  had  wanted  to  get  out  of  the
apartment, and here he was, so he'd seen what he could find.

There  was  a  snakebite  kit,  cheap.  Scheffler  passed  it  by,  then
came back and dropped it into his shopping basket.

Backpacks.  The  one  he  used  for  school  was  small,  but  he
thought  it  would  be  okay.  He  wasn't  intending  any  extended
camping trip.

Here  was  another  locked  display  case,  this  one  containing  the
binoculars.  Sure.  Great.  But  now  that  he  thought  about  it  he
seemed  to  remember,  on  a  high shelf  inside  the  case  of  rifles  in
the  apartment,  a  couple  of  pairs  of  binoculars  in  leather  cases.
The  gun  case  was  locked  up,  but  given  the  circumstances  he
intended to find a way to get it open.

Another  thing  he  meant  to  take  along  to  pyramid-land  on  his
next trip was a notebook and some pencils—no problem there.

And how about  a  camera?  Scheffler  had  started  thinking  now.
His  brain  seemed  to  be  working  a  little  better  away  from  the
apartment. He knew that Becky had a Polaroid, and he supposed
she'd  let  him  borrow  it.  The  trouble,  of  course,  was  that  she
would be curious. Maybe he'd be able to come up with some kind
of a story to satisfy her. Probably he wouldn't, though. He'd never



been very good at lying.

Gazing  around  the  store  and  its  wild  assortment  of  junk  and
valuables, Scheffler briefly pondered the possibility  of  bringing a
video  camera  along.  He  decided  that  the  possibility  was  not  a
strong one. He didn't know offhand where he  might  borrow such
a  machine,  and  certainly  he  wasn't  going  to  lay  out  the  cash  to
buy  one.  A  Polaroid,  just  possibly.  All  right,  yes.  He  still  had
almost  all  of  Uncle  Monty's  five  hundred.  He'd  stop  at  another
store on the way home and buy himself a camera,

And  when  he  went  to  look  at  the  pyramid  again  he  ought  to
bring along some food. Yes, he would put a few supplies  into  his
pack  before  he  left.  Candy  bars,  trail  mix,  that  kind  of  thing.
Again, he wasn't planning an overnighter. But you never knew.

 

Walking  back  to  the  apartment  from  his  shopping  trip,
squinting  his  eyes  into  the  freezing  rain  again�whichever way
you  walked  it  seemed  to  catch  you  right  in  the  face—Scheffler
kept  wondering  if  Mrs.  White  might,  after  all,  know  something
about the elevator. It  just  didn't  seem reasonable  to  him that  she
could have cleaned the rest of the apartment for decades and not
have at least some suspicions regarding the supposed false door.

 

Whether or not that monstrous, incredible mass of stone  up  on
the hill was  the  original  Great  Pyramid  of  Giza,  it  was  still  there
when Scheffler went back again to take a  look  at  it  through  heat
and sunlight. Still there, in  the  broad  daylight  of  what  was  either
midmorning or  midafternoon,  though  it  had  been  dusk  in  Illinois
when  he  pulled  the  tapestry-curtain  back  into  place  and  closed
himself into the elevator once more.

Standing in the savage sun-glare on the lip of the rocky fissure,
he  pulled  the  cheap  compass  out  of  his  shirt  pocket  and
established to  his  own satisfaction  that  here  it  was  midafternoon
and not  midmorning.  For  this  purpose  he  was  going to  be  daring



and  assume  that,  whatever  else  might  happen  to  the  world,  the
sun still came up in the east.

So the  river  was  east  of  him,  and  the  pyramid  about  the  same
distance  to  his  west  and  a  little  south.  Last  night  Scheffler  had
done a little reading on the geography of  Giza,  the  district  of  the
Pyramids just east of modern Cairo, and he had to admit that the
situation  he  was  looking  at  here  seemed  to  correspond  exactly.
Everything he could see indicated to him that he was standing on
the west bank of the Nile.

The  hardest  part  of  that  to  deal  with  was  that  if  Khufu,  or
Cheops as the Greeks came to call him, was still building his great
tomb, the year ought to be somewhere near three thousand BC.

Whatever, and whenever, here he was.

Scheffler drew a  deep  breath,  then  almost  matter-of-factly  put
the  compass  away  again  and  got  his  borrowed  binoculars  out  of
their  leather  case  hanging  around  his  neck.  As  it  turned  out  he
hadn't had to  break  into  Uncle  Monty's  gun cabinet  to  get  at  the
glasses;  the  back  of  one  of  the  drawers  in  the  old  man's  dresser
had given up a set of keys, one of which fit.

With the glasses raised to his eyes, under the broad brim of his
new Aussie hat, Scheffler stood in one place for what felt  to  him
like a long time, looking things over in detail.

He  started  with  the  pyramid  itself.  Now  he  could  see  many
details  of  the  stonework,  and  of  the  construction  of  the  ramps
that  lined  its  sides.  The  stone  was  pale  and  new-looking,  and
glared  at  him.  The  heat-shimmer  continued  to  make  observation
difficult,  but  he  thought  that  with  the  binoculars  he  would  have
been  able  to  see  people  moving about  on  the  pyramid  if  anyone
were  there.  It  was  hard  to  be  sure,  though,  because  there  was
nothing  on  the  monument  or  near  it  to  give  him a  good grasp  of
its scale.

At  last  he  looked  away  from  the  pyramid,  and  swept  the
landscape around him with the lenses. No one in sight at all. Had



he caught everyone at siesta time again?

Turning  around,  Scheffler  aimed  the  glasses  downhill  at  the
city—or ruin, or whatever it was—where the canal split off from
the river. The distance was about the same as that of the pyramid,
and  this  view  was  equally  quivery  and  unrewarding.  The  whole
world  looked  dead  with  heat.  But  as  soon  as  he  looked  away
from buildings, and began to examine the cultivated land that lay
in  green  strips  along  both  sides  of  the  river,  he  started  to  find
nonhuman  life  in  plenty.  There  were  many  irrigated  fields  in
sight,  and  in  some  of  those  fields  Scheffler  could  observe
four-footed animals, evidently some kind of cattle, moving about
and grazing. But there was still not a human worker to be seen.

Birds,  as  before,  wheeled  in  the  sky,  and  skimmed  the  brown
surface  of  the  distant  river.  At  one  place  close  to  the  near  bank
Scheffler  spotted  a  log-like  object  that  appeared  to  be  drifting
upstream. But if it was a boat, no one was in it.

Along  the  more  distant  reaches  of  riverbank,  where  the  land
appeared to be flatter and less rocky, the binoculars could resolve
the irrigated fields into neat rectangles and lozenges, separated by
mud walls  and  punctuated  with  clusters  of  huts.  But  even  in  the
villages no one was moving.

He  tried  the  nearby  canal,  but  the  binoculars  could  not
penetrate the palm trees and other growth that covered the banks.
Presently  he  put  the  glasses  back  into  their  case  that  still  hung
around  his  neck,  and  started  to  walk  down  the  rocky  slope
toward the canal.

He had not gone more than a few yards when  he  came  upon  a
collection  of  artifacts.  There  was  quite  an  armful  of  stuff,
including  pottery,  jewelry,  textiles  and  carvings  of  white  and
black  stone.  All  of  it  had  been  left,  jumbled  together,  in  a
bushel-sized depression in the rock. Down in the hole the objects
would  be  almost  impossible  to  see  from  any  distance,  but
otherwise no trouble had been taken to conceal them. They were
simply there. As if, perhaps, they were waiting to be collected.



Scheffler left the things where they  were  and  walked  on.  Sand
crunched under the soles of his high-topped gym shoes,  and  heat
radiated at him from all directions. He made his way cautiously in
under the palm trees on the near bank of the canal.

It  was  indeed  a  narrow  waterway,  no  more  than  eight  or  ten
yards wide, and here where the canal was deeply dug the earthen
banks of it  were  high.  A footpath  followed  closely  along the  top
of  each  bank.  The  waterway  itself,  as  far  as  Scheffler  could  see
along  its  length  in  either  direction,  was  almost  clogged  with
stalled  sailboats  and  narrow  barges  or  rafts.  Some  of  the  boats
appeared  to  be  made  of  nothing  but  bundles  of  reeds,  but  still
each  of  the  vessels  lined  up  along the  near  bank  carried  at  least
one  massive  squared-off  block  of  stone.  Each  pale  stone  block
had at least one of its surfaces highly  polished,  almost  enough  to
mirror  the  sun.  In  contrast  the  boats  along the  far  bank  were  all
unloaded,  and  riding  much  higher  in  the  water.  Loaded  or
unloaded,  none  of  the  vessels  were  manned,  or  tied  up.  All
appeared  to  be  drifting  freely  in  the  muddy,  practically
currentless  water.  One  or  two  of  the  loaded  craft  had  sunk;  one
of  these  remained  partially  above  the  surface  of  the  shallow
water, and moss was growing on its stone cargo.

As far  as  he  could  see,  none  of  the  boats  were  equipped  with
outboard motors. Here and there a small, brown sail hung in rags.

The trail  running  under  Scheffler's  feet,  right  along  the  top  of
the bank, had been trodden deeply by many feet.  But a long time
had  passed  since  there  was  heavy  traffic,  and  now  it  was
becoming overgrown by grass.

After  a  minute  of  looking  to  right  and  left,  up  and  down  the
canal,  and  still  failing  to  discover  any  sign  of  human  life,  he
turned and followed  the  trail  in  the  direction  of  the  pyramid.  He
did  not  forget  to  memorize  some  minor  landmarks  first,  so  he
would know where to leave the waterway again on his way back.

Before  he  had  walked  for  many  yards  along  the  path  he  was
startled by a sudden scurrying movement ahead of him. An object



his eyes had told him was a log had abruptly grown short legs and
a  long  tail,  and  was  in  motion.  With  a  chill  down  his  spine
Scheffler  recognized  the  crocodile  for  what  it  was  before  it
splashed into the water.

After a thoughtful pause, in which he tried and failed to follow
the  creature's  progress  among  the  drifting  and  sunken  boats,  he
continued on his way. Belatedly it now occurred to Scheffler that
his  Uncle  Monty's  gun  cabinet  might  represent  something  more
than an extravagant hobby of the old man's youth.

Birds  rose  crying  from  the  trees  ahead  of  Scheffler  as  he
moved  along,  to  settle  down  again  as  soon  as  he  had  passed.
After  the  incident  of  the  crocodile  they  made  him  start.  A
fish—or something—splashed nearby  in  the  water.  If  there  were
any  human  beings  ahead  of  Scheffler  on  this  path,  these  sounds
might  warn  them  of  his  approach.  But  his  boyhood  experience
with squirrels and crows and rabbits suggested that the birds here,
at  least,  were  behaving  as  if  they  had  not  been  disturbed  by
people for many hours, perhaps for days.

Scheffler moved on. At least here in the shade of the palm trees
he was spared the very worst of the  heat.  The  path  along the  far
side of the canal was totally empty. Both paths looked as if at one
time armies had marched on them and worn them into the banks;
perhaps men had walked on them, towing the boats along.

On beginning his walk Scheffler had estimated that the pyramid
was approximately a mile away. As he  moved  along he  began  to
revise  this  distance  upward.  The  structure  grew  and  grew,
becoming  more  unbelievable  as  he  approached  it,  and  it  was
obvious that he still had a considerable way to go. How high was
it from base to peak? Twenty stories? Thirty? More? He had read
some  numbers  concerning  the  Great  Pyramid  in  the  book  last
night but he couldn't recall them now. Certainly the monument he
was approaching was massive beyond any building that Scheffler
had ever seen before.

The skyscrapers  of  Chicago,  or  any  other  city,  would  be  mere



splinters of stone and steel if they were set down beside it, though
a  few  of  them  would  be  taller.  The  base  of  the  pyramid  must
occupy  acres  and  acres  of  ground  space.  And  the  really
unbelievable  part  was  that  every  block  of  that  tremendous  mass
had  been  quarried  by  hand,  then  brought  to  the  construction  on
these boats, dragged  and  lifted  into  place  with  human  sweat  and
muscle…

But where was the army of workers now? It was  time,  thought
Scheffler, for him to take that question seriously. Maybe he ought
to cut short his exploration efforts until he had it figured out. The
appearance  of  the  boats,  and  the  fact  that  some  of  them  had
sunk, suggested that the project had been  abandoned.  The  job  of
putting up the pyramid certainly wasn't  finished,  though  the  bulk
of  the  structure  had  been  completed.  The  ramps  for  the
construction were still in place along the massive sides. And these
stones in the boats looked like components of the outer casing, of
which only a small portion had actually been installed.

Presently Scheffler reached the end of the canal. It was a large
circular  pool  with  no  other  outlet,  occupied  by  more  boats  and
rafts,  some of  them loaded,  some not,  all  deserted.  Again  a  few
had been dragged to the shallow bottom by their loads. Here, at a
broad  dock,  began  a  double  roadway,  leading  overland  to  the
pyramid.  The  trail  of  stone  blocks  continued  along  one  of  the
roads,  leaving  the  rafts  and  the  brown-sailed  riverboats  behind,
and  advancing  from  here  on  by  means  of  a  line  of  wooden
sledges. Load-bearing sledges were on the roadway to Scheffler's
right, while the empty ones had been coming back along the  left.
The  sledges,  loaded  and  unloaded  alike,  were  as  motionless  and
deserted  by  their  owners  as  the  boats.  All  was  silence  and
stillness  in  the  heat.  Sand  had  drifted  over  some  of  the  wooden
runners.

The pyramid, built on slightly higher ground, was now so  close
ahead that Scheffler had to tilt his head back to get a good look at
it. He moved on toward it, along the road that bore the blocks.



 

SEVEN
Reluctantly,  but  feeling  a  compulsion  to  do  so,  Scheffler  left

the  shade  of  the  canal-side  palms  and  trudged  on  up  the  barren
hillside, squinting into unrelenting heat.

When he had reached the top of the first rise he was able to see
the  remainder  of  the  roads  that  stretched  between  him  and  the
pyramid.  They  were  occupied  by  hundreds  more  of  the  sledges.
After  passing  through  an  area  of  barrack-like  huts,  the  roads
blurred  into  a  great  terminal  area  of  ground  rendered  flat  and
barren  by  the  traffic  of  construction,  that  appeared  to  surround
the  base  of  the  pyramid.  From  each  corner  of  the  base  that  he
could see, a ramp went up, bearing stones and sledges with it.

Scheffler stopped beside the nearest sledge to  examine  it  more
closely. Two ropes of  strange-looking  fiber  had  been  attached  at
the  front  end.  The  ropes  were  lying loosely  on  the  ground,  as  if
the men who must have been pulling on them had simply dropped
them and  walked  away.  It  must  have  been  men who had  hauled
the stones, for these were  not  harnesses  for  animals.  These  were
simply ropes, long ropes, made to be gripped and pulled by many
hands. Scheffler paused  to  pick  up  one  of  the  lines.  It  felt  rough
and strange. The unfamiliar fiber, whatever it was, was uneven in
thickness,  not  put  together  by  a  machine.  In  contrast  the  sides
and  edges  of  the  stones  themselves  appeared  incredibly  smooth
and straight.

And there  were  the  two  ruts,  slick-surfaced,  in  each  roadway,
made  by  the  runners  of  the  sledges,  or  perhaps  made  for  them.
The ruts looked as if someone had worked on them to make them
smooth.

Belatedly  Scheffler  recalled  the  Polaroid  slung  at  his  side.  He
stopped  now  and  got  the  camera  out  of  its  case  and  used  it,
several  times.  He  was  unfamiliar  with  it  and  worked  slowly,  but
to  good  effect.  He  caught  the  pyramid  itself,  still  in  the  middle
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distance,  and  took  a  couple  of  good  shots  of  the  blocks  of
polished stone on their sledges in the foreground. He decided that
he  would  pause  on  his  way  back  and  get  some  pictures  of  the
canal. What he'd do  with  the  photos  when  he  got  them home he
didn't  know  yet.  But  it  seemed  to  him  there  ought  to  be
something that could  be  done.  Eventually  someone  was  going to
have to know about all this.

The sun,  he  thought,  was  already  noticeably  lower  in  the  sky
than it had been on  his  arrival.  He  was  approaching  the  pyramid
from an angle that would soon allow him to take advantage of its
slowly lengthening shadow. All right, he  would  go on,  for  a  little
while longer  anyway.  But  he  mustn't  fail,  no  matter  what,  to  get
back  to  his  elevator  before  dark.  Once  night  fell  it  would  be  all
too easy to miss the way. He could imagine falling into that canal,
or stepping on a crocodile invisible in darkness.

Scheffler  moved  on,  setting  a  fairly  good pace  but  stopping  at
short intervals to look around, and pausing frequently to sip from
one  of  his  canteens.  It  was  a  good  thing  he'd  brought
two—already  he'd  gone  through  almost  a  quart  of  water,  he
realized.  Coming into  this  heat  directly  from winter  was  just  too
much.

Now he began to notice that here and there along the trail were
pottery jugs, some smashed, many still intact. Most of them were
large  vessels,  twenty-gallon  size  or  bigger.  Probably  they  were
meant to be carried by two men, because each pot was  complete
with  its  own  long  shoulder-pole  and  sling.  Scheffler  paused  to
move  one  of  the  intact  big jugs with  his  foot.  No water  left  in  it
now. How long would water take to evaporate in this dry heat?

Shadow  was  darkening  the  pyramid  on  its  north  and  east
faces—the great building seemed to be aligned precisely with the
compass,  just  as  Uncle  Monty  had  said—and  the  shade  was
stretching  out  with  tantalizing  slowness  to  meet  Scheffler  as  he
advanced. Everything else around him was jumping and quivering
in the energy of this desert furnace. He tried the binoculars again,



but  now the  more  he  looked  through  them  the  less  he  saw.  The
heat  appeared  to  be  increasing—if  it  weren't  for  his  hat  and  his
long sleeves,  he  thought,  he'd  be  dead  by  now,  fried  to  a  crisp.
Next  time  he'd  bring  the  other  pair  of  glasses—those,  as  he
recalled,  were  only  seven-power.  Maybe  less  magnification
would be better in this shimmering glare.

The  watch  he  wore  on  his  left  wrist,  showing  just  slightly
beyond the end of his long shirtsleeve, looked strange and  out  of
place.  He'd  forgotten  again  to  look  at  it  when  he  arrived,  so  it
wasn't going to help him any.  Next  time  maybe  he'd  just  leave  it
home.

Scheffler  was  beginning  to  be  frightened.  He  was  suffering
from the heat.  And at the same time he realized  that  in  a  strange
and almost unfamiliar way he was enjoying himself.

At last he stepped into the shadow of the pyramid, and stopped
to wipe his forehead. Shade helped enormously against the heat.

Now,  just  ahead  of  him,  between  him  and  the  base  itself,
stretched  the  rows  of  mudbrick  huts.  Their  gray  walls  were
indistinguishable  one  from another,  and  their  roofs  were  of  reed
bundles or dried palm leaves.  These  shacks,  as  he  passed  among
them,  looked  just  as  unpopulated  as  the  rest  of  the  surrounding
world.

Then  he  was  startled  again,  as  a  dog,  a  little  gray-brown  mutt
without  a  collar,  ran  out  from  somewhere  and  barked  at  him.  It
came  within  a  few  yards  of  Scheffler,  then  circled  away.  It
looked scrawny and sounded vicious, and its eyes were those of a
wild  animal.  Scheffler,  who  generally  liked  dogs  and  did  well
managing them, called to the beast but it would not come to him.

Eventually the  dog got  tired  of  making noise  and  disappeared.
Scheffler pushed on toward the pyramid, pausing several times to
look in  the  doorless  openings  of  the  nearest  huts.  The  shadowed
interiors  contained  a  few  more  pottery  jars,  and  rags  of  cloth,
scattered  about  or  hanging  on  simple  racks.  He  thought  that  he



could  detect,  very  faint,  the  musty  smell  of  crowded  humanity,
blended with odors of smoke  and  spice,  hanging in  the  air  inside
the  huts.  But  no  fires  had  burned  for  some  time  in  the  small
hearths, and no one was there.

As Scheffler gained yet higher ground, and was able to see over
most of the huts, he came in sight of stone buildings in the middle
distance.  These  were  much  larger  and  more  substantial  than  the
huts,  though  insignificant  in  comparison  with  the  pyramid  itself.
They  stood  within  a  stone's  throw  of  its  northern  flank.  Again
Scheffler  paused  to  look,  but  no  one  moved  among  those
buildings either.

There were  no  other  pyramids  anywhere  in  sight.  Khufu's  was
the first to be built here, Uncle Monty had said.

And  now,  at  last,  Scheffler  had  reached  the  base  of  the
artificial mountain itself.

Scheffler  put  out  a  hand  and  touched  its  stones,  still  hot  from
the day's sun. Then he moved through shadow along the east face
of  the  pyramid's  base,  until  he  reached  and  turned  the  northern
corner. The north side was still tenuously in shade. Almost in the
center  of  the  north  side  and  about  forty  feet  above  the
ground—still  quite  near  the  bottom—was  a  small  dark  gap  that
undeniably  looked  like  an  entrance.  The  entrance.  It  was
certainly the only one in sight. He couldn't remember if the model
back in the apartment had more than one.

He climbed to the mouth of the dark, open hole, scrambling up
the  giants'  stair  of  beautifully  fitted  limestone  blocks,  each  tier
four feet high or higher. When Scheffler reached the entrance, he
found  it  was  too  small  for  him  to  walk  into  it  erect.  He  felt
reluctant to go into it at all. The passage was filled with darkness
and went down and into the pyramid at an angle of thirty degrees
or so.

Scheffler  had  his  flashlight  in  his  backpack.  But  he  didn't  feel
like  trapping  himself  or  confining  himself  inside  a  cave.  First  he



wanted to see more of this world.

He walked  along  the  same  tier  of  stones  until  he  reached  the
ramp  that  went  up  from  the  northeast  corner,  and  then  stood
looking up  the  long  gentle  slope  of  the  ramp,  no  more  than  ten
degrees or so, he estimated. The  narrow roadway—it  was  hardly
wider than one of the sledges that it carried—extended for about
seven  hundred  feet,  climbing  diagonally  across  the  giants'
stairway  of  stone  blocks,  before  reaching  its  first  sharp  corner.
The  ramp  was  built  of  much  less  carefully  finished  stone  in
smaller  blocks,  topped  with  mud  bricks  and  surfaced  with  clay.
The  dried  crust  of  its  upper  surface  had,  like  the  roads  below,
been smoothed and slicked into two almost glossy ruts, spaced to
accommodate  sledge  runners.  At  several  places  along  the  ramp,
groups  of  the  loaded  sledges  were  now  jammed  together.  It
looked  as  if  some had  slid  down into  others,  like  motor-vehicles
on an icy hill. But here all the drivers had simply walked away.

Between  the  ruts  the  clay  crust  of  the  ramp  was  rough  and
hard, offering a good grip to climbing feet.  Scheffler went  on  up.
All along the way there  continued  to  be  pottery  fragments,  as  of
broken  water  jars.  And  here  and  there,  as  on  the  road  and
pathway below, some of the jars  had  fallen  without  breaking.  Or
they  might  have  been  set  down  carefully,  intact,  in  that  last
moment before the work force vanished.

An  interesting  question:  how,  why,  to  where  in  this  desert,
would an army of men vanish and not  take  their  supply  of  water
with them? It would only make sense, perhaps, if they were going
to  the  canal,  then  to  the  river.  But  in  that  case  you  would  think
they'd at least take their boats along.

Scheffler, trudging slowly upward, climbing the Great Pyramid,
began to  realize  that  if  he  stayed  on  the  ramp he'd  have  to  walk
about  a  mile  to  get  to  the  top.  Besides,  that  roundabout  route
would  bring  him back  into  the  sun,  whereas  if  he  stayed  on  the
northern  and  eastern  faces  of  the  pyramid  he  could  continue  in
the  shade.  So  when  he  was  about  halfway  along  the  northern



face,  he  deserted  the  ramp  and  began  to  climb  the  great  stair
made  by  the  side  of  the  pyramid  itself.  Still  each  tier  of  blocks
was  something  like  four  feet  high.  It  wasn't  easy  going,  but
Scheffler was in good shape and he kept at it, with an occasional
pause  to  rest  and  look  about  and  sip  at  a  canteen.  One  of  his
canteens  was  completely  emptied  by  this  time,  and  he'd  made  a
good start on the second.

When he came to the next leg of  the  ramp,  running  diagonally
athwart  his  path,  he  used  the  hunting  knife  he'd  borrowed  from
Uncle Monty to dig small grips and toeholds into the clay portions
of the construction, and so went on up.

The climb between  ramps  was  harder  than  he'd  expected,  and
for  a  time  he  went  back  to  trudging  along a  ramp again,  coming
out  into  the  sun  when  he'd  turned  a  corner,  but  forging  ahead
anyway. By now he'd totally lost any sense of how long he'd been
here. Even the heat could almost be forgotten, as the world below
him spread out farther and farther with his ascent.

Sometimes  he  stopped  and  looked  around.  There  was  never
anyone to see.

Anxiously he kept an eye on the sun, not wanting to be caught
here after dark. The sun was getting lower. But  he  couldn't  bring
himself to turn back yet. He went on up.

Working  his  way  around  another  cluster  of  stalled  sledges,  he
came  upon  a  discarded  leather  sandal,  plainly  made  and  badly
worn.  He  picked  up  and  turned  over  in  his  hands  the  morsel  of
blackened, hardened hide. The thong that had once attached it to
a human foot was broken. The outline still to be seen on the inner
surface  of  the  sole  showed  that  the  wearer's  foot  had  been
considerably smaller than Scheffler's; in fact it was  hardly  within
what he would have considered the adult range of size.

He  tossed  the  relic  behind  him  on  the  ramp.  Then,  after  a
moment's  thought,  he  turned  around  and  retrieved  it,  stuffing  it
into one of the side pockets of his pack. What he still wanted was



evidence,  evidence  of  the  reality  of  this  place  to  take  back  with
him, even though he wasn't sure what he was going to do with the
evidence when he got it  home.  Maybe  he  just  wanted  to  be  able
to look at it in Chicago.

He  snapped  another  Polaroid,  catching  the  shadow  of  the
pyramid falling across some of the workers' shacks below.

Then he once more moved on, and  up,  through  the  enveloping
silence and the heat.

The triangle  of  the  east  face  was  narrowing  noticeably  around
him now; the  pointed  summit  was  much  closer  than  it  had  been.
At the very apex, the topmost stone, smooth and sharply pointed,
glinted  as  if  its  surface  were  pure  gold.  The  upper  few  yards  of
the pyramid, already sheathed  in  the  smooth  casing-stones,  were
pale  and  smooth  and  gleaming.  The  ramps  stopped  at  the  lower
edge  of  the  finished  portion.  Evidently  the  plan  was  to  remove
the  ramps  from  the  top  down,  as  the  last  stage  of  the  building
progressed downward.

Scheffler  paused  to  try  the  binoculars  once  more.  From  this
height, which he estimated at forty or fifty stories above the river
and  its  valley,  he  could  look  over  the  stone  walls  of  the
settlement on the near bank, and see down into its empty streets.
In  one  place  there,  color  and  movement  caught  his  eye.  He
looked for a full minute before he was convinced that it was only
a couple of bright banners, stirring in a feint breeze.

He could still see no one in the city. Or anywhere else. No one
at all.

He let  the  binoculars  hang  on  their  sling around  his  neck,  and
wiped his forehead. He looked down.

He froze.

There  was  a  cigarette  butt,  a  genuine,  filterless  cigarette  butt,
flattened as if by a careful shoe, on the rock right at his feet.

Scheffler  looked  up,  and  around.  He  could  feel  this
almost-pristine world trying to  turn  into  a  giant  movie  set  before



his eyes. As if there were, or could  be,  anyone  in  the  world  who
was able to build a movie set like this.

He  wiped  his  forehead.  The  heat  was  getting  to  him.  He
decided not to go on all the way to the top today. Time and water
were  running  out  on  him.  Stooping,  he  picked  up  the  butt,  and
buttoned it carefully into his shirt pocket.

Enough  for  today.  He  would  have  to  call  it  enough,  unless  he
was  prepared  to  spend  the  night.  He  wanted  to  get  home  and
think.

He was halfway down the enormous slope again, moving faster
on  the  descent,  when  the  voice  from  below,  hailing  him,  broke
jarringly into his thoughts.

"Hallooo!"  It  was  a  high voice,  thin  and  piercing.  It  had  to  be
that of a woman or a girl.

Scheffler  looked  down,  to  see  a  tiny  helmeted  figure  in  khaki,
waving its arms at him. Mechanically he returned the wave. Why
not? It was certainly too late now to avoid being seen.

"Yoouuu! Come down here!"

He couldn't tell if the words that the  thin,  imperious  voice  was
shouting at him constituted  a  warning,  or  an  order,  or  something
in between.  Anyway,  he  had  no  intention  of  doing anything  else
but going down.

Changing  the  angle  of  his  descent,  he  went  down  the  giant
shadowed  stair  at  a  good  pace,  one  short  jump  after  another.
Meanwhile  the  tiny  figure  below,  evidently  eager  to  meet
Scheffler  at  close  quarters,  began  to  struggle  its  way  up.  The
advantage of speed being naturally with the descending party, the
two of them were fairly close to the ground when they met.

It  was  indeed  a  young  woman  who  had  hailed  him.  She  was
wearing somewhat more formal exploration garb than Scheffler's,
but  it  was  worn  and  dusty.  She  was  about  his  own  age,  he
thought. Her face, despite the lightweight pith helmet that shaded
it  pretty  effectively,  was  burned  and  cracked  around  the  lips.



Eyes  of  a  startling  shade  of  blue  looked  out  from  that  band  of
shade. Her hair, black or dark brown, had been tied up under the
helmet,  but  it  was  coming  loose,  and  Scheffler  could  see  how
sand  and  dust  had  been  ingrained  in  every  strand.  She  was
wearing a light khaki jacket with long sleeves to protect her arms,
and  the  kind  of  riding pants—jodphurs,  he  seemed  to  remember
they  were  called—that  puffed  out  at  the  thighs.  Battered  and
dusty  leather  boots  enclosed  slim  ankles.  A  large  canteen  hung
from her webbed belt at one hip, and a large pistol holster held  a
large revolver at the other.

She  stood  with  her  arms  folded,  waiting  suspiciously  until  he
was  only  four  tiers  above  her.  Then  she  demanded:  "Who  are
you?" And, in almost the same breath: "Where's Monty?'

Scheffler  came  to  a  stop  three  tiers  above  her,  gasping  in  the
heat.  "He's,  uh,  he  couldn't  come.  He  asked  me  to  kind  of  look
after things for him."

"Damnation."  She tapped  a  couple  of  times,  impatiently,  with
the toe of one boot on the stone. "You're one of his students from
the  university,  I  assume."  At  close  range  and  low  volume  the
young  woman's  voice  was  still  high,  but  it  was  well-controlled
now and  not  unpleasant.  It  carried  to  Scheffler's  ears  a  trace  of
some  indefinable  accent,  possibly  some  variety  of  British.
Australian,  maybe?  He  was  no  expert  on  accents.  Perhaps  she
was, after all, a few years older.

"That's right. A student. Tom Scheffler." He intended to let the
lady retain as many of her assumptions as possible.

By  now  her  eyes  had  fastened  on  the  camera  case  hanging
around  Scheffler's  neck,  and  her  indignation  was  rising.  "What's
that?  A  camera?  Damn  it,  did  Doctor  Chapel  tell  you  to  come
here and take pictures?"

"Uh, yes. But I haven't taken any yet."

"You'd better not. God. Pictures. I'll have to talk to him, I don't
know what he's thinking  of."  The  young woman,  tilting  her  head



back to look up at him, and squinting even in the shade, took  off
her  pith  helmet  long  enough  to  struggle  briefly  with  her  long,
damp  hair.  She  really  was  uncommonly  good-looking,  Scheffler
thought.

She  asked  him,  sharply:  "And  why  couldn't  the  good  Doctor
Montgomery make it here today?"

"Well. He didn't really tell me why."  Scheffler  realized  that  he
probably  sounded  like  a  hopeless  idiot.  Not  that  he  minded,  as
long as he could learn something.

Her blue eyes glared at him. "And I suppose he's promised you
a share."

Ready to be agreeable, Scheffler nodded.

The  young  woman's  wrath  was  slowly  building;  though,  as
Scheffler  observed  gratefully,  it  did  not  appear  to  be  aimed  so
much at him as at the absent Monty. She said: "Well, you're  in  it
now,  and  there's  nothing  to  be  done  about  it.  That's  that.  Your
share will have to come  out  of  his,  not  ours.  And for  God's  sake
don't take any pictures."

"Okay."

"And what were you climbing way up there for?

"The view? We don't have time for that kind of stuff just now."

"Okay."

"You can  carry  back  an  armload  of  artifacts,  we've  left  some
near the timelock. And we've got an inventory of that batch." The
last sentence seemed to be intended as a warning.

Scheffler nodded. "I saw them there in a kind of  pothole  when
I came—"

"And  for  God's  sake,  next  time  come  armed.  We  even  heard
lions  last  night.  It  won't  be  long  before  they're  bold  enough  to
come right up here to the pyramid. And did Monty tell you about
the water?"



"I… no."

"You  can  drink  from  the  river,  or  the  canal,  if  necessary,  as
long as  you're  returning  within  a  couple  of  hours—because,  you
see,  the  lock  itself  will  take  care  of  any  bacteria  you  might  pick
up.  If  you're  staying  here  longer  than  a  few  hours,  I  wouldn't
chance it."

"Uh, no, of course not."

Once  more  she  looked  at  him  suspiciously.  "You're  keeping
quiet  about  this."  It  was  more  a  statement  than  a  question.  "I
assume that Monty made it very clear to you what will happen if
you don't."

"Sure. I'm keeping quiet."

"Well. All right, get to work, then. We  do  need  the  help.  Take
back that stuff we left in the pothole, and get  rid  of  that  camera.
Stop,  wait  a  minute.  Is  Monty  coming  through  tomorrow?  He's
not sick or anything, is he?"

"Doctor Chapel looked fine when I saw him.  As far  as  I  know
he's all right."

"I see you're carrying his binoculars."

"He loaned them to me."

"All  right,  then,  get  on  with  it."  She  waved  her  hand  in
dismissal. "We'll have more stuff for you by tomorrow morning."

Scheffler  nodded,  and  made  his  way  past  her  down  the  great
stair of the unfinished pyramid. He moved along about as quickly
as  was  feasible  in  the  heat,  heading  for  the  elevator—he  would
have to start thinking of it as the timelock now.

Halfway  to  the  canal  he  looked  back  once.  The  nameless
young woman was still watching him.

He hastened on his way, listening for lions.



EIGHT
The  great  Pharaoh—unchallenged  Lord  of  the  Two  Lands,

beloved  of  Osiris  and  Ra,  Isis  and  Horus,  peer  of  a  multitude  of
lesser  gods  than  those—was  dead.  Khufu's  unexpected  passing,
after an illness of only  a  few days,  had  taken  his  entire  kingdom
by  surprise.  Caught  unprepared  were  priests  and  generals,
nobility  and  peasants—all  of  the  circles  of  intrigue  within  the
Palace, as well as all of Pharaoh's worshippers and friends, within
the Palace and without.

And all of Pharaoh's secret enemies.

Since  that  shocking  day  when  Great  Khufu  had  breathed  his
last,  Aah  the  moongod  had  twice  passed  through  his  cycle  of
unceasing  change.  The  final  steps  of  the  embalming process  had
been  finished  only  three  days  ago,  and  only  today  had  the
Pharaoh's  funeral  procession  completed  its  slow  and  majestic
progress from one  temple  to  another,  in  the  vicinity  of  Memphis
and  the  Palace.  Only  today  had  those  last  rites  reached  their
culmination  with  the  entombment  of  the  Pharaoh's  mummy,
along with the bulk of his personal treasure.

His stupendous tomb, the pyramid  upon  which  a  generation  of
his  people  had  spent  long  seasons  of  their  labor,  was  still  not
entirely  finished,  but  on  the  day  after  Khufu's  death  the  Chief
Builder  had  pronounced  it  ready  to  receive  and  to  protect  the
Pharaoh's body.

 

"Perhaps,"  said  Ptah-hotep  to  his  friend  Thothmes,  "we  built
too quickly and too well."

It was late in the afternoon on the day of Pharaoh's burial, and
the two men were sitting together on a small terrace on one of the
higher roof-levels of the Palace. It was a secluded place and free
of eavesdroppers.

The inhabitants  of  the  Palace  had  been  especially  affected  by
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the  prolonged  rituals  of  mourning.  Even  now  those  ceremonies
had  not  quite  ended.  As  Ptah-hotep  and  Thothmes  talked,  they
could  hear  the  endless  wailing  of  the  women  in  a  distant
courtyard. And in a closer courtyard, almost directly below them,
the  two  men  could  see  the  slow  steps  of  the  dancers  beginning
the celebration of the Feast of Eternity.

"Whether  we  built  too  well  or  not,"  said  Thothmes,  "we  were
certainly  promoted  at  the  wrong  time."  With  the  notable
exception of the Chief Builder himself, none of the  officials  who
had  supervised  the  construction  of  the  passages  inside  the  lower
and  middle  levels  of  the  pyramid  had  been  allowed  to  remain  in
the  same  jobs  while  the  upper  third  of  the  structure  was
completed.  Shortly  after  that  day  some  years  ago  when
Ptah-hotep  had  arranged  for  Sihathor  to  see  into  the  pyramid's
heart, both Ptah-hotep and Thothmes had been given positions in
the Palace.

Nominally  both  changes  had  been  promotions;  but  from  that
day  to  this,  neither  man  had  been  able  to  learn  anything  more
regarding  any  final  changes  that  Pharaoh  might  have  decreed  in
the design for his tomb.

 

"Tomorrow the funeral singers will be silent in the Palace," said
Ptah-hotep.  "And  the  dancers  will  be  still  at  last."  Despite  the
fact  that  his  secret  plans  of  many  years  were  not  about  to  be
brought  to  fruition,  he  felt  an  emptiness.  Khufu's  reign  had
endured  for  twenty-three  years,  and  Ptah-hotep,  like  many
another subject, could remember no other Pharaoh.

"And  tomorrow  the  preparations  for  the  new  Pharaoh's
coronation  will  begin,"  Thothmes  offered.  "Already  everyone's
thoughts have turned to that."

"That is all to  the  good if  we  are  going to  act  this  very  night,"
Ptah-hotep said.

Thothmes signed agreement.



From  their  high  vantage  point  the  two  friends  could  see  the
mourning city of Memphis spread out below them, and part of the
broad  river.  They  could  also  see,  at  least  two  miles  away,  the
almost-finished  pyramid.  From  where  they  stood  the  great  mass
of  stone  lay  partially  in  shadow,  and  faintly  blue  with  distance.
Ptah-hotep  was  thinking  that  there  was  no  telling  how  long  it
might  take  Sihathor  and  his  expert  crew  to  break  their  way
through all those granite plugs and deadfalls, or alternately tunnel
around  them  through  the  softer  limestone.  Of  course  the  job
would  be—or  ought  to  be—enormously  simplified  by  the  secret
information Sihathor had already  been  given.  But  at  best  forcing
an entry would be far from easy�and it would be complicated by
alterations in the design made during the last few years. Certainly
to  reach  the  burial  chamber  would  take  many  days  and  many
nights for even the most skillful and industrious grave robbers.

"Our  rendezvous  with  the  stonemason  is  set  for  midnight?"
Thothmes asked softly.

"Yes.  If  you  and  I  depart  by  boat  from  the  Palace  docks  at
sunset, we should have ample time to reach the place."

"I  foresee  no  problem.  No  one  now  attends  the  docks."  From
where  the  two  men  sat  they  could  observe  the  deserted  piers
lining  the  canal.  A  multitude  of  small  boats,  all  sizes  and  all
shapes, were waiting to be used.

The news of the Pharaoh's death had spread rapidly to the ends
of  his  kingdom,  and  for  the  past  two  months  all  but  the  most
necessary  work  had  come  to  a  halt  across  the  land.  Artisans,
priests  and  laborers  of  every  kind  had  turned  away  as  much  as
possible from their usual tasks, and for two months many of them
had been working to their capacity in preparation for the greatest
funeral procession in history.

Even  the  last  phase  of  construction  on  the  Horizon  of  Khufu
had  been  halted  temporarily,  two  months  ago.  The  finishing
touches  could  be  given  the  pyramid,  the  remainder  of  its  outer
sheathing  of  finely  polished  stones  set  into  place,  the  great



construction  ramps  torn  down and  the  rubble  from them cleared
away, just as well after the funeral  as  before.  As a  consequence,
Thothmes  and  Ptah-hotep,  as  well  as  the  officials  who  now
directly  supervised  the  construction,  had  been  able  to  take  time
out  from  their  administrative  jobs  for  an  extended  period  of
official mourning.

 

All of the commanders of the military units detailed to take the
first  shift  as  guardians  of  Khufu's  tomb  had  already  been
subverted;  by  the  leaders  of  the  robbers'  cult  of  Set.  The  cult
already claimed  a  few of  those  officers  as  members.  The  others,
long impoverished  on  soldiers'  pay,  when  made  aware  of  golden
opportunity,  had  agreed  to  keep  their  men  at  a  convenient
distance.

As for Dedefre, the Pharaoh to be, it was whispered within the
Palace  that  he  would  not  be  greatly  saddened  to  know  that  his
father  would  be  unable  to  keep  all  his  treasure  with  him  for
eternity.

"It  is  time,"  said  Ptah-hotep  to  Thothmes  softly.  "Let  us  go
down to the docks and select a boat."

 

Like  almost  all  the  other  subjects  of  Pharaoh  Khufu,  Sihathor
the  stonemason,  the  son  of  an  ancient  and  respected  line  of
quarry workers, masons and  tomb-robbers,  had  piously  observed
an extended period of ritual lamentation. But that was over  now.
Like  many  another  busy  workman  across  the  land,  the
stonemason  had  shortened  his  formal  mourning  because  of
practical considerations. Two days ago Sihathor, accompanied by
half  a  dozen  carefully  chosen  assistants,  and  well  equipped  with
tools and supplies, had started downriver from his home village.

Now,  shortly  before  sunset  on  the  day  of  Khufu's  burial,
Sihathor  was  docking  his  boat  at  a  deserted  landing  on  the  west
bank  of  the  Nile,  close  to  the  land  of  the  dead  that  sprawled



across the desert west of Memphis and the Palace.

Whenever  the  expert  robber  undertook  an  expedition  to  this
great  burial  ground,  he  began  by  transporting  himself  and  his
working  family  downstream.  Sailing  his  borrowed  fisherman's
boat  back  upstream  when  the  job  was  over  occupied  him  for  a
few  more  days,  depending  on  the  wind.  He  and  his  crew  of
helpers  always  engaged  in  some  actual  fishing  en-route,  which
not  only  provided  them  with  some  fish  but  helped  to  allay
suspicion.

Of  his  two  professions,  the  secret  one  was  by  far  the  most
profitable.  For  that  reason,  as  well  as  for  secrecy,  the
forty-year-old  patriarch  Sihathor  much  preferred  to  use  family
members, both male and female, as his helpers. Every one of  the
six assistants  disembarking  with  him  this  evening  was  related  to
him by  blood  or  marriage.  There  were  three  young  men,  two  of
them  his  sons  and  one  his  son-in-law;  two  young  women,
daughter  and  daughter-in-law  respectively;  and  one  half-grown
boy,  Sihathor's  youngest  son.  The  two  young  couples  had  left
their own small children in their home village, in the capable care
of their grandmother, Sihathor's good wife.

The day was waning fast as the family of Sihathor tied up their
boat and left it behind them. But night had not yet come; the sun
still  glowed above  the  western  land  of  graves  and  death  as  they
lifted  their  burdens  of  tools  and  provisions  and  made  their  way
along a path that threaded its way between irrigated fields toward
the nearby desert. Around them was heat, silence and stillness, all
field  workers  having  been  excused  from  labor  on  this  day  of
Pharaohs burial.

Thus far the way was familiar to Sihathor, and to several of his
helpers  who  had  come  with  him  on  previous  expeditions.  The
patriarch  and  leader  of  the  band  of  robbers  advanced  alertly,
moving  in  advance  of  the  others.  Secret  messages  had  reached
him  at  his  village,  assuring  him  that  tonight  he  would  find  no
soldiers  in  his  way.  Yet  sometimes  he  had  received  misleading



messages from the cult-leaders.  Soldiers  who were  thought  to  be
safely bribed did not always stay  that  way.  And it  had  been  said
for  a  long  time  that  the  Chief  Builder,  and  certain  of  the
high-ranking  priests  of  the  sun-god  Ra,  had  committed
themselves  with  the  most  fanatical  vows  to  the  protection  of
Khufu's mummy.

There  had  been  no  devotees  of  Set  among  the  officials  at  the
pyramid  during  Sihathor's  last  tour  of  duty  there  as  a  conscript
laborer, almost a year ago.

No one  in  authority  had  been  there  to  put  the  final  secrets  of
the tomb's  construction  before  his  eyes,  and  he  had  been  unable
to get near those secrets on his own.

Since that one day years before, when he had been allowed one
glimpse  into  the  pyramids  unfinished  heart,  the  stoneworker's
thoughts had often returned to it. In his memory he had gone over
and  over  the  arrangement  of  traps  and  blocks  and  barriers.  The
design  might  well  have  been  changed  since  then,  of
course—there  had  been  rumors  that  Pharaoh,  however  decisive
on  other  matters,  had  been  chronically  unable  to  make  up  his
mind on this one.

But  as  yet  Sihathor  had  said  nothing  to  anyone,  not  even  his
family, about these matters. None of the helpers with him tonight
were aware of the true goal of this expedition. None of them, not
even  his  wife  at  home,  dreamt  that  he  had  been  chosen  to  lead
the  actual  entry  into  the  tomb  of  Pharaoh  himself,  or  that  the
operation might begin tonight. He had instead told his helpers that
their objective was a much more  modest  tomb.  Not  until  the  last
moment,  if  everything  went  well,  would  he  reveal  even  to  his
own sons the true objective of this journey.

Having progressed  less  than  a  thousand  paces  inland  from  the
bank  of  the  Nile,  Sihathor  and  his  followers  came  to  the  abrupt
boundary  of  cultivated  land.  The  path  went  on  visibly  for  a  few
score  paces  into  desert  soil,  before  fading  with  the  hardness  of
the ground.



Now,  a  few  hundred  paces  farther  in  the  same  direction,  and
the  sand  grew  softer  underfoot;  and  they  were  moving  on  a
circuitous  route  through  the  City  of  the  Dead,  the  vast  burial
ground within a mile or two of Memphis, and of the pyramid.

As  they  passed  among  the  first  graves,  Sihathor  and  his
co-workers  were  carrying  with  them  a  good  supply  of  food,
mostly  figs,  dried  fish,  and  bread,  enough  to  sustain  them  for
some days  inside  the  pyramid.  No one  had  expressed  surprise  at
the  amount  of  the  provisions;  he  wondered  if  any  of  the  young
people were wondering about it silently. It would be necessary to
emerge at night for water. The young men were  also  carrying,  in
slings  of  papyrus  and  cord,  their  heavy  dolerite  hammers,
egg-shaped rocks bigger than fists but smaller than human heads,
and  harder  even  than  granite.  They  carried  the  pounders  in  the
businesslike fashion of workers going to a quarry.

 

As he walked, Sihathor could hear behind him the quietly eager
voices  of  the  young  people,  speculating  softly  on  the  probable
amount  of  loot  they  might  obtain  tonight.  He  smiled  faintly  to
himself,  thinking  of  their  awe  and  delight  when  at  last  they
learned the truth.

Sihathor's  secret  appointment  with  the  two  officials  was  not
scheduled  until  midnight.  That  was  hours  away,  too  long  to
simply  wait  in  idleness.  If  conditions  and  omens  continued  to
appear  favorable,  he  meant  to  improve  the  intervening  hours  by
opening—partly  for  practice,  partly  for  the  almost  certain
profit—a  much  more  modest  tomb than  that  of  Pharaoh.  As  for
the  pyramid  itself,  well,  despite  his  eagerness  Sihathor  still  had
some doubts.  He  would  be  certain  that  the  job  was  actually  his
only  when  he  was  actually  at  work  inside  one  of  those  dark
passageways.

Besides, though the loot extracted  from Pharaoh's  tomb would
undoubtedly be fabulous, almost all of it would certainly go to the
leaders  of  the  cult  of  Set.  Not  that  Sihathor  was  about  to  cross



those  leaders  openly,  but  still  he  felt  some  resentment.  Like  the
other  powerful  people  of  the  world,  they  tended  always  to
demand too much from the poor. Sihathor still considered himself
a  poor  and  humble  man,  though  in  fact,  after  a  long  and
successful career, he possessed hidden wealth enough to rival the
lesser  nobility.  As  his  secret  career  prospered,  Sihathor  and  his
wife  had  continued  to  live  simply  in  a  mudbrick  hut  but  little
bigger  than  those  of  the  other  inhabitants  of  his  village.  Two  of
his children, older than any of those with him on  this  expedition,
were  already  living  in  Memphis,  making  their  way  in  the  world
with  social  advantage,  thanks  to  favors  purchased  by  their
humble fathers hidden wealth.

Many  years  ago  Sihathor  had  established  a  working
relationship  with  the  lord  of  the  villa  to  which  his  village  was
nominally attached. This arrangement allowed Sihathor's periodic
absences from his home village and his ordinary work there to go
unquestioned  by  any  authority.  Sometimes  the  lord  of  the  villa
fenced  his  stolen  jewelry  and  other  valuables  for  him.  On  other
occasions  the  grave  robber  had  himself  paddled  his  borrowed
fishing boat along the waterfront of Memphis to sell his treasures.
A man who knew where to seek buyers could manage in this way
to reap much greater profits, though Sihathor always took care to
reserve some item of particular value for his lord on his return to
his  village.  That  was  of  course  in  addition  to  the  share  that
inevitably had to be set aside for the priests of Set.

Now Dhu-hotep, the older of the two sons of Sihathor who had
come  with  him,  asked  his  father  to  which  part  of  the  vast,
sprawling cemetery they were headed.

"You  will  see  presently."  The  fact  was  that  Sihathor,  as  he
continued to move in the general direction of his rendezvous, did
not know specifically  what  small  tomb he  would  shortly  attempt
to  rob.  He  would  not  know  until  it  materialized  before  his
experienced  eyes  out  of  the  heat-shimmer  of  late  afternoon.
There  appeared  to  be  no  need  to  wait  for  darkness;  the  City  of



the Dead looked as deserted by the living as it could be.

Presently  a  tomb  of  suitable  appearance  came  into  Sihathor's
sight.  When  this  happened,  the  stoneworker  blessed  Set  for
guiding him to the proper place. Then he walked around the low,
broad structure, considering it with professional attention.

The tomb was large enough to be that of some wealthy person,
a  little  bigger  than  any  peasant's  house.  But  the  portion  above
ground was so low that a man could easily see  over  its  flat  stone
roof.  Fresh  stone  chips  and  other  signs  of  construction  indicated
that  this  was  a  recent  interment,  and  therefore  it  was  not  very
likely to have  been  robbed  already.  Reading  the  inscription  on  a
stele,  Sihathor  saw  that  the  burial  had  been  that  of  the  wife  of
some comparatively minor Palace official.

Now  Sihathor  moved  closer,  eyeing  the  details  of  the
stonework professionally in the last rays of the sun. This was only
a simple mastaba-tomb, presenting no real tricks or problems. But
still,  to  get  at  the  valuables  that  were  certain  to  be  inside  was
going to require some heavy stone-breaking.

Only  now  did  Sihathor  signal  to  his  family  that  they  had
reached their destination.

Before  settling  down  to  work,  even  before  prayers,  he  first
established  a  lookout—that,  in  the  active  service  of  Set,  always
came  first.  Then  he  gathered  the  rest  of  his  people  together  and
led them in a few prayers to  Set,  a  type  of  devotion  to  which  all
of them were accustomed.

The  members  of  his  family  responded  fervently.  These  were
young  people  who  realized  and  appreciated  both  the  great
opportunities and the dangers of their position.

Just as their prayers were finished, the moment of sunset came.

The  lookout—Sihathor's  daughter-in-law,  named  Sepet—had
been stationed atop the tomb. At the moment when  the  sun  sank
below the horizon, she gave a sharp outcry.

Speaking  together,  her  father-in-law  and  her  husband



demanded to know what was the matter.

"What have you seen?"

But  only  reluctantly  did  the  young  woman  try  to  explain.  "I
was looking toward the sunset, and I saw…"

"What?"

"I saw the Barque of Ra."

The  others  members  of  her  family  stared  at  her  in
bewilderment.

Sepet  gestured  helplessly.  "I  do  not  mean  simply  the  sun.  I
saw… the Boat. With oars, and sails like glorious clouds. And Ra
himself,  Ra-Harakhty,  standing  in  the  middle,  with  his
countenance like flame."

There were  no  clouds,  glorious  or  otherwise,  to  be  seen  in  the
western sky.

Still,  though  they  all  doubted,  no  one  really  scoffed  at  the
vision. Some thought  that  it  represented  an  omen unfavorable  to
any important undertaking, and advised immediate retreat.

But  Sihathor,  knowing  much  more  was  at  stake  tonight  than
this  small  tomb,  refused  to  be  easily  discouraged.  He  sent  two
people to scout the cemetery in all directions, to make as  sure  as
possible that  they  were  not  going to  be  disturbed.  Then  Sihathor
selected the spot on the stone wall of the tomb where he judged it
would  be  easiest  to  force  an  entry.  In  a  new  tomb  like  this  one
the surface of the stone had not yet had time to discolor, and this
made  the  job  of  selection  somewhat  harder;  discolored  stone
sometimes  revealed  its  flaws,  places  where  it  could  more  easily
be broken.

Then he motioned to his aides to get to work.

Sihathor's  eldest  son  and  son-in-law,  each  holding  a
hammerstone  in  an  easy  two-handed  grip,  now  lifted  their
implements of dolerite, and one after the other let them fall. With
two  hammers  rising  and  falling  steadily  on  the  same  spot,



pulverized  limestone  began  to  trickle  rapidly  from  the  point  of
impact,  and  flakes  of  the  same material  flew thick  and  fast.  The
workmen were young and energetic, and it was possible to watch
the hole in the tomb's flank deepen, moment by moment. If it had
been  a  granite  block  here,  such  as  they  were  certainly  going  to
find  in  Pharaoh's  tomb,  Sihathor  thought,  progress  would  have
been  considerably  slower.  Added  to  that  when  they  reached  the
pyramid  would  be  the  difficulties  of  working  inside  a  cramped
and almost airless passage. But somehow they would find a way;
the power of Set would not desert them.

Tonight the men did not sing as they worked, as they ordinarily
would have done during a normal job of mere stonework.

The women, not needed for any heavy tasks as yet, spread  out
to  keep  watch,  each  of  them  at  a  small  distance  in  a  different
direction. Meanwhile Sihathor himself, aided by his youngest son,
whose  name  was  Temu,  saw to  the  creation  of  a  small  fire.  The
fire had to  be  located  in  exactly  the  right  place,  and  shielded  by
cloth  screens,  so  that  it  would  remain  almost  invisible  at  a
distance  while  providing  just  enough  light  for  the  men  with
hammers  to  see  what  they  were  doing.  As  usual  on  his
tomb-robbing  expeditions,  the  robber  had  brought  fire  with  him
on  the  boat  all  the  way  from  home,  a  smoldering  punk  of  oily
wood, hidden and protected in several layers of dampened skins.

 

As the younger members of his family labored and stood guard,
the thoughts of Sihathor began to wander. Naturally enough  they
moved  ahead  to  the  time  when  he  would  have  the  honor  of
leading the way into  the  tomb of  Pharaoh.  Some,  at  least,  of  the
masters  of  his  cult  would  be  there  when  the  time  came  to  enter
the  burial  chamber.  Already  Sihathor  was  honored  by  being
trusted  by  the  mighty;  Ptah-hotep  himself,  who  had  been  Chief
Priest  for  the  construction  of  the  tomb,  whose  name  Sihathor
knew  but  would  never  speak  if  he  could  help  it,  had  spoken
directly  to  the  humble  villager,  who  afterward  had  been



summoned  to  take  part  in  the  greatest  robbery  ever  planned  or
executed since the beginning of  the  world.  The  mighty  men who
were in charge of the enterprise knew many things that he, a poor
peasant  and  stonecutter,  would  never  know;  yet,  Sihathor  told
himself  frequently,  when  it  came  to  dealing  with  the  rocks,  the
walls and doors and traps,  he  was  the  one  man in  all  the  land  of
Khem they called upon for help.

Dutifully Sihathor took time out  from his  musings  to  supervise
the  work.  Then,  as  everything  remained  so  quiet,  he  gave  in  to
the  soft  pleas  of  Temu his  youngest  son,  and  allowed  the  lad  to
take a turn at pounding on the rock. The hole had  already  grown
deep  enough  to  allow  only  one  hammerer  to  reach  the  bottom;
after  considering  the  advantages  and  disadvantages,  Sihathor
ordered  that  the  hole  be  slightly  widened.  The  work  went  on  at
high speed, the workers relieving one another frequently.

Listening  to  the  quick  hypnotic  thud  of  the  stone  hammers,
Sihathor  went  back  to  meditating  about  one  of  his  favorite
subjects, Pharaoh's gold. Or dreaming about it, rather…

When he looked up, it was with deep awareness that something
was  subtly  off-key,  although  the  thud  of  hammers  went  on  as
before, and the cemetery seemed as dark and quiet as ever.

But  something  was  wrong.  Sihathor's  experienced  instincts
could  not  be  mistaken  in  such  a  matter,  though  none  of  the
lookouts had noticed anything as yet.

An  owl,  disturbed  somewhere  nearby  in  the  cemetery,  flew
overhead in absolute silence.

Sihathor's  shout  of  warning  sounded  only  moments  before
torch  bearing  soldier-guardians  of  the  necropolis  came  leaping
upon his family out of the night.

Casting tools and provisions aside  in  a  mad scramble,  Sihathor
and  his  people  took  to  their  heels.  Even  as  they  fled  creeping
soldiers without torches rose  up  to  seize  them,  shouting  to  try  to
immobilize them with terror.



Sand flew from beneath  Sihathor's  pounding  feet.  Small  tombs
and  large  loomed out  of  the  darkness  and  fell  behind  him  as  he
ran.

Somehow, to  his  own astonishment,  he  avoided  capture.  After
brief  moments  the  shouts  of  the  soldiers  fell  behind  with  the
torchlight. Another pair of pounding feet gained  on  him.  As they
drew  near  he  turned  in  fear  to  recognize  the  small  form  of  his
youngest son.

Presently  Sihathor  slowed  his  pace,  then  stopped.  Drawing
Temu with him behind a tomb,  he  settled  in  to  regain  his  breath,
to watch and wait. It was amazing. For the time being at least, the
cemetery was quiet and dark again.

Soon  another  dim  lone  form  appeared—not  a  soldier,  or  a
ghost, but Sihathor's son-in-law. The three conferred in whispers,
then  started  stealthily  for  their  boat.  It  was  a  standing
arrangement that survivors of a raid should meet there if possible.

Two  others  were  already  at  the  boat  when  they  arrived;
everyone but Sepet had managed to get away. The family looked
at  one  another,  half-frightened  by  such  good  fortune,  and
muttered  prayers  to  Set.  Exchanging  stories,  they  learned  that
each  of  them  had  had  a  hairsbreadth  escape  from  capture.
Soldiers  who  had  had  them  surrounded,  almost  caught,  had
vanished  in  the  winking  of  an  eye,  their  weapons  and  torches
with them.

 

Huddled  together  round  the  beached  boat,  Sihathor's  family
heard  the  voice  of  a  young  woman  calling  to  them  through  the
night. Hesitantly they answered the call. In a few moments Sepet
joined them. She was walking strangely, and when she drew near
they saw that her arms were tied together behind her back.

Her tale  of  escape  was  stranger  even  than  the  others.  She had
been caught and bound by the soldiers. Then to  her  vast  surprise
she  had  suddenly  found  herself  alone  again;  the  soldiers  had  all



abruptly vanished. After a while she had struggled to her feet and
made her way, arms still bound behind her, to the boat.

For a long time after Sepet's story no one said anything. Now, it
seemed, the world was again as it had always been, the night was
just another night, with the stars stable in their places above. The
Nile flowed as always, and the  night-birds  cried  and  hooted.  But
the  lights  and  voices  of  the  pursuing  soldiers  had  vanished  as
completely as if the marsh had swallowed them.

Sihathor,  after  asking  the  opinions  of  each  member  of  his
family, praying to Set, and taking  thought,  decided  that  they  had
been  saved  by  some  beneficient  power;  the  best  thing  he  could
do would be to try to keep his rendezvous  with  the  high officials
in the neighborhood of the pyramid. If  they  encountered  soldiers
again,  well,  he  could  revert  to  his  identity  as  a  poor  fisherman
and  small  trader,  whose  boat  had  been  capsized  by  a
hippopotamus. It was not an unlikely accident to meet with in the
Nile, not even here near the metropolis of Memphis.

Once  more  he  and  his  family  set  out  on  foot,  heading  inland
from  the  boat.  But  now,  feeling  it  necessary  to  detour  widely
from  his  previous  route,  Sihathor  soon  came  into  unfamiliar
territory. The pyramid of course was visible even in the dark, but
Sihathor was no longer confident of being able to reach the place
of rendezvous. It was beside a canal, but he knew that more than
one  canal  traversed  the  area,  and  all  of  those  waterways  were
unfamiliar to him.

Not  being  able  to  find  the  two  officials  disturbed  him,  but  not
as much as  the  strange  occurrences  of  the  night.  Yes,  something
very  strange  indeed  was  happening  in  the  land  tonight.
Eventually he decided that the best thing to do was to lie low and
wait  for  morning.  No  one  could  really  blame  him  for  failing  to
keep  a  rendezvous  in  an  area  where  patrols  of  soldiers  were
searching actively.

Besides,  all  the  rock-breaking  implements,  along  with  their
means  of  making  fire  and  most  of  their  supplies,  had  been



abandoned near the little tomb, and were probably lost for good.

After making their way back  somewhat  closer  to  the  river  and
the marshes, the better to support their story of an upset boat, the
family settled in as best they could to wait for dawn, taking turns
at sleeping uneasily and standing watch.

They were now quite close to the great pyramid.

 

NINE
Scheffler  was  straining  every  muscle  to  run,  trying  his

damnedest  to  propel  his  body  straight  up  the  gigantic  stair-steps
formed  by  the  unfinished  side  of  the  Great  Pyramid.  But
something was going wrong with his legs right from the start,  and
by the time he  had  taken  the  first  couple  of  steps  he  was  almost
paralyzed, reduced to trying to crawl with painful slowness.

The dark-haired woman peering down at Scheffler from behind
the golden triangle at the top of the pyramid had her pistol drawn
and she was about to shoot him. Her blue  eyes  were  deadly.  But
he  had  to  keep  on  going  up  the  great  steps  anyway,  because
below him there  were  crocodiles,  and  they  were  coming  up.  He
could see the yellow eyes of the crocs and their great white teeth.
Even with their stumpy legs they were climbing much faster than
he  could  move.  Scheffler  let  out  a  choked  cry  as  one  of  the
animals turned into a lion and bounded closer, and he whimpered
as the lion sank its claws into his back.

And now a  real,  full-voiced  cry  burst  out  of  Scheffler's  throat,
and with it he was jolted into wakefulness. Someone had actually
been shaking him awake, strange fingers poking at his back.

 

"Good  morning,"  said  a  voice.  It  was  a  bright,  firm  voice  and
very  real.  It  wasn't  Becky's  voice,  because  she  was  still
submerged in sleep and blankets, her blond head  half  buried  in  a
pillow.  The  hand  that  had  been  shaking  Scheffler  was  a  man's,
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but  the  voice  belonged  to  the  woman  who  was  standing  at  the
foot of his bed. She and the two men with her were all dressed in
what  looked  vaguely  like  ski  jackets,  wearing  winter  caps  upon
their  heads,  appropriate  to  the  season.  The  men  stood  flanking
Scheffler's bed, one on each side.

Good  morning,  the  woman  had  said.  It  might  indeed  be
morning technically,  but  the  bedroom  was  still  as  dark  as  night.
Barely enough light was coming in from the streets and  buildings
outside to let Scheffler see some features of his visitors' faces. He
looked at them all and swallowed and lay still.

"Good  morning,"  said  the  woman  again,  as  if  she  were  now
satisfied  that  he  was  awake.  She  was  dark,  and  looked  quite
young  in  the  semi-darkness,  and  her  voice  was  pleasantly
nondescript.  "We  are  the  police.  You  may  call  me  Olivia.  And
you are Thomas Scheffler."

"Police," Scheffler repeated stupidly.

"Not  the  Chicago  police.  Nor  do  we  represent  any  other
political entity  with  which  you  are  familiar.  But  nevertheless  we
are police. I could show you our documents of identification, but
I'm afraid you'd find them meaningless."

The  speaker,  like  her  companions,  was  tall  and
well-proportioned, and  when  she  moved  her  head  enough  of  her
face  became  visible  to  suggest  that  she  might  be  attractive,  not
that,  just now, he cared. She was  standing  with  her  hands  folded
in front of her as if ready for prayer or meditation.

Scheffler  sat  up  in  bed.  He  rubbed  his  face  with  his  hands.
Somehow he  was  not  really  surprised  by  this  intrusion.  Net  that
he  had  been  expecting  it,  exactly,  but  he  had  been  expecting
something,  some kind  of  an  intervention.  Or  at  least  part  of  him
had  been  hoping  for  one.  In  fact,  under  his  shock  he  could
already feel an undercurrent of something like relief.

"What  do  you  want?"  he  asked,  and  looked  sideways  again  at
Becky, who still had not stirred.



"Your companion is going to sleep through our interview," said
the  woman  who  had  called  herself  Olivia.  "I  think  we  have  no
business with her. But we have with you."

"Oh." He looked at Becky again, then back to  his  interrogator.
"What business?"

"We want you to answer some questions for us. We are police,
as I have said, and we have evidence that a long series of  crimes
have  been  committed  within  our  jurisdiction.  So  far  I  have  no
reason  to  think  that  you  are  guilty.  But  you  certainly  have
information bearing on these crimes, and on the guilty parties."

So  far  the  two  men  were  only  standing  by,  watching  and
listening  in  silence.  Scheffler  looked  at  Becky  yet  again.  No
movement  there.  He  said:  "I'd  like  to  get  up  and  put  on  my
pants."

"Go  ahead,"  cheerfully  allowed  Olivia.  She  made  a  gracious
gesture.

The  man  standing  at  the  right  side  of  the  bed  moved
courteously  aside.  Scheffler  got  up  and  pulled  on  the  pants  he'd
left  on  the  bedside  chair,  and  then  pulled  his  borrowed  silk
dressing  gown  over  that.  Being  at  least  half  dressed  made  him
feel  a  little  braver.  He  faced  Olivia  and  squared  his  shoulders.
"What  right  do  you  people  have  to  come  in  here  and  ask  me
questions?"

"I  have  explained  who  we  are.  I  must  warn  you  that  you  are
now  temporarily  under  our  jurisdiction.  If  you  refuse  to  answer
questions here, you will be taken elsewhere for questioning."

"That's kidnapping."

"In your legal system, yes. But our legal  system will  supersede
yours whenever the two come into conflict." Olivia obviously had
her answers ready, as if she had expected  they  might  be  needed.
She sounded supremely confident, and still patient. The  two  men
were  waiting  patiently  too,  watching  Scheffler  steadily.  They
were both built as big as he  was,  though  one  was  a  little  shorter.



The  taller  one  had  his  arms  folded,  the  other  his  hands,  in  ski
gloves, hanging loose.

"If you're working under a legal system," Scheffler asked them,
"then don't I have the right to counsel? Legal advice?"

Olivia  continued  to  do  the  talking  for  her  side.  "If  and  when
you are arrested, you  will  be  provided  the  kind  of  counsel  that  I
think  you  mean.  But  I  don't  think  matters  are  going  to  come  to
that. I think you have become innocently involved."

One of the men said, in a voice so deep it was surprising: "If it's
advice you want, the best advice anyone  can  give  you  right  now
is to co-operate with us."

Scheffler looked the three  intruders  over  again,  taking  them in
one  after  another.  All  three  of  them  looked  back  with  calm
professional readiness. Becky slept on, breathing peacefully.

He sighed. "All right. What questions do you have?"

The woman turned  her  head  and  said  something  to  one  of  the
men in a  language  that  Scheffler  could  not  understand.  The  man
turned and left the room.

She  smiled  at  Scheffler  then.  "How  many  trips  through  the
timelock have you made?"

He  tried  to  remember.  Then  suddenly  something  about  the
whole  business  struck  him  as  very  funny.  Maybe  it  was  his
visitors'  matter-of-fact  approach;  or  his  own  calmness,  almost
relief,  in  the  face  of  their  questioning;  or  Becky's  continuing  to
sleep.  Whatever  it  was,  Scheffler  began  to  laugh.  He  bent  over,
and straightened up again, and wiped his eyes on the sleeve of his
robe. It took him a little while to regain full control.

Apparently  this  reaction  too  was  not  unexpected;  his
interrogator still waited patiently.

"You know," Scheffler told her at last, "at first I thought it was
an elevator."

Olivia allowed herself to share, to the extent of a brief smile, in



his  amusement.  "Logical  and  natural  under  the  circumstances,"
she reassured him. "How many trips?"

Scheffler thought back. "There were three, altogether. The first
was very brief."

"And where did you go each time?"

Somehow it had never occurred  to  Scheffler  until  this  moment
that  there  might  have  been  more  than  one  possible  destination.
"Each  time  to  the  same  place—in  ancient  Egypt.  The  Great
Pyramid was under construction there—I could see it as soon as I
climbed out of a hole in the rocks—so it  could  hardly  have  been
anywhere else."

Olivia  nodded,  without  comment.  The  man  who  had  left  the
room now  returned,  carrying  a  small  statuette,  one  of  the  items
that  Scheffler  had  brought  back  from  his  last  trip,  and  left  on  a
table in the library. The man who brought in  the  object  now said
something  to  the  woman  in  their  own  language,  and  tossed  his
find on the foot of the bed.

She pulled  a  small  device  out  from somewhere  and  touched  it
to  the  statuette;  then  she  turned  back  to  Scheffler.  "How  much
gold  did  you  bring  back  from  there  altogether?  You  won't
incriminate  yourself  by  answering.  But  it's  very  important  that  I
know."

"Gold?  None.  On  the  first  two  trips  I  brought  back  nothing.
Your man there has obviously found the collection of things I did
bring  back,  on  the  third  trip.  That's  all.  Oh,  except  for  one
worn-out sandal in my backpack. I just picked that up as a sort of
souvenir. Oh, and a cigarette butt."

"Cigarette butt? Why did you bother with that?"

"I  don't  know.  It  seemed  incongruous,  lying  where  it  was.  It
seemed like evidence or something."

Olivia only looked at him. "Anything else?"

"No.  As  for  the  valuables—well,  I  didn't  consider  that  I  was



stealing." That sounded foolish when he heard himself say it; still,
it was true.

"Perhaps someone gave them to you to bring back here," Olivia
suggested.  When  he  hesitated  over  his  answer,  she  added:  "Let
me  assure  you  that  we  know  about  the  two  twentieth-century
people who are still there. Even they  may not  be  in  serious  legal
trouble  yet—but  if  I'm  going  to  help  them  I  have  to  know  as
much as  possible  about  them.  The  truth  of  what  they  have  been
doing."

"I don't know what they've been doing. I saw only one of them,
a young woman.  Yes,  she  told  me to  bring  the  stuff,  and  I  went
along with what she said. I don't even know her  name.  I  saw her
only once, and that was brief. But I'll tell you what I can."

"Very  good."  His  interrogator  rewarded  him  with  a  broader
smile. "You say that you've made three trips. Describe them all to
me, in some detail please."

Scheffler  did.  The  words  flowed  swiftly  once  he  got  started,
and his sense of relief established itself more firmly.

Olivia  took  it  all  in.  No  one  was  making  notes,  but  maybe,
Scheffler supposed, they were somehow recording what he said.

When  he  paused,  after  completing  his  recital  of  the  third  trip,
she  nodded  as  if  satisfied.  "And  now,  tell  me  about  your
uncle—no, he's your great-uncle, isn't he?—Montgomery Chapel.
When did you last see him?"

Scheffler told it all, as well as he could remember  it,  beginning
with  the  first  invitation  from  Uncle  Monty  to  come  to  the
apartment. If he had been willing to lie to keep Uncle  Monty  out
of trouble, he wouldn't have had  any  idea  what  sort  of  lie  would
be helpful. Right now, based  on  actual  experience,  he  didn't  feel
like  sticking  his  neck  out  for  Uncle  Monty.  He  would  prefer  to
trust  Olivia.  So  far  these  self-proclaimed  police  seemed  like
decent and reasonable people and it was a relief to be able to tell
his story to someone.



The patient  questioning  went  on.  The  men,  as  if  to  make  sure
they  got  their  turns  in,  each  spoke  up  a  couple  of  times,  asking
Scheffler  in  the  same  calm  manner  about  some  details  of  his
story.  From  the  overall  course  of  the  questioning,  Scheffler  got
the  idea  that  these  people  were  more  interested  in  Uncle  Monty
than  in  anything  else—except,  perhaps,  in  gold.  They  kept
coming back  to  gold,  but  he  thought  they  believed  him when  he
kept insisting that he'd never taken any.

They  were  all  four  of  them  still  standing  in  the  bedroom.  He
might  have  to  answer  questions,  but  he'd  be  damned  if  he  was
going to invite these intruders to sit down.

"Anyone else involved?" Olivia asked him casually.

"In getting stuff from ancient Egypt? Not that I know of." Now
Scheffler was beginning to feel tired. He wanted to sit down, and
the  bed  was  available,  but  Becky,  snoring  faintly,  was  still  in  it
and  he  feared  to  wake  her  up.  Also  he  feared  that  sitting  would
put him at some kind of psychological disadvantage.

"What about a man named Pilgrim? Or possibly Peregrinus?"

"Ah, him. Well, I don't know what he's involved in, but I've had
a couple  of  phone  calls  from him since  I  moved  in  here.  I  think
one of his messages is still recorded on the phone."

"What did he want?"

"To  know  how  he  could  reach  my  uncle.  I  told  him  I  didn't
know."

Olivia  said  nothing  to  that.  If  the  message  was  still  on  the
phone, Scheffler decided, she and  her  men had  probably  already
examined it.

Instead  she  said:  "Tell  me  if  you've  ever  seen  this  man,"  and
brought  a  flat  little  item  out  of  a  pocket  of  her  ski  jacket.
Scheffler, ready to be shown a photo,  found  himself  looking at  a
wonder.  He  would  have  had  to  describe  it  as  a  holograph,  but  it
was fancier than anything along that line he'd ever seen before. A
complete  molded  image  of  a  man's  head,  glowing  in  full  color,



sprang up from a small flat disk when Olivia held it  on  her  palm.
She rotated the bust this way and that,  and when Scheffler stared
at it without recognition she did something that called up changes
in the hair, the beard, and the coloring of the image.

"No, I've never seen him, anywhere, anytime, that I can recall.
But then I never, saw the man who phoned."

They asked Scheffler to show them the photos he had taken on
his  last  trip  to  the  land  of  the  pyramid.  He  got  them  out  of  his
dresser  drawer,  and  Olivia  looked  them  over.  Then  without
apology she put them into a pocket of her jacket. "I don't suppose
you made any copies of these? The process used by your camera
is not one that routinely makes multiple copies, is it?"

"No. To both questions."

Abruptly, somehow surprisingly, Scheffler's visitors were ready
to  leave.  Olivia  told  him:  "We're  taking  along  these  things  that
you  did  bring  back  at  the  request  of  the  young  lady.  And  we're
taking  the  sandal  too.  You  will  perhaps  understand  if  I  do  not
give you a receipt?"

He shrugged. He drew a deep breath. He felt  relieved.  "I  think
lean understand that," he said.

The lady said: "As for the other ancient items in this apartment,
they have been here for decades, and to remove them now would
probably  be  more  disruptive  than  to  leave  them.  Thank  you  for
your  cooperation,  Tom.  We're  leaving  now,  and  the  chances  are
that you won't see us again—but it's not impossible that you will.
I or one of my associates here might be back to see you  within  a
few  days.  Because  your  formal  testimony  may  be  wanted,
regarding the activities of Dr. Pilgrim and others."

"I  suppose  you  can  come  and  drag  me  away  if  you  want  me.
But there won't be much I can say."

"Don't  let  it  worry  you.  We'll  see  to  it  that  interference  with
your  normal  life  is  held  to  a  minimum.  I  doubt  that  you'll  even
miss  a  day  of  school."  Olivia's  smile  was  half  wintry  and  half



motherly.  Suddenly  it  occurred  to  Scheffler  for  the  first  time  to
wonder how old she was. Her face was unlined,  that  was  all  that
he  could  say.  He  had  seen  enough  of  it  now  to  be  sure  of  its
attractiveness.

She went  on:  "The  young lady  there  should  wake  up  normally
in  an  hour  or  so.  We  have  no  business  with  her.  Meanwhile,  if
you  keep  your  nose  clean—is  that  the  proper  figure  of
speech?�you're out of it. In the clear. Home free. Understand?"

"I understand."

"Probably  I  don't  need  to  tell  you  to  stay  out  of  the  timelock
from now on."

"No, you don't."

"But  I'm  telling  you  anyway,  officially.  Stay  away  from  that
device altogether. Don't even touch the curtain. You can't realize
how  lucky  you  were  that  none  of  the  control  settings  were
changed—what  might  have  happened  to  you  when  you  used  it.
What  might  have  happened  to  a  portion  of  your  city  here.  In  a
few days,  you  can  go back  to  where  the  door  of  the  timelock  is
now,  and  that  door  will  be  gone�understand?  There  will  be
nothing there but the normal wall of this  apartment  building.  But
for a few days stay clear entirely."

"I'll stay away from it."

"See that you  do.  And don't  worry  about  anything  else.  If  you
should want to try to call your great-uncle and tell him about this
visit of ours, go ahead. But you'll  be  wasting  your  time  and  we'll
arrest him anyway. If, as is likely, he never returns here from his
current  trip  to  the  Middle  East,  well,  feel  free  to  report  him
missing as  soon  as  you  think  proper.  I  don't  suppose  you'll  miss
him unduly."

Scheffler said nothing.

"You can  even  tell  people  about  us  if  you  like.  But  if  you  tell
anyone I expect they'll think you're crazy."



Scheffler nodded. He had already come to that conclusion.

"Don't worry about anything else. We'll take care of it."

Olivia's  smile  brightened  minimally.  The  three  intruders  filed
out  of  his  bedroom,  taking  the  statuette  with  them.  A  minute
later,  he  thought  he  heard  a  door  close—somewhere.  Becky
stirred,  and  turned  over,  and  mumbled  something.  But  she  was
still asleep.

When Scheffler went to look, both the front and back doors of
the  apartment  were  closed  and  locked,  just  as  he  had  left  them
when he and Becky went to bed.

He  walked  over  to  Gallery  Two.  Peering  in  through  the
grillwork, he could see that the curtain was hanging in place, and
all  the  treasures  that  were  supposed  to  be  in  the  protected  area
were still there. He felt a  certain  perverse  temptation  to  open  up
the  grill  and  take  one  more  look  at  the  false  door,  but  the  urge
was very weak and easy to resist. He was safely out of it all now,
and  well  out  of  it.  And  if  Uncle  Monty  wasn't  coming  back,  so
what? Under the circumstances, considering the risks in which his
uncle had placed him, Scheffler  didn't  consider  that  he  owed  the
old man a thing.

All the same, he experienced an unexpected but definite twinge
of  regret.  In  a  few  days  he  would  go  back  to  school  and  finish
learning to be an engineer.  No matter  where  he  spent  the  rest  of
his life, nothing like a timelock  was  ever  going to  happen  to  him
again.

For  a  long  time,  for  almost  an  hour,  Scheffler  roamed  the
apartment, shuffling along on weary legs. He felt exhausted but at
the  same time too  keyed  up  to  try  to  go  back  to  sleep.  He  kept
wishing Becky would wake up, and at the same time he was glad
she didn't. There was nothing credible that he could tell her, very
little  indication  that  they'd  had  any  visitors  tonight.  But  he  was
not  at  all  tempted  to  believe  he'd  dreamed  the  visitors.  All  the
things he'd  carried  back  with  him from pyramid-land  were  gone,



including  his  photographs,  and  his  ancient  sandal.  That  was  the
only change.

Maybe they'd left him his cigarette butt.  Yes,  it  was  still  there,
buttoned into his shirt pocket. Big deal.

He  went  to  the  liquor  cabinet,  and  opened  a  bottle  of  aged
whisky  that  bore  a  name  he  assumed  must  be  one  of  the  most
respected  in  the  business—he  didn't  know  that  much  about  the
subject—and poured himself a good, stiff drink. Scheffler seldom
touched the hard stuff, but under the circumstances it seemed the
only appropriate action he could take.

Then  he  went  back  to  bed  and  without  undressing  again  lay
down  beside  Becky,  the  remains  of  his  drink  within  reach.  He
wondered if he was ever going to be able to sleep again.

 

Scheffler's  second  unexpected  waking  of  the  night  was
considerably more violent than the first. Becky screamed, as both
of  them  were  tipped  out  of  the  heavy  bed  onto  the  floor.
Scheffler  rolled  over  to  stare  up  into  a  gray  dawn light.  Strange,
ominous-looking  weapons  like  crystalline  rods  were  aimed  at
him, gripped in the hands of two things whose  size  and  generally
grotesque appearance reminded him of Uncle Monty's statues.

Two  monster-headed  creatures,  clothed  in  strange  fabric  and
helmeted in opaque glass, were standing one on either side of the
bed, just where  Olivias  escort  had  been  an  hour  or  so  ago.  They
were not statues, nor did they look at all ancient or Egyptian. The
darkness  that  might  have  softened  their  shapes  vanished  when
someone  hit  the  wall  switch  and  all  the  lights  in  the  room  came
on.

The figures  who  were  aiming  what  he  assumed  were  peculiar
weapons  at  Scheffler  looked  monstrous  indeed,  but  one  visitor,
standing at the foot of the bed, was certainly a human being. And
Scheffler had seen his face before.

The man bowed  slightly,  smiling down at  the  two  people  who



were huddled on the floor. His very precise voice was alarmingly
familiar.  "We  have  spoken  on  the  phone,  Scheffler.  My name  is
Pilgrim."

 

TEN
The man's dark eyes were hypnotic, holding an intensity of life

that no holograph could have conveyed. The face was, in its own
way, handsome. And the precise voice was the same one that had
spoken  to  Scheffler  on  the  phone,  though  now  it  sounded  much
wearier.

"Scheffler? No need to be terrified of me. Not just yet anyway.
We have  plenty  of  time  for  that.  Get  up.  Get  dressed.  You  and
the young lady both. Desert outfits for both of you, please. Please
don't  be  terrified,  not  now,  we're  in  a  hurry.  The  industrious
Olivia must have told you some unkind things about me. I'll have
to  speak  to  her  about  that."  Pilgrim's  accent  was  slight  but  very
distinctive.  Scheffler,  if  pressed  to  come  up  with  a  definition,
could only have called it suave.

Certainly Pilgrim's were the features that Olivia had shown him
in the  holograph,  though  now  the  man's  gaunt  face  was  rimmed
with a beard, short and patchy and  unkempt,  as  if  he  simply had
not  had  the  chance  to  shave  for  many  days.  His  age,  Scheffler
thought,  might  have  been  somewhere  between  thirty  and  forty.
Physically he was rather small, not nearly as big as Scheffler had
somehow  expected  despite  Uncle  Monty's  description.  But  in
spite  of  the  lack  of  size  the  impression  of  magnetic  force  was
there.

Scheffler,  still  clad  in  the  dressing  gown  over  his  jeans,  got
slowly to  his  feet.  Becky,  clad  in  nothing  at  all  except  the  sheet
that  she  was  clutching  around  her,  sat  on  the  floor  and
whimpered.

Pilgrim  smiled  at  her  in  a  not-unkindly  and  yet  impatient
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manner. In his precise actor's voice he said: "You must get up and
dress, my dear. For the desert."

"For  the  desert,"  she  repeated,  nodding  as  if  to  show  that  she
was  willing  to  be  obedient.  Then  she  added  helplessly:  "I  don't
know what you mean."

Scheffler  shook  his  head  when  Pilgrim  looked  at  him.  "She
doesn't have any desert outfit," Scheffler said. "She doesn't know
anything about it."

"Well, I suppose that's possible.  But  if  not  she  will  soon  learn.
My  dear,  if  you  would  prefer  to  do  your  dressing  in  the
closet—well,  obviously  you  would  prefer  that—take  whatever
garments you have and put them on in there—you do have  some
clothing at hand, I take it? Of course you do. Scheffler, be a good
fellow  and  go  with  her.  And  be  quick  about  it,  both  of  you.
Clothed or unclothed, we are all about to depart on a journey."

Scheffler  helped  Becky  to  her  feet.  Then  he  led  her,  still
wrapped in her bedsheet, across the room. On the way they  both
grabbed  up  garments  from a  chair  and  from  the  floor.  She  went
on into the closet  and  began  putting  things  on,  while  he  stood  in
the  closet  doorway,  trying  to  shield  her  from  view  as  much  as
possible as he completed his own dressing.

Pilgrim's  eyes,  red-veined  and  weary  though  they  were,  had
followed Becky appreciatively as she crossed the room.

"What are they going to do to us?" she whimpered to Scheffler
as she tugged up her jeans.  It  was  as  if  she  thought  the  intruders
couldn't  hear  her  as  long  as  he  was  standing  in  their  way.  He
mumbled  something  as  he  struggled  to  get  a  shoe  on  while
standing up. He supposed it wasn't a very encouraging reply but it
was the best that he could do.

Fully  dressed,  he  felt  more  angry  than  afraid.  Being  dragged
out  of  bed  by  strangers  twice  in  one  night  was  just  too  damn
much.  But  when  Scheffler  turned  around,  meaning  to  confront
this new invader boldly, he found himself again facing one of the



short but monstrous figures that he had seen when the  lights  first
came  on.  In  the  interval  between  then  and  now  his  mind  had
suppressed  the  nature  of  those  shapes,  but  now here  was  one  of
them  again,  not  a  hallucination,  not  some  result  of  interrupted
dreams and blurry eyes and glaring light, but real.

No more  than  five  feet  tall,  the  thing  stood  in  the  doorway  to
the hall. Still  pointing  a  slender  crystalline  rod  with  attachments,
that  had  to  be  a  weapon.  The  threat  was  implicit  in  the  thing's
attitude. In a moment its fellow, similarly armed,  had  reappeared
in the dark hallway behind it.

Scheffler came to a halt,  unable  to  say  anything,  staring  at  the
two misshapen helmets, glassy but opaque, and the two unearthly
bodies in strange, tight suits. Both of the small beings had moved
completely  back  into  the  bedroom  now,  and  they  continued  to
point their rods at him.

Pilgrim  was  watching  him  intently.  "They're  not  going  to  eat
you,  my  lad.  They  are  members  of  my  crew,  as  impeccably
human as you yourself, though Earth has never been their home."

"Your crew." 

"Yes."

"Where are you from?"

"Long ago and  far  away.  They  need  a  bit  of  help  in  breathing
when they come here, that's all. Hence the helmets. We all need a
bit  of  help  from time to  time,  don't  we?  I'm  going  to  need  some
help from you. And you and the young woman are going to need
my help for a while now, just to stay alive."

And  now  Scheffler  noticed  for  the  first  time  that  Pilgrim
himself was injured. The smaller man was keeping his left hand in
the side pocket of his trousers. And at the wrist of that arm, under
the  sleeve  of  Pilgrim's  upper  garment,  Scheffler  could  see  what
looked  like  the  end  of  some  kind  of  cast  or  splint.  The  jacket
whose sleeve concealed most of the cast somewhat resembled the
upper garments that the police had worn.



Becky, peering past Scheffler, got a good look at what had just
come in from the hall. She reacted with  a  gasp  and  clutched  him
by  the  arm.  Scheffler  himself,  now  over  the  first  shock,  could
discern  on  the  two  odd  creatures—or  at  least  on  their  garments,
for  none  of  their  skin  was  showing—some  of  the  same  signs  of
wear  and  tear  that  Pilgrim  displayed.  The  two  silent  beings,
though of approximately human shape, were too thin and angular
to be men, women, or  children  born  of  Earth.  The  joints  of  their
limbs,  being  slightly  displaced  by  terrestrial  standards,  provided
even  more  convincing  evidence  of  their  alien  origins.  So did  the
configuration  of  the  glassy  helmets,  implying  the  shape  of  the
heads inside. Their hands were covered in mitten-like gloves that
hid all details of form.

Pilgrim  was  growing  impatient  with  his  victims.  "Are  you
dressed  yet,  wench?  Come  come.  Step  out  here  boldly,  I  don't
bite. Nothing worse than a little adventure lies ahead for you, and
you will emerge  from it  intact  if  I  have  my way,  and  I  generally
do."

Scheffler  turned  his  head  to  Becky.  "Better  do  what  the  man
says,"  he  urged  apologetically.  He  was  thinking  that  if  Pilgrim
intended  rape  or  murder,  he  wouldn't  have  ordered  her  to  get
dressed.

Whatever  Becky  might  be  thinking,  she  didn't  have  much
choice, and followed Scheffler out of the closet. Pilgrim waved a
hand,  in  what  looked  like  a  consciously  theatrical  gesture,  to
signal his captives to follow him out of the bedroom.

Escorted  by  silent  monsters,  two  men  and  a  woman  traversed
the dimly lighted rooms and hallways of the apartment  until  they
came  to  Gallery  Two.  The  grillwork  door  was  already  standing
open, though Scheffler could see no sign that it  had  been  forced.
The  lock  must  have  been  cheated  somehow,  or  simply  opened
with a key. Not Scheffler's key; he could still feel that in his pants
pocket,  where  he  had  put  it  yesterday  before  Becky  arrived.  It
wasn't exactly that he hadn't trusted her, but…



The cloth  curtain  decorated  with  Egyptian  figures,  that  Olivia
had  warned  him  never  to  touch  again,  had  already  been  pulled
aside.  The  dark  doorway  to  the  elevator  stood  open.  Becky  was
staring at all this in total incomprehension.

Pilgrim paused for  a  moment  in  the  sanctuary,  pointing  to  one
after  another  of  the  gold  artifacts  in  their  niches.  He  said
something to his companions, speaking in the most alien-sounding
tongue that Scheffler had ever heard from human lips. One of the
diminutive  monsters  answered,  a  startling,  buzzing  speech  that
did not sound as if it could be produced by human lips at all.

Evidently  Pilgrim  did  not  particularly  like  the  answer  he  had
been  given,  but  it  was  not  unexpected.  Now  with  a  grimace  he
had turned back to his captives, and was gesturing them forward,
into the open door of the elevator.

Scheffler  moved  forward  obediently  and  then  stopped  on  the
threshold.  There  were  two  figures  already  inside  the  little
dark-walled  room,  one  of  them  lying  bound  on  one  of  the
couches. A hand  pushed  Scheffler  roughly  in,  and  now he  could
see  that  it  was  Olivia  who lay  on  the  couch.  The  policewoman's
face  was  pale  and  drawn  and  her  eyes  were  closed.  A  third
monster,  helmeted  and  armed  like  the  two  who  had  come  to
Scheffler's  bedroom,  its  knees  and  elbows  bent  at  somewhat
inhuman angles, was crouching beside her as guardian.

Becky  was  shoved  in  beside  Scheffler,  and  then  both  of  them
were  pushed  toward  the  rear  of  the  car.  Becky's  face  was
controlled,  and  she  had  stopped  whimpering,  but  she  clung  to
Scheffler's  arm with  the  grip  of  a  drowning  woman.  Pilgrim  and
his cohort crowded  in  after  them.  Looking  back,  Scheffler  could
see  how  the  last  creature  left  outside  closed  and  locked  the
grillwork door  and  pulled  the  curtain  shut  before  entering.  Then
the door of the elevator slid closed.

Pilgrim  observed  Scheffler's  stare  at  Olivia.  "I  suppose,
Scheffler,"  the  cultured  voice  inquired,  "you  were  warned  to
have  no  dealings  with  me?  Told  that  I  was  the  most  savage



criminal in the  Galaxy?  Inevitably  to  be  arrested  within  the  next
ten minutes?"

"I don't think so. I don't remember."

"It  doesn't  matter  what  you  were  told."  Pilgrim  made  a
dismissive  gesture  with  his  good  hand.  Then  he  leaned  back
against  the  elevator  wall,  rubbing  his  eyes  tiredly.  "But  you  see
the police didn't have  quite  the  success  in  arresting  me that  they
anticipated. Well, it's not the first time."

Olivia had opened  her  eyes  and  was  gazing stonily  up  at  them
all. She said nothing, and Scheffler wasn't sure that she  was  fully
conscious.

Now Pilgrim had  turned  to  face  the  dark  wall,  and  the  fingers
of  his  uninjured  hand  moved  over  the  illuminated  projections
beside the door. The pattern of the little lights across the wall was
changing  under  his  touch.  Over  his  shoulder  he  said:  "Please
make  no  attempt  to  change  any  of  these.  I  want  to  be  able  to
return you to your apartment, Scheffler, when the time comes.  If
you and—what is your fair companion's name? "

"Becky."  She  spoke  up  for  herself,  in  a  voice  that  surprised
Scheffler with its firmness. "Rebecca Haggerty."

Their kidnapper gave her another appreciative glance. Then he
finished  with  whatever  he  was  doing  to  the  wall,  stabbing  at  it
with  his  fingers  like  a  pianist,  and  faced  them  again.  "Rebecca
Haggerty and Thomas Scheffler, I mean neither of you any harm.
If  possible  I  will  see  to  it  that  you  are  restored  to  your  normal
world, once I have got my hands  on  what  I  want.  If,  that  is,  you
still  prefer  your  normal  world—it  does  have  its  disadvantages,
you know?" Pilgrim's was a mild, inquiring,  schoolteacher's  gaze.
And  even  as  he  asked  the  question  the  time-elevator  began  to
move, gravity weakening  and  coming back  in  spurts  beneath  the
passengers' feet.

"That's  what  we'd  prefer,  yes,"  said  Scheffler.  Becky  clutched
at  him  again  and  he  patted  her  hand  in  reassurance.  This  was



really  the  smoothest  ride  that  Scheffler  had  taken  yet  in  this
device.  The  gravity  was  remaining  almost  constant.  No  doubt
Pilgrim had made just the right adjustments.

The little man shrugged elegantly. "Ah well. It is not impossible
that  you  will  change  your  minds.  But  as  you  wish.  The  more
willingly  you  both  cooperate  with  me  while  we  are  traveling
companions,  the  more  likely  you  are  to  have  your  choice  at  the
end of the journey."

"Co-operate in what?"

"In whatever may come along.  The  little  day-today  things  that
add up to make life worth living."

"Okay.  Whatever  you  say.  Is  she  badly  hurt?"  With  a  nod
Scheffler indicated  Olivia,  who still  seemed  to  be  having  trouble
getting her eyes to focus on anything.

"I'm  afraid  she  may  be."  Pilgrim  sounded  genuinely—though
not  intensely—regretful.  "We  fought  a  skirmish  since  she  saw
you  last.  Neither  of  us,  as  you  see,  emerged  unscathed."  He
moved his injured arm a trifle, gently, without taking the hand out
of the pocket. "But really I have no more wish to hurt her than to
harm  you.  Possibly  she  will  survive  to  try  to  arrest  me  once
again."

Becky asked, in a lost voice: "Where are we going?" Obviously
she  was  still  unable  to  make  any  sense  at  all  out  of  the  elevator
and its unique ride.

Pilgrim came  close  to  twinkling  at  her.  "Scheffler  can  explain
that to you. Not very thoroughly or accurately I suppose, but well
enough  to  serve  the  immediate  purpose.  It's  a  place  he  has
already  visited.  Or  if  words  fail  him  you  can  see  for  yourself
since we shall soon be there."  The  little  man smiled  at  Scheffler.
"When we arrive, he will indicate to me how far the gold-hunting
has progressed up to now. How much of the Pharaoh's treasure, if
any, remains unplundered."

"I didn't see any gold when I was there," Scheffler protested. "I



didn't hunt for any."

"Oh,  did  you  not?"  Momentarily  Pilgrim's  gaze  was  a  dark
implacable  force  that  probed  him coldly.  "Perhaps  not.  If  that  is
true, then I suspect that even by the standards of your own world
you have been  badly  cheated.  Cheated  by  your  two  friends  who
are  still  at  work  there  now,  and  by  your  own  great-uncle.  But
don't  let  that  depress  you;  your  respected  great-uncle
Montgomery Chapel seems to have cheated almost everyone who
ever  tried  to  deal  with  him.  Including  me."  Gradually  Pilgrim's
face had assumed a wry expression,  as  if  to  indicate  that  he  was
able  to  accept  the  situation  as  a  joke.  And  then,  as  if  in
afterthought: "I mean to talk with him about that."

Scheffler  wondered  if  the  man before  him was  insane.  He  felt
no hope of being able to predict what he'd do next.

The  time-conveyance  bounced  a  little  more.  Becky  moaned
and muttered, but it was a minor disturbance by  the  standards  of
Scheffler's first three trips. Everyone inside the car held on in one
way or another, grabbing a strap or at least bracing a hand against
the  wall.  Becky  continued  to  grip  Scheffler  by  the  arm.  And  at
least  one  of  the  rod-weapons  stayed  pointed  at  Scheffler  all
through the bouncing ride. He was by far the biggest being in the
group,  but  right  now  it  didn't  seem  that  size  and  strength  were
going to do him any good.

The vehicle  stopped.  He  estimated  that  the  ride  had  lasted  no
more than two minutes.

The  door  opened,  on  what  was  becoming  a  familiar  sight  to
Scheffler, the entrance to  the  fissure  in  Egyptian  rock.  This  time
it  was  not  full  daylight  outside,  but  not  full  night  either.  The
mildness  of  the  heat  that  washed  into  the  car  suggested  to
Scheffler  that  they  had  arrived  near  dawn  rather  than  dusk.
Becky  sniffed  the  air,  and  her  confusion  reached  new  heights.
She stared at him, seeking enlightenment.

Pilgrim  was  first  out  of  the  timelock,  looking  around  him



warily.  Now  at  last  he  had  drawn  a  weapon  of  his  own,  which
appeared  to  be  a  shorter  version  of  the  rod-devices  still
brandished  by  his  three  un-earthly  followers  After  looking,
around, Pilgrim motioned for the others to follow him.

Olivia,  on  being  released  from  the  couch,  said  very  little  but
demonstrated  a  willingness  to  co-operate  under  duress.  She  was
able  to  stand  and  walk  with  only  a  minimum  of  help.  Becky
moved spontaneously to the other woman's side and helped her to
stay on her feet.

When  everyone  was  out  of  the  car,  standing  almost  in  single
file in the confined space of the  fissure,  and  the  door  had  closed
behind them, Pilgrim faced Scheffler.

"I  want  you  to  tell  me  what  arrangement  you  have  made  for
meeting  the  other  two  twentieth-century  people  who  are  still
working here."

"I don't have any arrangements at all with those people. I don't
know anything about them. Except I  talked  to  one  of  them for  a
couple  of  minutes.  Ask  Olivia."  Then,  seeing  how  the
policewoman  swayed  on  her  feet,  Scheffler  was  sorry  he  had
brought her into it. In a burst of something like bravado he added:
"We could try standing here and waving our arms.  Maybe  they'll
see us."

Pilgrim did not react to the comment. He did  turn  to  Olivia,  as
if wondering whether he ought to ask her as suggested.

But  at  this  point  Olivia  spoke  up  unexpectedly,  addressing
herself to Becky and Scheffler.

"I  warn  you,  you  must  do  nothing  to  help  this  man.  Nothing
more than you are absolutely forced to do."

One  of  the  small  unearthly  things  raised  its  weapon,  aimed  at
her.  Pilgrim gestured  it  away.  "No.  Let  her  say  all  that  she  feels
compelled to say. Let her say it now, and we can  perhaps  get  on
with business."

Olivia had winced away from the weapon when it moved in her



direction.  Now  she  caught  her  breath  and  went  on,  speaking  to
Becky and Scheffler.

"More is at stake here than you can realize. In the name of the
Authority,  I…"  The  futility  of  that  appeal,  incomprehensible  to
her  hearers,  evidently  struck  her.  For  a  moment  she  was  silent,
then  blurted  out:  "This  man  is  guilty  of  what  you  would  call
genocide."

"A lie," said Pilgrim calmly. His urbane manner was unshaken.
"An absolute lie."

Scheffler said nothing. Looking at Olivia, who now slumped  in
exhaustion,  leaning  heavily  on  Becky's  supporting  arm,  he  was
quite willing to believe what she had told him.

Their  kidnapper  asked  the  policewoman,  with  seeming
courtesy: "Are you quite finished?"

Olivia  said  nothing.  She licked  dry  lips,  stared  at  nothing,  and
continued to lean on Becky.

"Then  let  us  be  on  our  way.  Follow  me,  all  of  you."  Pilgrim
gestured minimally and began to lead the way along the fissure.

When they reached the end of the rocky passageway there was
still  light  enough  in  the  sky  to  give  them  a  good  look  at  the
pyramid. Becky gasped audibly.

Pilgrim  paused  there,  gazing  at  the  monument  backlighted
against the sunrise, ignoring the rest of his party for the brief time
it took them to catch up with him.

In  a  few  moments  captors  and  captives  were  more  or  less
gathered together at the end of the fissure. Pilgrim surveyed them
briefly  and  gave  the  signal  to  advance  again.  They  were  in  the
process of  climbing over  the  low rocks  at  the  end  of  the  fissure,
and  had  just  about  got  all  their  heads  out  above  the  level  of  the
rocky  hill,  when  a  voice  challenged  them  out  of  the  gathering
night.

Scheffler ducked at once, getting his head back  down between



the walls, and pulling Becky down beside him. Olivia,  dependent
upon  Becky  for  support,  slumped  into  a  gradual  fall.  One  of  the
monsters  was  crouching  slightly,  in  a  good  position  to  keep  an
eye on all the prisoners. The glassy helmet gleamed faintly in the
twilight,  and  Scheffler  wondered  what  shape  and  color  of  eyes
might be inside it.

Meanwhile  Pilgrim  and  his  two  other  crew  members  were
calling and buzzing their own challenges back into the night.

Pilgrim's voice, surprisingly loud, roared out: "Who is it, then?"

After  a  pause  of  a  few  seconds,  the  distant  voice  replied:
"Willis Chapel." A pause. "Is that Pilgrim?"

"Yes." The tension in the air relaxed. It was quite  obvious  that
the two sides recognized each other.

Or  at  least  they  thought  they  did.  Scheffler  wasn't  sure.  That
challenging bellow out of the dusk hadn't sounded to him like the
voice of any eighty-year-old man.

 

ELEVEN
The  day  of  Pharaoh's  burial  was  over,  the  fires  of  sunset

already  beginning  to  fade  from  sky  and  river,  when  Ptah-hotep
and  Thothmes  descended  to  the  Palace  docks.  The  two  officials
needed  only  a  moment  to  select  one  of  the  numerous  boats  that
waited  almost  motionless  in  the  still  water  at  dockside.  Their
choice was one of the smaller craft,  that might have been able to
carry six people at the most. Still it was  larger  than  they  needed;
there would be no servants to do the rowing for them on this trip.
Taking up paddle and pole, they launched themselves out into the
broad canal that would carry them to the Nile.

Thothmes,  standing  amidships,  poled  the  boat  forward,  while
Ptah-hotep, sitting in the stern armed  with  a  paddle,  did  what  he
could  to  help.  Their  maneuvers  with  these  rivermens'  tools  were
at  first  a  trifle  awkward.  But  both  men  had  some  boating
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experience, gained on sporting expeditions  into  the  marshes,  and
they experienced little real difficulty.

When they steered out of the canal and into the river itself, the
lightly loaded craft rode skittishly in the swift current that caught
them up  and  swept  them toward  their  destination.  If  all  went  as
well  as  they  hoped  tonight,  Ptah-hotep  and  Thothmes  would
probably hire boatmen tomorrow for the return trip upstream. But
to  be  able  to  avoid  the  eyes  and  ears  of  the  rivermen  on  this
crucial trip downstream was worth a little trouble.

Around them, the vast river ran  dark  and  nearly  silent  through
the  deepening  night.  The  flotilla  of  vessels  of  all  types  that  had
dotted  the  Nile's  broad  surface  during  the  funeral  procession  of
the Pharaoh Khufu had now dispersed.

Almost directly ahead of their small craft,  some distance inland
from  the  western  bank,  the  Horizon  of  Khufu  reared  its  dark
looming  triangle  against  the  sky.  Today,  somewhere  near  the
center  of  that  towering  mass  of  stone,  the  final  sealing  of  the
inner chambers and passageways had been carried out by fiercely
loyal retainers of the dead king. Whatever last tricks the Pharaoh
and  his  Chief  Builder  had  had  in  mind  to  foil  robbery  had  now
been played.

Swiftly  the  current  bore  the  small  craft  along.  The  torchlights
of  the  Palace  were  already  far  behind  when  Thothmes  paused,
standing  balanced  like  an  acrobat  with  his  pole;  the  water  had
become too deep for him to reach the bottom with it anyway. He
said softly: "Is that a boat upstream from us? Following us?"

Ptah-hotep,  the  better  to  listen,  ceased  to  paddle,  letting  the
boat drift freely. Looking upstream, into the south, he was able to
see very little except the deepening night itself. When he held his
breath  he  could  hear  nightbirds,  insects,  the  tiny  lap  of  waves
along the  wooden  sides  of  their  small  boat,  the  almost  inaudible
murmuring of the night breeze crossing the immense  river.  There
was  no  chanting  of  boatmen  to  be  heard,  no  sound  of  oars  or
paddles.



"I  can  see  nothing  out  of  the  ordinary,"  he  whispered.  "I  hear
nothing. Do you see a boat following?"

Thothmes  was  silent.  He  sat  down  carefully,  still  looking
upstream and balancing his pole. At last he shrugged.

A  moment  later,  Ptah-hotep  started  paddling  again.  It  was
necessary  to  guide  their  progress  now;  mere  drifting  would  not
bring them to the inlet of the canal they wanted. The sound made
by the faint trickle of the water from the paddle with each stroke
was very faint.

Daylight had entirely fled from the sky long before  Ptah-hotep
and Thothmes  were  able  to  steer  their  small  craft  from the  swift
river into another almost stagnant canal,  this  one  leading  straight
toward the pyramid. The waning moon had not yet  risen;  yet  the
officials,  Ptah-hotep  in  particular,  were  so  familiar  with  the  way
that  the  starlight  was  sufficient  to  let  them  find  the  canal  and
guide  their  boat  into  it.  This  palm-lined  waterway  had  been  dug
decades  ago,  to  carry  to  the  pyramid's  construction  the  stones
that came by boat from distant quarries.

Now  their  course  lay  down  the  middle  of  the  narrow  canal,
between  the  idle  lines  of  the  construction  boats  that  were  still
waiting  where  they  had  been  stopped  at  the  announcement  of
Pharaoh's death. Most of the boats on the right bank were heavily
laden  with  stones  for  the  outer  sheathing  of  the  pyramid,  and
most  of  the  boats  on  the  left  were  empty.  All  were  awaiting  the
resumption of normal daytime labor that would take place within
a day or two, after the formal coronation of Dedefre.

Many  times  had  Ptah-hotep,  in  his  capacity  as  guide  and
observer of the daytime work, passed in a small boat through this
canal.  Now  even  in  the  moonless  darkness  there  was  small
chance of his missing the spot where he wanted to put ashore. At
a  little  distance  from  this  point,  the  mason  and  skilled  robber
Sihathor  should  be  waiting  for  them,  to  receive  the  final
confirmation that he and his workers could begin their labors this
very night.



Now, taking the pole from Thothmes, and  pushing  hard  with  it
against  the  shallow bottom,  the  former  Chief  Priest  guided  their
vessel  in  toward  the  right-hand  bank.  Thothmes  behind  him  had
picked up the paddle and now plied it quietly.

As  soon  as  the  prow  of  their  craft  had  grounded,  Ptah-hotep
stepped ashore. He tied the boat up to a handy  stake,  though  the
chance that  it  might  drift  away  in  this  virtually  motionless  water
seemed  very  small.  Caution,  particularly  in  all  matters  having  to
do with the business of the cult of Set, was a long-ingrained habit.
Thothmes watched him but said nothing.

Now  the  two  men  crept  silently  inland  toward  the  appointed
place of rendezvous. This was a small but distinctive outcropping
of  rock,  so  close  to  the  canal  that  it  was  surrounded  by  palm
trees.  Under  the  palms,  with  most  of  the  starlight  shaded  out,  a
deeper darkness reigned.

Thothmes  and  Ptah-hotep  groped  about,  doing  their  best  to
make  a  minimum  of  noise,  finding  only  rocks  and  treetrunks.
They took turns whistling and calling softly. But Sihathor was not
here. That was not really  surprising,  they  decided,  looking at  the
stars.  Certainly  they  had  arrived  too  early;  it  was  not  yet
midnight.

The  two  men  settled  in  to  wait,  sitting  on  the  large  rock,
beginning to judge time's passage by the slow turn of the familiar
stars. Meanwhile they talked, and  remarked  on  certain  odd  signs
that  seemed  to  be  taking  place  to  mark  the  death  of  Pharaoh.
Several  people  in  the  Palace  had  reported  seeing  odd  things
among the stars last night. There were always a few such reports,
of course, when many people  watched  the  skies;  but  it  appeared
that the frequency of these signs might be increasing.

The  friends  fingered  their  amulets,  and  prayed  to  Set  for  the
success of their enterprise. Time passed, as time will.

"It  is  midnight  now,"  Thothmes  said  at  last.  "And  the
stonemason is not here yet."



Ptah-hotep arose from the flat rock and walked out from under
the  vague  shadow  of  the  palms,  to  get  a  better  look  at  the
constellations, the better to judge the time.

Looking up at the night sky, he frowned.

"What is it?" his companion asked. His eyes, accustomed to the
darkness now, had read that frown even by starlight.

"I  thought  that  I  saw  something,"  Ptah-hotep  declared
reluctantly. "Moving among the stars."

"Something? What?"

"I do not know. It came and went too swiftly. Like a fish—no,
more like a ripple in the water of the Nile."

"That  was  the  comparison  used  by  some  of  the  people  in  the
Palace  this  morning,  describing  to  me  the  start  of  their  own
visions."  Thothmes,  moving  uneasily,  got  to  his  feet  and  joined
his friend under the unshaded sky. But now there was nothing out
of the ordinary to be seen.

Nothing  else  unusual  occurred  for  some time.  It  was  well  past
midnight  when  they  reluctantly  gave  up  on  Sihathor  and  made
their way back to their borrowed boat.

In  whispered  conference  the  two  officials  now  wondered  if
Sihathor  might  have  failed  to  receive  the  message  telling  him  to
meet them. Another possibility was that he had misinterpreted his
orders and gone straight to the pyramid. Of course, he might also
have been delayed or even arrested on his way. But other cultists
had  assured  Ptah-hotep  and  Thothmes  that  the  officers  detailed
to  guard  Khufu's  tomb,  and  the  nearby  cemetery,  had  eagerly
accepted  their  bribes  and  removed  themselves  and  their  men
from the immediate area.

Untying their boat, Ptah-hotep and Thothmes  pushed  off  again
and  once  more  paddled  toward  the  looming  shape  of  Khufu's
pyramid, sharp-angled, black, and enigmatic against the stars.

"Wait! Hold!" Ptah-hotep's whisper was low but piercing. Then



he pointed silently, letting the boat drift with the force of  his  last
paddle-stroke. Far behind  them,  almost  as  far  back  as  where  the
straight  canal  joined  the  river,  the  lights  of  several  torches
gleamed. light sparked a coppery gleam from weapons.

"Soldiers!" Thothmes whispered.

"It  may  be  only  that  some  patrols  have  been  sent  out  for  the
sake  of  appearances.  Back  there,  they  are  still  well  distant  from
the area they have been bribed to avoid."

"It may be so," allowed  Thothmes.  His  tone  carried  more  than
a  little  doubt.  Other  possibilities,  that  neither  man  felt  like
mentioning  aloud,  were  that  there  had  been  treachery  at  high
levels  within  the  cult—or  that  the  Chief  Builder,  or  some  other
enemy of Set, had fathomed the cultists' plot and sprung a trap.

Just  as  suddenly  as  the  frightening  distant  torches  had  come
into  sight,  they  disappeared  again.  The  abruptness  of  the
disappearance was disconcerting.

"Did  you  see  that?  They're  moving  quickly,  away  from  the
canal. But which way are they moving? If they come this way we
should be able to see them."

"Let them come," said Ptah-hotep. "We are still officials of the
Horizon  of  Khufu.  We  have  every  right  to  be  here,  at  any  hour
we choose."

"But they will be suspicious. And what about our  stonemason?
And his crew, he must have brought helpers with him."

"They  must  fend  for  themselves.  I  expect  that  they  are  all
crafty  peasants,  capable  of  doing so,  should  the  soldiers  happen
to  come  across  them."  Ptah-hotep  took  up  his  paddle  again  and
used it softly.

For  the  distance  of  a  spearcast  the  two  friends  made  progress
without  incident  in  their  small  boat.  Then  Thothmes  clutched
Ptah-hotep by the arm, violently, and pointed. A giant face, many
times human size but blue and dim almost to invisibility, appeared
to  be  looking  out  at  them  from  the  left  bank  of  the  canal.  The



countenance was indistinct, and the features of it irregular,  but  it
appeared  to  be  alive.  Those  vast  eyes  rolled  up  toward  the  stars
as  the  small  boat  drifted  past.  It  looked  to  Ptah-hotep  like  the
face of a god, some god whose name and attributes he might once
have heard but could not now remember.

The  face  faded  out  of  sight  even  as  they  gaped  at  it.  Then
something,  another  vague  apparition,  that  might  have  had  the
shape of a bird or of a boat, went streaking across the sky. It was
come and gone again before they could be sure that it  was  really
there.

Shivering, the two men cast down their pole and paddle and sat
close  together  in  their  boat.  Thothmes,  his  teeth  chattering,
pronounced: "W-we have reached the Underworld."

"No!"

"We  have  fallen  into  the  Underworld,  I  tell  you!"  Ptah-hotep
again  expressed  a  violent  dissent.  "This  is  not  the  Underworld.
This is nothing like it!"

"Oh,  and  have  you  visited  the  Tuat  before?  We  have  been
cursed  by  Pharaoh,  and  by  Ra,  and  by  Osiris  for  our  plotting."
Thothmes was almost sobbing in his despair.

"We  have  not."  Ptah-hotep  steeled  his  nerves.  "Rather  the
power  of  Set  is  being  demonstrated.  The  power  that  will  enable
us to rob the tomb as we had planned. We are going on."

Thothmes,  saying  nothing  except  to  mutter  prayers  and
incantations,  slumped  into  the  bottom  of  the  boat,  covering  his
face with  his  fingers.  He  was  abandoning  his  fate  into  the  hands
of Ptah-hotep and of the gods.

Ptah-hotep understood this. He set his jaw and paddled.

When  he  had  reached  the  turning  basin,  he  docked  the  boat
and stepped ashore and tied their vessel up again. Thothmes, who
by  now  was  somewhat  recovered,  followed  him  ashore
fatalistically. They made their way on foot toward the base of the
pyramid, where now new signs of strange activity became visible.



A faint,  eerie  light  was  washing  over  the  great  mass  of  Khufu's
tomb,  coming  from  some  object  in  the  northeastern  sky.  It
combined  with  the  light  of  the  newly  risen  moon  to  produce  a
pale, ghostly effect.

 

The source of the strange illumination was visible, and drawing
closer.

It  resembled  a  giant,  translucent  bird,  and  it  was  coming
silently down out of the starry sky and settling, gliding toward the
ground  with  its  immense  triangular  wings  stiffly  outspread.  The
apparition landed, very near the pyramid. Its light dimmed almost
to nothing.

"A god! Or the vessel of a god."

"Or of gods. Of course. But which?"

Quivering  with  fear,  but  excited  as  well  with  hopeful
anticipation, Thothmes and Ptah-hotep advanced step by step.

As  they  drew  nearer,  the  two  officials  could  see  the
shimmering,  ghostly,  gigantic  winged  shape  more  clearly.  It
looked less birdlike now, much less alive, as it sat  waiting  on  the
sand—for what?

"It is the barque of dead Pharaoh," Thothmes whispered.

"No, surely. It must be that of Ra himself."

"But what does its presence here, now, mean?"

By now the  moon was  clear  of  the  horizon,  and  by  moonlight
the vessel—if such it really was—looked both like metal and like
crystal. It changed shape slightly  as  the  two  men watched  it,  but
otherwise  remained  virtually  motionless.  Details  of  its
configuration  altered  from  one  moment  to  the  next,  but  always
the  outline  of  it  was  there,  as  insubstantial  as  a  cloud  of
wind-blown  sand,  and  yet  as  constant  as  the  rocks.  It  was  an
enormous  thing,  dwarfed  of  course  by  the  pyramid  above  and
behind  it,  but  certainly  far  bigger  than  any  real  boat  that



Ptah-hotep  had  ever  seen,  or  any  of  the  wooden  Barques  of
Khufu  that  had  been  buried  in  their  several  pits  around  the
pyramid.

"I wonder," he muttered at last. "Though it flew it  cannot  be  a
bird or a bat. Nor is it really of the proper shape to be a boat."

"Do you now intend to dispute with the  gods  as  to  what  shape
their boats must be? Let us be gone."

"No.  No,  we  have  been  summoned  here  to  see  this.  Is  not  the
night  sky  under  the  control  of  Set?"  Ptah-hotep  knew  he  must
sound confident. But he was not really sure that he was right. He
only  knew that  he  could  not  turn  his  back  without  investigating
the marvel before him.

Suspended  between  advance  and  retreat,  the  two  conspirators
remained  at  the  distance  of  a  long  arrow-flight  from  the  winged
thing, huddled among the sand and rocks.

"Are we then to stay here through the night?"

"Why  not?  The  night  sky  belongs  to  Set.  And we  are  officials
concerned with the safety of Khufu's tomb. We have the  right  to
be here."

It  was  not  soldiers  that  Thothmes  had  been  concerned  about,
not any longer. But he made no further protest now.

The remaining hours of the  night  passed  slowly.  Only  with  the
near approach of Ra to the horizon in the east did Ptah-hotep and
Thothmes  dare  to  approach  again  the  strange  gigantic  vessel
resting on the sand.

They  were  halfway  there  when  Ptah-hotep  clutched  his
companion by the arm. From around one end of the strange ship,
as  if  it  might  have  emerged  on  the  for  side,  a  figure  moved.  It
looked quite human.

"It is a god!"

"It may well  be.  What  did  you  expect?"  Although,  Ptah-hotep
told  himself,  it  looked  very  much  like  a  man.  Soon  it  was



followed by another like it. And then a third.

 

The  next  thing  that  happened  was  even  more  astonishing;
Thothmes  and  Ptah-hotep  beheld  a  small  group  of  people  who
appeared  to  be  nothing  more  than  simple  Egyptian  peasants,
coming out  of  the  desert  near  the  tail  of  the  gigantic  craft.  In  a
matter  of  moments  the  humble  newcomers  were  mingling  with
the deities on what appeared to be terms almost of familiarity.

Thothmes  was  almost  outraged;  in  a  way  embarrassed,  and
certainly  emboldened.  "If  peasants  can  approach  the  gods  so
casually, and talk to them, then we must also. It is our duty to go
forward, my friend."

Ptah-hotep,  staring  at  the  distant  group,  jumped  to  his  feet
suddenly. "Is that the stonemason that I see? The man we were to
meet? If he can stand there talking to these gods, then all is well!"

The two officials stood erect and marched forward. Only when
it  was  too  late  to  turn  back  did  they  realize  that  there  were  also
other gods on the scene,  these  smaller  than  grown men,  swathed
in strange  clothing,  with  glassy  heads,  and  obviously  inhuman in
their  shape.  But  misshapenness  in  such  beings  was  really  no
surprise.

 

The  middle-sized  one  of  the  man-shaped  gods  at  last  caught
sight of the two officials of Pharaoh where they were hiding, and
beckoned  vigorously  for  them  to  approach.  But  when  the  god
spoke,  its  language  was  incomprehensible:  "Willis!  Look  here!
We've got a couple of" important gentlemen come to  talk,  things
over!'

"Important?"

"Wearing a sizable fortune in pectoral collars. Look at them!"

Montgomery  Chapel,  exulting  aloud  to  his  elder  brother,
approached  the  two  elegantly  dressed  but  obviously  frightened



Egyptians and tried to start to talk to them.

 

Sihathor  and  his  family  had  managed  to  get  but  little  sleep.
Toward  morning the  patriarch  himself  had  deliberately  stretched
out  in  the  sand  for  a  nap—if  the  gods  wanted  him  they  would
come  and  get  him,  and  he  was  not  going  to  stay  awake
indefinitely for anyone else.

There  had  been  moments  during  the  night  in  which  even
Sihathor himself had been about two-thirds convinced that he and
all  his  family  were  dead.  Still,  Osiris,  Lord  of  Eternity  and
Weigher of Hearts, had never appeared, and the stonemason  had
taken that as reassurance that he could not yet have truly entered
the Underworld.

Exposed  under  the  cold  stars  tonight  there  might  well  be  ten
thousand unguarded tombs, ready to be  robbed.  But  for  the  time
being thoughts of robbery had been put aside.

One of the young people in his family had argued that this was
a punishment, from those gods who did not like tomb-robbing.

Sihathor  put  down  that  notion  haughtily.  His  clandestine
profession  was  an  ancient  one,  honorable  in  its  way  even  if  its
practitioners  were  forced  to  be  secretive.  Did not  Set,  like  other
gods, deserve honor and worship?

Even as they were considering that point, his youngest son and
his daughter set up a clamor, announcing  that  they  had  observed
several  additional  strange  signs  in  the  heavens.  Sihathor  listened
to the details, but he was no wiser when he had heard them.

 

Another  one  of  the  young  people,  argumentative  and
pessimistic,  put  forward  another  explanation.  They  were  indeed
all dead, but had been eaten by crocodiles, or killed in some other
way  that  resulted  in  the  destruction  of  their  bodies.  Therefore,
instead  of  appearing  immediately  before  the  Weigher  of  Hearts,
they must make their way through this peculiar world.



"That  is  ridiculous!"  But  Sihathor  was  not  quite  as  certain  of
any of his answers as he made himself sound. It was the business
of a leader to appear to be certain, no matter what.

In  the  darkness  just  before  dawn,  when  all  of  them  had
awakened, Sihathor and his family witnessed a very strange sight
indeed,  the  descent  of  a  great  spiritual  boat  or  bird  out  of  the
heavens.

Creeping  closer  to  the  pyramid,  they  saw  the  strange  visitor
land  and  remain  motionless  upon  the  sand.  Perhaps  it  was  the
solar Barque of Ra himself�though that could hardly be, for now
the  sun  was  coming  as  usual  over  the  horizon  to  the  east,
reflecting glory in the Nile.

Two of the three strange, man-like gods from the  Barque  were
making unmistakable  signs  for  the  stonemason  and  his  family  to
approach.

When  they  knelt  before  the  first  man-god,  he  indicated  with
gestures that they should get to their feet.  With smiles he and his
fellow  indicated  that  they  were  pleased  with  Sihathor  and  his
family.

Then the three gods drew apart,  and conversed for  a  long time
among themselves.

Sihathor's  people  took  advantage  of  this  interlude  to  resume
their own debate. One suggestion raised by a member of the party
was  that  all  these  were  only  indications  of  the  turmoil  afflicting
the whole universe as a result of the death of Pharaoh.

Others of the group continued to argue among themselves as to
whether,  in  the  face  of  such  marvels,  they  should  even  consider
going on with the robbery of Pharaoh's tomb.

 

Pilgrim stood  beside  his  ship,  telling  Monty  and  Willis  that  he
would  have  to  leave  almost  immediately.  He  had  already  set  up
the timelock and demonstrated its operation.



The  agreement  among  the  three  of  them  was  quickly
solemnized.  And  then,  almost  at  once,  Pilgrim  and  his  ship  and
crew were gone.

Young  Montgomery  Chapel,  his  eyes  ecstatic,  looked  at  his
brother. "Easy as falling off a log, Will."

"You're right." Willis shook his head dazedly and looked about
him.  "This  is  incredible,'  he  said,  not  for  the  first  time.  "Are  we
sure that timelock thing is going to work?"

"We  saw it  work,  didn't  we?  I  know,  I  know.  I  don't  suppose
we're  sure  of  any  of  it.  But  I'll  take  it,  as  opposed  to  being  an
assistant instructor at fifteen hundred  a  year.  It's  a  damned  great
shock,  but  it's  the  real  thing,  all  right.  What  kind  of  world  this
fellow is  from,  and  what  he'll  do  when  he  has  his  hands  on  the
gold, is more than I can say. But when a chance like this presents
itself we've got to take it."

"Of course. Only…"

"Only nothing. Of course there may be risks."

"Such as what?"

Montgomery sobered. "Well. I don't say we shouldn't keep  our
eyes open. What do we know about this man? I mean besides the
fact  that  he  has  the  power  to  do  incredible  things—such  as
bringing us here—and that he  was  apparently  telling  us  the  truth
when  he  said  he  came  from a  different  world.  We've  agreed  we
don't even know his real name."

Willis  nodded.  "It  strikes  me  that  all  the  indications  are  he's
hiding  out,  on  the  run,  from  something  or  someone.  I  think  the
signs are pretty conclusive along that line. If we help him—" The
elder Chapel shrugged.

"We might be making some enemies who are equally powerful,
or perhaps more so."

"That's what I'm getting at, yes."

"Did you ever ask him if he's on the run?"



"Did you? Not quite the kind of question I'd like to pop to  that
fellow. Anyway, what good would it  have  done?  Would  he  have
told the truth?"

That really didn't seem likely.

But  the  Chapel  brothers  couldn't  spend  much  time  thinking
about  the  risks.  Not  now.  Because  now,  waiting  for  them  a  few
yards away, stood the Great Pyramid.

All theirs.

 

TWELVE
All  his  life,  first  in  the  old  world  ruled  by  Pharaoh,  and  then

during the two years he had lived in this new world in which gods
walked  the  earth,  Sihathor  had  been  a  light  sleeper.  He  was  a
naturally  early  riser,  too—except  when  circumstances  required
him  to  work  late  at  night.  Therefore  it  was  not  surprising  that
strange  voices  coming shortly  before  dawn,  even  distant  voices,
should awaken him now.

He had  been  dreaming  of  his  old  life,  in  the  years  before  the
never-to-be-forgotten  day  of  Pharaoh  Khufu's  funeral.  In  those
years the land of Khem had been filled with people, and gods had
neither  walked  the  land  routinely,  nor  drawn  their  signs  and
wonders through the sky. In his dream Sihathor had  been  able  to
return  for  a  time  to  his  old  house,  in  his  old  village,  where  his
wife  of  more  than  twenty  years  had  been  sleeping  as  always  at
his side.

Now,  awakening  from  dreams,  he  found  himself  in  his  new,
uncertain life again. He was lying in  the  mudbrick  hut  of  modest
size which he had built with his own hands, close under the walls
of Khufu's funerary temple. In that temple two years ago a few of
the visiting gods and two high officials of the Court had taken up
their  residence.  Once  it  would  have  been  blasphemous  for
anyone, even high officials, to live in a temple, or for peasants to
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build  a  hut  against  a  temple  wall.  But  a  new  world,  as  these
descended  gods  were  fond  of  explaining,  was  bound  to  be
governed by new rules.

The woman now stirring  toward  wakefulness  at  Sihathor's  side
was much younger than the wife of his youth. This one, who had
wandered  here  alone  from  her  own  depopulated  village  far
downstream,  had  already  borne  Sihathor  a  child;  but  still  he
would  have  given  much  of  his  accumulated  wealth  to  have  his
true wife back.

But no one wanted his wealth, for that or any other purpose. Of
what use was it to have treasure in this transformed world?

Still the stonemason considered himself far more fortunate than
most. Most of his family, at least, had survived the coming of the
gods to earth. Life went on, and a man had to cope with it as best
he could.

Stirred  by  curiosity  about  the  unfamiliar  voices  that  were  still
drifting across the wasteland, Sihathor got to his feet,  stooping to
keep his head below the low reed-bundle roof, and moved  to  the
doorway where he could stand upright.

He  could  tell  from  the  appearance  of  the  sky  that  Ra  in  his
eternal  progress  was  now  traversing  the  last  hour  of  the  night,
only  minutes  below  the  eastern  horizon.  In  the  same  direction
were the marshes, and the small, new fields in which most of  the
handful of workers  toiled  daily.  And just  south  of  the  temple,  as
always, towered the mighty and overshadowing tomb of Pharaoh
Khufu.  But  this  morning  something  new  was  happening.  The
unfamiliar  voices  that  had  awakened  Sihathor  were  approaching
the pyramid and temple from the west and north, the direction of
the path leading to the Gate to Heaven, that the gods called their
timelock.

For the past two years and more, ever since the marvelous day
and evening of Pharaoh's burial, Sihathor and his extended family
had  been  working  here,  near  Pharaoh's  temple  and  pyramid,



serving the gods who had come in human shape. Sihathor himself
had  grown  to  be  almost  on  familiar  terms  with  these  particular
gods.  That  he  had  never  been  able  to  identify  them  with  any
members  of  the  known  pantheon  was  no  great  concern  to  him.
The  deities  named  and  enumerated  ran  into  hundreds  if  not
thousands. He had never  tried  to  count  them.  Only  a  few priests
could hope to know them all.

Moving forward a little now, out of the doorway of the hut, he
caught sight of the file of beings who were approaching along the
path.  Among the  newcomers  Sihathor  recognized  the  god  called
Pilgrim—he had not visited here for two years, nor had the small,
deformed ones  who served  him.  And three  of  the  arriving  party,
two  women  and  a  man,  were  beings  Sihathor  had  never  seen
before. Those three appeared to be under guard, but he presumed
that they too were divinities of some kind.

That  there  should  be  conflict  among  the  gods  was  no  great
surprise to Sihathor. It was certainly not unheard of for the deities
in  songs  and  stories  to  quarrel  violently  among  themselves.  He
drew  himself  up—these  visiting  gods  did  not  particularly  enjoy
obeisances—and  waited  standing  outside  his  hut,  as  ready  as  he
could be for whatever the world might bring him next.

 

Scheffler  and  Becky  Haggerty,  one  of  the  small  aliens
following  close  behind  them,  walked  in  the  pre-dawn  darkness
across  rock  and  sand.  During  the  moments  when  they  did  not
have  to  concentrate  to  find  their  footing,  they  could  look  up  at
what Scheffler realized must be the night sky of ancient Egypt.

The  other  two  aliens,  escorting  Olivia  between  them,  were
ahead  of  Becky  and  Scheffler.  And  up  in  the  very  front  of  the
small procession walked Pilgrim and  the  man who had  identified
himself  as  Willis  Chapel.  Willis—if  this  youthful  man  could
really,  possibly,  be  Montgomery  Chapel's  older  brother�was
moving like  one  who knew the  landscape  well.  He  stayed  away
from the canal, taking a more direct route across the sandy waste



toward the pyramid. Walking beside him, Pilgrim had pulled out a
flashlight,  and  those  two  at  least  were  having  no  trouble  finding
their footing. They were talking together, but Scheffler  could  not
hear what they were saying.

But already it was becoming easier for everyone to walk. Once
they had gone beyond  the  area  of  hard  rock  that  surrounded  the
fissure, a small trail became apparent in the gradually perceptible
daylight.

"Where  are  we?"  Becky  whispered.  At  the  moment  she
sounded more enthralled than terrified.

"Ancient Egypt."

"That's not funny, Tom."

"I know that. I know that very well. Look at that thing ahead of
us."

Becky  looked  at  the  pyramid,  and  moaned,  and  mumbled
something to herself.

And  Scheffler,  with  an  outdoorsman's  compulsion  to  orient
himself,  looked  up  into  the  sky  from which  the  fainter  stars  had
already  faded.  He  was  suddenly  more  shaken  even  than  Becky.
He could not find Polaris, or the Big Dipper  and  its  pointers  that
ought to have guided him to the pole star.

The stars  were  wrong.  And that,  more  than  anything  else  that
had happened to him yet, made the strangeness of it all sink in.

Unbelieving,  he  tried  to  read  the  sky  again.  Hopeless.  It  was
not that there were clouds. Rarely if ever before in his life had he
seen such a clear sky, or so many stars, flung prodigally from one
horizon  to  the  other.  The  Milky  Way  was  staggering,  or  it  had
been a few minutes ago before the dawn began to wipe it out. But
of  the  few  constellations  he  knew,  there  was  not  one  that  he
could recognize.

And  now  even  the  brighter  stars  in  the  east  were  starting  to
disappear.



 

Their  steady,  trudging  pace  was  bringing  the  Great  Pyramid
closer. And with it came a surprise that distracted Scheffler  from
the  sky.  This  time  he  was  approaching  the  pyramid  from  the
northwest,  a  different  direction  than  on  his  solo  trip.  The  trail
Pilgrim and  Willis  were  following led  around  the  pyramid  to  the
middle-sized  low  building  Scheffler  had  glimpsed  on  his  earlier
trip,  that  huddled  within  a  hundred  paces  of  the  pyramid's
northwestern  corner.  He  supposed  it  must  be  a  temple  of  some
kind.

As  the  small  group,  with  Pilgrim  and  Willis  in  the  lead,  drew
near the building, people were  gathering  tentatively  in  front  of  it
to  meet  them,  coming  out  of  huts  built  inconspicuously  against
the  temple's  flank.  These  were  Egyptian  people,  Scheffler
thought.  Builders  of  the  pyramid?  There  were  ten  or  twelve  of
them, dark  of  hair  and  skin,  mostly  young adults.  A few of  both
sexes  were  entirely  naked,  and  none  was  wearing  more  than  a
loincloth in the endless warmth. One teen-aged mother nursed an
infant.  Some  of  the  people  were  coming  out  of  the  huts  with
primitive stick-handled tools in hand, as if they were about ready
to go out to the fields.

Pilgrim,  as  he  approached  this  assembly,  waved  to  one  of  its
members,  a  wiry  man  of  middle  age,  in  the  manner  of  a  man
greeting  an  old  friend.  In  return  the  man  bowed  and  smiled  and
spoke to Pilgrim in accented English. Still more people, and a few
more,  as  if  someone  were  calling  them  to  see  the  visitors,  were
coming  out  of  the  huts,  until  Scheffler  thought  there  might  be
twenty altogether. Probably he  would  have  seen  them during  his
explorations  if  he'd  gotten  to  this  side  of  the  pyramid  at  ground
level.

 

Pilgrim  had  halted  his  group  now,  captors  and  prisoners
mingling irregularly. Here  were  two  more  Egyptian  men,  coming
down an open stairway from the temple's roof, wearing wigs, fine



short  linen  skirts  and  jeweled  pectoral  collars.  Willis  introduced
them to  his  fellow Americans  as  Thothmes  and  Ptah-hotep.  The
pair  bowed,  deeply  and  gracefully,  and  offered  greetings  in
strangely  accented  English.  Scheffler  gathered  from  something
they  said  to  Pilgrim  that  they  had  just  concluded  their  daily
morning ritual greeting to Ra and his royal barque.

Pilgrim  looked  uncomfortable  with  people  bowing  to  him.  "I
had thought you might have trained them out of  that,"  he  said  to
Willis. "You've had two years."

Willis  shrugged.  "It's  not  that  easy.  They  seem to  prefer  to  do
us  honor.  Can't  see  that  it  does  any  harm."  Eyeing  the  three
newcomers from Chicago uncertainly, he explained: "There were
only a small handful of natives here at the start, less than a dozen.
But over the past two years others have been  drifting  in  from up
and down the Nile.

"Now  I  suppose  there  are  between  twenty-five  and  thirty,
counting  the  newest  generation.  Nicky's  been  running  a  regular
child care clinic."

"Where's  everyone  else?"  Scheffler  asked.  "The  rest  of  the
population?"

Willis  looked  at  him.  "I'd  say  they've  evacuated  this  entire
area,"  he  replied  at  last.  Scheffler  couldn't  tell  if  Willis  thought
there was more to it than that or not.

Scheffler  met  Olivia's  eyes,  and  thought  that  he  could  read  a
bleak  helpless  warning  in  them.  He  knew  what  genocide  meant,
even if Willis had never heard the word before.

In this case it could mean that  Pilgrim,  in  gaining or  defending
his access to this time and place, had somehow wiped out almost
the whole native population.

"Tom  Scheffler,"  Scheffler  said,  sticking  out  his  hand.  "And
you're Willis Chapel? Doctor Montgomery's older brother?"

"That's right," said the young man casually. Willis was certainly
under  thirty,  about  as  tall  as  Scheffler  if  not  as  strongly  built.



"And  you  must  be  one  of  his  students.  Nicky  was  saying
something  about  having  met  you."  Willis  shook  hands  firmly.
"Are you having some kind of trouble with Pilgrim?"

Pilgrim was  approaching.  When  he  spoke  he  sounded  affable.
"Look,  Scheffler,  we  don't  want  to  spend  our  lives  pointing
weapons  at  you.  If  I  tell  my people  to  relax  their  vigilance,  you
won't  do  anything  stupid,  will  you?  Like  trying  to  use  the
timelock? One of my people is going to be keeping an eye on it. If
I  can't  count  on  your  reasonable  cooperation,  the  next  best
alternative is to lock you away somewhere.  I  don't  want  to  think
about  the  other  alternatives  beyond  that.  Will  you  at  least  agree
to a temporary truce, until we can discuss making it permanent?"

Willis  was  frowning,  listening  to  this.  Scheffler  looked  at  the
helpless  Olivia,  and  at  Becky,  who  looked  back  at  him
appealingly. "All right," he said. "A wise decision." Pilgrim signed
to his diminutive crew members to put their weapons away. Then
one  of  them  beckoned  to  the  newly  paroled  prisoners,  and
Scheffler  and  Becky  and  Olivia  followed  him—or  her—or
it—into  the  temple.  Pilgrim,  following,  was  saying  something
about  assigning  them  living  quarters.  But  inside  the  temple  the
wiry, middle-aged Egyptian, Sihathor, took over as their guide.

 

Sihathor,  in  loincloth  and  red  headband,  stopped  in  front  of
Scheffler and bowed again. "You are the Lord—?"

"I'm  not  the  lord  anything.  My  name  is  Scheffler,  Tom
Scheffler."

"Scheff-ler.  Very  good,  sir."  Sihathor  had  something  of  the
manner of a servant in an old movie. "And this lady?"

"Her name is Olivia. She's not well. She's been hurt."

Sihathor  turned  and  called  out  something  in  a  different
language.  Presently  two  of  the  Egyptian  women  came  in  to  see
what they could do for Olivia.

Then Sihathor turned back to the other new arrivals.  "And  this



lady?"

"My name is Becky Haggerty."

"Lady Beck-y…? "

"Not  lady  anything."  She  turned  impatiently  away  from  the
dark patient face. "Tom, what is all this? For the last time, what's
really going on here? Or am I just going crazy?"

"If you're crazy I am too. I wasn't kidding when I told  you  this
was  ancient  Egypt.  Get  that  through  your  head  to  begin  with.
That  thing  just  outside  is  really  the  Great  Pyramid.  I  ought  to
know, I've climbed it most of the way to the top."

Sihathor,  smiling,  was  moving  right  along  with  his  program  to
orient  his  honored  guests.  Conducting  Scheffler,  Becky  and
Olivia  down  a  high-walled  corridor,  he  pointed  out  to  them  a
wide  choice  of  quarters.  Olivia  appeared  too  dazed  right  now  to
take much interest. The rooms were many, the ceilings high in all
of them, the stone walls all open at the top.

 

Just as the guided  tour  returned  to  the  common room where  it
had started, some food arrived, carried on a large wooden tray by
an  Egyptian  waitress  who  was  wearing  nothing  at  all  but  a
transparent  cotton  miniskirt.  The  girl  wasn't  bad  looking,  either,
until  she  smiled  and  showed  the  sad  state  of  her  teeth.  The
newcomers sat down in silence and began to eat.

 

There were small, flat cakes of some kind, and several varieties
of  fruit,  all  delicious  though  Scheffler  could  not  identify  any  of
them.  The  drink  offered  in  earthenware  cups  had  a  flat,  vaguely
beery  taste.  Sihathor,  smiling,  assured  them  that  is  was  really
beer.  Scheffler  opted  for  the  alternate  beverage,  water  from  a
five-gallon jerry can. Olivia was again fully awake. She had some
trouble moving her arms and swallowing, but with a little help she
could manage.



They  had  not  been  at  breakfast  long  before  Pilgrim  joined
them, announcing that Willis was being unavoidably delayed with
some  new  work.  Then  their  kidnapper  made  a  surprising
announcement.  "Scheffler,  I  would  like  to  send  you  back  to  the
apartment  of  your  worthy  relative—you  are  not  yet  being
released,  let  me  hasten  to  add.  It  will  be  only  a  foraging
expedition,  from  which  I  shall  expect  you  to  return.  When  we
came  through  just  now  I  was  in  too  much  of  a  hurry.  Now  it
appears  there  will  be  time.  Time  for  all  the  works  and  hands  of
days, that lift and drop a question on your plate. That's T. S. Eliot.
Your language has found some worthy poets."

Scheffler no longer felt capable of much surprise. Go on.

"It  appears  that  we—all  of  us—are  going  to  be  working  here
for some time, and—"

"All of us?" Becky sounded surprised.

"Indeed. And we are  going to  need  more  supplies.  Fortunately
the  supply  of  safe  drinking  water  already  accumulated  here  by
the  Brothers  Chapel  should  be  adequate.  But  we  shall  need
certain  items  such  as  food,  tools,  clothing,  and  sleeping  bags.
Two-way radios  would  be  a  great  convenience.  And  weapons.  I
wish to speak to you particularly, Scheffler, about weapons."

Scheffler asked: "What do you mean by 'for some time'?"

"I have in mind a  matter  of  only  days.  Probably  no  more  than
that at either end of the timelock. But however long it takes. You
see,  there  is  gold  here,  somewhere,  gold  that  I  must  have."  He
paused  with  a  sigh.  "You  think  you  understand  that,  but  you  do
not.

"My  crew  and  I  have  homeworlds  of  our  own.  Whether  you
believe  me  or  not,  our  goal  is  the  same  as  yours—to  go  home,
there  to  be  left  in  peace.  Olivia's  basic  goal  is  to  prevent  our
doing so."

"Not true." The policewoman's voice was weak, but she used it
unhesitatingly.  "It  is  not  the  law  I  serve  that  keeps  you  from



going home. The laws of nature do that."

"Oh?  Then,  by  your  law,  my  crew  and  I  are  free  to  take  the
gamble?"

She appealed with her gaze to Scheffler and Becky.

"He  means  to  gamble  with  far  more  than  his  own  life  and  the
lives of his crew. Other lives and even other worlds are at stake."
She faced back to Pilgrim. "You know what  your  insane  attempt
would  do  to  space  and  to  time.  You  know,  but  you  don't  care
what  happens  to  other  worlds  and  other  people.  That  is  why  we
are determined to stop you."

"In  practical  terms  it  seems  to  amount  to  the  same  thing.  We
are  to  be  arrested  and  detained  for  trial.  Well,  we  respectfully
decline to submit to your beneficent laws."

Again she looked at Scheffler and Becky. "For him to force his
way back to the world he wants to reach is impossible."

Scheffler  asked:  "Then  why  not  let  him  try?"  He  felt
unreasonably  rewarded  when  Pilgrim  shot  him  an  appreciative
glance.

"Because the kind of effort  he  is  determined  to  make  involves
illegal activities on his part.  Activities that pose a great danger to
a  vast  number  of  innocent  people.  It  would  take  too  long  to
explain it all."

"Nevertheless we continue to make that effort." Pilgrim sighed
profoundly. "We are going to try."

He pushed aside the remains of the modest portion of food that
he  had  taken.  "A  little  background,  for  the  benefit  of  Miss
Haggerty and Mr. Scheffler. Somewhere around five thousand  of
your  years  before  your  time,  my  crew  and  I  found  ourselves  in
the world that would one day become yours,  in  a  time  and  place
that  you  would  describe  as  ancient  Egypt.  Dear  Olivia's
minions—efficient  as  always—were  there,  too,  and  we  fought
one of our many inconclusive skirmishes.



"My ship was somewhat damaged—never mind the details, but
certain  components  essential  to  its  proper  functioning  were  lost.
The  most  critical  parts  happened  to  be  made  of  gold."  Pilgrim
sighed again.

"Not  ordinary  gold.  A very  special  kind.  Gold  of  atomic  mass
two-oh-three,  stabilized  to  suppress  the  normal  radioactivity  of
that isotope—I know that I am talking nonsense by the standards
of your twentieth-century science, but you can take my word for
it. Or not, just as you choose. The feet remains that I must regain
that  gold,  the  same  gold  that  I  lost,  if  my  crew  and  I  are  ever
going to get home."

"So,"  said  Scheffler,  "it  must  be  around  here  somewhere,  and
we're all drafted to help you dig for it."

"How  quickly  you  grasp  the  essential  point.  Now,  about
sending  you,  Mr.  Scheffler,  back  to  the  apartment.  Miss
Dietrich—Nicky—will  go  with  you  to  help  gather  supplies.  She
has also, I believe, a certain personal reason for wanting to make
the trip."

"Why can't I go back too?" Becky demanded.

Pilgrim  glanced  at  her,  but  did  not  bother  to  answer  that
directly.  "Scheffler,  I  must  be  sure  that  I  can  trust  you  before  I
send you back. There is now a temporary truce between us—can
it  be  made  permanent?  Will  you  bring  firearms  and  ammunition
here, and not attempt to fire them at me when you arrive? Do you
now have a realistic grasp of the situation?"

Scheffler  looked  at  Olivia,  who  shook  her  head.  "I  think  you
must do as he says,"  she  told  him weakly,  reluctantly.  "Not  only
because he threatens you. Even his ship in its present location is a
danger to innocent people. It should be moved. Right now that is
more  important  even  than  arresting  him.  Or  killing  him."  She
coughed.

"Thank  you,"  said  Pilgrim,  and  got  to  his  feet.  Taking  a  last
mouthful of melon, he said through it: "I leave  you  three  to  your



discussions. Other matters are going to occupy me for most of the
day. Sleep, for one thing." In a moment he was gone. 

Scheffler asked Olivia: "What's going to happen to us?"

"I  think  it  unlikely  that  Pilgrim  will  harm  you  unless  you
actively oppose him. I can advise nothing better than cooperation
now.  It  is  best  you  help  him  get  his  gold,  get  his  ship  moving
again. He will be stopped somewhere else."

"I haven't noticed any good chances for stopping him yet."

She smiled  wanly.  "Nor  have  I.  But  be  patient.  You  are  good
people, I think, both of you. You won't be blamed. Now I'm going
to try to sleep."

Scheffler and Becky, free to move around in the temple and its
vicinity,  had  a  chance  to  talk  things  over  between  themselves.
Right  now  the  scene  was  peaceful.  Egyptian  children,  feeding
geese in an enclosure just outside the temple, smiled at  them.  He
tried  to  explain  how  he  had  stumbled  into  all  this  and
inadvertently dragged her with him. He didn't have much success
explaining.

 

For  most  of  the  day  Nicky  had  been  too  busy  to  see  much  of
the  newcomers.  For  the  past  two  months,  ever  since  Monty  had
gotten  her  involved  in  this,  she  had  spent  increasing  amounts  of
time  trying  to  teach  the  Egyptians  the  rudiments  of  sanitation.
Sometimes she was hopeful  about  the  results—no longer  did  she
see the children's faces covered with black flies, and  none  of  the
infants was really sick.

Today,  when  at  last  she  had  time  to  take  a  good  look  at  the
new arrivals, she wondered aloud who they were. She recognized
Scheffler, of course, from their earlier encounter.

"He said he was a student," she remarked to Willis, who agreed
in his calm way that Scheffler had confirmed that.

And  Nicky  wondered  aloud  at  the  strange  clothing  worn  by



Scheffler's  young  blond  companion.  What  were  students  up  to
these days? Of course it was always something new and crazy.

"It  looks  like  she  put  on  some  of  her  brother's  clothes  to  go
adventuring," Nicky remarked. That sweatshirt, she  thought,  was
too  small  to  be  Scheffler's.  And with  its  incomprehensible  faded
mottoes, it was strange even for a collegiate brother.

Willis could tell her very little more about the three people who
had  arrived  under  guard,  but  who  now  seemed  to  be  working
willingly  with  Pilgrim.  "He's  evidently  picked  them  up
somewhere to help out. But the older woman seems to be ill."

"Well,  this  is  really  his  project,  I  suppose,"  Nicky  allowed
uncomfortably. "He ought to be in charge."

Then  Willis  changed  the  subject.  "I  hear  you're  going  back  to
the  apartment  for  supplies.  Are  you  going  to  talk  to  Monty  this
time?"

"I'm going to try."

"You were  going to  tell  him four  days  ago when  he  was  here,
and you didn't."

"Will, I'm the one who has to talk to Monty. Really, it's nothing
directly to do with you."

"You know how I've come to feel about you, Nicky."

"I know." She didn't sound at all happy about it.

 

Meanwhile, Pilgrim and Scheffler were talking again.

Scheffler asked him: "What are those… people, on your crew?
Or should I call them something besides people? What are they?"

Pilgrim was not inclined  to  be  understanding.  "I  have  told  you
that  they  are  as  impeccably  human  as  you  are  yourself.  By  any
civilized definition."

"All  right,  that's  what  I  was  trying  to  find  out.  What  are  they
called?"



"In  your  language,  the  closest  one  can  come is  something  like
Asirgarh."

"What about your language?"

Pilgrim made some kind of liquid sound. "Would you like me to
repeat that?"

"All  right.  Whatever.  Your  crew.  I  guess  I'll  call  them  that.  I
can't tell one of them from another."

The small  man flicked  him  an  unreadable  glance.  His  attitude
seemed to say that Scheffler could call anyone anything he liked.

 

And  then,  shortly  before  Scheffler's  departure  with  Nicky,
Pilgrim  took  him  aside  again.  "I  want  to  make  sure  that  you
understand  certain  facts—if  for  example  you  were  to  tell  the
Chicago authorities,  or  try  to  tell  them,  exactly  what  is  going on
here—what do you suppose would be the result?"

"They wouldn't believe me."

"True.  Oh,  very  true.  But  not  the  answer  I  was  hoping  would
spring first to your mind. What if by some ghastly mischance they
did believe you? Suppose you were to concoct some half-credible
story  of  a  ring  of  criminals  engaged  in  smuggling  artifacts?  Of
kidnapping  and  violence?  For  a  young  man  of  even  minimal
imagination it  should  not  be  difficult  to  bring  those  police  to  the
apartment.  What  would  happen  when  they  rode  the  elevator?
Have you thought of that?"

"You've still got Becky here."

"Ah.  That  was  the  reply  that  Miss  Haggerty  and  I  were  both
hoping to hear from your manly lips. We rejoice. Still, with a little
effort, a man in your position might convince himself that she still
needed  rescuing—and  even  manage  to  imagine  a  daring  scheme
to rescue her."

"All right, suppose something like that  were  to  cross  my mind.
No doubt you've got an answer for it."



"You will be further tempted by the presence of weapons in the
apartment.  I  would  like  to  make  certain  that  I  can  trust  you  to
bring  back  some  of  those  weapons  too.  Not  only  we  but  the
Egyptians here now stand in some danger of wild beasts."

"I suppose you'll have  a  good answer  for  me too,  if  I  show up
with a loaded rifle and point it at you."

"It  is  always  a  pleasure  to  deal  with  someone  of  your
intelligence." And Pilgrim smiled.

There  were  at  least  two  ways,  thought  Scheffler,  a  statement
like that could be taken. Damn it, he couldn't decide if he  should
be  planning  to  call  Pilgrim's  bluff  or  not.  He  imagined  himself
jumping the little man and  getting  the  grip  that  would  be  needed
to  break  his  neck.  Despite  the  disparity  in  size  and  weight,  he
wasn't at all sure whose neck would get broken.

Genocide.  Something  had  caused  the  disappearance  of  almost
an  entire  population.  Maybe  everyone  in  the  vicinity  of  the
pyramid  and  Memphis  had  been  affected.  Maybe  everyone  in
Egypt. Maybe everyone.

His kidnapper was  talking  again:  "Scheffler,  I  very  much  need
your  voluntary  cooperation,  as  I  have  said.  That  will  greatly
speed the conclusion of my business, in your world  and  this  one,
and allow me to take my departure from both of them as  quickly
as I can."

Seeing that  Scheffler  was  hesitating,  the  little  man pressed  on:
"Never mind what I implied just  now about  threatening  Becky.  I
withdraw all threats."

"Then she can come back with me?"

"No. Will you take my word for it that your Chicago authorities
will  not  be  able  to  prevent  my  doing  what  I  wish,  here  and  in
Chicago as well? Have you heard what Olivia my enemy advises
you?"

"Several times. But a few hours ago she warned  us  not  to  help
you. She said—"



"I know what I said to you then." Olivia made a sound that was
part sigh and part gasp of pain. "I was wrong."

Scheffler turned to her, nodded his head toward Pilgrim. "Is he
crazy?"

"He  is  not  what  you  mean  by  crazy,  no.  Once  he  was  a  great
man… there is a word, I think, in one of your languages—hubris
."

Pilgrim, listening, smiled in acceptance of the compliment.

"He's  responsible  for  what's  happened  to  the  population  here.
Yet now you're saying that we should do what he wants."

"Your  refusal  will  not  stop  him.  It  will  only  prolong  the
situation  here,  make  it  more  dangerous… yes,  I  can  only  advise
that now to  help  him will  be  best  for  everyone.  So he  can  move
his ship." She sounded half-dazed, a little incoherent.

 

Darkness had already fallen before Pilgrim was finally ready to
send  them on  their  way.  Then  Scheffler  and  Nicky  walked  with
him to  the  timelock.  He  set  the  controls,  and  leaned  toward  the
passengers,  waiting  until  he  had  their  full  attention  before  he
spoke.

"Change  none  of  these  settings."  His  voice  and  face  were
totally,  grimly  serious.  "Else  huge  mice  will  emerge  from  the
wainscotting, and eat you up."

He slid the door shut to close them in.

THIRTEEN
Nicky was carrying their shopping list, tucked  into  a  pocket  of

her  jacket.  The  list  had  been  made  out  chiefly  at  Pilgrim's
direction,  but  everyone  had  been  free  to  nominate  items  for
inclusion. Scheffler had seen the list briefly—it included not only
weapons, but sleeping bags, all kinds of food and tools, as well as
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the  dynamite  and  the  outboard  motor  from  the  hidden  cache  in
the  apartment.  Pilgrim  must  have  assumed  that  those  items  had
been restocked.

There  was  another  request,  not  written  down.  At  the  last
moment  before  they  left  the  temple,  Becky,  suddenly  sounding
more  like  a  tourist  than  a  kidnap  victim,  had  given  Scheffler  a
key to her own apartment, and instructed him to go there and get
some  of  her  things.  Her  roommates,  she  thought,  would  not  be
back  yet  from  their  holidays.  Pilgrim  had  thought  it  over  and
nodded his approval to the plan.

"I  guess  Monty's  been  busy,"  Nicky  frowned.  She  had
extracted  the  list  from  her  pocket  now,  and  was  looking  at  it,
meanwhile bracing her free hand against  the  wall  as  the  elevator
bobbed  them  up  and  down.  "He's  got  one  outboard  motor  in
Egypt already; I wonder why he needs another?"

"The one you've been using there might be a little old."

"Old? I don't think so. It's a nineteen thirty-five model." Nicky's
opinion  of  Scheffler's  wit  was  not  getting  any  higher.  "And  why
does  he  want  'two-way  radios'?  None  of  us  are  radio  operators.
And where would we set them up?"

Scheffler drew a deep breath. "Ah, excuse me, but—your name
is Nicole—?"

"Nicole  Dietrich.  Monty  and  I  are—were—engaged  to  be
married. Call me Nicky, we're all informal under these conditions.
Is Monty in the apartment now?"

"He  wasn't  there  when  we left."  Scheffler  didn't  want  to  stare
at  her,  so,  with  a  sudden  effort,  he  stared  instead  at  the
light-speckled black wall in  front  of  him.  He'd  had  a  lot  of  other
things  to  think  about,  and  it  had  just  dawned  on  him  in  the  last
few  moments  that  Nicole  Dietrich  never  doubted  that  she  was
going back to the nineteen-thirties.

Was  it  possible  that  she  was  right?  Scheffler  didn't  think  so.
They  had  to  arrive  at  the  nineteen-eighties  version  of  Uncle



Monty's apartment if they were  going to  pick  up  two-way  radios
there, and a modern outboard motor.

He cleared his throat and  asked  his  companion:  "What  do  you
think of Pilgrim?"

Now  it  was  her  turn  to  stare  with  puzzled  blue  eyes  at
Scheffler, probably wondering just what his own connection with
Pilgrim was. "A very clever man," she said at last. "Something of
a  bully,  from  what  I've  seen.  I  can't  say  I'm  crazy  about  him.
Why?"

Scheffler  let  out  a  puff  of  breath.  "I  can't  say  I'm  crazy  about
him either. I can't figure him out.  But  now I  seem to  be  working
for him, although I've been told that he's a criminal."

"What  he  may be  in  his  own  world,  I  don't  care,"  Nicky  said
firmly. "As long as he doesn't get us into serious trouble in ours."
Still  she  appeared  to  be  mostly  absorbed  in  her  own  problems.
"Do you  know why Monty  hasn't  come  through  the  timelock  in
the last four or five days?"

Scheffler hesitated. It was certain, then, that Pilgrim hadn't told
her,  probably  hadn't  told  Willis  either.  "Monty  doesn't  tell  me
why  he  does  things,"  he  said  at  last.  Jesus,  he  was  thinking.
What's going to happen when she gets there?

She  looked  down  at  herself  and  frowned.  "I've  spent  the  last
four  days  working  in  that  hellhole,  and  I'm  ready  for  a  shower.
While I'm cleaning up you can begin getting together some of the
things on the list. What's the matter, what are you staring at?"

Scheffler  blinked.  "Sorry,"  he  said.  He  had  been  gaping at  her
despite  his  resolve  not  to  do  so.  She  probably  thought  he  was
envisioning  her  in  the  shower.  That  would  be  fun  ordinarily,  but
this time he had been thinking of what was going to hit her in the
next  few  minutes.  He  ought  to  warn  her  somehow,  but  he
couldn't think of what to say.

He said: "You don't—"

"I don't what?"



"Nothing.  It  can  wait."  Under  her  superior  stare,  Scheffler
sighed,  and  shut  up.  He  was  sure  Pilgrim  was  enjoying  his  little
joke.

The journey this time was a short one, and before Scheffler had
thought of any way to phrase a warning they had arrived. Maybe,
he  thought  again,  he  was  mistaken  about  what  was  going  to
happen.

When the door of the elevator opened, they were looking at the
familiar reverse side of the curtain in a darkened Gallery Two. At
this point, Scheffler supposed, there  was  probably  no  way  to  tell
in  which  of  several  decades  they  had  arrived.  He  stood  back,
watching as Nicky got out first.

She  had  no  hesitation  in  striding  out  and  boldly  pushing  the
curtain  aside.  But  a  moment  later  she  had  run  into  the  locked
grillwork and recoiled in surprise.

"Monty's  had  this  installed,  then,"  she  said,  more  to  herself
than to Scheffler. Those startling blue eyes flicked directly at him
and  away  again.  "He  kept  talking  about  getting  something  like
this put in, but…"

Darkness  filled  the  apartment,  except  for  the  erratic  wash  of
lights  that  came  in  around  and  through  the  draperies  and  blinds
from  distant  traffic  and  from  other  buildings.  Scheffler  by  this
time  was  at  Nicky's  side,  unlocking  the  grillwork  gate  with  the
key  he  had  carried  in  his  pocket.  There  was  no  trouble  in
reaching around from inside to get at the keyhole. "I think Monty
had it installed  some time ago,"  he  said,  standing  back  to  let  her
go out first.

Nicky,  if  she  heard  that  remark  at  all,  must  have  decided  to
ignore  it  as  gross  stupidity;  the  grillwork  hadn't  been  there  four
days ago.  She was  already  striding  past  Scheffler,  out  of  Gallery
Two and down the hallway. Fifty years ago, he supposed,  one  of
the  bedrooms  here  in  this  grand  bachelor  apartment  must  have
been  hers,  at  least  unofficially,  and  he  supposed  that  she  was



headed for that room now. She hadn't bothered yet to turn on any
lights.

He stayed  right  on  her  dusty  boot  heels  all  the  way  down  the
dim hallway to the  kitchen,  where  she  detoured.  After  four  days
in  ancient  Egypt  a  good  cold  drink  of  water  evidently  took
precedence  even  over  a  shower,  a  choice  that  in  the  light  of  his
own experience he found understandable.

Nicky pulled off her pith pelmet and tossed it aside. She strode
across  the  kitchen,  which  like  the  rest  of  the  apartment  was
half-illuminated from outside by the lights of distant vehicles and
buildings. Approaching the sink  she  reached  for  a  glass  from the
drainboard—then  stopped  abruptly.  Scheffler,  behind  her,  could
tell  from the  angle  of  her  head  that  she  was  staring  at  the  sink;
the counter, the nineteen-eighties faucets.

Reaching  to  the  wall  beside  him,  he  switched  on  the  kitchen
lights. A certain suspicion was beginning to  bother  him—he kept
remembering the way Pilgrim had smiled, seeing the two of them
off—and  the  first  thing  he  was  anxious  to  get  a  look  at  was  the
wall  clock.  It  read  six  forty-five,  a  reasonable  time  for  darkness
on a winter evening. And then, to allay his  suspicions  further,  he
turned to the wall calendar that  hung beside  the  telephone.  With
relief  Scheffler  saw  that  it  was  the  same  calendar  he
remembered�doubtless it  had  been  contributed  by  Mrs.  White,
for on its upper leaf,  the  reverse  side  of  last  month's  dates,  were
displayed  a  religious  picture  and  a  message  from  a  South  Side
funeral home. It was turned to the same month, January, as when
Scheffler had seen it  last,  and—he  made  sure—the  year  was  the
same also.

But neither clock nor calendar could give him any  reassurance
about the exact date. The kitchen didn't look as if Mrs. White had
cleaned it since his departure, and that helped a little.

Scheffler  thought  for  a  moment,  then  went  to  the  refrigerator
and  opened  it.  The  milk  and  cottage  cheese  he'd  left  were  still
there,  the  contents  of  the  containers  at  the  same  levels  as  he



remembered  them.  When  he  opened  them  and  sniffed  they  still
smelled  fresh.  He  might  have  been  gone  an  entire  day,  he  told
himself, relaxing inwardly. Conceivably  two  days.  No more  than
that.

Nicky had turned away from the sink, to  stare  at  him while  he
went through his routine at the refrigerator.

"What is this?"  she  demanded,  in  a  suddenly  suspicious  voice.
"Everything  here's  changed."  Her  voice  dropped  off,  losing
confidence, over the last three words, as if an inkling of the truth
had hit her suddenly.

Scheffler  did  his  best  to  break  it  gently.  "You've  been  saying
that  you  left  this  apartment  four  days  ago.  But  at  this  end  the
time scale has been a little different—"

Evidently  she  hadn't  yet  made  up  her  mind  that  his  replies
might  be  worth  listening  to;  she  didn't  wait  for  him to  finish  this
one. "What has he done to this place? All of this—"

She  broke  off.  Her  eyes  had  become  locked  on  Scheffler's
again,  and  what  she  saw  there,  largely  pity,  must  have  hit  her
hard.  For  the  first  time  since  Scheffler  had  met  her  she  looked
vulnerable. She turned away from him,  only  to  be  confronted  by
the nineteen-eighties model freezer and refrigerator, at which she
stared in shock.

Direct action seemed to be called for. No use  rumbling around
trying to break it gently now. Wordlessly  Scheffler  moved  to  the
kitchen  wall  beside  the  nineteen-eighties  phone.  He  took  down
the calendar from the wall and held it up in front of Nicky's eyes.

Nicky  looked  from Scheffler's  face  to  the  page  and  its  terrible
numbers,  and  back  to  his  face  again.  From  deep  in  her  throat
there  came  the  kind  of  small  sound  that  a  lost  child  might  have
made. Then she backed up until she was stopped by  the  Formica
counter  beside  the  sink.  She  leaned  with  her  hands  against  the
counter  behind  her,  and  stared  at  Scheffler  again.  Now her  gaze
was urgent, pleading, as if there were nowhere else she could turn



for help.

"This  is  what  year  it  is,"  said  Scheffler  softly  and  patiently.
Then  he  tossed  the  calendar  aside.  During  the  elevator  ride  and
just  afterward  he  had  been  starting  to  look  forward  to  this
moment, in a way. But now he was not enjoying it at all. "At this
end, you've been gone about half a century."

Nicole  was  silent  for  a  long time,  trying  to  come  to  grips  with
that.  He  could  see  her  fighting  down  incipient  panic.  Then
absently she turned back  to  the  sink,  and  filled  her  glass.  At  last
she got the long drink of cold water for which she'd hurried to the
kitchen. Then she had half a glass more, taking her time about it.

"Fifty  years,"  she  said  at  last,  her  back  still  to  Scheffler,  and
put the glass down hard beside the sink.

Then  she  moved  toward  the  window  as  if  she  wanted  to  look
out. Scheffler, wanting to be helpful, went to raise the shade, but
she waved him back.

"I  see,  now,"  Nicky  said,  not  bothering  with  trying  to  see  out
through the window. "I see now. Let  me think  for  a  minute.  The
settings  on  the  timelock  must  have  been  changed  the  last  time
Monty  used  it.  When  he  came  back  here… four  days  ago."  She
looked  up  at  Scheffler  sharply.  "If  the  settings  could  be
readjusted again, would that give us, Willis and me, some chance
of getting back—?"

He  was  standing  with  arms  folded,  leaning  back  against  the
kitchen  counter,  shaking  his  head  gently.  "You're  asking  the
wrong man, lady. This timelock thing is all as new to me as it is to
you.  Maybe  even  a  little  newer.  But  I  suspect  it's  not  just  as
simple  as  getting  into  that  car  and  pushing  a  button  or  two  for
where you want to go. The paradoxes and so on that Pilgrim talks
about. And I  definitely  wouldn't  try  changing  any  of  the  settings
unless I knew what I was doing. I've figured out that much. Even
if  Pilgrim  hadn't  warned  us  not  to  do  it.  Mice  in  the
wainscotting."  Scheffler  remembered  the  Monty  Python  bit  with



sheep  hiding  in  the  walls,  but  of  course  Nicky  wouldn't.  "I
wouldn't put it past him," he muttered to himself.

"No. I wouldn't try it either. That's why Pilgrim was so ready to
trust  me  to  come  back,"  Nicole  meditated,  with  bitter  anger
growing. "He knew that  this  would  happen."  Then  she  looked  at
Scheffler sharply. "Who are you, really?"

"Just what I said, a student at  the  university.  Also  a  somewhat
distant  relative  of  Will  and  Monty.  When  I  was  a  little  kid  my
mother  used  to  tell  me  about  how  you  and  Will  had
double-crossed great-uncle Monty and run off together."

He had  thought  she  might  react  to  that,  but  evidently  she  was
still numb from the first jolt. "My parents—"  she  said,  and  didn't
finish.

"Fifty years," Scheffler reminded her gently.

"Fifty  years."  Nicky  shook  her  head  as  if  to  clear  it,  and  was
silent  again.  Then  her  practicality  started  to  return.  "Anyway,  I
assume that even  in  the  nineteen-eighties  gold  is  still  gold.  If  we
can  keep  our  deal  with  Pilgrim  going,  we  can  still  sell  gold.
Right?"

"I think what we ought to shoot for is just getting everyone out
of this in one piece. And I don't think Olivia's people will be  that
easy to get clear of. You haven't seen any of them except her?"

"No."

"But she has given her  blessing  to  what  we're  doing now.  And
you're right about the gold. Three hundred and  something  dollars
an ounce, the last I heard. If I remember right."

"And  even  if  Pilgrim  does  get  away  with  all  the  gold,  there's
still  a  market  for  Egyptian  antiquities,  I  presume?  My  God,  no
one  else  in  this  time  has  opened  a  timelock  to  the  past,  have
they?"

"No. No one in the world I know about. And sure, there's still a
market  for  the  ancient  stuff  too."  He  hadn't  thought  he  would



ever  be  able  to  feel  sorry  for  his  great-uncle,  after  the  man  had
used  him  as  a  guinea  pig  and  practically  arranged  to  have  him
kidnapped.  But  looking  at  Nicky  he  came  close.  He  thought  he
could  be  sorry  for  any  man  who  lost  her.  God,  but  she  was
beautiful,  even  now,  grimy  and  worn  out  with  exhaustion.  And
right  now  she  was  shocked,  and  desperate,  and  therefore,
Scheffler would be willing to bet, more than a little dangerous.

Scheffler  added:  "I'd  estimate  it's  a  much  bigger  market  than
the one you knew. But you're going to need help, before you just
run out  and  start  trying  to  sell  things.  Guidance.  Until  you  know
this world, someone's going to have to guide you through it."

"I'm  sure,"  she  said,  reappraising  him,  "you  will  be  very
helpful." Then she turned away, speaking over her shoulder: "I'm
going  to  find  my  old  room,  and  take  a  shower,  according  to
plan—is there anyone else in the apartment?"

"There  shouldn't  be.  Unless  some more  of  Olivia's  police  have
come  in  through  the  window  or  however  they  do  it.  Or  Pilgrim
and Uncle Monty have more enemies that we don't know about."

"Olivia. She's police, then?"

"From  Pilgrim's  world,  wherever  that  is,  and  trying  to  arrest
him.  She and  her  friends  were  here  once  before.  I  didn't  get  the
impression that any of them are the kind of people  who just  give
up."

Nicky's shoulders slumped a  little.  "Serious  crime  is  something
we didn't bargain for when we got into this. Or at least I didn't."

"Maybe  you  didn't.  Maybe  Willis  didn't  either,  for  all  I  know.
Monty  seems  not  to  have  had  much  trouble  making  the
adjustment."

"Are you sure Olivia's really some kind of police?"

"About as sure as I can be of anything in this mess. Why?"

"But still you say she told you to co-operate with Pilgrim."

"That's right."



Nicky  heaved  an  exhausted  sigh.  "Then  why  shouldn't  we?  I
doubt if her people are about to pounce on us. We'll get the food
and other things and take them back, and worry about the rest of
it later."

She stood for a long moment with her face buried in her hands,
as if she hoped to  get  some rest  that  way.  Then  she  straightened
her neck with a toss of  grimy hair.  "But  there's  no  tearing  hurry.
If it's been, my God, fifty years, my own clothes are obviously all
gone—is there anyone currently living here whose clothes I could
borrow?"

"Afraid  not.  If  I  take  time  to  go  over  to  Becky's  apartment…
but  she's  much  shorter  than  you,  nothing  would  fit.  There's  an
automatic washing machine here, and a dryer, if you want to  run
some laundry. I'll show you how they work. I can also loan you a
robe."

"I  don't  suppose  they'll  iron  things,  will  they?  Your  laundry
machines?"

Presently  Nicky  had  vanished  into  a  bedroom.  She  was  quick
and  decisive  about  choosing  one,  confirming  Scheffler's  earlier
guess  about  her  having  had  a  room  here.  It  was  across  the  hall
from Scheffler's. Through the closed door he could hear the water
in that private bath start running.

He  went  into  the  bedroom  that  had  become  his  own,  and
looked  at  his  face  in  the  mirror  there,  and  wondered  who  he
really was and what he ought to be trying to do next.

Looking  at  himself,  and  taking  a  cautious  sniff  or  two,  he
decided  that  a  shower  and  change  of  his  own  might  be  the  best
practical way to start.

Her  water  was  still  running  when  he  came  out  of  his  room,
freshly  washed  and  clothed,  and  he  set  about  getting  some  food
ready for immediate consumption. If he had understood  Pilgrim's
final  instructions  correctly,  he  and  Nicky  would  be  able  to  stay
here for several hours and still be gone no longer than an hour at



the other end.

When  Nicky  emerged,  swathed  in  a  robe  and  towels,  he
demonstrated  the  latest  in  washer  and  dryer  technology.  While
the machine was running she joined him at the kitchen table.

While  they  shared  roast  beef  sandwiches  she  began  to  ask
Scheffler  questions  about  the  Eighties,  starting  with  what  was
visible to her at the moment, the  food,  the  containers  it  came  in,
modern  freezing  and  microwave  thawing.  She  accepted  in  an
abstracted  way  the  evidences  of  wealth  and  plenty  in  the
apartment;  probably,  he  thought,  she  took  that  for  granted
anywhere  in  the  twentieth  century,  having  never  known  any
other land of life except when she went camping. But part of her
mind  was  obviously  elsewhere.  Doubtless  it  was  back  in  the
ancient land with Willis.

While  Nicky  was  finishing  her  milk  and  sandwiches  Scheffler
went to the room where the gun rack was and started to look over
the possibilities. He was accustomed to shooting a .22, preferably
scope-sighted.  With  that  kind  of  rifle  he  had  once  been  able  to
knock  the  heads  off  squirrels  with  fair  consistency  at  a  range  of
up to  fifty  yards  or  so.  Of  course  now that  lions  and  crocs  were
going  to  be  the  targets,  it  was  obvious  that  something  bigger  in
the  way  of  bullets  was  required.  That  was  no  problem  here.
Whoever had stocked the gun rack  seemed  to  have  had  his  very
needs in mind.

Nicky joined him presently. She was still in her borrowed robe,
walking barefoot and chewing on a last morsel of bagel, with  her
dark hair trying to escape from under a  towel.  She asked:  "What
about those funny-looking weapons that Pilgrim and his creatures
are carrying? Do you know how they work?"

"No,  but  I  respect  'em.  Whatever  they  are  they're  from  a
different  world  than  the  nineteen  eighties.  And Pilgrim seems  to
think we're likely to need some of these."

The rifles  in  Uncle  Monty's  fancy  wooden  cabinet  were  a  far



cry  from  the  .22's  Scheffler  remembered  from  his  teenaged
hunting  years.  These  were  beautiful  and  obviously  expensive
things,  with  oiled  stocks  of  exotic-looking  woods  and  what
looked like hand-tooling on  the  breeches  and  barrels.  They  were
well  cared  for  too.  But  to  Scheffler  weapons  like  these  were
somewhat  unfamiliar.  At  first  glance  he  mistook  the  first  one  he
picked  up  for  a  shotgun—it  was  a  double-barreled  piece  with  a
bore diameter of about half an inch, and broke open at the center
for loading. Not until Scheffler had broken the action open did he
realize that he was holding a rifle. Good God, what did they shoot
with a thing like this, elephants?

While he went rummaging among the firearms,  Nicky  dug into
drawers  in  the  bottom  of  the  gunrack,  with  the  air  of  someone
who already  knew what  ought  to  be  there.  Her  slender  sunburnt
hands  came  out  of  a  drawer  with  cartridges.  The  brassy  shapes
looked huge to Scheffler, who was used to small game and target
shooting.  These  came  packed  in  small,  old  wooden  boxes  that
looked like items from an antique shop.

"Here. Tom." He thought it was the first time that she had used
his name.  "Weatherby  .460,  I  think  that's  what  you  need  for  the
rifle you're holding. If you want  something  even  bigger,  there's  a
Nitro  Express.  I  think  that  runs  .577.  Supposed  to  be  able  to
knock down an elephant. I've never tried it myself. I only weigh a
hundred  and  fifteen,  and  I've  seen  how  it  kicked  Will  when  he
fired it. He'd heard that the  hippos  in  Egypt  might  be  dangerous,
but so far we've only seen them at a distance."

"Lions, I suppose?"

"Haven't seen one myself. But you can hear them, especially at
night."

Whatever  the  effective  range  of  this  ammunition,  or  the
intended  targets,  there  were  no  scope  sights  on  these  rifles.
Maybe  it  wasn't  considered  sporting  to  shoot  a  lion  or  a
crocodile—or  an  elephant—until  the  critter  charged  you.
Scheffler could go along with that. Live and let live was fine with



him. And anyway there was no guarantee that after forty  or  fifty
years  the  cartridges  were  going  to  fire.  Of  course  his  uncle  had
obtained  a  fresh  supply  of  dynamite;  maybe  he'd  updated  the
ammunition too. With a  brass  cartridge  Scheffler  found  it  harder
to tell.

He  and  Nicky  did  what  they  could  to  scrounge  up  the  other
items on  the  general  shopping  list.  Digging  into  the  hiding  place
where the dynamite had been concealed fifty years ago, they  got
out  the  modern  replacement  stores  that  Scheffler  had  already
discovered. There were the blasting caps and electrical detonator,
as well as the potent sticks coated in red plastic.

When  a  gentle  chime  from  the  laundry  room  announced  that
Nicky's  clothes  were  dry  she  took  them  into  her  room  to  dress.
Scheffler meanwhile looked into the freezer for frozen meat,  and
began to gather other supplies. Someone had ordered toilet paper,
and he rummaged  in  several  bathrooms  to  collect  enough.  There
were  other  items  on  the  list.  He  began  to  haul  things  down  the
hallway to Gallery Two.

At the last moment Scheffler thought of trying to do something
else in secrecy from Nicky. Now was his chance to come up with
a masterstroke of cleverness, if he had one in him. While she was
dressing he considered going into the kitchen and quickly leaving
a  message  on  the  phone-answering  machine.  He  could  record
something  there  that  would  reveal  the  secret  of  the  hidden
"elevator,"  then  unplug  the  machine.  Mrs.  White  in  her
determination to have things in proper order would certainly plug
it  in  when  she  next  entered  the  apartment.  Was  that  next  entry
scheduled  to  take  place  on  the  following  morning?  He  couldn't
remember.

The  end  of  the  cord  would  be  left  lying  right  on  the  kitchen
counter,  and  there  was  no  way  Mrs.  White  could  fail  to  see  it.
She  might  ignore  it  though.  Meanwhile  the  others,  whatever
electronic  juggling  they  might  manage,  would  hardly  be  able  to
get  at  the  message  to  erase  it  unless  they  were  to  return  to  the



apartment.

Some  story  about  a  ring  of  smugglers  and  illegal  excavators,
that would be it. That, if Scheffler and  Becky  were  to  disappear,
would  provoke  an  investigation  that  none  of  the  other  parties
would be anxious to  have.  Especially  if  old  Montgomery  Chapel
were to vanish from the face of the earth at about the same time.

Scheffler considered it  all  carefully.  He  thought  about  Pilgrim,
and Becky, and Olivia. He didn't do it.

 

Nicky  came  out  of  her  room,  fully  dressed  again,  wearing  the
clothes she had arrived in, clean now,  but  badly  wrinkled.  While
she  was  gone  the  pile  of  supplies  in  front  of  the  grillwork  door
had  grown substantially,  and  Scheffler  was  getting  down  toward
the bottom of the list.

"I'm going to take the time," Scheffler announced, "to run over
to Becky's apartment and get the stuff she asked for. I don't know
if any of her roommates are there or not—she thought they were
probably all still home for the holidays. Want  to  come  along and
see a little of the new world?"

Nicky  looked  doubtful.  Before  she  could  reply,  there  was  the
sound  of  a  key  entering  a  lock  from  the  front  door  of  the
apartment. There was no time to use the closed-circuit TV to  see
who was trying to get in. No chains  on  that  door,  of  course.  Just
those  beautiful  locks,  that  someone  with  the  right  key  could
always open from the outside.

"Who—?"

"Mrs.  White.  The  housekeeper.  She's  the  only  one  who  has  a
key. Unless—" With frantic motions Scheffler sent Nicky into the
adjoining room.  He  put  down the  rifle  he  was  holding  and  faced
the doorway expectantly.

The  door  opened.  It  was  his  great-uncle  Montgomery  who
walked in.



The  old  man,  dressed  as  nattily  as  ever,  in  fur  cap  and
fur-collared coat, stopped in his tracks at the sight of his sunburnt
grandnephew.  The  look  on  Uncle  Monty's  face  was  not  exactly
surprise;  it  was  as  if  he  had  been  expecting  to  find  drastic
changes of some kind.

"What's happened—?" he started to ask.

At that moment Nicky stepped in from the next room. The light
Winchester was still in her hands, though not aimed  anywhere  in
particular.

Monty  turned.  He  gaped  at  her.  Then  a  small  object  dropped
from his right hand to thud gently on  the  carpet—it  was  a  pistol.
Then his eyes rolled up and he collapsed to the floor.

Scheffler sprang forward. His first move was  to  close  and  lock
the  front  door  of  the  apartment,  which  his  great-uncle  had  left
open  behind  him.  Then  he  bent  over  the  crumpled  figure  on  the
carpet,  making sure that the old man was still breathing. Then  he
picked  up  the  pistol—a  small  revolver—and  after  a  moment's
thought dropped it into his own pocket.

Nicky  pressed  forward,  staring  at  the  fallen  man.  "What
happened? Who in the hell is that?"

Scheffler  sat  back  on  his  heels.  Somehow  angered  by  her
attitude, he said: "This is the man you were going to marry."

He  hadn't  meant  it  to  come  out  quite  so  much  like  an
accusation,  but  his  own  nerves  were  nearly  shot.  Nicky  turned
pale  and  knelt  down  too  beside  the  victim.  The  whole
time-displacement  business,  Scheffler  supposed,  hadn't  really
been real to her until that moment.

But Nicole recovered quickly. After a moment she said, "I'll get
some water." She sprang up briskly to her  feet,  then  turned  back
for a moment in hesitation. "Maybe brandy would be better."

"It's in the dining room," Scheffler called after her.

By the time she came back with two glasses, brandy in one and



water in the other, the old man was sitting up, trying to push free
of  his  grandnephew's  supporting  arm.  Monty  looked  at  her  with
exhausted  eyes,  to  which  intelligence  was  now  returning,  like  a
curse.

Once  more  Nicky  knelt  lithely  down  beside  Montgomery
Chapel, looking back at him with fascination.

In a moment she said softly, "Monty, you damned old—Monty,
what's happened, what've you done?"

Montgomery  Chapel  stared  at  her.  He  took  another  sip  of
brandy  and  water  before  he  would  trust  himself  to  speak.  But  it
appeared to Scheffler that  his  mind was  working  all  the  time.  At
last he said, "I have grown old, my dear,  over  the  course  of  fifty
years.  I  wonder  if  you  will  be  able  to  accomplish  as  much  as
that."

"Now what are we going to do with him?" She had turned back
to  Scheffler,  and  now  she  spoke  angrily,  in  shock,  as  if  the  old
man couldn't hear her. "What can we do now? Can we just leave
him here?"

"I  don't  think,"  said  Scheffler,  "that  Pilgrim  would  want  us  to
leave him here."

"To begin with,"  said  Uncle  Monty,  making a  sudden  effort  to
take charge, "you must tell me what has happened."

"Pilgrim's  back,"  said  Nicky,  turning  back  to  her  fiance  as  if
reluctantly compelled. "The man you told me about."

Uncle  Monty,  unsurprised,  nodded  feebly.  "I  feared  as  much.
Where is he now?"

"At the other end of the timelock, in the  usual  place.  He  has  a
woman with him—as a prisoner—" Nicky stopped.

"Who?"

"She says her name's Olivia, and she represents herself as being
a police agent," said Scheffler. "Not from this century. Maybe not
from this planet, I don't know."



"Ah." Uncle Monty ruminated on that point too. But it  seemed
that  the  existence  of  Olivia  did  not  take  him  by  surprise.  "I
expected something like that, too. What else?"

"What  else?"  Scheffler  could  hear  his  own  voice  cracking
awkwardly  with  strain.  "What  else?  That  ought  to  be  enough.
We're going to have to take you back there with us."

"Oh,  I  insist  upon  it."  The  old  man  fought  his  way  up  into  a
sitting position.  "For  fifty  years  I  have  been  waiting  for  the  lock
to open so I could make that journey once again. Nothing is going
to keep me from it now."

 

FOURTEEN
Montgomery  Chapel  was  on  his  feet  again,  standing  alone  in

his  bedroom  with  the  door  closed  while  he  changed  into  desert
clothing. The garments all fit him well enough, being almost new.
He'd  had  them  for  a  few  years  though  he'd  seldom  worn  them.
They were part of his continuing policy of readiness.

Having  gained  a  few  minutes  alone  with  the  door  closed  was
something  of  an  accomplishment.  Scheffler  was  naturally
suspicious  of  him,  and  had  looked  ready  to  drag  his  great-uncle
forcibly into the timelock if he had argued about going.

Montgomery  had  to  smile  at  himself  in  the  mirror  when  he
thought  of  that;  he  was  as  well  prepared  as  a  man his  age  could
be  to  go to  ancient  Egypt.  For  decades,  ever  since  he'd  adjusted
the  controls  of  the  timelock  and  shut  it  down,  he'd  been  aware
that  almost  certainly  it  would  open  again  one  day.  And  he'd
thought  that  this  month,  of  this  year,  was  one  of  the  most  likely
times  for  that  to  happen.  Pilgrim  had  evidently  made  the  same
calculation.

Of  course  the  plan  of  shutting  down  the  timelock  hadn't
worked out just the way Montgomery had hoped. Far from it…

Buttoning  up  his  khaki  shirt,  Montgomery  looked  closely  at

C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\


himself in  the  bedroom mirror.  Old man,  are  you  really  ready  to
go adventuring  again?  But  the  question  was  only  rhetorical.  The
answer was, yes, he was ready, readier than he had ever been. Of
course the body at his present age couldn't  do  nearly  as  much  as
it  had  once  been  able  to  accomplish.  But  the  mind—the
all-important mind—was quite as  capable  as  ever.  And the  mind
had been granted fifty years of study in which to prepare for this
enterprise.

There came a knock on Montgomery Chapel's bedroom door. It
caught  him  at  an  awkward  moment,  just  when  Pilgrim  was
intruding  again  into  his  thoughts,  and  the  sound  chilled
Montgomery Chapel like the knocking in Macbeth.

But  this  time  it  was  only  young  Scheffler  at  his  door,  coming
suspiciously  to  check  up  on  what  the  old  man  was  doing.  And
then  to  complain  in  injured  tones  about  all  the  difficulties  he'd
had to go through: being menaced by strange dwarfish aliens, and
then  kidnapped.  Why  hadn't  this  great-uncle  warned  him  such
things were likely to happen in this apartment? And, worst of all,
they hadn't happened only to Scheffler, but to some innocent and
unsuspecting friend of Scheffler's too.

Montgomery  was  calm  and  soothing.  In  response  to  his
questions  it  turned  out  that  Scheffler's  friend  was  a  young
woman,  who  had  been  sleeping  here  last  night,  and  was  now
apparently being  held  hostage  by  Pilgrim at  the  other  end  of  the
time-connection.

Thinking  it  was  time  he  put  the  youngster  on  the  defensive,
Montgomery demanded: "Did Pilgrim hurt you? Either of you?"

"No. It's just that he forced us to go along with him."

That  was  about  what  Montgomery  would  have  expected;  but
he  said,  "Then  I  would  suggest  you  count  yourselves  fortunate.
You  don't  realize,  perhaps,  just  how  fortunate.  Tell  me  the
details."

As  Montgomery  pieced  the  story  together,  Scheffler  and  the



young woman had  been  surprised  by  Pilgrim  and  several  of  the
Asirgarh.  (At  that  Montgomery  sighed,  privately.  He  had  only
glimpsed those creatures briefly, fifty years ago, and he had been
hoping that they wouldn't come back.)

Then  the  two  captives  had  been  taken  through  the
timelock—apparently  the  first  trip  for  the  girl  but  not  for
Scheffler—and  shortly  thereafter  Scheffler  had  been  persuaded
to  cooperate  actively  with  his  captor.  Pilgrim  had  trusted  him
enough to send him back to collect arms and other supplies.

"All that Becky and I want is to get out of this!" the young man
concluded earnestly.

Nicky  had  come  into  the  room  behind  Scheffler  as  he  spoke,
and she had been listening to the explanation as if at least part of
it might be news to her also. She was still looking at Montgomery
in a puzzled  and  thoughtful  way,  which  under  the  circumstances
was hardly surprising.

When  Montgomery  had  heard  the  story  through,  he  faced  the
two young people  with  his  best  air  of  kindly  authority.  "I  never
expected that it would come to this, my boy. Nicky, my dear, I'm
sorry.  Very  sorry  indeed  not  to  have  spent  the  last  half-century
with you."

Young Thomas Scheffler looked at him in frank disbelief. "You
didn't expect anything like this?"

"No,  of  course  I  didn't.  Do  you  think  I  would  have  left  you
alone here if I had anticipated any such intrusions?"

"Yes. I think you set me up for this."

Montgomery, looking wounded, shook his head.

"You  set  me  up  to  fool  around  with  your  timelock.  So  if
anything  happened  to  the  first  person  to  use  it  again  after  fifty
years, it'd happen while you were safely far away."

Montgomery  did  his  best  to  look  sadly  bewildered.  After  a
moment  he  sighed,  and  said:  "I  suppose  that  it  must  appear  that



way  to  you."  Then  he  stopped  fiddling  around  with  his  spare
clothing on the bed and faced his grand-nephew squarely.  "Look
here.  Some  explanations  are  obviously  in  order.  Nicky's  heard
them  before,  but  you  haven't.  I—along  with  my  brother
Willis—first became involved with Pilgrim half a century ago. So
I know something of what I'm talking about when I tell you what
he's like."

"I'd like to hear."

"Of course. Well, to make a long story short, my brother  and  I
were  both  young  scholars  then,  intensely  interested  in  the  East.
And one day this man—approached us.

"We didn't know what  to  make  of  him at  first.  He  told  us  that
his  name  was  Peregrinus—later  he  used  Pilgrim.  Of  course  we
understood  that  those  names  were  aliases.  He  was  obviously
wealthy and knowledgeable, but some of the things he said made
us  suspect  that  he  was  mad…  until  he  demonstrated  certain
powers  that  convinced  us  he  was  not  mad  at  all.  He  showed  us
his spaceship. He took us in it to ancient Egypt. I can tell you that
now, without fear you'll think that I'm a lunatic.

"At that point we had to believe his claims that he  could  make
us immensely wealthy.

"So—rightly  or  wrongly—Willis  and  I  struck  a  deal  with  him.
He  provided—from  where  I  don't  know�the money  for  me  to
buy  this  apartment,  in  this  building,  which  was  then  under
construction.  He  said  there  were  several  reasons  this  site  would
make  a  convenient  location  for  the  timelock,  and  he  saw  to
it—somehow—that  the  timelock  was  installed  and  functioning.
Once Will and I went through it with him—well, you've done that
now yourself. Perhaps you can begin to understand what it meant
to  two  young,  adventuresome  archaeologists  in  the  Thirties.  If
you can understand that, you can understand much that followed.

"And there were also the implied threats, quite subtle at first, of
what  was  likely  to  happen  to  us  if  we  didn't  do  exactly  as  he



wished.  By then  we  had  some understanding  of  his  power.  Also
we  had  begun�too  late—to  have  new  doubts  and  fears.  We
undertook  to  work  for  him in  ancient  Egypt  while  he  was  gone.
There  were  circumstances,  he  said,  that  would  keep  him  from
staying to do the work himself.

"Willis  and  I  didn't  know  it,  but  the  police—Olivia's
police—were  already  after  Pilgrim  at  that  time.  He  told  us
nothing about any of that—his fugitive, criminal status in his own
society—until  he  had  to.  Somehow  he  managed  to  elude  his
pursuers,  to  fence  them  out  from  this  entire  region  of
spacetime—I  suppose  from the  whole  Earth,  during  most  of  the
twentieth century.  The  only  problem from his  point  of  view was
that,  in  order  to  fence  them out,  he  had  to  fence  himself  out  of
the region as well. For a time.

"Now.  This  is  the  part  that  Nicky  hasn't  heard  yet."
Montgomery's  throat  felt  dry,  and  he  stepped  into  his  bathroom
for a glass of water. The explanation was going well,  he  thought,
perhaps because much of it was the truth.

He came back into the bedroom and  faced  his  audience  again.
"Another problem developed later�fifty years ago for me, Nicky,
four  days  ago for  you.  The  timelock  stalled.  For  some  reason  it
ceased to function properly. We  had  come to  believe  that  it  was
perfect,  I  suppose.  It  seems  simple  enough  in  operation,  but
obviously it is based on a science far beyond anything born of the
twentieth century.

"Pilgrim  and  the  Asirgarh  had  departed  by  then.  I  was  stuck
here  when  the  malfunction  happened,  and  Will  and  Nicky  were
trapped in ancient Egypt—it appears now they  didn't  realize  that
they were trapped, if only for four days."

"No, we didn't." Nicky had paled slightly under her tan.

"The  world  of  course  believed  that  they  had  betrayed  me  and
run  off  together…  there  was  no  other  explanation  I  could  offer
for their absence."



Nicky, standing in the doorway, appeared to be moved by that.
Montgomery  could  only  try  to  imagine  what  the  treacherous,
faithless bitch was feeling at the moment.

 

Montgomery  could  see  from  the  changed  expression  on  the
young  man's  face  that  at  least  a  seed  of  doubt  regarding  his
great-uncle's  guilt  had  now  been  planted  in  his  mind.  Well,  that
would have to do for now. Later,  whatever else might happen, he
would have to cultivate that doubt.

The  real  challenge,  of  course,  was  going  to  come  when  he
faced Pilgrim.

Not  that  he  had  quite  disposed  of  Scheffler  yet;  here  came
another question.

"One more thing, sir."

"What's that?"

"The people. There in Egypt. I'd like to know what happened to
them all."

"Ah.  I  take  it  that  by  'all'  you  mean  the  bulk  of  the  native
population?"  Montgomery  put  on  a  grim  face;  this  was  going
well. "There are, or were, a few survivors."

"That's  right,  a  few.  A  handful  of  Egyptians  living  with  your
brother and the others by the pyramid.

What  happened  to  all  the  rest?  I  got  the  feeling  no  one  there
wanted to give me a straight answer about that."

"Ah."  Montgomery  hesitated,  deliberately.  "I  suppose  Pilgrim
is the only one who could really do so—if he would."

"How's that?"

Montgomery  proceeded  as  if  reluctantly.  "My  idea  is  that…
something  happened  there,  when  the  timelock  was  established.
Perhaps  having  too  many  people  around,  in  the  way,  would
simply have been inconvenient for Pilgrim." Montgomery paused



again, looking at his grandnephew. "At first he told us, Willis and
me, that most of the  populace  had  probably  taken  fright  and  run
away  when  they  saw  his  ship.  Later—I  began  to  have  doubts
about  that  explanation.  But  by  then  of  course  the  crime—if
indeed there was a crime of the kind you fear—had already been
committed.  There  was  nothing  for  Willis  and  myself  to  do  but
make  the  best  of  the  situation.  Try  to  help  the  surviving
Egyptians in every way we could. Which we have done."

"Wow," said the young man, soberly.

"Perhaps you are beginning to see what I mean,  about  Pilgrim.
He may have conducted himself like a perfect  gentleman,  so  far,
with you and the young lady who was with you here—"

" 'Perfect gentleman' would be stretching it some."

"Now, if I might continue dressing alone?"

Nicky  and  Scheffler  went  out  into  the  hallway,  talking
seriously.

Montgomery  could  have  finished  his  hasty  physical
preparations  in  their  presence,  but  he  needed  to  reorganize  his
thoughts  as  well.  Young  Scheffler's  survival  had  not  really
surprised  him.  No,  he  had  allowed  for  the  possibility  that  the
young man might  be  able  to  make  it  to  Egypt  and  back  through
the timelock without destroying himself and perhaps some sizable
portion of Chicago.

No,  what  had  really  stunned  Montgomery  was  Nicky's  return,
not only still alive but as young and beautiful as ever. That was a
vision  he  had  never  expected  to  be  confronted  with  again  in  a
million years. In that first moment today, when he'd seen her with
a rifle, he had  been  sure  she  knew what  he'd  done  and  meant  to
shoot him.

He wondered if her youthful presence was going to turn  out  to
be  more  than  he  could  bear.  All  the  gods,  ancient  and  modern,
knew it was going to take him time to come to grips, with it. And
now that  the  passage  to  the  past  had  reopened,  and  events  were



starting  to  move  rapidly  again,  he  was  not  likely  to  be  allowed
enough time to think or even to pull himself together.

Well, perhaps that was just as well under the circumstances.

He was  dressed  and  packed  now,  ready  to  go  or  very  nearly.
He  rejoined  the  two  young  people  in  the  kitchen,  where  they
were pulling a few choice items out of the freezer to take along.

It  suddenly  occurred  to  Montgomery,  looking sidelong  at  how
they  worked  together,  the  youthful  Nicky  and  his  relative,  to
wonder  if  these  two  were  now  lovers.  Had  Willis  already  been
jilted too?

As they  began  loading  their  cargo—two-way  radios,  outboard
motor, dynamite, rifles, a jumble of odd containers—into the time
vehicle,  young  Thomas  Scheffler  made  it  clear  that  he  was  not
yet through being suspicious. "Have you actually been in Egypt?"
he demanded of his great-uncle.

Montgomery Chapel raised a  haughty  eyebrow.  "What  do  you
mean?"

"I  mean  twentieth-century  Egypt.  Within  the  past  few  days.
That was a Cairo phone number you left for me. But you said you
were going to be gone four months."

"My  boy,  what  difference  does  any  of  that  make?  I  went
looking for help, information, and I didn't find  it.  I'll  provide  you
with a complete itinerary of my trip if you want one. But where I
was  last  week  is  hardly  relevant  to  the  problems  we  are  facing
now."

Scheffler still was not satisfied. "And what was that phone  call
all about? You haven't explained that yet. Sending me in there to
look at the false door—that is one of the realest doors I have ever
seen  in  my life.  And what  was  all  that  crap  about  how  I  should
make an adjustment on your alarm system?"

"It was  done  out  of  a  concern,"  Montgomery  pronounced  in  a
nobly injured tone, "for your welfare. You haven't lived with that
device as long as I have." He had spent some time in thinking up



that answer, just in case it should be needed.

The  immediate  effect  was  confusion,  as  Montgomery  had
hoped.  "Let's  get  on  with  it,"  the  impatient  youth  muttered,
tightlipped.  "Maybe  you  can  show me what  you  mean  when  we
get into the damned thing."

Montgomery  nodded  grimly,  and  began  to  survey  the  food
supplies  that  still  remained  to  be  loaded.  He  had  more  answers
ready  if  there  should  be  more  questions,  as  seemed  likely.  More
answers  to  provide  more  confusion,  that  was  all  the  young  idiot
deserved. No, think logically, think accurately. The boy wasn't an
idiot.  He'd  survived  both  the  timelock  and  an  encounter  with
Pilgrim,  in  good  shape.  But  good  answers  were  something
Montgomery owed to no one.

For decades he had made plans for his return to ancient Egypt.
But  now  he  was  having  trouble  concentrating  on  the  plans  he'd
made.  Many  of  them  had  suddenly  been  rendered  irrelevant
anyway.  Nicky,  Nicky,  Nicky!  She  was  unchanged,  absolutely.
Not  that  her  presence  matched,  quite  exactly,  the  fifty-year-old
image in his memory; but he was sure that it was his memory that
had  devolved.  Even  her  clothing,  he  thought,  was  the  same  in
which he'd seen her last, on that never-to-be-forgotten day of half
a century ago. The day he'd smiled at her and Willis for what he'd
thought  would  be  the  last  time,  and  closed  himself  into  the
timelock, and done the best he could to take his vengeance.

Then  today,  instantly,  in  the  first  moment  when  he  saw  her
standing  beside  Scheffler,  Montgomery  had  understood
immediately  what  must  have  happened,  even  though  the
possibility  of  such  a  twist  of  fate  had  never  occurred  to  him
before.  The  shock  of  recognition,  and  the  fear  of  her  rifle,  had
made  him  feint.  For  a  moment,  as  Montgomery's  consciousness
faded, he had feared that he was dying without being shot. But he
had  survived  that  shock  and  now  he  could  assume  that  he  was
going to  live  a  while.  The  doctors  always  told  him that  he  had  a
strong heart for a man his age.



But  the  implications  of  Nicky's  survival  were  gradually
becoming  clearer  to  him  now.  And  they  were  enough  to  cause
another kind of shock, more subtle and more long-lasting.

His first and most obvious question had already been answered.
Willis had survived too. Only four days for him; why not?

Next  question:  Did  Nicole  and  Willis  yet  realize  what  he  had
attempted  to  do  to  them?  That  after  watching  Pilgrim  set  the
controls  a  number  of  times,  he'd  gambled  on  being  able  to  close
them off from their own world for fifty years? Judging by Nicky's
behavior  today,  it  would  seem  they  had  never  guessed  anything
of the kind; and for that Montgomery could be thankful.

For most of  his  life  he'd  been  assuming that  the  faithless  bitch
and  her  lover  were  dead,  had  died  within  a  matter  of  days  after
he'd shut down the timelock on them and marooned  them in  that
hellish environment. The  stockpile  of  clean  drinking  water  could
not have lasted much longer than that.  When a month had passed
in  Chicago  after  he'd  cut  them  off  he  had  been  certain  that  his
revenge  was  complete.  To  Montgomery  it  had  seemed
unquestionable  that  once  they  were  denied  the  prophylactic
powers  of  the  timelock,  infection  of  some kind  must  have  killed
them even if the heat and wild beasts had not.

Even  supposing  Nicky  to  somehow  have  survived  the  initial
dangers,  filtering  and  boiling  river  water  and  finding  safe  food,
she must have withered rapidly into old age, her beauty dried and
baked and starved away, within a year or two of being marooned
in that environment.

She and her lover,  he  imagined,  could  hardly  have  found  each
other  still  appealing  after  the  first  days.  Montgomery  had  long
relished  the  mental  picture  of  them  as  shriveling  near-skeletons,
clawing the thickening blood out of  each  other's  veins  in  the  last
extremity  of  thirst,  fighting  feebly  over  the  last  drops  of  clean
water in the last canteen.

But  no.  The  dream,  so  satisfyingly  enjoyed  for  decades,  had



been  a  dream  and  nothing  more.  Nothing  like  it  had  ever
happened.  It  turned  out  now  that  his  hideous  revenge  had  been
only  a  glorious  daydream.  Far  from  being  crushed  by  the
masterstroke of his retaliation, his intended  victims  had  not  even
realized  that  they  had  been  found  out.  In  the  four  days  of  their
isolation  they  had  probably  not  even  tried  to  use  the  timelock.
For  them  it  had  been  four  days  without  Monty,  four  days  in
which  to  grapple  and  pant  at  will,  never  dreaming  that  he  had
discovered their betrayal.

That at least was good.

Because  now,  his  revenge  would  have  to  be  accomplished  all
over again.

Fifty  years  later,  having  finished  his  personal  preparations,
getting  ready  to  leave  through  the  timelock  once  more,  he
exchanged  a  few  more  words  with  Nicky.  Her  manner  toward
him  was  hesitant  and  odd,  but  he  supposed  that  under  the
circumstances it could scarcely be otherwise. Montgomery  heard
enough from her to convince him completely that neither she nor
Willis understood what he had meant to do to them. They had no
idea  that  he'd  seen  them  in  the  grass  at  the  edge  of  the  marsh,
going native together in the heat.

Nicky  said  to  him,  "There  was  something  I  was  going  to  tell
you."

"What was it?"

She  hesitated,  appearing  to  struggle  with  herself.  At  last  she
said, "It doesn't matter now."

Doesn't matter now, hey? Of course not. I am an old man now,
and  what  could  such  things  as  love  and  betrayal  matter  to  the
old? What feelings do they have?

Montgomery asked her  for  more  details  about  Willis,  trying  to
put  the  questions  with  just  the  appropriate  amount  of  concern.
Willis, as he had feared, was in good health.

By this time they had everything they were going to bring with



them  loaded  into  the  timelock.  It  made  a  great  pile,  just  about
leaving  room for  three  people  to  get  in  with  it.  Montgomery  did
not forget to close both grill and curtain after him. Mrs. White, he
was confident, would confine her activities to cleaning, and mind
her  own  business  if  she  noticed  anything  odd  in  the  apartment.
He had trained and rewarded her for decades to that end.

Montgomery  Chapel  hadn't  been  inside  the  timelock  now  for
fifty years. And it was smaller, more ordinary-looking, somehow,
than he had  remembered  it… entering  the  little  black-walled  car
again  brought  memories  flooding  back,  their  details  sharp  and
sudden. As if more memories were what he needed now.

Scheffler,  as  well  as  Nicky,  appeared  to  accept  the  ride  as  a
matter of routine, almost as if the time machine were an auto or a
streetcar.  How  many  times  had  Scheffler  ridden  it  already?  But
that was probably immaterial now.

Sitting on one of the  remembered  black  couches,  Montgomery
closed  his  eyes  against  the  little,  winking  lights,  gripping  the
safety belt and letting his head sag against the wall.

The sharpest memory of all was only a few hours old. The look
on  Nicky's  face,  at  that  moment  when  she  had  recognized  him,
behind this ruined mask  of  age  that  he  was  forced  to  wear.  That
look  was  one  memory,  among  others,  that  Montgomery  Chapel
knew he was going to carry to his grave.

Was  it  possible  that  he  still  desired  her,  wanted  her,  after  all
that had gone by?

And now the bitter horror  of  a  new realization  was  growing in
Montgomery Chapel: the horror of the feet that,  as matters stood
right now, Nicky still had her life ahead of her. And Willis had his
too. Decades of  youthful  vigor  for  both  of  them to  look  forward
to—perhaps together.

Was  it  too  late  now for  an  old  man  to  have  the  last  laugh  on
them,  and  Pilgrim  too?  Perhaps,  after  all,  it  was  not  too  late.
There might still be a chance for Montgomery Chapel to wipe the



youthful arrogance from her  lying,  treacherous  face,  and  replace
it with other things. Beginning, of course, with fear.

Then, of course, there was the matter of the gold.

The  treasures  of  the  buried  Pharaoh,  beside  which  all  the
wealth  that  he  and  Willis  had  brought  back  from  Egypt  in  two
years shrank  to  insignificance.  For  half  a  century  that  Pharaonic
gold had never been far from Montgomery Chapel's thoughts. He
would have to rank it even head of revenge.

Or would he?

His own thoughts,  now that  the  time  for  action  was  upon  him
again,  were  strange  to  him.  To his  surprise  he  could  not  be  sure
that revenge was not the most important thing again.

If it was not so already, it might be when he had seen her once
more  with  Willis.  He  was  going to  see  the  pair  of  them  together
again now. That might be enough to tip the balance.

The point was, of course, to find a way to have both.

He  had  expected  to  have  a  free  hand  back  there,  once  the
fifty-year  interdiction  he  had  imposed  upon  the  timelock  was
over,  and  his  idiot  grandnephew  had  been  allowed  to  try  it  out,
just in case—no. He had to stop thinking of young Scheffler as an
idiot. Underestimating others was certain to lead to trouble.

 

… he  had  dreamt  so  often  of  going  back  to  Pharaonic  Egypt.
There his first joy would be to discover the bones of  his  faithless
lover  and  his  treacherous  brother.  Perhaps  even  their  whole
carcasses,  mummified  by  the  exquisite  dry  heat.  Sometimes  the
dream-search  in  which  Montgomery  sought  their  dessicated
bodies  was  prolonged  through  whole  days  of  delicious
anticipation.  In  other  versions  of  the  dream  he  came  upon  their
bodies almost as soon as  he  stepped  out  of  the  lock,  found  them
where  they  had  died  watching  for  the  door  to  open,  praying  in
vain for him to temper the justice of his judgment. Wherever they
were,  the  attitudes  of  their  remains  would  present,  somehow,



some  evidence  of  the  final  despair  and  agony  that  must  have
overwhelmed them.

All  dreams,  of  course.  All  nonsense.  Instead  of  that,  he  was
now  confronted  by  both  the  living  bitch  and  the  breathing,
traitorous  brother.  The  pair  of  them  not  only  living  but
triumphantly  young,  unaware  that  he  had  ever  tried  to  strike  at
them, to make them pay…

He would have to stop this. It was necessary that he control his
thoughts.  There  was  no  use  in  dwelling  on  the  feet  that  his
revenge had foiled. No use at all. He was going to need  his  brain
to deal with urgent problems.

Their  vehicle  ceased  to  move,  bringing  their  passage  through
spacetime to a  soft  and  easy  halt.  Scheffler,  who had  apparently
spent  the  interval  lost  in  thought,  was  still  silent  now,  though  he
looked  as  if  he  might  burst  out  with  more  questions  at  any
moment.

Now,  at  the  journey's  end,  when  the  young  man  pushed  the
door  of  the  timelock  open,  Montgomery  was  eager  to  step  out.
Even  revenge  and  treasure  could  be  momentarily  forgotten.  He
was  suddenly,  youthfully  impatient  to  see  it  all  again.  As  if
returning  to  this  ageless  land  might,  somehow,  restore  his  own
youth…

Sunlight  and  heat  burst  in  on  them  when  the  door  slid  open.
And  the  smells—how  could  he  ever  have  forgotten  them?  And
this, the true and changeless Egypt, unlike any other landscape of
his  youth  to  which  an  old  man  might  return,  was  all  unaltered.
Naturally.  Here  in  the  time  of  the  Pharaohs  only  four  days  had
passed.

Scheffler, looking every bit the young adventurer  at  home in  a
strange land, stepped out of the timelock boldly, first grabbing up
a weighty bag of cargo  with  one  strong  hand,  carrying  his  heavy
rifle  in  the  other  like  an  experienced  hunter.  Nicky,  hauling
somewhat  smaller  baggage  in  each  hand,  followed  with  her  light



Winchester slung over her back.

Montgomery,  doing  his  part,  picked  up  the  small  pack  of  his
own things and stepped out. As for firearms, he must leave those
to others, at least for now.

Willis,  unchanged  by  fifty  years,  was  on  hand  and  waiting  for
them, near the mouth of the fissure. Perhaps he had been worried
about Nicky, perhaps he had come to help with the baggage they
were scheduled to bring back. Pilgrim, of course, would not have
told Willis what to expect when he saw his brother again. Pilgrim
cared for nothing except his gold.

"Nicky.  I  was  getting  worried,"  said  tall  Will,  taller  than  ever
now in  Montgomery's  eyes,  and  came  toward  her  and  appeared
about  to  kiss  her,  with  almost  the  casual  attitude  of  an  old
husband. Only at  the  last  moment  before  he  touched  her  did  the
presence  of  his  unrecognizable  brother  strike  him.  He  turned,
gesturing. "Where's Monty? Who's this?"

No  one  answered  Willis  immediately.  He  didn't  repeat  the
question, but rather fell silent. He looked a little apprehensive, as
if he might be about to guess the truth.

Montgomery  said:  "You  ought  to  know me,  Will.  If  you  don't
you'll learn to know me again."

At  first  even  the  sound  of  his  voice  wasn't  enough  to  make  it
real to Will. Staring  at  Montgomery,  he  blurted:  "Good  god,  you
sound  like—no.  But  you  look  like  my  grandfather.  But  that's
impossible, he's—"

Nicky,  unwilling  to  endure  this  mental  fumbling  any  longer
than necessary, had to intervene. "It's Monty. Can't you see?"

After that Willis said nothing for a long time, but only looked at
him. Meanwhile Willis's face went  through  a  whole  repertoire  of
responses.

At  last,  even  now  not  really  understanding,  he  said,  "Monty?
What the hell happened?"



Montgomery  said,  "I  got  old.  It  will  happen  to  you  too,  you
poor fool. If you live long enough."

And  then  Montgomery  raised  his  head,  and  for  the  moment
forgot  even  about  his  brother  and  the  whore.  Because  Pilgrim
was  approaching,  along  the  faint  path  from  the  direction  of  the
pyramid.

The  slight,  dark  figure  striding  jauntily  toward  them  looked
much  the  same  as  it  had  fifty  years  ago,  and  so  did  the  face,
except  for  the  unshaven  cheeks�how much  time  had  Pilgrim
lived through, subjectively, since  their  last  meeting?  And where?
Montgomery  knew  enough  by  now  to  realize  that  he  would
probably never have the answers to those questions.

Pilgrim,  recognizing  him  instantly,  spread  his  arms  as  if  in
welcome. "Monty! Dear Monty. It's been a long time,  hasn't  it?  I
don't  suppose  you'd  believe  me  if  I  said  you  are  looking
well—never mind. There are matters on which I wish to speak to
you. "

Despite  his  decades  of  preparing  himself  mentally,  knowing
that  this  moment  would  almost  certainly  arrive  one  day,
Montgomery had to swallow, and for a moment he had  difficulty
in speaking. Then he said, easily enough he thought, "I'm ready to
talk with you anytime. I've held to our bargain."

"Have you now? It is a relief to hear it. I had supposed it might
have  been  you  who  maladjusted  my  machine.  Fortunately  no
serious  inconvenience  has  resulted.  I  have  been  concerned  lest
you be  suffering  unnecessary  pangs  of  guilt… but  that  can  wait.
How goes the hunt for gold?"

Montgomery looked at Willis. Willis said, "Nothing  new in  the
last four days—Monty."

Montgomery  said  to  Pilgrim,  "Actually,  as  I  suppose  Will  has
told  you,  we've  been  putting  off  looking  for  your  special  gold.
There were plenty of  other  things  for  us  to  do.  From the  drift  of
your  conversation  before  you  left,  we  didn't  suppose  that  you'd



be back so quickly—here, in this local time."

Pilgrim  ignored  the  answer,  and  began  to  check  over  the
supplies that had just arrived.

At first, confronting his brother and then  Pilgrim,  Montgomery
had scarcely noticed the unforgettable heat  of  Egypt.  But  now it
assaulted  him  as  of  old,  demanding  that  he  acknowledge  its
sovereignty. The sun fell like a weapon on his pith helmet and his
khaki-covered  back.  In  his  recent  years  in  Chicago  he'd  been
working  on  plans  for  a  wearable  body-cooler,  a  refrigerated
wristband powered by light batteries. But satisfactory technology
to perfect the device had been lacking.

Now  everyone  had  picked  up  a  share  of  the  supplies.  Nicky
was  moving away  from him  through  the  sand  and  the  heat,  and
Monty went trudging after her with only his own light baggage in
hand.  Heat  and  weakness  assailed  him.  He  knew  that  he  was
already tottering, before they had walked halfway to the pyramid.
He felt  himself  suddenly  an  insane,  ridiculous  figure.  Nicky.  He
no longer  knew whether  he  still  loved  or  hated  the  slender  body
that moved ahead of him, just that he wanted to bring it within his
reach. His aged mouth worked, trying to form words.

Treacherous  footing—or  something  else—betrayed
Montgomery  and  he  fell  down;  he'd  been  too  many  years  on
sidewalks. But no  damage  done.  When  someone's  youthful  hand
reached  out  to  help  him  up  again,  he  forced  himself  to  thank
them, smiling cheerfully and convincingly. He struggled on.

FIFTEEN
That night  when  it  came  time to  sleep  Scheffler  shared  one  of

the temple's stonewalled,  unfurnished  rooms with  Becky.  But  he
quickly  discovered  that  they  were  not  going  to  share  a  sleeping
bag. There were plenty of  unused  rooms available  in  the  temple,
more even than in Montgomery Chapel's apartment, and  after  he
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was rebuffed  he  offered  to  go  and  find  a  room  of  his  own.  But
that wasn't satisfactory either; Becky didn't want to  be  left  alone
and unprotected, and she insisted it would be his fault if anything
happened to her.

Feeling responsible, he stayed.

Their  cheerless,  doorless  bedchamber  was  a  high,
comparatively  cool  vault  with  a  floor  of  granite.  Its  limestone
walls,  like  those  of  the  rest  of  the  temple,  were  solid  and
windowless  for  the  first  twelve  feet  or  so  above  the  ground;
above that height the walls were mostly open to the air except for
pillars,  carved  into  the  shape  of  petals  and  flowers,  supporting
more slabs of stone that formed the roof.

Willis  and  Nicky,  before  retiring  themselves,  had  kindly
assured the newly arrived couple that the really poisonous snakes
were  not  too  common  here  so  close  to  the  pyramid.  The
continuous  turmoil  of  construction,  going  on  for  decades,  must
have driven every kind of bird and beast away from the area, but
it  was  now  more  than  two  years  since  construction  had  ceased,
and the wildlife was coming back. For the last month or so, Willis
said, he had been routinely barricading the open doorways of the
temple  every  night  with  little  fires.  Some  of  the
Egyptians�whose own  huts  were  largely  protected  by  flimsy
screens and magic spells—had voluntarily started taking turns on
watch, keeping up the fires.

When  Scheffler,  having  already  resigned  himself  to  separate
sleeping  bags,  tried  to  kiss  Becky  goodnight,  she  pushed  him
away again. "How can you think of that under these conditions?"

He thought  he  could  think  of  it  almost  anytime,  and  he  wasn't
really  sure  which  of  the  current  conditions  turned  her  off.  He
couldn't  see  her  face;  he  had  already  switched  out  their  small
electric  lantern,  one  of  several  he  and  Nicky  had  hauled  back
here  from  Chicago.  Faint  traces  of  indirect  light  from  someone
else's  lantern  came  down the  pale  stone  corridor  and  in  through
the  open  doorway  of  their  room.  Meanwhile  the  massed  stars



looked in through the broad open windows under the high roof.

Scheffler  said:  "I  don't  think  anyone's  going  to  intrude  on  our
privacy. If Pilgrim were after your  body  he'd  have  made  a  move
by now."

Becky  said  nothing.  She  rolled  over,  turning  her  back  on
Scheffler.

"Has he?" Scheffler pursued.

"No." It sounded like a grudging admission.

"As for his crew members in their glassy little  helmets,  I  really
doubt they're interested."

But Becky wasn't interested in talking about  them either.  "Just
don't. Not now."

"All right. Good night, then. " He pulled his shoes off and then
stretched  himself  out,  clothed,  atop  his  sleeping  bag.  It  was  still
much too warm to think of getting under any kind of cover.

She didn't answer.

"Becky?"

"What?" She kept her back turned to him.

"I'm sorry I didn't have  a  chance  to  get  to  your  apartment  and
pick  up  your  other  clothes  and  things.  When  Uncle  Monty
showed  up  we thought  we'd  better  head  back  here  right  away.  "
He paused. "And I'm sorry I got you into this."

"I am too."

And  that  appeared  to  be  that  for  conversation.  At  bottom
Scheffler  really  didn't  consider  himself  all  that  guilty.  But  he
didn't  argue.  After  all,  he  supposed  that  some  small  measure  of
responsibility for Becky's kidnapping was his.

But  minute  by  minute  he  was  feeling  that  responsibility  less
and less.

Insects  that  had  started  to  seek  out  the  electric  lantern's  light
when it was on had vanished when he turned it off. The night was



dark  and  quiet,  but  Scheffler  stayed  awake.  The  hardness  of  the
stone beneath  his  sleeping  bag  was  all  too  evident.  He  tried  first
lying  on  his  belly,  then  on  his  back.  Sleep  would  not  come,
whatever position he adopted.

He  didn't  think  it  was  Becky's  anger  and  rejection  that  were
keeping him awake; he supposed it would have been worse if she
had been sweet and not blamed him at all.

But he was too keyed up to sleep. The world around him had a
seductiveness,  an  attractiveness  of  its  own.  Ancient  Egypt,  he
kept  repeating  silently  to  himself,  in  mindless  incantation.  This
place, where I am, is really ancient Egypt.

Something  howled  outside  the  temple,  somewhere  not  far
away.  It  didn't  sound  like  one  of  the  grubby  dogs,  of  which  he
had  seen  several  before  nightfall.  He  had  the  heavy  Winchester
standing in the nearest corner of the room, if he should need it.

Pilgrim was  trusting  him  with  it.  That  was  something  to  think
about. Pilgrim the purported mass murderer.

After  a  time  Scheffler  was  certain  from  the  sound  of  Becky's
breathing  that  she  slept.  He  sat  up  and  put  on  his  shoes  again,
then walked quietly out into  the  corridor,  leaving  the  rifle  where
it was. He wasn't especially worried about leaving her alone.  She
had  refused  his  somewhat  tentative  offer  of  a  firearm,
complaining, as if it too were his  fault,  that  she  didn't  know how
to use guns anyway.

He remembered a stairway nearby here, leading  up  toward  the
sky. Enough starlight was coming in from the high openings along
the top of the corridor to let him find  the  stairs  and  mount  them.
The stone steps conveyed him through another  doorless  opening,
to  the  roof.  There  Scheffler  stood  on  flat  slabs  of  stone,  under
those  mysterious  stars,  beside  the  ominous  and  almost
overhanging bulk of the great pyramid. He drew a deep breath of
the  cooling  night  and  listened  to  more  animal  sounds.  He  was
reminded  of  the  presence  of  the  marshes  and  the  river  not  far



away.

Now, with a moment to relax  and  think,  and  the  black  bulk  of
the pyramid to guide him, Scheffler could be sure that he had his
directions straight;  he  knew where  north  ought  to  be.  But  it  was
still impossible to find Polaris. Nor was there any constellation he
could recognize as the Big Dipper.

How far above the horizon ought the  Pole  Star  to  be  here?  He
tried to estimate the latitude  of  Egypt.  He  wasn't  in  the  southern
hemisphere,  surely.  No,  North  Africa  wasn't  that  far  south  of
Europe.

The  temple  was  a  sprawling  building  with  a  big  roof,  and
Scheffler  had  been  standing  on  that  roof  for  several  minutes
before  he  realized  that  he  was  not  alone.  It  was  the  glow  of  a
cigarette,  as  someone  drew  on  it,  that  told  him.  His  eyes  were
well  used  to  the  dark  by  now,  and  when  he  had  moved  a  few
steps  closer  to  the  other  silent  person  there  was  enough  light  in
that glow to let him recognize Nicky's face.

She  had  just  been  sitting  there  in  silence  and  darkness.
Watching him, evidently. There  was  no  sign of  anyone  else  with
her.

"Hello," he said.

"Hello  yourself."  It  came  out  as  a  sigh,  weary  but  not
unfriendly.

Scheffler  looked  up  at  the  sky  again,  and  gestured  helplessly
with both hands. "I don't know what to say about it."

"It'll do that to you. Day or night." Nicky drew on her cigarette
again,  then  offered  him  one.  "Even  if  they're  fifty  years  old,
they're pretty good."

"Thanks anyway. I don't use 'em."

"Oh?  I  suppose  nobody  in  the  Eighties  smokes  any  longer.  I
hope I'll still be able to drink."

He walked  closer  to  her  and  sat  down,  on  roof-stone  that  was



still almost hot from the day's sun. "I was looking for Polaris," he
announced, gesturing vaguely into the sky.

She  turned  on  her  seat,  searched  momentarily,  then  pointed
with  a  slender  arm,  somewhat  lower  in  the  northern  sky  than
Scheffler had  ever  seen  Polaris.  One  star  was  bright  and  yellow.
"The Pole Star is up there, but it isn't  Polaris.  It's  what  we  in  the
early twentieth century would call Alpha Draconis. Precession of
the equinoxes, you know."

"Oh. Yeah." Vaguely he remembered something about that.

"And you can't  really  recognize  the  Dragon—that's  Draco—or
the  Dipper  either.  Five  thousand  years  will  do  that  to  most
constellations,  they  tell  me.  But  I  suppose  you  know  a  lot  more
about astronomy than I do."

It didn't sound as if she really supposed anything of the sort. "I
don't know as much as I should," Scheffler admitted.

"Monty  and  I  were  both  interested  at  one  point."  She  sighed
again. "He taught me most of what I know about it."

"How long have you been here, Nicky? In Egypt, I mean."

"A couple  of  months,  off  and  on.  It  seems  longer.  As  soon  as
Monty  and  I  got  engaged  he  let  me  in  on  the  secret."  She  was
silent for a few moments. "I thought he was crazy at first. I never
imagined anything like this—of course."

"In the nineteen-eighties we'd say 'it blew my mind.' "

They  talked.  Scheffler  didn't  want  to  come  right  out  and  ask,
but  he  was  wondering  what  it  had  been  about  Monty  that  had
first  attracted  her.  All  he  could  think  of  was  that  young  Monty
must have been someone entirely different from old Monty.

Nicky blew invisible  smoke  at  the  stars.  "When  I  saw that  old
man crumpling to the carpet today…"

"That must have been a rough moment."

"I've  had  rougher.  Never  a  stranger  moment,  though,  than
when I realized who he was… and then realizing that now I might



never have to tell him that it was all off between us. That  maybe
that problem at least had taken care of itself."

"So, it's been you and Willis for a while?"

The  orange  spark  between  her  fingers  marked  out  a  sharp
gesture.  "It's  never  been  me  and  Willis.  He's—declared  his
intentions, as I believe they used to say in the old days. But that's
all. I was never interested."

"Oh,"  said  Scheffler,  feeling  a  certain  illogical  relief.  Then  he
asked:  "Do  you  have  any  idea  what's  happened  to  all  the
people?"

"The  natives?  Monty  and  Will  have  always  told  me  that  most
of  them  must  have  been  driven  off  when  Pilgrim's  spaceship
arrived.  After  seeing  all  the  rest  of  this  I  could  believe  he  has  a
spaceship.  I  got  the  feeling  they  weren't  really  worried  about  it,
so I didn't worry. Why do you ask?"

"I'm getting worried about it. Did Pilgrim ever  say  anything  on
the subject?"

Nicole drew on her cigarette. "I never laid eyes on Pilgrim until
today, when he showed up with you and Becky. I could  tell  Will
and  Monty  were  afraid  of  him,  the  way  they  talked  about  him.
Now I can see why."

"Is Will sleeping now?"

"Probably.  He  was  snoring  when  I  went  past  his  door.  His
room's just down the hall from mine. Why?"

"I'd  like  to  have  a  better  talk  with  him  sometime.  But  let  him
sleep. What about Monty?"

"He's in another room. I wasn't going to look in on him."

The  two  of  them  talked  on  the  high  roof,  while  the  stars
pivoted  slowly  on  Alpha  Draconis.  Neither  of  them  noticed  a
passing ripple among the stars.

"What  do  you  know  about  Pilgrim?"  Nicky  asked.  "Is  he
from—some other planet?"



"Maybe. He didn't really say. Some place at least as unlikely as
this one, I bet."

When  Nicky  announced  that  she  was  tired,  Scheffler  walked
her  back  to  her  room.  Sure  enough,  the  heavy  masculine  snores
were coming from another dark doorway down the corridor from
the one into which she disappeared. That was good.

Then he went back to  the  room where  he  had  left  his  sleeping
bag. There was a painting over the lintel that helped him identify
the  room  in  the  unfamiliar  corridor.  Just  inside  the  doorway  he
paused;  beyond  the  high  windows  the  moon  had  risen,  and  he
could  see  that  Becky  was  gone.  Her  sleeping  bag  and  her  shoes
were still here.

Wait  a  minute,  he  cautioned  himself,  before  you  start  running
around  in  a  panic.  She's  probably  just  gone  to  the  john.  There
were latrines, rather like stone outhouses, built into the temple on
its eastern side.

Turning  back  into  the  darker  corridor,  he  listened.  Then  he
heard  the  two  soft  voices  at  no  great  distance  in  the  night,  and
recognized one of them as hers. He couldn't be sure yet about the
other,  but  it  certainly  didn't  sound  as  if  she  was  in  any  trouble.
None that she was anxious to get out of, anyway.

He suspected that a large part of his guilt, in Becky's eyes, was
for not telling her days ago that he had access to all these marvels
of  gold  and  treasures.  And  he  suspected  he  might  have  been
forgiven  that  omission  by  now,  except  that  he  no  longer
controlled the access to the gold and marvels.

Scheffler  lay  down on  his  own  sleeping  bag.  This  time  he  fell
asleep at once.

When he  awakened,  to  morning sunlight  falling  in  through  the
high  windows  onto  yellow  stone,  he  lay  for  a  time  almost
peacefully,  trying  to  decide  if  the  carved  heads  of  the  columns
holding up the roof were supposed to represent papyrus  stalks  or
lotus blossoms, or what exactly. Becky still had not returned, not



even  to  collect  her  shoes.  But  he  wasn't  especially  perturbed
about  her  absence.  Scheffler  lay  listening  to  birdcalls,  and
marking the progress of the sun across the finely pitted surface of
the wall.

Then he  heard  Becky's  voice,  somewhere  outside.  He  couldn't
distinguish  the  words,  but  she  sounded  cheerful  enough.  Then
Pilgrim's  voice,  this  time  loud  enough  to  be  easily  recognizable,
said something. Then she laughed.

 

On his way back from his morning trip to  the  latrine,  Scheffler
stopped  in  the  corridor  beside  an  open  window-space  that  had
been  made  low  enough  to  afford  a  good  view  of  the  outside.  It
was  a  spot  well-chosen  for  a  window,  and  he  stood  there  for  a
minute  or  two,  taking  in  the  morning beauty  of  the  Nile  and  the
lush growth that clung so narrowly along its banks.

Presently he saw Becky again. She was coming around the side
of  the  temple  alone,  now  wearing  some  spectacular  jewelry,  as
well  as  her  jeans  from  nineteen-eighties  Chicago.  Her  Chicago
sweatshirt was gone, and she had  improvised  a  halter  top  from a
scarf  of  white  linen  to  take  its  place.  She  gave  Scheffler  a
challenging  look  in  passing,  and  then  marched  on  without
speaking.

 

When  Scheffler  rejoined  the  others  that  morning,  in  the  large
temple  chamber  that  served  as  a  common  room,  he  found  that
Sihathor  and  the  other  Egyptians  had  again  risen  early.  He  saw
Ptah-hotep and Thothmes coming down an outside stairway from
the temple roof. Some of their  compatriots  were  already  at  work
cooking  and  housekeeping,  while  others  had  gone  to  work  their
modest  fields  along the  edge  of  the  marsh.  Sihathor  pointed  out
the place, and explained that there it was easy to get water to the
crops.

Scheffler,  watching  the  surviving  Egyptians  and  speaking  to



one  or  two  of  them,  got  the  impression  that  they  were  generally
content with their lives.

"Where are the rest of your people, Sihathor?"

"Gone. All gone from the earth." The man sounded resigned, if
not unconcerned.

"Whose fault is that?"

"Fault?"

"Has someone done wrong to you? Who did it?"

"I am not  a  god,  only  a  poor  man.  It  is  not  for  me to  say  who
has done wrong."

And  the  man  went  on  with  what  he  was  doing,  taking  an
inventory  of  the  food  supply,  making  hieroglyphic  notes  with  a
ballpoint pen on a small notepad of twentieth-century paper.

 

Scheffler went out of his way to speak to the next Egyptian he
encountered, the tall, unusually good-looking girl who had served
breakfast.  Her  name  was  Nekhem,  and  she  had  a  story  to
tell—how,  on  the  night  following  Pharaoh's  burial,  she  had
suddenly found herself alone in the royal palace. All of the  other
inhabitants—nobles,  courtiers,  priests  and  servants  alike—had
utterly  disappeared.  It  had  taken  Nekhem  days  to  discover  the
small band of survivors living in the vicinity of the pyramid.

"You mean the other people in the Palace went away in boats?
Or how?"

"Not boats. Not go away. Just gone."

And Scheffler could  find  out  nothing  more  from Nekhem than
that.

Counting heads, including those of small working figures in the
distance,  Scheffler  confirmed  that  there  were  now  around
twenty-five  Egyptians  living  in  the  temple  vicinity  and  serving
the  intruders  who  were  willing  to  play  the  role  of  gods.  If  that



many people  had  found  their  way  here  in  two  years,  how  many
might still be living in the  entire  country?  It  didn't  seem likely  to
Scheffler that there would be more than a few hundred.

Soon  he  encountered  Becky  again.  By  now  she  had  gone
further in her adoption of native dress. The semi-transparent linen
sheath she had put on looked great, even if it was rather long, but
she wouldn't be able to do much work in it.

Becky  was  not  completely  unwilling  to  talk  to  him  when  she
saw that he was neither enraged nor devastated by her defection.
And  she  was  ready  to  defend  their  kidnapper,  saying  what  had
happened to the natives might not be Pilgrim's fault after all.

Olivia,  Scheffler  supposed,  was  most  likely  to  know  the  truth.
He found  her  sleeping,  looking more  or  less  comfortable  if  pale.
At  least  she  gave  no  sign  of  being  in  great  pain.  Scheffler
supposed  that  her  captor  probably  wouldn't  want  her  to  regain
her health too rapidly.

Pilgrim, coming in while Scheffler was still  there,  said:  "I  have
done  all  that  I  can  for  her,  until  I  can  summon  my  ship.  And  I
dare  not  do  that  until  I  have  at  least  some of  the  gold  I  need  to
restore  its  functions.  To get  here  my ship  will  use  practically  all
of  its  stored  energy."  The  cast  had  now  been  removed  from
Pilgrim's  arm,  and  he  had  discarded  his  ski  jacket  and  shaved.
The  arm  appeared  to  be  functional,  but  he  still  had  his  gaunt,
strained look.

 

Sihathor  and  his  people,  enjoying  some  of  the  gods'  canned
food  that  they  had  learned  to  like,  talked  now  about  the  aged
Monty;  when  first  they  recognized  him  as  the  young  man  they
had  known  come  back,  they  had  interpreted  his  changed
condition as the result of divinity's curse.

"Only  riding the  Barque  of  Ra  through  the  Underworld  might
help him now."

 



Willis  had  just  been  told  by  Nicky  that  the  world  to  which  he
had expected to return was barred to him forever.

He  wouldn't  take  her  word  for  it;  maybe  the  girl  had  got  it
wrong somehow.  Hurrying  to  Pilgrim,  Will  asked  questions.  The
answers  were  not  to  his  liking.  "You're  the  one  who's  always
saying there's always a way! Now you tell me there's  no  way  for
me to get back where I belong!"

"I  have  made  a  determination  to  return  to  my  home.  You  are
free to make a similar determination if you choose."

"You mean it's possible after all? But how will that help me? If
you refuse to help?"

Pilgrim was silent.

"You mean that first we have to  find  your  gold.  All  right.  Will
you help us to get home then?"

Pilgrim  was  unperturbed.  "I  mean  nothing  but  what  I  have
said." And that was all the satisfaction Will could get from him.

It still had not occurred to Will to blame his brother for his and
Nicky's fate.

Nicky  herself  was  not  that  much  concerned  about  blaming
anyone.  In  a  way  she  was  already  looking  forward  to  the
nineteen-eighties, a time she  suspected  might  be  as  exotic  as  the
one she stood in now.

Later  in  the  morning  Pilgrim  ordered  most  of  the  available
people to come with him to the pyramid. They  were  going to  get
down to serious work.

SIXTEEN
Approaching the pyramid,  Pilgrim sent  Sihathor  and  a  crew of

Egyptians  ahead  into  the  entrance,  assigning  them  to  some  task
inside.  Scheffler  didn't  catch  what  it  was.  Monty  announced  his
eagerness to go with them, and Pilgrim raised no objection.
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Then,  to  Scheffler's  surprise,  the  little  man  led  the  rest  of  his
workers on a climb up one of the construction ramps.

"Where are we going?"

"Up to the very top, bold youth.  The  capstone,  I  am informed,
may well  be  solid  gold.  It  would  be  very  convenient  to  discover
that the late Khufu had concentrated my fortune for me there."

They  climbed,  Pilgrim  taking  the  lead  and  setting  a  deadly
pace.  Scheffler,  remembering  his  days  on  the  high  school  track
team,  kept  up  with  him for  a  while,  and  then  allowed  himself  to
fall back among the  Asirgarh.  Despite  their  short  legs  they  were
doing better than anyone else.

The  nature  of  Scheffler's  companions  limited  conversation
during the climb, though one of the creatures returned his nod  of
greeting. Always the capstone beckoned, in the form of  a  distant
golden  twinkle.  He  thanked  God  for  his  wide-brimmed  hat  and
his full canteen.

The ramp angled its way up, and then up some more. Presently
they  had  surpassed  the  height  attained  by  Scheffler  on  his  first
solo effort.

At last Pilgrim's tireless figure came to a halt, at the level where
the ramp ended, some forty yards or so below the top. From here
the  only  way  to  climb  farther  lay  over  a  fifty-degree  slope  of
smooth,  bright  limestone.  It  would  be  tricky  climbing  on  the
glossy polished  surface.  Scheffler  supposed  that  an  agile  human
with  good  sticky  shoes  might  make  it,  but  for  the  Asirgarh  it
proved  to  be  no  trick  at  all.  One  of  them  went  up  quickly  and
with  obvious  confidence,  reaching  the  golden  capstone  in
moments.

The  capstone  was  a  miniature  pyramid,  about  four  feet  from
top to base, about the same height as one of the ordinary building
stones.  Its  entire  surface  if  not  its  volume  was  what  looked  like
solid  gold.  The  Asirgarh  who  had  climbed  to  it  needed  only  a
moment to scrape samples from the gold. Then he—or  she—was



sliding down to stand on the top of the ramp beside Pilgrim,  who
quickly  dropped  the  gathered  shavings  into  a  small  machine.  It
looked  like  the  same  pocket  device  with  which  his  crew  had
tested the golden statues in the apartment.

"Gold  one-ninety-seven,"  was  all  that  Scheffler  could
understand  of  the  angry  mutter  that  came  from the  little  man  as
he  looked  at  his  machine.  "What  I  am  seeking  is  gold
two-oh-three." When he saw Scheffler goggling at him, he added:
"I speak of isotopes, my friend."

"I've heard of them. But I'm no expert."

"Ah. Just as well. Were you genuinely expert in  the  science  of
your  century,  you  would  probably  protest  at  this  point  that  gold
two-oh-three is rather dangerous to handle. Also that it is doomed
to  a  half-life  of  about  five  and  one  half  seconds,  and  that
therefore  I  have  no  right  to  expect  to  find  any  lying  around
loose."

"Oh,  radioactive.  Five  and  a  half  seconds?  All  right.  How  do
you expect to find any?"

"Would I raise a question for which I had no answer? You see,
the two-oh-three I seek is not radioactive as it must be in  nature,
but  stabilized  and  therefore  rather  durable.  I  know  that  might
sound like circular nonsense to a scientist of your period, but take
my word for it. Enough of explanations for the nonce."

Pilgrim  tried  the  test  again,  when  a  second  sample,  from
another  surface  of  the  capstone,  was  brought  down,  and
evidently  was  confronted  with  the  same  result.  "Not  the  least
trace. Completely  nil.  Looks  like  there's  no  gold two-oh-three  in
that  capstone  at  all.  The  damned  old  tyrant  has  put  my  gold
somewhere else entirely.  And I'm afraid  that  I  know where."  He
kicked at the side of the pyramid as if to break it open.

"I guess he thought it was his."

"But  it  is  mine,  dear  callow  youth,  as  I  have  explained  more
than  once  already.  It  came  from my ship,  of  which  it  formed  an



extremely  vital  part.  It  was—well,  knocked  loose,  you  might
say—during  a  skirmish  with  the  police,  and  fell  into  the  desert,
where a military patrol evidently picked it up and brought it home
to  Pharaoh.  He  had  limited  awareness  of  spaceships  at  the  time,
but  he  knew gold  when  he  saw  it.  Some  other  parts  of  the  ship
were lost at the same time,  but  fortunately  spares  were  available
to  replace  them.  Ask Thothmes  and  Ptah-hotep;  they  have  their
own version, strongly theological of course, the event. Ask Olivia
whether  the  gold  is  legally  mine,  if  you  would  rather  take  her
word on such a matter."

"I  do  ask  her  things  when  I  have  the  chance.  But  her  mind  is
wandering,  as  you  know  damn  well.  Maybe  that's  why  she  tells
me to help you. I suppose it was your battle with her  people  that
devastated the country."

Pilgrim  appeared  surprised.  He  looked  around  at  the  horizon.
"Does  it  appear  to  you  that  the  country  has  actually  been
devastated? Oh, well, in that case I suppose one might say that…
No, another time. For the nonce, my gold, my gold. If it's not here
in  the  capstone  I  suppose  the  divine  Khufu  must  have  had  it
buried with his fragrant corpse."

Scheffler grunted. He was growing angry with Pilgrim again.

The little  man nodded,  talking  to  himself.  "There  is  one  other
possibility.  He  would  undoubtedly  have  had  the  metal  worked
into  a  hundred  different  kinds  of  ornaments  before  he  buried  it
anywhere.  Perhaps  some  substantial  portion  never  made  it  past
the artisans."

Pilgrim started to lead the way  back  down the  ramp at  a  rapid
pace.  Then  he  stopped  momentarily  to  strike  a  pose  and  ask
himself  a  question:  "Would  their  metallurgical  treatment  have
destabilized that isotope?" Fortunately he was able to answer  the
question  for  himself  a  moment  later.  "I  don't  think  so.  I  don't
think  anything  they  could  do  to  it  at  this  level  of  technology
would have done that." And he plunged down the ramp again.



There was little conversation on the way down. When they had
reached the level of the pyramid's main entrance, Pilgrim left the
ramp and without a pause led the way toward the dark hole in the
stonework.

From the entrance, where Scheffler had to crouch to try to  see
in,  a  passage  led  straight  in  and  down.  Willis,  perhaps  trying  to
make him feel at home, crouched beside him and commented that
the  angle  of  descent  here  was  twenty-six  degrees,  and  that  this
was called the Descending Passage. Inside, it was far too low for
anyone but Asirgarh  to stand up in, being only about three and a
half feet high, and equally wide.

Pilgrim turned on a flashlight  and  led  the  way.  Fifty  feet  or  so
along  the  passage,  Monty  met  them  and  took  over  the
commentary.  Scheffler,  proceeding  in  a  painful  crouch,  learned
that the Descending  Passage  ran  straight  in  and  down for  a  total
distance of several hundred feet,  and there  was  nothing  but  a  pit
choked with debris to be found at the end.

"Ptah-hotep  says  that  was  where  the  Pharaoh  originally
planned  to  have  his  burial  chamber—which  accords  quite  well
with modern theory."

They  had  come  down  into  the  pyramid  about  a  hundred  feet
from  the  entrance,  Scheffler  estimated.  Now  here  was  a  pile  of
tools,  and  Pilgrim  and  Uncle  Monty,  with  flashlights  and  what
looked  like  geologists'  hammers,  went  shuffling  about  on  their
knees,  picking  and  probing  at  the  overhead  of  the  slanting
passage.  To Scheffler  the  stone  surface  looked  no  different  here
than anywhere else.

"Entrance  to  the  Ascending  Passage  has  to  be  right  here
somewhere,"  Monty  told  him,  and  went  on  to  explain  that  the
bottom  end  of  what  pyramid  authorities  called  the  Ascending
Passage  had  been  blocked  by  a  cunning  arrangement  of  sliding
stones, after Pharaohs burial.

Ptah-hotep and Thothmes  joined  the  group.  Scheffler  gathered



that they had been here often  during  the  past  two  years,  but  still
were  unable  to  tell  just  where  the  ceiling  of  this  passage
concealed the opening to the one above. It seemed likely that any
attempt  to  open  the  ceiling  with  tools  or  explosives  would  bring
down an avalanche.

Some  of  the  dynamite  had  already  been  brought  inside  the
pyramid, and a discussion began on how best to use it.  Everyone
in the passage was sitting or squatting now, relieving the strain of
crouching under the low roof.

 

Will  and  Nicky,  sitting  well  back  toward  the  entrance,  were
arguing with each other in low voices.

Will  was  becoming  increasingly  distraught  over  the  drastic
changes that had overtaken him. He demanded of Nicky that she
tell him what the new world  of  the  Eighties  was  going to  be  like
to live in.

Aspects of his character that she didn't like were coming to the
foreground.  She  snapped  back:  "How  should  I  know  what  it's
like? I was only there for a couple of hours."

 

Meanwhile,  back  near  the  temple,  a  dispute  was  developing
between  Thothmes  and  Ptah-hotep.  Thothmes  was  more  and
more  inclined  to  return  to  the  service  of  the  old  gods,  the  true
gods,  Osiris,  Ra,  and  Ptah.  And  of  the  Pharaoh,  whom  he
increasingly felt he had betrayed.

"I dreamt of Pharaoh last night, my friend," Thothmes declared
solemnly.

"So? Many dreams come to a man during his life. Few of them
mean much."

"I have had few dreams like  this  one.  Ptah-hotep,  why do  you
suppose that the world was changed?"

"The gods have their own reasons."



"And we our own duties. If a man does not perform his  duties,
what is he worth?"

"Duties?  Duties?  We  still  perform  the  daily  rituals  as  best  we
can. And our fundamental allegiance must be  to  Set,  as  you  well
know."

The argument went on.

 

SEVENTEEN
Becky  hadn't  done  too  well  keeping  up  with  the  others  during

the first day's investigation of the pyramid. On the morning of the
second day she was detailed by Pilgrim to take care of Olivia and
keep  her  company  in  the  temple,  while  the  other
twentieth-century  people  continued  with  the  job  of  treasure
hunting.

Pilgrim made it seem that he was conferring a great favor upon
her by giving her  the  nurse's  job—as  perhaps  he  was.  He  bowed
and pressed her hands and  said  in  his  most  thrilling  voice:  "If  all
goes well today, I will bring you  a  jewel  such  as  you  have  never
seen before."

That  overcame  such  reluctance  as  Becky  still  felt  about  being
left  behind.  Besides,  here  in  the  temple,  with  no  ramps  to  climb
or tunnels to crawl through, she was free to get out of her wintry
Chicago  clothing  and  put  on  a  gauzy,  borrowed  Egyptian  gown.
The only trouble with that was, there wasn't a decent mirror to be
found anywhere. Nekhem, the dancing girl who loaned Becky the
dress, had to make do with a dark oval of polished metal in which
to  see  herself.  With  its  ivory  frame  and  handle  the  metal  mirror
was a beautiful trinket, but it didn't quite do the job. In return for
the dress Nekhem borrowed Becky's Chicago sweatshirt, pulled it
on and  twirled  around  happily,  despite  the  garment's  being  thick
and hot, and by now none too clean.

And  then  it  occurred  to  Becky  that  there  might  be  another
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advantage  to  staying  with  Olivia—it  might  be  possible  to  learn
something useful from the policewoman.

Olivia was  still  unable  to  walk  more  than  a  few paces  without
help,  or  to  use  her  arms  steadily  for  longer  than  a  few  seconds.
And  she  seemed  dazed  a  good  part  of  the  time.  Becky  had  a
kindly nature, and was really glad that she could do something to
help.

Actually  Olivia,  in  the  periods  when  her  mind  was  clear,
worried  about  Becky  and  felt  sorry  for  her.  The  girl  was
obviously becoming caught up in the financial possibilities of this
adventure, alerted to the chances of mind-bending wealth.

The  older  woman  was  reclining  on  one  of  the  few  pieces  of
furniture  in  the  temple,  a  wooden  couch,  bedded  with  ancient
Egyptian  pillows  that  Nekhem  had  said  were  filled  with  goose
down. She said: "Tell me about your young man. Scheffler. Have
you known him long?"

Becky  shrugged,  and  toyed  with  a  bracelet  Pilgrim  had  given
her. "I don't know that I want to think of him as my young man."

"Well, I don't understand the rules of your society perfectly, of
course.  But  I  suspect  you  could  do  a  lot  worse  in  the  matter  of
seeking out a mate."

Becky  shrugged  again,  and  started  asking  Olivia  questions
about Pilgrim: How long had she known him?

"More years than  you  would  be  likely  to  believe,"  said  Olivia.
Then she asked in return: "Would it do any good for  me to  warn
you about him?"

"What has he done that's so awful?"

The policewoman looked as if she wanted  to  laugh,  but  had  to
consider whether  she  had  that  much  energy  to  spare.  "What  has
Pilgrim  done?  Ask  rather  what  he  hasn't  done.  Killing,
kidnapping, robbery of every kind…"

"All  right.  I  know  he  kidnapped  us,  but  he  was  very…



gentlemanly  about  it.  And  I  know  you  want  to  arrest  him  for
other  things  he's  done.  But  at  the  same  time  you're  telling  us  to
cooperate  with  him.  You  wouldn't  do  that  if  he  was  really
terrible. Would you?"

The  older  woman  paused.  "He  can  be  as  cunning  as  the  Evil
One. And you are but a child, Becky."

The girl stiffened.

Olivia sighed. "I shouldn't have said that.  Forgive me, I am not
thinking  too  clearly  these  days.  Very  well—I am very  pleased  if
you are not a child. As for Pilgrim, I warn you solemnly that he is
capable of terrible things. Cooperation with him for survival, your
own  and  that  of  the  other  people,  as  I  have  advised  you  and
Scheffler  to  do—that  is  one  thing.  Going  beyond  that,  for
example  trying  to  get  Pilgrim's  help  to  enrich  yourself—that  is
something else. I hope you can make the distinction."

Despite  herself  Becky  was  somewhat  impressed.  "He  hasn't
done anything to hurt you. I mean, since he's been holding  you  a
prisoner."

Olivia shook her head. "He very nearly killed me in the process
of  making me a  prisoner.  But  one  thing  I  will  say  for  him,  he  is
seldom vindictive. Besides,  I  am sure  he  wants  to  keep  me alive
now because he thinks I may be useful to him later on."

 

The  party  that  had  gone  into  the  pyramid  today  included
Scheffler, two of  the  Asirgarh,  Sihathor,  Pilgrim,  Nicky,  and  the
two Chapel brothers.

Pilgrim was  now crouched,  flashlight  in  hand,  near  the  sealed
entrance  to  the  Ascending  Passage,  which  had  at  last  been
located by Thothmes  and  Ptah-hotep.  It  came  down at  an  angle,
Monty said, from the burial chambers in the heart of the pyramid,
to intersect the Descending Passage about a hundred feet in from
the  entrance.  The  entrance  to  the  upper  passage  was  concealed
behind one of the stones composing the ceiling of  the  lower  one.



One or more of those giant, superbly fitted blocks would  have  to
be brought down. Pilgrim was now looking for  weak  spots  in  the
masonry  where  it  might  be  easy  to  drill  a  hole  and  insert
dynamite.

He had already sent most of his helpers down to the bottom of
the Descending Passage, there to dig into the rubble that filled the
Pit.  That,  said  Ptah-hotep,  was  the  original  intended  burial
chamber,  dug  into  bedrock  well  below  the  original  level  of  the
surface.

The idea was to look for some kind of a  hidden  passageway  in
that area, and also for casually dropped treasures.

"Not  quite  as  crazy  as  it  sounds,"  Pilgrim  assured  them.  "We
must  remember  that  work  on  the  whole  project  was  abandoned
rather  suddenly  just  before  it  was  sealed  up.  If  you  see  even  a
small scrap of gold anywhere, bring it to be tested."

Down  there  beside  the  Pit,  as  Monty  explained  to  Scheffler,
was—or  would  be  someday—the  lower  end  of  a  vertical  tunnel
researchers called the Well, that ran right up into the heart of the
pyramid  above.  Investigators  in  the  twentieth  century  argued
about  when  the  Well  had  been  made  and  for  what  purpose.
Ptah-hotep and Thothmes swore  that  they  had  never  heard  of  it,
that  no  such  tunnel  existed  in  the  pyramid  as  it  was  built.  Of
course  it  could  have  been  put  in  after  their  time  on  the
construction site but before the burial.

 

Pilgrim  set  Sihathor  and  his  people,  using  twentieth-century
steel  chisels  and  hammers,  at  hand-drilling  some  holes  for
dynamite around the borders of the block that was now identified
as  covering  the  massive  granite  plug  blocking  the  lower  end  of
the  Descending  Passage.  That  plug,  said  Ptah-hotep,  was  now
held  in  place  by  flanges  on  both  sides,  interlocking  with  the
adjacent limestone blocks.

"How about using your weapons to  drill?"  Scheffler  suggested,



indicating the rod-shaped device Pilgrim still carried at his belt.

Pilgrim shook  his  head.  "They  are  not  suited  for  making holes
in stone, at least not precise ones. And at the moment we have no
other high-tech tools with us. If my ship were here, matters would
be different. But I dare not summon my ship  just  yet.  Not  until  I
have  in  hand  at  least  some  of  the  gold  needed  to  restore  its
energy."

The preparations  went  on,  to  burrow and  blast  a  way  into  the
five  million  tons  of  rock  erected  by  generations  of  Pharaoh's
subjects.

Nicky  brought  up  a  report  from  those  working  in  the  lower
passage  where  the  entrance  to  the  Well  would  be—several  feet
of  the  heavy  stone  construction  rubble  had  now  been  cleared
away,  and  the  last  faint  hopes  for  finding  a  concealed  opening
anywhere in that vicinity were fading rapidly.

Montgomery was not surprised. "The Well, gentlemen, is not to
be  dug  until  later,  perhaps  not  for  centuries.  And  then,  in  my
opinion, it will be dug from the  top  down,  by  someone  exploring
the Queen's Chamber for a secret cache."

 

Around  midmorning  everyone—except  for  Sihathor  and  his
crew  of  stone-pounders,  who  were  inured  to  working  in  great
heat—came  out  of  the  pyramid  and  trekked  back  to  the
comparative coolness of the temple for a break.

There  Becky  joined  them  in  the  common  room,  eager  to  find
out if they had discovered any treasure.

It was plain that they  hadn't,  from the  tone  of  the  argument  in
progress  as  they  refilled  their  canteens  from  jerry  cans  of
nineteen-thirties vintage Chicago water.

"Easy enough to say, blast it open," Willis was saying. "Not  so
easy  as  you  might  think  when  you  actually  start  to  do  it.  We
weren't completely sure where the Ascending  Passage  started,  to
begin  with.  Meanwhile  there  was  more  treasure  than  we  could



carry  waiting  around  to  be  picked  up � in  Memphis,  in  the
funerary chapel, in the Palace. The Palace itself is unbelievable."

Pilgrim, who had not yet seen the Palace, glanced around once
and  then  continued  talking  with  his  crew  of  Asirgarh.  The
diminutive  unearthly  people  were  still  fully  covered  with
protective clothing. Scheffler wondered  if  they  were  suffering  as
much or more than earthly humans from the heat.

 

Monty  was  explaining  some  things  to  the  later  generation:
"From what Pilgrim told us, Willis and I both felt reasonably sure
that he wouldn't be back  for  half  a  century.  In  that  time  the  two
of  us  would  be  free  to  help  ourselves  to  the  treasure—in  return
we had to find his special gold for him.

"There was plenty of treasure to be had, just for  the  trouble  of
picking it up. And we had to be somewhat cautious when it came
to  selling  it.  We  didn't  want  to  flood  the  market  with  genuine
Fourth Dynasty material.

"Actually it wasn't until the Forties that I began to have trouble
with  the  dating  methods—when  doubts  were  cast  on  the
authenticity of certain things. The organic materials in them were,
as  the  tests  indicated,  not  very  old.  But  Willis,  and  Egypt,  had
become  inaccessible  to  me  by  then.  I  found  it  necessary  to  sell
some of the gold, which posed no dating problem."

Willis  was  shaking  his  head.  He  had  not  heard  about  this
before.

"There  was  so  much  of  it,  after  all.  And  we  had  no  way  to
distinguish  his  isotope.  He  hadn't  even  bothered  to  explain  to  us
that his gold was of a special kind. In the Thirties, I  can  tell  you,
no one  on  earth  knew very  much  about  the  possible  isotopes  of
gold;  I  suppose  few  even  among  scientists  had  ever  heard  of
isotopes at all. But that doesn't matter now…"

 

During the break Sihathor and his crew had continued working



in the pyramid, and when the others returned the Egyptians were
able  to  show  how  successful  their  own  techniques  would  be  in
getting  around  the  first  plug  of  granite:  They  had  removed  an
impressive  amount  of  stone,  but  it  would  take  days  at  least  to
bypass the first obstacle.

It  had  proven  much  easier  to  drill  holes  for  the  first  charge  of
dynamite.

 

Willis  and  Pilgrim,  both  claiming  some  expertise,  saw  to  the
placement  of  the  charges,  while  everyone  else  was  evacuated
from  the  interior  of  the  pyramid.  Wires  were  strung,  and  an
electric detonator employed. The sound of the explosion was  not
impressive outside  the  pyramid.  A few seconds  after  the  blast,  a
ghostly billow of yellow dust came writhing its way slowly out of
the  entrance  hole.  With  wet  cloths  over  nose  and  mouth,  the
explorers filed back in, crouching. Pilgrim, flashlight in  hand,  led
the way.

 

The newly  fallen  granite  plug  was  more  than  three  feet  thick,
and  equally  wide.  Its  length  was  indeterminate,  its  upper  end
being still  wedged  inside  the  opening  to  the  Ascending  Passage.
In its new position  the  fallen  plug also  partially  blocked  the  way
down  to  the  Pit.  Had  it  been  dug  free  by  hand,  the  diggers
beneath it would almost  certainly  have  been  crushed  like  insects
when it fell.

"I am impressed with Khufu's  engineers,"  Pilgrim mused  aloud
after a careful inspection.

Ptah-hotep  inclined  his  head  to  acknowledge  the  compliment.
"There will  be  other  stones  behind  this  one,  ready  to  slide  down
whenever  this  one  is  removed  completely,"  he  reminded
everyone.

 

Sihathor  and  his  extended  family  had  set  up  a  regular



production  line  by  now,  pushing  and  throwing  the  lesser  debris
from the first blast  out  of  the  way,  farther  down the  Descending
Passage.  A  fresh  fall  of  small  stone  fragments  sent  everyone
briefly scrambling for safety.

Pilgrim decided that the fastest and safest way to proceed now
would  be  to  make  a  way  through  the  solid  limestone  of  the
pyramid,  around  the  fallen  and  jammed  plug-stone.  It  would
probably  be  necessary  also  to  bypass  the  whole  train  of  other
plugs  that  were  pressing  down  on  this  one  from  above;
Ptah-hotep assured him there would be five of them in all.

The work went on, in preparation for more blasts.

Pilgrim,  remarking  that  he  had  the  uncomfortable  Western
sense of time and its value, pushed the workers hard.  As soon  as
Sihathor's  people  had  created  some  new  small  crevices  and
recesses  in  which  he  thought  dynamite  could  profitably  be
detonated, he ordered everyone out again and set new charges.

Again the dynamite achieved a modest success. But  now more
clearing  of  rubble  and  drilling  of  new  holes  was  necessary.
Battery-powered  electric  lanterns,  propped  on  the  sloping  floor,
made the job vastly easier than it would otherwise have been.

 

Outside  the  pyramid,  Thothmes  and  Ptah-hotep  had  resumed
their  argument.  The  subject  was  still  the  same,  the  question  of
which gods most deserved their service.

Ptah-hotep  was  by  now  considering  reporting  Thothmes,  as
being  no  longer  reliable  for  purposes  of  tomb-robbing,  or  even
exploration.  But  Thothmes  guessed  which  way  his  old  friend's
thoughts were turning, and dissembled cunningly, pretending that
he still considered himself firmly pledged to Set.

 

Meanwhile Monty was turning over in his mind tentative  plans
for getting rid of Pilgrim, and then dealing with Olivia's police.



When he  took  an  opportunity  of  seeing  her  alone,  she  warned
him solemnly  that  the  authorities  who had  sent  her  after  Pilgrim
were not going to let her kidnapping go unpunished.

Monty had a proposal. "I'll help you get to the timelock, if you
help me with the settings when we get there. We'll both get away
from  him."  Not  that  he  really  wanted  to  get  away  just  yet—he
wanted to learn more about the timelock controls.

"What settings do you want?"

He told her.

She took  a  long  time  to  think  it  over.  "I  don't  trust  you,"  she
said  at  last,  and  shook  her  head.  "Besides,  Pilgrim  will  have  the
timelock watched."

 

Pilgrim,  while  waiting  for  the  digging  and  blasting  to  produce
results,  decided  to  dispatch  some  of  his  helpers  to  look  for  his
gold outside the pyramid, in the goldsmiths' shops and quarters in
Memphis.  The  Chapel  brothers  had  once  or  twice  visited  those
shops, and had found some loose gold  there  and  removed  it.  But
Monty  said  that  particular  gold  had  long  since  been  sold  in
Chicago.

Tantalizing  microscopic  traces  of  gold  two-oh-three  had  been
found  in  the  funeral  temple—confirming  that  the  sought-for
metal  was  once  here,  doubtless  having  been  worked  into  the
Pharaoh's treasure.

Scheffler,  Willis,  and  Nicky,  along with  Thothmes,  were  to  go
on the expedition to the shops. Everyone else available, including
Pilgrim and the Asirgarh, continued working on the pyramid.

Becky remained with Olivia in the temple.

 

There was, as Scheffler had realized by now, a fairly extensive
canal system in the area. The trip to the goldsmiths' shops  on  the
outskirts of Memphis could be made by water.



Cans  of  gas  and  oil  were  brought  out  of  a  temple  storeroom.
Presently  four  people  in  a  square-sterned  boat,  powered  by  the
new outboard,  cast  off  from  the  temple  dock.  With  Scheffler  at
the helm and Willis navigating they headed through a network of
narrow, branching waterways toward the goldsmiths' shops.

It  was  a  trip  of  several  miles.  No  lions  appeared  on  the
unpopulated  canal  banks,  but  several  crocodiles  displayed
themselves  along  with  a  few  interesting  snakes.  Hundreds  of
birds, unaccustomed to outboard noise, flew up in great alarm.

At  last  the  heat-shimmering  cluster  of  buildings  that  Scheffler
had glimpsed on his first trip through the timelock appeared in the
distance  and  drew closer.  Now one  of  the  buildings  he  had  seen
with banners was not far ahead. And now…

"What—?"  asked  Scheffler,  in  a  disconnected  syllable,
meanwhile  throttling  back  his  motor.  Willis  turned  to  look,  then
Nicky, and then Thothmes. Thothmes uttered  a  strange  sound.  If
there were words in it they were not English.

The  boat  was  now  within  a  hundred  yards  of  an  imposing
building,  doubtless  some kind  of  a  temple.  Scheffler  was  staring
in  that  direction,  but  not  at  the  building  itself.  Something  was
perched atop it, something that was  not  a  banner  after  all.  There
were  wings  on  this  object,  living  wings,  of  bright  red  and  blue.
The  body  attached  to  them  was  not  that  of  a  bird,  more  like  a
lion's, and far too big for any living thing that flew. The head was
that  of  a  giant  hawk,  and  the  lion's  torso  crouched  on  four
powerful  legs.  The  mismatched  parts  of  its  body  were  all  of  the
wrong colors.

In  broad  daylight,  the  monstrous  figure  perched  there  on  the
stone roof of  an  imposing temple.  Scheffler  flipped  the  outboard
into neutral and reached for his rifle.

By  now  Willis  and  Nicky  had  their  weapons  drawn  as  well.
Thothmes,  indifferent  to  firearms,  was  crying  something  that
sounded like: "Sefer! Sefer!"



Only  now  did  the  apparition  appear  to  become  aware  of  its
human observers. It let out  a  sound,  a  compound  roar  strange  as
the  body  that  produced  it;  and  then  it  effortlessly  launched  its
heavy body in flight, gliding straight toward the drifting boat.

It was the first time Scheffler had fired the Winchester. Despite
his  excitement  he  remembered  to  hold  it  tight  against  his
shoulder, but even  so  the  kick  was  monumental.  Nicky  and  Will
were  banging away  at  the  same time.  The  monstrous  figure  that
had  been  coming straight  at  them  veered  away.  The  bullets  had
impact,  but  not  as  if  on  flesh  and  bone  and  blood.  Instead  the
flying  thing  became  flickeringly  transparent.  It  disappeared  for
moments  and  came  back,  as  if  shaken  by  waves  and  spasms  of
unreality.  In  a  moment  it  had  vanished,  gliding away  behind  the
canal's fringe of palms.

Thothmes  had  dived  into  the  bottom  of  the  boat.  Repeated
reassurances  were  necessary  to  get  him  to  raise  his  head  again,
and  when  he  did  he  looked  at  each  of  the  twentieth-century
people with awe.

Several minutes passed before he spoke again, trying to explain
the  nature  of  the  sefer.  All  that  Scheffler  could  understand  with
certainty  was  that  Thothmes  had  been  as  surprised  by  it  as
anyone else.

Nerving  themselves  to  renewed  efforts,  the  explorers  pressed
on into the goldsmiths' complex.

 

In  the  shops  of  the  late  Pharaoh's  metal-working  artisans,  no
distraction more remarkable than snakes appeared that afternoon.
Scheffler stood armed  guard  while  the  others  gathered  a  number
of gold samples, stock pieces and artifacts. None  of  these,  tested
with  Pilgrim's  borrowed  instrument,  contained  any  gold
two-oh-three. But according to the device, minute samples of that
isotope were present on some of the goldsmiths' tools littering the
workbenches.



"It's  inside  the  pyramid  somewhere,  then,"  Scheffler  reported
to the boss on his hand-held radio. "Everything indicates that."

"The conclusion seems  inescapable,  does  it  not?"  Pilgrim's  dry
voice  continued:  "I  should  like  you  all  to  return  here  as  soon  as
possible.  There  are  some  troublesome  manifestations.  Someone
will meet you at the dock, if possible. Over and out."

 

EIGHTEEN
The motorboat sliced through the quiet water of the canal at its

best  speed.  Beyond  the  fringe  of  palms  lining  the  banks  ahead,
the pyramid loomed changelessly as always.

Suddenly Willis, his hand on the outboard, swore as  a  rounded
shape broke the surface of  the  still  green  water  dead  ahead.  The
boat  veered  sharply.  Scheffler,  more  than  half  expecting  to
confront another bizarre apparition, whipped up the barrel  of  the
big Winchester again. But  the  obstruction  was  only  a  hippo,  and
Willis  was  able  to  steer  around  it,  almost  scraping  the  gray  bulk
as they passed.

Sihathor,  walkie-talkie  in  hand,  was  standing  on  the  temple
dock along with most  of  his  Egyptian  crew.  Before  the  boat  had
docked, Sihathor's crew, in a state of great excitement and talking
all  at  once,  were  relating  their  own  story  of  incredible
apparitions,  all  from  somewhere  in  their  own  mythology  or
religion.  They  had  seen  monster  snakes  inside  the  pyramid,  and
spectral  crocodiles  outside.  The  apparitions  had  been  driven  off,
though  apparently  not  injured,  by  bullets.  The  heat-projecting
rods of the Asirgarh had for some reason proven less effective.

And Sihathor insisted that some of his workers had seen the ba
of Khufu, an essence of the dead Pharaoh's spirit in the form of a
tiny,  birdlike,  humanheaded  shape.  That  had  been  enough  to
make  them  throw  down  their  tools.  Nevertheless,  he  reported,
Pilgrim,  the  Asirgarh,  and  Montgomery  Chapel  were  still  inside
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the pyramid, trying to get on with the job.

Sihathor's  mouth,  open  in  speech,  stayed  that  way  as  he  froze
in  silence,  staring  over  Scheffler's  shoulder.  Scheffler  spun
around,  in  time  to  see  the  end  of  a  violent  eruption  of  sand  and
rock close beside the pyramid, only a few hundred yards away.

A streak  of  light,  visible  even  in  full  sunshine,  went  shooting
rocket-like up into the sky.

"My God, what's that?"

Everyone on the dock was already moving toward the pyramid.
Scheffler started running, with others close behind him.

As they drew near  the  site  of  the  eruption,  Pilgrim and  Monty
were coming from the  direction  of  the  dark  dot  of  the  pyramid's
entrance to meet them. And there  was  Becky,  hurrying  from the
direction of the temple.

"It  was  the  Barque  of  Khufu.  Or  one  of  them,"  Ptah-hotep
explained,  gasping  for  breath  as  he  came  to  a  halt  beside
Scheffler on the edge of a large, fresh crater in the sand.

Ptah-hotep  recalled  that  five  solar  boats  had  been  buried  in
separate  locations  near  the  pyramid,  for  Khufu's  use  and  that  of
his servants in the next life. But now one of the largest craft  was
missing.  Its  burial  pit,  intact  only  minutes  ago,  had  now  been
violently  emptied,  as  if  the  vessel  had  been  ripped  out  of  its
repository  by  an  explosion.  To  Scheffler  the  house-sized  hole
looked like a deep bomb crater.

Olivia  was  the  last  to  arrive  at  the  scene,  along  with  the
Egyptian  women  who  were  helping  her.  She  came  stumbling
around the pyramid from the direction of the temple.

Pilgrim  regarded  her  quizzically  as  she  approached.  "This  is
more  than  I  expected  from  the  collective  Egyptian  mind,"  he
said,  gesturing  toward  the  blasted  pit.  "Your  fellow  servants  of
the Authority, perhaps?"

Coming close enough to look  down into  the  pit,  she  shook  her



head. "I  can  only  hope  that  they  will  be  able  to  get  at  you  here.
But I don't expect they can."

 

For  Thothmes  it  was  the  final  signal.  Staring  down  into  the
huge  cavity  that  had  been  somehow blasted  out  of  the  earth,  he
was  now  sure  that  he  must  separate  himself  from  this  band  of
robbers. Retribution was about to strike  them.  But  merely  to  run
away  would  not  be  enough.  The  robbers  must  be  stopped  if
possible. Reparations must be made somehow.

He  raised  his  eyes  to  the  blinding  sun,  and  prayed  to  Ra  to
show him how.

 

Between  dynamite  blasts  Pilgrim  and  Scheffler  worked  in  the
tunnel,  using  gloved  hands  and  steel  tools  to  dig  out  stones
knocked  down  by  the  last  blast,  clearing  debris  that  would  let
them reach the place where the next charge must be set.

The two men were arguing as they worked.

"I've  been  talking  to  the  Egyptians,"  Scheffler  said.  "They're
still  grieving for  their  people.  Sihathor  lost  his  wife.  All  of  them
lost someone."

"It is a common human fate."

"Who did it to them? You?"

Pilgrim ceased  tugging at  a  rock  and  gave  him a  strange  look.
"You actually believe, Scheffler, that I have somehow wiped  out
almost  the  whole  population  of  ancient  Egypt?  Or  the  whole
population  of  the  Earth?  Killed  them all,  just  to  get  them  out  of
my way? Or in a fit of irritation, perhaps?"

"What else am I supposed to think? Olivia accuses you of mass
murder."

"Charitably  I  will  allow that  English  is  not  her  mother  tongue.
As  for  killing,  I  admit  that  her  soldiers—she  would  call  them
police—have  sometimes  fallen  at  my  hands,  in  battle.  My



followers have died at her hands too."

"I think she meant more than that—"

"I  am  sure  she  wanted  you  to  think  worse  than  that.  And  I
suppose you are also  convinced  that  we  are  really  in  the  land  of
the Pharaohs?"

Scheffler let a rock fall from his hands. "Say that again?"

"And that,  if we were somehow able to blast  off  the  entire  top
of  this  artificial  mountain  above  our  heads"—Pilgrim  gestured
fiercely—"that  the  Great  Pyramid  in  your  twentieth-century
world would somehow become decapitated also?"

"I don't know. Sure, I suppose it would. Why not?"

"Why not? Because that is an absurdity."

"All  right  then,  tell  me  what  would  happen.  Does  the  whole
universe  split  every  time  something  in  the  past  is  changed?  Are
we now in some kind of alternate universe? If so, does that mean
it's  okay  for  the  population  of  Egypt—maybe  the  whole
population of the Earth—to be wiped out?"

Pilgrim looked disgusted. "Nobody has been wiped out."

Scheffler swept an arm round angrily, as widely  as  he  could  in
the  confined  space,  indicating  the  whole  invisible  country
outside. "Then where in hell are they, all the people? Goddam it,
give me a straight answer or—"

Pilgrim was for once taken aback, as  he  might  have  been  by  a
snarling  puppy.  Blinking  at  Scheffler's  violence,  he  answered
mildly. "The people of  Egypt  about  whom you  are  so  concerned
are in the same miserable  hovels  they  always  were.  Working  for
the same brutal masters."

"That whole village of hovels outside is empty!  So are  the  city
and the palace, and the houses where the brutal masters lived. So
is—"

Pilgrim  held  up  a  gentle  hand  to  stop  him.  "But  the  original
dwellings, rich and poor, are all just as full of people as they ever



were.  They  are  not  here.  This  whole  world  is  an  artifact.  A
duplication."

For  a  long moment  Scheffler  did  not  move  or  speak.  Then  he
said: "A duplication."

"Yes."

"And the original dwellings, with all the people in them. Where
are they?"

"Where they belong, in your world. Your past." The little man's
tone continued to be mild and conciliatory. "Take my word for it.
Or,  as  always,  ask  Olivia.  Compel  her  to  give  you  a  straight
answer."

"How am I supposed to do that?"

Pilgrim shrugged.

"Then  you're  telling  me  that  we  are  now  in  some  kind  of
alternate universe?"

Pilgrim  tugged  out  the  difficult  rock  at  last,  and  shoved  it
clattering  down into  the  lower  tunnel.  He  sighed.  "There  is  only
one universe, my friend. But it comprises  more  components,  and
more anomalies, than you would perhaps believe. And sometimes
the  way  from  one  portion  of  the  universe  to  another  is  strange
and  indirect.  Sometimes,  or  so  the  most  respected  authorities
have  written,  there  is  no  way  at  all  to  get  from one  part  of  it  to
another  without  accepting  almost  suicidal  risks.  And  imposing
similar  risks  upon  others.  That  is  Olivia's  position.  She  has  great
concern for the general welfare."

Scheffler stared into  the  little  man's  eyes,  dark  and  powerfully
alive. "What's your position?" he asked at last.

"My position is, as always, that my crew and I are going home.
Perhaps  there  is  no  way  for  us  to  get  there  that  will  keep  the
eminent  authorities  and  the  guardians  of  everyone's  welfare
happy.  But  nevertheless  we  mean  to  go.  From  here  to  there,
without either suicide or murder."



There was obviously more to come. Scheffler waited.

Pilgrim looked  at  him,  as  if  it  had  suddenly  become  important
to  him to  convince  Scheffler,  or  to  determine  whether  he  could
be  convinced.  Pilgrim  said,  "A  part  of  the  universe  can
sometimes  be  duplicated.  Like  this  one.  An  abstraction  made
concrete, a miniature buffer-world constructed for a purpose.

"I  have  read  some  of  the  fanciful  stories  of  your  time  on  the
subject  of  time  travel.  In  reality,  for  me  to  go  back  through  the
timelock and shoot  my grandfather  is  almost—almost—certainly
forbidden  by  the  obvious  paradoxes  involved.  The  same
restrictions  would  prevent  me  from  ever  prying  my  gold  out  of
the  grasp  of  noble  Khufu,  were  I  to  start  from  the  twentieth
century  and  approach  him  directly  in  his  own  era.  Do  you
understand anything at all of what I am saying to you?"

"I'm not sure. But go on."

"But  if  I  am  able  to  duplicate  the  noble  Khufu's  world,  or  a
sizable  portion  of  it,  including  my  gold,  there  is  nothing,
theoretically,  to  prevent  my  going  to  that  duplicated  world,  and
there laying my hands upon that precisely duplicated gold.

"Such  a  duplication—'abstraction'  is  probably  a  better
translation  of  our  word  into  English—has  its  own  dangers.  It  is
also expensive in energy and effort.  And extremely  difficult.  But
it is not impossible. If my grandfather and I both have access to a
particular  created,  abstracted,  temporary  world,  and  he  will  join
me  there,  he  had  better  beware  of  me  if  I  in  fact  have  designs
upon his life. There I can at least kill his abstracted double. In this
case paradox takes no revenge. Nothing will happen to me unless
my grand-sire kills me too, in which case I shall be dead. My own
grandfather  was  always  regrettably  treacherous.  Do  you
understand a little better now what I am talking about?"

"You're trying to tell me that you have created  a whole world?
The one we're standing in?"

"I  thought  a  moment  ago  that  you  had  already  accepted  that



idea.  You  were  ready  to  believe  that  the  entire  universe  might
split every time anyone made a decision. Yes, in a sense, with the
help  of  innumerable  other  minds,  and  an  impressive  amount  of
machinery and power, I have created it. Or caused  it  to  split  off,
for a time, from the one and only original world, if you prefer."

"If you can do that,  why not just create yourself some more  of
your special gold?"

"I suppose that is a valid question, coming from a youth in your
state of almost complete ignorance. To obtain a duplication of my
gold  was  of  course  the  object.  But  to  duplicate,  at  such  a
distance, the gold that the Pharaoh carried with  him to  the  grave
it  was  necessary,  depend  upon  it,  to  include  a  large  slice  of  the
surrounding fabric of spacetime in the process as well."

Scheffler was still trying to grasp it. "Anyway, I still don't know
what  you're  talking  about.  What  sort  of  a  creation?  All  this,
around  us?"  Scheffler  waved  a  hand  again,  taking  in  the  entire
unseen  sky  outside  the  tomb  of  Khufu,  the  Nile  and  sand  and
rock. "I think you're raving."

"I am not raving. We are standing at this moment within such a
partial duplication—or abstraction—and I am chiefly  responsible
for  its  existence.  A  myriad  of  other  people  contributed
substantially,  though  most  of  them  were  unaware  of  doing  so.  I
did not kill anybody in the process." He made an offhand gesture.
"There  was,  as  I  have  already  mentioned,  a  battle  earlier,  in
which  there  died  a  few police,  who were  doing their  best  to  kill
me."

"When I'm out of this hole I can see the sun."

"What  you  see  is  an  abstracted  version  of  the  sun,  full-sized
and  just  as  massive  and  hot.  It  would  still  be  very  hard  to
distinguish from the original, even if the full resources of  science
were here available to us."

Scheffler  was  silent  for  a  little,  trying  to  think.  He  found
himself  wanting  to  believe  the  "explanation."  But  what  did  it



take,  what  kind  of  powers  would  a  man  have  to  possess,  to
duplicate a sun?

He said at last, "At night we can see the stars."

"The abstraction is not quite that  big. One or  two  stars  besides
the sun may be included in it;  but  you  see  most  of  them by  light
that left them long ago. Their light, trapped in this new space, will
still  be  visible  for  a  few years  to  come.  It  may  be  moving  more
slowly in this space."

"What?"

Pilgrim  shifted  his  position.  "Consider.  With  the  little  camera
that you  brought  on  your  first  trip  here,  you  can  make  an  image
of an object. Given a more advanced camera, you could make an
image in  three  dimensions.  Another  advance,  or  several,  beyond
that,  and  you  could  make  a  replica  of  a  pyramid  that  casual
observation could not distinguish from the original. Not, perhaps,
exact  down  to  the  last  molecule,  but  very  close  to  that  ideal.
Another advance, and another—"

"But  I  thought  you  were  saying  you  made  space.  Planets.
Everything. Out of what?"

"Why  must  a  creation  be  'out  of  anything'?  Out  of  the  same
materials as the original, if you prefer."

"And how do you perform this creation? Just by thinking about
it, with your friends? Making a decision?"

"No. Not at all. I have said that physical power is required too.
As  a  trigger.  And  almost  all  of  the  mental  contributors  did  so
unwittingly.  They  were  not  my  friends,  or  even  known  to
me—they  comprised  the  very  population  about  which  you  are
now  concerned.  Therefore  the  new  world,  as  you  have  seen,
bears  the  stamp  of  the  collective  mind  of  ancient  Egypt.
Therefore we have the ba and the  sefer  taking  on  reality.  I  must
confess that matters have gone a little further in that regard than I
expected."

Scheffler was looking doubtful.



Pilgrim  pressed  on.  "Even  in  your  own  century,  scientists
working with  quantum mechanics  are  coming to  understand  that
the  objects  making up  the  universe  would  have  a  very  different
existence, in some cases no existence at all, if it were not for  the
consciousness  of  intelligent  observers.  The  only  way  to
accomplish  an  abstraction  on  the  necessary  scale  was  to  draw
upon  the  minds  of  all  available  observers.  The  center  of  the
abstracted  volume of  spacetime  is  at  the  locus  of  what  you  call
ancient  Egypt—therefore  the  most  intense  mental  input,  by  far,
came  from  its  human  inhabitants,  those  living  about  fifty
centuries before your own time.

"Almost all of them were themselves filtered out of the process
of  abstraction—but  a  few  whose  minds  were  closely  attuned  to
mine, were not."

"Closely attuned to yours?"

"I  suspect  chiefly  by  thoughts  of  robbery,  of  Khufu's  gold.  It
seems  remarkable  how  many  thieves  there  are  in  our  small
handful of Egyptian people. Perhaps it is only  a  testimony  to  the
shocking morals of their time."

"And the ones who were filtered out, as you put it?"

"Almost  all  of  the  people  of  ancient  Egypt  were  completely
unaffected  by  my  machinations.  The  moment  of  the  abstraction
passed over them and they had no idea that anything unusual had
happened.  Their  world  went  on  its  way  without  interruption.
Indeed it had to be so. In the original world  of  ancient  Egypt,  an
original Sihathor—no more or less real than ours—goes on about
his  business.  Or  more  likely,  he  was  arrested  on  the  day  of
Pharaohs  burial,  and  executed  two  years  ago,  along  with  other
plotters who meant to rob the tomb of  Pharaoh.  Have  you  heard
our Sihathor's story of that day and evening?"

"And the great majority of people were not duplicated—"

"Scheffler, Scheffler. Are you being deliberately obtuse?  I  lose
patience.  I  repeat,  your  precious  majority  of  people  went



nowhere.  Not  to  market,  not  to  church,  and  not  to  war.  They
stayed home. They were not killed, so you see that charge against
me  is  quite  baseless.  In  fact,  in  a  manner  of  speaking,  I  have
created  some  new  lives.  If  you  judge  that  a  crime,  as  certain
people do, then I must stand convicted. Of course those few folk
of  my creation  have  certainly  experienced  a  change.  Their  lives
of incredible dullness have been enriched by some excitement."

"That's  one  way  of  looking  at  it,  I  suppose.  Excitement  they
didn't ask for."

"My friend. How could  they  have  asked  for  anything  that  was
beyond their power to dream?"

"My life  has  been  enriched  too,  thanks  to  you."  Scheffler  was
saying  it  grimly,  ironically.  But  after  the  words  were  out  he
realized he wasn't at all sure he didn't mean them.

"You  are  quite  welcome."  Pilgrim  sounded  sincere,  as  usual.
"And  mine  also,  fortunately,  by—a  number  of  other
circumstances. It is a necessary condition of being fully alive."

Scheffler realized suddenly that he had never yet seen the little
man  get  angry.  He  said:  "I  gather  you  weren't  so  happy  when
your life was changed in unexpected ways. When something kept
you from going home. What was it?"

Pilgrim's expression  changed.  "No,  I  was  not  happy  when  that
occurred. Therefore I take what action I can, to adjust matters to
my own satisfaction. You are presumably doing the  same;  as  are
our  handful  of  Egyptians.  I  will  not  be  angry  with  any  such
displaced persons, for doing what they can to improve their lot." 

"That's good of you."

"Yes,  considering  all  circumstances,  I  think  it  is.  But  does  it
make you feel better about my motives? Are  yours  really  greatly
different?"

"I keep coming back  to  these  people  here.  The  duplicates.  Fat
chance they have now to improve their lot.  Or  to  keep  you  from
doing whatever you want with them."



"Bah.  Fat  chance  their  originals  have  ever  had�from  the
beginning  of  their  short  and  brutish  lives.  I  have  given  these…
creations of mine… moments of glory, whatever else may happen
to them." Pilgrim made a grand gesture.

"And you're doing all this to get back your gold."

"Yes.  I  do  not  intend  to  explain  about  the  gold  again."  And
Pilgrim got busy lifting rocks.

They worked together in heat and silence for a while.

When  Scheffler  came  back  to  the  subject  it  was  from  another
angle.  "Just  how  big  a  chunk  of  the  universe  did  you  abstract,
anyway?"

"It  is  a  very  large  chunk,  as  you  call  it,  as  compared  with  the
size  of  the  solar  system,  containing  even  a  few  stars,  as  I  have
said.  But  it  is  infinitesimal  as  compared  with  the  whole  of
observable space."

"All right. Sure."

"We are ready for more dynamite now. Help me string the wire
and we will move outside."

Some  minutes  later  the  next  charge  rumbled  away
inconsequentially,  deep  inside  those  five  million  tons  of  stone.
Presently a little more dust came drifting out.

Olivia,  leaning  on  an  Egyptian  girl  for  support,  approached
Scheffler and Pilgrim where they stood watching.

"Pilgrim  tells  me,"  Scheffler  said  to  the  policewoman,  "that  I
should  ask  you  if  he's  really  wiped  out  the  whole  population
here."

Olivia took thought. Then she suggested to Scheffler: "I have a
question for you to ask him instead. How long does he expect this
created world of his to last? And what  will  happen  to  the  people
left in it when it ceases to exist? I'm sure he and his crew plan to
be gone by then."

The little  man bowed  lightly.  "Two questions,  my  worthy  foe.



A third  implied.  But  I  answer  willingly:  In  time,  that  is  to  say  in
some  not-very-great  number  of  Earthly  years,  the  abstracted
segment  will  shrink  in  upon  itself,  and  then  collapse.  Already
there  are  disturbances,  as  we  have  seen.  Already  this  space
around  us  has  become  essentially  Newtonian.  If  we  were  to
attempt  some  proof  of  Einsteinian  relativity  here  and  now,  it
would not work."

Scheffler asked laconically: "Collapse?"

"No loss to anyone in your world. Everyone  there  will  still  see
the same stars and the same sun as before."

"And what about the people in this world?"

Pilgrim shrugged.  "They  will  have  had  rather  interesting  lives.
And  probably  no  shorter  lives,  on  the  average,  than  those
endured by their originals in the original world."

"They will all die," said Olivia, in an almost toneless voice.

"There are little kids living here now," said Scheffler. "Infants."

Pilgrim was unimpressed. "Notably healthier than those born at
a corresponding time in their original world."

Scheffler  started  to  say  something.  But  then  he  couldn't  think
of what the words ought to be.

"One  cannot  be  sure  of  the  duration,"  said  Pilgrim.  "But  most
probably about ten or twelve years from now, all the stars outside
a  radius  of  ten  or  twelve  light  years'  distance  will  abruptly
vanish�unless the abstracted space should itself collapse entirely
before  that  time.  I  doubt  it  will,  but  when  quantum  effects  play
an important role one cannot be sure.

"After  the  disappearance  of  the  outer  stars,  the  two  or  three
stars  remaining  within  the  volume of  the  abstraction  will  appear
to  be  behaving  strangely�as indeed  they  will  be.  One  or  more
might go nova, and wind things up for the rest a bit prematurely. I
think that is unlikely, but there are certain to be changes in  color
and  position  and  even  apparent  magnitude.  Then,  over  the  next



few years, oddities of space and time and gravitation will become
more  frequent.  Then,  within  a  span  certainly  less  than  a
twentieth-century American lifetime, these phenomena will close
in, encroaching upon the center—which is ancient Egypt.

"By  the  time  the  outer  planets  of  the  solar  system  are  visibly
affected, the end will be  almost  at  hand�probably no  more  than
days or weeks away.

"And  then  the  Sun  itself  will  be  altered—from  then  on  it
becomes harder  and  harder  to  predict  in  any  detail  exactly  what
course  the  process  is  likely  to  take.  As  the  end  approaches,
quantum-mechanical effects increasingly dominate."

 

NINETEEN
Pilgrim had now given up all hope of finding his gold anywhere

but  inside  the  pyramid.  Now  all  energies  could  be  concentrated
on the task of getting it out.

On  a  page  of  his  notebook  Montgomery  sketched  the  known
passages  of  the  still  inaccessible  interior.  Ptah-hotep  confirmed
the  accuracy  of  the  drawing.  The  obvious  assumption  was  that
the bulk of the gold would be found with Pharaoh Khufu's coffin
in the  room that  explorers  in  later  history  had  named  the  King's
Chamber.

 

Pilgrim and others, working in shifts, armed with electric  lights
and  the  wonderful  steel  tools  at  which  Sihathor  never  ceased  to
marvel, were now hammering their way around  the  fifth  and  last
of  the  train  of  sliding  granite  plugs.  It  appeared  that  no  more
blasting would be needed to clear this obstacle.

At  last  an  opening  appeared.  The  new tunnel  had  rejoined  the
Ascending  Passage  just  above  the  plugs.  The  opening  was
enlarged and the way was clear to proceed.

Pilgrim led the way through, emerging in a passage no higher or
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wider than the Descending Passage which began at  the  entrance,
and sloping upward at the same angle as the  Descending  passage
went down.

Here the lantern beams shone on lumber  blocks  and  fragments
scattered  over  the  sloping  floor.  These  had  been  used  to  hold
back the granite plugs until after the burial, when some kind of  a
trigger  had  been  released.  Originally  the  wooden  parts  had  been
carefully shaped,  but  some had  been  splintered  and  crushed  two
years  ago  by  the  onrushing  tons  of  granite.  The  fragments  lay
where  the  sliding  mass  had  thrown  them  when  the
trigger—whatever it was�was pulled.

"This is the Ascending Passage," Monty gasped, struggling to a
position beside Pilgrim in  the  cramped  new corridor.  This  tunnel
above the plugs was no bigger than the lower passage. Underfoot
the slanting surfaces over which  the  great  stones  had  been  made
to  slide  were  still  treacherous  with  two-year-old  grease.  But  a
narrow track in the middle of the  floor  was  clean  and  gave  good
footing.

Fifty feet ahead, a  small  dark  shape  took  alarm at  the  glare  of
electricity and fluttered away into the dimmer distance. Scheffler
recognized a bat. "How did they get in here?"

Willis,  just  behind  him,  answered.  "There  are  the  so-called
'air-passages'—they  serve  that  purpose  but  actually  I  think  they
were  meant  for  something  else�that  connect  the  King's
Chamber,  and  the  Queen's,  to  the  outside.  Only  nine  inches
square  and  hundreds  of  feet  long.  Too  small  for  a  man  to  get
through them."

Pilgrim was advancing  in  the  necessary  crouch.  Everyone  else
followed.

The  Ascending  Passage  angled  its  way  steadily  upward  for  a
hundred  feet  or  more,  aiming,  as  Monty  had  sketched  it,  toward
the  geometric  center  of  the  pyramid.  But  the  passage  changed
dramatically at a point well short of that.



Here  the  height  of  the  ceiling  suddenly  increased,  from  about
four feet to almost thirty. At the same point a cramped horizontal
passage branched off, leading straight on in toward the middle of
the monument.

"This is the way to the Queen's Chamber," Motgomery offered,
shining  his  light  that  way.  "A  misnomer  given  by  explorers;
actually  no  queens  were  ever  buried  in  any  of  the  Great
Pyramids."

The small  horizontal  shaft  leading  in  to  the  Queen's  Chamber
was  somewhat  shorter  than  the  Ascending  or  Descending
Passages,  and  unobstructed.  The  Queen's  Chamber,  when  they
reached  it,  offered  a  chance  to  stand  upright  and  stretch.  It  was
about  eighteen  feet  square  and  twenty  feet  high,  with  a  gabled
roof.  It  was  completely  empty,  just  as  Ptah-hotep  said  the
builders  had  doubtless  left  it.  The  air  was  quite  fresh  and
breathable.  There  was  not  even  a  suggestion  of  any  golden
treasure. Pilgrim's instrument confirmed that none of the metal he
sought had ever been here.

Ptah-hotep  stated  that  this  would  have  been  Khufu's  vault  if
the second plan of  pyramid  construction  had  been  followed.  But
a third plan, and possibly a fourth, had been put into effect.

Returning to the Ascending Passage, the explorers went on up,
climbing through the section almost thirty feet high, known as the
Grand Gallery. Ptah-hotep explained its odd conformation as part
of a plan for more elaborate traps and blockages. It appeared that
the  engineers'  most  refined  ideas  for  traps  had  never  actually
been constructed.

At the top of the Grand Gallery a very short horizontal passage
led through an anteroom toward the King's Chamber.

And here, in the anteroom, the way was  closed  again.  A blank
wall of granite spanned the narrow hall.

"One of the portcullis stones," Montgomery announced. "There
will  be  others,  positioned  behind  it  and  above  it—am  I  right,



Ptah-hotep?"

"More  stones,  yes."  The  former  Chief  Priest  gestured.  With
words and miming he conveyed  the  idea  that  other  slabs  of  rock
were  waiting  in  wall  and  ceiling,  precariously  balanced  to  come
crashing  down  whenever  the  first  barrier  stone  should  be
removed.

"The only way is forward," Pilgrim grunted.

Dynamite charges were  placed  again  and  a  retreat  ordered,  all
the  way  to  the  horizontal  passage  leading  to  the  Queen's
Chamber.  The  shock  of  the  blast  shattered  the  first  barrier
satisfactorily,  but  it  also  brought  down  more  portcullis  stones.
Now these, one after another, were going to have to be blown out
of the way.

 

At last, hours later, the way to the King's Chamber stood open.
Lantern  beams  stabbed  in  through  a  gray  fog of  drifting  dust,  to
discover  the  lidded  and  sealed  granite  sarcophagus,  itself  plain
and  massive,  surrounded  by  a  breathtaking  mass  of  hastily  piled
treasure.  Scheffler  could  distinguish  furniture  of  several  kinds,
life-sized  statues,  what  looked  like  at  least  two  disassembled
chariots—in  dust  and  lantern  light  he  could  not  begin  to  take  a
complete  inventory  at  once.  But  the  gleam  of  gold  was
everywhere.

Pilgrim  and  the  Asirgarh  plunged  into  the  heap  and  began  at
once  to  test  for  the  gold  they  wanted.  Treasures  were  thrown
crashing  aside,  others  immediately  ripped  apart.  It  was  easy  to
see from Pilgrim's face as he plied his analyzer that his quest had
at last been successful.

Meanwhile  Monty  stood  back,  leaning  against  the  wall,  in  no
hurry to plunge ahead. Scheffler glanced back at him curiously.

The  old  man  said,  as  if  to  himself:  "More  than  two  millenia
from now, Alexander the Great will  stand  alone  in  this  chamber,
while  the  generals  of  his  conquering  army  wait  for  him  outside,



wondering…  and  more  than  two  thousand  years  after  that,
Napoleon will do the same."

"I  suppose,"  said  Scheffler.  His  words  were  lost  amid  the
clatter  of  finely  wrought  valuables  being  flung  out  of  Pilgrim's
way. Willis and Nicky were busy rescuing prizes that were not of
gold, muttering  over  them in  awe,  setting  them aside  in  a  corner
of the big room.

Pilgrim pounded a fist on the side of the sarcophagus. "Get this
open.  There's  a  lot  of  gold  still  missing.  The  old  tyrant  in  here
must be clasping it to his fragrant bosom."

It  took  all  the  available  manpower,  applying  itself  to  the  task
through  steel  pry-bars,  and  even  so,  the  heavy  stone  lid  was
forced  off  only  with  great  difficulty.  It  fell  at  last  with  a  sullen,
reverberating crash.

"Here's  more."  The  lid  of  another  great  box  was  revealed,
nestled  closely  inside  the  first.  Much  of  its  decoration  was  fine
yellow metal.

"Break it open. Break it up."

 

The vault was almost as hot at midnight as it had been at noon.

Hours after its pillaging had begun, and long before the job was
anywhere  near  completion,  Montgomery  Chapel  was  the  only
living  person  left  in  the  King's  Chamber.  Almost  everyone  else
was resting at this hour. Even Pilgrim had to sleep sometime; and
at last, with a major portion of his treasure in hand, he felt secure.

By  now  a  crude  inventory  of  the  entire  contents  of  the
chamber  had  been  taken.  Even  the  mummy,  still  swathed  in  its
last inner wrappings, had been pulled out of the sarcophagus  and
cast  aside.  Ptah-hotep  had  said  it  was  certain  that  no  gold could
be  hidden  inside  the  tightness  of  those  wrappings;  and  the  light
weight of the bundle offered proof.

Montgomery  was  not  altogether  sure  why  he  had  not  gone  to



his own sleeping bag—why he, the old man, had no desire to rest
after  the  day's  exertions.  But  he  had  reached  a  state  of  nervous
excitement that made it so.

Not that he wasn't exhausted. But he was beginning to feel that
he might never want to rest again.

He  closed  his  eyes,  standing  beside  the  sarcophagus  and
leaning on its waist-high rim as on some giant bathtub. A wave of
dizziness had passed over him. As it did so, the idea came to him
that this place represented something of an eddy, perhaps even  a
harbor,  in  the  flow  of  time.  It  would  be  no  great  cause  for
astonishment  to  see  Alexander,  or  Napoleon,  come  crouching  in
through the low passage  of  its  entrance,  head  bowed  like  that  of
some  mere  mortal  man.  The  idea  was  not  new  to  Montgomery
Chapel, but now in midnight silence it returned with fresh force.

A harbor  in  time.  He  could  imagine  Abraham,  Moses,  Caesar
and Christ; Leonardo and Lincoln, Hitler and Freud and Einstein.
All of them would be born and walk the earth and depart  from it
again  before  a  single  one  of  the  stones  in  these  walls  was  ever
moved from where Ptah-hotep and his men had placed it.

And there, in the fantastically remote twentieth century beyond
Christ, a young archaeologist named Montgomery Chapel, on  his
first  trip  to  Egypt,  would  stand  alone  in  this  room  in  awe.  He
would  stand  here  beside  this  sarcophagus,  which  by  then  would
be  badly  chipped  away  by  tourists,  and  he  would  dream  strange
dreams.  But  never  a  dream  so  strange  as  this:  that  he  had  been
here  in  the  same  room,  touching  the  same  stones,  almost  five
thousand years before…

Montgomery opened his eyes. His single lantern lit the chamber
strangely.

An impulse moved him to approach Khufu's discarded mummy.
Because he wanted to look upon that face…

 

It was some time later when Monty became aware than another



person  was  approaching.  Light  and  sound  were  traversing  the
Ascending  Passage,  and  then  the  anteroom.  But  it  was  neither
Napoleon nor Alexander who came bowing through the doorway
to the King's Chamber; it was only Thothmes, flashlight in hand.

On  entering  the  chamber  the  Egyptian  fixed  his  eye  on  the
dishonored,  inanimate  figure  on  the  floor  amid  its  undone
wrappings;  the  face  had  been  exposed,  but  it  was  turned  away
from  Thothmes  now,  and  darkly  shadowed  from  his  lantern's
light.

Then Thothmes, his mouth like a line carved into granite, lifted
his gaze to the face of the frightened old man who was leaning as
if for support against the  opened  sarcophagus.  Thothmes  made  a
sound, deep in his throat, and drew a dagger from his belt.

But  something  else  had  already  frightened  Montgomery
Chapel,  so  that  at  this  moment  even  a  dagger  came  as  no  great
shock.  He  made  no  move  to  draw  the  pistol  at  his  side,  but
instead held up an open palm to warn off his attacker.

"Thothmes—if  you  look  you'll  see  that  it's  not  Khufu.  It's  a
ushabti  figure  only.  I  undid  the  wrappings—see—"  And
Montgomery shone  the  beam of  his  own lantern  full  on  the  face
of that stiff figure on the floor.

Thothmes made a  different  kind  of  sound  this  time.  He  turned
aside, staring down at that carven wooden countenance.

His hand with the dagger in it fell  to  his  side.  "Not  Khufu,"  he
said at last, in Old Egyptian.

"No. It is ushabti  only. But  not  the  usual  little  doll.  Life-sized,
meant  to  be  taken  for  the  mummy.  You  see?  Khufu  knew  that
robbers were sure to get in, no matter  what  barriers  and  traps  he
put in their way. So he left this chamber as we found it. The first
robbers  would  take  what  gold  they  could  find  here  and  go
away—just as Pilgrim has—thinking they had got it all. The ones
who came later would find evidence of robbery, be sure that they
were  too  late,  and  go  away.  Who  would  bother  to  unwrap  a



mummy, and perhaps incur a curse? Look." He shoved the figure
with  his  toe.  "Lightweight  wood,  no  heavier  than  a  mummy.
Perhaps it's hollow. There can't be any gold inside it, though. The
only  question  is,  where  is  Khufu  really  buried?  And  I  think  I
know the answer to that now. I—"

Once again light shone in from the anteroom, where once more
there  was  motion.  But  this  time  the  light  came  not  from
electricity.

With  a  hop  of  small  taloned  feet  and  a  flutter  of  feathered
wings, its source entered the King's Chamber. The plumage was a
rainbow glory, visible by its own glow.

The bird,  no  bigger  than  a  goose,  had  a  man's  head,  complete
with a small crown and a black beard.

Thothmes fell prostrate in adoration.

Montgomery  clung  to  the  edge  of  the  false  sarcophagus.  By
now the bird was gone, and a tall man stood before him, wearing
the  double  crown  of  the  Two  Lands.  The  image  glowed,  and
Montgomery could see through it at the edges.

The figure  of  the  Pharaoh  said  in  Egyptian:  "My gold is  mine,
intruding  mortal."  The  words  were  hollow,  almost  without
feeling.

Montgomery bowed his head, then boldly straightened his neck
again. "I do not crave your gold, great king. Help me, I pray you.
My craving is for revenge."

TWENTY
At dawn,  Montgomery,  Nicky  and  Thothmes  were  discovered

to be missing.

Pilgrim,  galvanized  out  of  sleep,  ran  cursing  to  inspect  his
treasure,  over  which  there  had  seemed  to  be  no  need  to  post  a
guard.  Much  of  the  heavy  gold  had  already  been  carried  out  of
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the pyramid, and of that a considerable portion was now missing.
More might have been removed from the King's Chamber, but no
exact inventory had ever been taken there.

Scheffler  and  Willis  ran  in  other  directions,  separately,
searching  for  Nicky  everywhere  in  the  vicinity  of  the  pyramid.
She was gone. Her pistol, spare clothing, and other personal items
had  been  left  behind.  But  neither  of  the  motorboats  had  been
taken,  and  one  of  the  Asirgarh  had  been  watching  the  timelock
continuously—it had not been used.

"The  three  of  them  have  gone  on  foot,  then�somewhere,"
Pilgrim  said,  and  began  to  question  Ptah-hotep.  "What  was
Thothmes up to last night?"

The  Egyptian  insisted  that  he  did  not  know.  But  he  looked
worried.

Willis and Scheffler clamored together for an immediate search
and  rescue  operation.  Pilgrim  was  willing,  but  refused  to  do
anything else until he could summon his ship and incorporate into
its systems all of the gold two-oh-three that was still available.

 

Grimly work  resumed  on  the  job  of  getting  heavy  gold  out  of
the  pyramid.  The  substitution  of  a  giant  ushabti  doll  for  Khufu's
mummy  was  discovered  at  once,  now  that  the  thing  had  been
unwrapped. But the implications of the substitution were unclear.

Laboriously the wealth of golden artifacts still remaining in the
King's  Chamber  were  carried  from  the  pyramid.  The  job  was
time-consuming.  Moving  any  burden  through  the  hundreds  of
feet  of  low  passageways  was  a  struggle,  and  two-way  traffic  in
their restricted space all but impossible.

At Pilgrim's direction the treasure was heaped unceremoniously
on  the  flat  wasteland  close  to  the  pyramid's  north  face.  There,
while  others  continued  carrying,  he  resumed  the  process  of
separating  his  gold  from  the  other  materials  with  which  it  had
been  melded  in  the  hands  of  Pharaohs  artists  and  artisans.  With



chisel  and  prybar,  and  sometimes  a  touch  of  heat  from  the
rod-shaped  weapon  worn  at  his  belt,  he  attacked  the  various
objects  in  which  the  metal  had  been  incorporated,  ripping  and
breaking  them  ruthlessly  apart,  melting  the  gold  free.  A  finer
separation of impurities could wait until later.

 

Eventually  the  Kings  Chamber  had  been  emptied  of  almost
everything except the fake mummy and the sarcophagus, and the
heap  of  treasure  in  the  sand  had  grown  to  the  size  of  an
automobile.

As the last things were brought out to him, Pilgrim straightened
up from his metal-working effort,  rubbing his hands together as if
to restore the circulation in his fingers.

"Our  ship  is  on  its  way  here  now,"  the  little  man  said  to
Scheffler, raising his head to scan the sky.

"Your spaceship. So, I'll finally get to see it. Everyone's told me
you have one."

"Indeed.  To have  completed  my travels  to  date  on  foot  would
have  been  rather  difficult.  The  ship  will  have  used  its  last
reserves  of  energy  to  get  here.  But  now  I  have  enough  gold
two-oh-three  on  hand  to  recharge  its  drive  and  restore  the  most
essential  of  its  other  powers.  When  I  have  recovered  what  was
pilfered during the night I may have all I need, though  even  then
a considerable  amount  of  what  I  lost  will  still  be  missing.  I  shall
speak  to  your  great-uncle  on  the  subject  when  I  encounter  him
again."

Scheffler  squinted  up  into  the  hot  sky.  "Where's  the  ship
coming from?"

"Not very far away… and now it is here."

Turning his head, Scheffler saw it materializing in midair at low
altitude,  a  delta-winged  vessel  of  shimmering  beauty,  settling  in
gently  controlled  silence  toward  the  ground.  Big  as  a
nineteen-eighties  airliner,  it  landed  softly,  very  close  beside  the



pyramid, and even closer to Pilgrim's pile of gold.

Pilgrim  signaled  to  his  assistants,  earthly  and  alien.  "Come.
Help  get  the  gold  aboard."  With  a  grunt,  he  himself  picked  up  a
basket of golden fragments that Scheffler would have thought too
heavy  for  him,  and  led  the  way  toward  a  door  that  had  just
opened in the vessel's twinkling side.

Carrying  their  own  loads  of  gold  behind  him,  Scheffler  and
others  went  aboard.  Stepping  up  from  sand  onto  an
insubstantial-looking  stair,  they  moved  from  that  again  onto  a
solid-looking  deck  enclosed  by  semi-transparent  walls.  Walking
through  the  exotic  interior  of  the  ship,  that  somehow  looked
bigger  than  the  outside,  Scheffler  wrestled  his  burden  of
unnaturally  heavy  gold through  a  narrow  corridor  past  a  row  of
crystal  caskets.  Inside  some  of  the  caskets,  shrouded  in  heavy
interior  fog,  were  figures  that  he  thought  might  have  been  as
human-looking  as  Pilgrim  or  himself  had  they  been  clearly
visible.

Tersely Pilgrim gave orders to Becky and some of the Egyptian
women for Olivia to be  brought  aboard  and  placed  in  one  of  the
caskets. She would sleep there, he said, until the medical care she
needed became available.

The women went off to the temple, but soon came back saying
how  fiercely  Olivia  had  refused  to  come.  Ptah-hotep  was  there
too,  in  the  temple,  burning  incense  before  a  statue  of  Osiris  and
refusing  to  answer  questions.  Pilgrim,  engrossed  by  now  in  the
job  of  getting  his  gold  reincorporated  into  the  ship's  machinery,
dismissed the whole pack of them with a savage gesture.

Nekhem  the  dancing  girl,  obviously  entranced  by  the  sudden
appearance of the ship, soon appeared in  the  open  hatch,  garbed
in  some  of  Nicky's  clothing  and  volunteering  to  join  this  new
enterprise whatever  it  might  be.  Pilgrim looked  up  angrily  at  the
interruption,  but  then  smiled  and  winked  and  gestured  her
aboard.



Willis  muttered  something  about  her  stealing  Nicky's  clothes,
but Nicky had been known to lend her things before; the clothing
fit  Nekhem  well,  and  for  searching  the  desert  it  certainly  had
practical advantages over the dancing girl's usual costume.

Meanwhile  Pilgrim  and  the  Asirgarh  were  working  steadily,
tugging  and  switching  onboard  machinery  into  new
configurations.  Plain-looking  counters  or  workbenches  sprouted
complexities,  sections  of  bright  opaque  colors  and  odd-shaped
openings.  What  had  looked  like  a  slab  of  solid  crystal  stretched
and reshaped itself. It opened in one of its sides a hopper the size
of a small oven. The alien members of Pilgrim's crew grabbed up
the  chunks  of  gold  that  had  been  carried  aboard,  and  fed  the
machine with mind-boggling wealth.

At  this  point  Pilgrim  ordered  all  the  twentieth-century  people
to disembark.

Once  off  the  ship  they  stood  in  the  sand  waiting,  not  having
much  to  say  to  one  another.  Scheffler  speculated  silently  that
there  was  something  going  on  board  that  Pilgrim  did  not  want
them to see. Inside the ship, half-seen figures moved about.

Presently  Pilgrim came  out  to  report  that  all  of  the  recovered
gold  had  now  been  accurately  weighed  and  measured,  and  the
Asirgarh  were  completing  the  tasks  of  refinement  and
reinstallation.  But  even  more  of  the  heavy  isotope  was  still
missing than Pilgrim had first thought. He looked grim.

Willis asked: "Is your ship functional now?"

"Not fully, but it will serve. We are going to recover the rest of
the gold."

 

Those  boarding  the  ship  to  take  part  in  the  search  were,  on
Pilgrims advice, collecting their modest  baggage  in  the  temple  to
bring it with them. The Asirgarh were the first to be ready.

Pilgrim, seated near the front of his ship at what was obviously
a  center  of  control,  began  to  operate  some  instruments—to



Scheffler  they  looked  as  strange  as  everything  else  about  the
craft.  The  small  man  muttered:  "I  should  soon  have  some
indication of where they went."

Scheffler  said,  "What  are  you  going  to  do  then?  Nicky  didn't
steal your gold, you know."

"The amount missing is substantial,  and  she  must  at  least  have
helped  to  carry  it,  unless… but  I  have  not  charged  her  with  the
crime.  You may set  your  mind at  ease.  I  only  wish  my  precious
metal back." 

"How about Thothmes and Uncle Monty?" 

"Scheffler,  Scheffler.  You have  such  a  tender  heart.  How  will
you  ever  survive  in  the  great  world?  Why  do  you  think  I  would
derive  any  satisfaction  from  maltreating  a  pair  of  the  world's
feeble-minded?  Nothing  less  than  genocide  gives  me  a  kick,
remember?  By the  way,  did  you  remember  to  bring  your  rifle?"
Willis and Scheffler had both carried weapons aboard the ship. It
was time to lift off.

 

Locating the feint trail left by the walking fugitives took longer
than  Scheffler  had  anticipated,  given  the  impressive-looking
instruments  now  at  Pilgrim's  fingertips.  But  Scheffler  supposed
this was not the kind of job they had been built for.

The time was near sunset when Scheffler, scanning the passing
desert  through  the  transparent  deck  below  his  feet,  looked  up
sharply  at  a  sudden  change  of  light.  Something  had  just  gone
wrong with  the  sky;  there  were  broad  moving  streaks  in  it—not
ordinary  clouds—that  made  it  look  as  if  someone  were  spinning
the  whole  world  unsteadily  beneath  them.  Pilgrim  was  frowning
at it too; he hadn't expected this.

It wasn't only the sky.  Something  was  wrong with  the  sun  too.
The  shadows  on  the  landscape  below,  including  the  tenuous
shadow  of  the  translucent,  speeding  ship  itself,  were  dancing
madly.



The sun, low now in the western sky, had begun moving crazily
in a  broad  figure-eight  pattern.  Then  it  came  down  to  touch  the
horizon,  far  south  of  its  usual  place  of  setting.  It  just  sat  there,
throwing long shadows across the landscape.

"The collective Egyptian mind, I suppose?" asked Scheffler.

But Pilgrim had no time to talk with him. An image of the sun,
dimmed  drastically  in  radiance,  swelled  up  on  one  of  the
instrument panels before them.

The  sun  in  that  image  was  no  longer  a  perfect  disk.  To
Scheffler's  astonished  eyes  it  looked  more  like  a  boat.  A smaller
boat  had  come  to  rest  beside  it,  and  he  could  see  small  figures
moving between  the  two.  People  who looked  like  Monty,  Nicky
and  Thothmes,  with  some kind  of  escort,  had  disembarked  from
the strange-looking  little  boat—whatever  it  might  be  doing there
in the distant desert—and were preparing to board that larger and
more radiantly ominous conveyance. It looked like Thothmes and
Montgomery Chapel were forcing the young woman forward.

 

Nicky,  half  blinded  by  the  glare  of  the—well  no,  of  course  it
couldn't  really  be  the  sun,  that  was  insane�groped  her  way
forward. All she could really believe was that she  had  fallen  into
a  nightmare,  while  sleeping  in  the  temple  last  night,  and  hadn't
yet been able to wake up.

She  recalled  quite  clearly  what  she  had  thought  was  an
awakening. Monty, in his new, aged form, had come bending and
gloating over her. Tall gray phantoms were at his back, and at his
side towered  the  regal  image of  a  man,  wearing  what  Nicky  had
learned  to  recognize  as  the  Double  Crown  of  the  Two  Lands,
Upper and Lower Egypt.

Nicky  had  objected  forcefully  to  being  awakened  in  such  a
fashion,  and  forced  to  accompany  these  people,  but  objecting
hadn't  done  her  any  good.  When  she  refused  to  move,  she  was
pulled  out  of  her  sleeping  bag  by  Monty's  shadowy,  towering



attendants  and  thrown  aboard  a  boat,  that  was  somehow able  to
progress through the halls of the temple… certainly it was all wild
and unbelievable, even for a dream.

And now she, along with baskets of broken gold, was being put
aboard  a  larger  craft,  here  in  the  middle  of  the  desert.  A  vessel
that glowed with almost-blinding light. While Monty in a voice of
mad  intensity  kept  whispering  to  her  that  this  was  in  fact  the
Sun…

The  craft,  apart  from  the  dazzling  light  that  flowed  from  it,
appeared  to  be  constructed  of  imported  wood  in  the  Egyptian
style,  fifty  feet  long  or  so,  and  high  at  bow  and  stern,  superbly
built in every detail. At the approximate center of the deck was a
small  house-like  structure,  big enough  for  eight  or  ten  people  to
have crowded into it. But most of the space inside the house was
taken  up  by  what  Montgomery  assured  her  was  the  bier  of  the
sun god Ra.

"The  Boat  of  Millions  of  Years,"  Monty  whispered  now.
"That's  the  formal  name  for  this  vessel  we  are  on,  my  dear.  Ra
rides it perpetually, as you see." And he pointed toward  the  little
open-sided  house,  in  which  there  lay  supine  the  body  of  a
gigantic man.

The glare  of  light  issued  primarily  from that  man,  or  god,  and
especially  from his  face.  It  was  very  bright,  but  when  you  came
this close it was nothing like the Sun. It was great enough to blind
the human passengers aboard Ra's Barque.

"Fascinating!"  For  a  long  moment,  staring  through  squinted
eyes at the bier and its radiant occupant, Monty appeared to have
forgotten her. Then he met Nicky's eyes again. "You know, for  a
long time I have wondered—what it must have been like to know
oneself  a  god.  I  am  beginning  to  understand  it  now.  Here,  this
reality  prevails.  Not  that  of  the  archaeologist.  Nor  that  of  the
twentieth  century.  Not  Pilgrim's  reality  either,  powerful  though
he may be in other worlds. Here Osiris rules, and Ra.  Thoth,  and
Isis—and Khufu, yes, he too, though he is dead…



And  I  can  be  one  of  them  and  rule  beside  them.  For  a  little
time, at least. For long enough."

"I don't care. Rule what you want. But let me out of it."

"Oh no,  my dear.  You are  going to  be  very  much  a  part  of  it.
As my subject. A very disloyal subject. I know your secret.  Yours
and Willis's. I saw you beside the marsh."

Nicky  stared  at  him  in  bewilderment.  "Beside  what  marsh?
Monty—!"

"First I saw your  khaki  jacket,  thrown  aside  in  the  tall  grass.  I
think at that moment, even before I  saw the  other  garments,  and
the  rest,  I  already  knew  the  worst.  Even  though  we  were
engaged,  you  and  I,  you  had  always  put  me  off.  But  you  didn't
put  him  off,  did  you?  Not  Willis.  As  always,  he  got  what  he
wanted  right  away."  For  a  moment  the  manner  of  an  Egyptian
god was  not  sustained.  "Couldn't  wait  to  rip  your  clothes  off  for
him, could you?"

"Monty!" It  was  all  totally  inexplicable.  All  Nicky  could  think
of was to tell him that he was crazy. But she didn't dare to say it,
because it was so obviously true.

And  now  she  was  terrified.  Because  she  knew  she  wasn't
dreaming after all.

 

"I've  been  dealing  with  them  for  some  hours  now,  you  see,"
Monty  was  whispering  in  her  ear.  "I've  begun  to  understand.
These are more than  apparitions,  my dear.  But  not  truly  sentient
beings;  no,  not  yet,  although  to  some  degree  they  speak  and
interact  with  us.  Later  perhaps  they  will  develop  intellect.  By
then—I will be fully in charge."

The  countenance  of  the  god  was  still  almost  too  dazzling  to
look upon; but squinting into the glare it was possible to arrive at
the conclusion that the god was dead.

Nicky cried out in alarm and clutched  at  the  wooden  railing  in



front  of  her.  Driven  by  oars  in  the  hands  of  spectral,  glowing
rowers, the Barque had lurched into the sky.

Nicky,  looking  around  wildly,  saw  the  pursuing  spaceship
coming closer, and in a moment she had recognized it for what it
was.  Monty  and  Thothmes,  who  had  both  seen  Pilgrim's  ship
before, shouted and waved their fists at it in challenge.

 

Pilgrim drove the ship steadily in pursuit of the Barque, but the
Boat  of  Ra  stayed  well  ahead.  From  scraps  of  English  phrases
Pilgrim uttered,  Scheffler  gathered  that  he  was  unable  to  obtain
anything like the acceleration that he wanted.

"All  right,"  the  small  man  muttered.  "We'll  try  a  shot  across
their  bows."  But  nothing  much  happened,  as  far  as  Scheffler
could  see.  There  was  only  a  dim  flickering  across  the  leading
edge  of  one  fin  on  the  spaceship,  and  Pilgrim  murmured  exotic
words  that  could  hardly  be  anything  but  oaths.  Nothing  at  all
happened in the region  of  the  Barque,  and  Ra  and  his  entourage
paid not the least attention.

Or  so  it  seemed  at  first.  Then  the  Boat  of  Millions  of  Years
returned  fire.  Blinding  flame  flared  close  around  the  ship,  held
away  from  the  transparent  hull  by  some  protection  of  invisible
force.  The  metered  impact  on  the  shields  was  enough  to  make
Pilgrim visibly less eager to close the gap between the vessels.

Scheffler, looking over Pilgrim's  shoulder  at  a  recording  of  the
enemy beams, was astonished to see little slow-moving rays  with
grasping hands on the ends of them.

And now in the west, ahead of the speeding Barque, instead of
a  mere  curve  of  earth  for  the  horizon,  there  arose  a  bifurcated
mountain.

Pilgrim said: "At least we  are  not  going to  have  to  chase  them
around the earth. "

"Huh? Why not?"



"Because  the  version  of  the  earth  we  have  here  is  no  longer
round. This is more than ever the world of the collective mind of
ancient  Egypt.  And I  fear  a  quick  collapse  is  now  inevitable.  A
matter of hours at the most."

Scheffler grabbed him by the shoulder. "You said that it would
last for years!"

"I  was  wrong."  Pilgrim still  sounded  as  imperturbable  as  ever.
"It is frequently impossible to be accurate in such matters.  And I
can  remember  at  least  two  other  occasions  in  the  past  hundred
years when I have been wrong."

The  solar  Barque  of  Ra  was  again  descending  majestically
across  the  last  strip  of  western  sky,  plunging  now  toward  some
kind of sunset.

Scheffler wondered if it would be the last sunset that this world
ever saw.

 

Nicky closed her eyes momentarily  as  the  Barque,  bearing  her
with it, hurtled into the cavern that yawned ahead.

Then  the  lurching  deck  beneath  her  stabilized  again.  Nicky
opened her eyes to see that everything was once more on an even
keel.

Ra's  glaring light  had  dimmed;  the  god  on  his  catafalque  now
appeared  more  certainly  dead  than  before,  his  lips  shrunken,
closed eyes sunken into his huge skull.

But  Khufu  was  no  more  dead  here  than  he  had  been  in  his
tomb.  In  ba-form,  hopping  about  the  Boat  like  a  pet  bird,  he
moved in and out of Nicky's sight.

Looking  ahead,  Scheffler  saw  how  the  sky  flamed  red  and
orange around the spot where Ra and his Barque had vanished. A
double-headed  mountain  reared  up,  where  nothing  of  the  kind
had been before, against that artificial-looking sunset.

The sky itself now seemed unnaturally close ahead, as if it had



become  a  curving  wall.  The  spaceship  did  not  reduce  speed.
Perhaps it could not. Pilgrim was  going to  chase  the  Barque  into
whatever convolution of the world might lie beyond.

Leaning  back  in  his  chair,  he  said:  "If  one  pursues  the  sun
beneath the western horizon, in the new logic of this world, what
happens? What must be there? The Underworld, of course."

"I  can't  accept  that,"  said  Willis.  He  repeated  it  several  times.
"I can't accept it."

No one tried to argue with him.

Ahead  of  them,  the  Boat  of  Millions  of  Years  had  now
vanished  into  darkness.  The  intensity  of  its  solar  rays  had  first
diminished, then faded away entirely.

"There  is  still  air  outside  the  ship,"  Pilgrim  reported  to  his
twentieth-century  crew  members.  "Of  course;  a  breathable
atmosphere  must  now  fill  this  entire  space.  Scheffler,  you  will
presently see a hatch appear in the bulkhead before you. Open it.
Take  up  your  rifle;  we  may  presently  be  called  upon  to  defend
ourselves."

The  translucent  hull  in  front  of  Scheffler  developed  deep
concentric grooves, and then a handle. There was  now a  circular
door,  with  a  grip  that  he  could  grasp  and  turn,  easing  the  door
open.  The  air  rushing  in  and  past  him  was  no  more  than  a
moderate  breeze.  As  if  he  had  willed  it,  his  seat  lifted  him
forward,  at  the  same  time  clasping  him  like  an  anxious  parent.
His arms cradling the Winchester were free.

Riding now in  an  open  hatchway,  more  outside  the  spaceship
than  inside  it,  Scheffler  aimed  his  weapon  forward,  but  held  his
fire.  The  Barque  had  reappeared  faintly  visible  by  its  own
diminished light, and  was  now so  close  ahead  that  with  Pilgrim's
instrument he could distinguish Nicky on its deck.

 

Monty,  crouching  on  the  deck  of  the  Barque  of  Ra,  saw  the
developing logic of the changing world about him,  and  had  some



idea of what to expect in the hours to come. And he was terrified;
he knew the wild elation that grows sometimes from despair.

"Where are we?" Nicky demanded in terror.

Thothmes answered in Egyptian;  it  was  left  to  Monty  to  put  it
into  English:  "We  are  entering  the  Underworld.  This  is  the  First
Hour of the Night."

One  after  another  the  two  craft,  following  the  Sun's  eternal
path, passed between the two knees of the Mountain of the West.
Far above,  the  twin  peaks  were  still  alight,  as  if  in  the  afterglow
of a sunset sky.

When  Scheffler,  now  riding  in  his  newly  exposed  position,
turned  his  head  to  look  back  into  the  ship,  he  could  see  Pilgrim
and his crew grappling again with their controls. But their  efforts
appeared to accomplish nothing. The ship continued on its steady
course,  and  it  was  easy  to  deduce  that  its  captain  had  lost  all
control  over  it,  at  least  for  the  time  being.  Like  one  car  on  an
amusement  ride  following  another,  Pilgrim's  spaceship
maintained its position behind Ra's Boat.

The Boat was undoubtedly floating now, bobbing briskly along
through  water  that  looked  as  real  as  any  Nicky  had  ever  ridden.
The water felt real too, and surprisingly cold, when an occasional
drop  flew  up  from  one  of  the  spectral  rowers'  oars.  Under  the
impetus  of  those  wooden  blades  the  vessel  flew  along  a  narrow
and  nameless  river,  going  downstream  between  dark  barren
shores.  On  both  banks  gray  slopes  came  slanting  down,  slopes
that grew ever  steeper  as  they  receded  from the  banks.  On each
side they made great hills whose upper slopes became sheer cliffs
before they vanished at last in utter darkness.

Gradually  Nicky  became  aware  that  the  space  through  which
the vessels now passed, one after the other, was not a canyon but
an enormous hall, with a roof of darkness so intense that it looked
palpable.

Inside this cavernous chamber, Ra's light dimmed even further;



he took on more than ever the aspect of a dead body.

 

Behind  the  Barque,  the  spaceship  had  now  settled  into  the
stream also.  Nothing  that  Pilgrim could  do  at  the  controls  would
alter  matters.  At  length  he  gave  up  trying  and  sat  back  to
contemplate the situation.

Outside  the  ship,  but  drawing  closer,  there  sounded  a
murmuring  as  of  thousands  of  voices.  Down  the  gray  sloping
banks  on  either  side  of  the  narrow  river  there  rushed  cavorting
hordes of two-legged shapes, vaguely manlike but inhuman.

 

"The  apes,"  Montgomery  Chapel  breathed,  more  to  himself
than any other hearer, as he observed this phenomenon. "We are
indeed  in  the  hall  of  the  First  Hour."  Thothmes,  his  eyes  half
closed, muttering incantations, crouched beside him.

"What  does  that  mean?"  Nicky  screamed  at  them.  No  one
answered.

Nicky  still  stood  beside  the  bier  of  Ra,  holding  on  with  both
hands to a rail that felt as if it were made of solid wood.

The thronging  apes  reached  the  river  but  stopped  there,  lining
both banks. After them came the singers. These were a marching
faceless  throng  in  Egyptian  dress,  who  followed  the  boat  of  Ra
along  the  land.  Their  music  went  up  weirdly  into  the  endless
darkness overhead.

And then  the  music  of  the  singers  faded,  as  the  globe  of  Ra's
fading  illumination  left  them  behind  in  total  darkness;  and  now
out  of  the  darkness  ahead  appeared  new  anonymous  crowds  of
humanoid  figures,  to  hover  along  the  shores  of  the  swift  silent
river,  and  mark  the  silent  passage  of  the  Boat.  The  faceless
rowers of the Barque labored on, continuing to ignore their living
human passengers.

Montgomery was  peering  out  eagerly  from the  prow,  when  he



sensed  the  presence  of  a  tall  figure  beside  him.  He  turned  and
addressed it, bowing unconsciously. "Khufu. Great lord  Pharaoh.
Where is the place of our revenge to be?"

The  tall  gray  man  raised  an  almost  skeletal  arm,  and  pointed
straight ahead.

 

Scheffler,  on  the  following  spaceship,  saw  much  the  same
things as did Nicky in the Boat ahead. But the spaceship, moving
in  the  darkness  behind  Ra's  shrunken  globe  of  light,  had  so  far
been  ignored  by  the  creatures  and  human  shapes  lining the  dark
shores of this land. Until now, at least, all activity  of  the  spectral
inhabitants had centered upon Ra in his passage.

 

Now the Barque had  entered  a  transitional  tunnel  of  darkness.
For Nicky sound and  light  vanished  utterly,  except  for  a  glow in
the  near  vicinity  of  the  god's  own  person.  Even  the  senses  of
touch and of identity grew uncertain.  She clutched  more  fiercely
than  ever  at  the  solid  wood  of  the  rail,  but  there  were  moments
when she thought that she could feel it changing.

How long she endured  this  passage  through  a  black  cavity  she
could not  tell.  But  at  length  Ra's  ship  emerged  once  more  into  a
vast  open  space,  as  large  as  the  one  before.  But  here  the  upper
reaches  of  the  hall,  or  cave,  were  suffused  with  bright  gray
luminescence.

"It  is  the  Second  Hour  of  the  Night,"  breathed  Monty  in  the
prow.

There  was  enough  light  now  for  Nicky  to  make  sure  that  the
spaceship  was  still  following.  She  could  even  see  a  figure  she
took  for  Scheffler,  rifle  in  hand,  riding  in  the  nose.  And  she
thought that the speed of both craft had increased.

 

Gradually, far ahead, a distant throne, a distant  figure,  became



visible.

"Osiris,"  said  Montgomery  Chapel.  He  turned  and  looked  at
Nicky.  "The  weigher  of  hearts.  He  presides  over  the  place  of
justice."

The  distant  throne  came  closer  rapidly.  Nicky  saw  a  bearded
man, or mummy, of gigantic stature with the White Crown on his
head.

The Boat  was  slowing  to  a  stop.  Spectral  attendants  swarmed
aboard,  and  the  living  human  passengers  were  being  taken
ashore.

There was a confused passage through a ghostly throng, during
which  Nicky  lost  sight  of  Monty  and  Thothmes  both.  Only  the
grips upon her arms, the land beneath her feet, were solid.

In  a  moment  more  she  stood  before  Osiris.  Monstrous  beings,
with  heads  of  bird  and  beast  on  human  bodies,  crowded  in
between  her  and  that  terrible  throne.  Nicky  screamed,  and
screamed again.

And  now  Montgomery  Chapel,  seeing  her  being  brought  to
stand beside him, knew what his revenge was to be.

 

TWENTY-ONE
Suddenly, as he  craned  eagerly  forward  to  see  the  outcome  of

Nicky's  judgment,  Montgomery  felt  an  iron  grip  clamped
suddenly upon each of his own arms. He was dragged ahead into
confrontation  with  jackal-headed  Anubis  and  his  tall  golden
balance scale. Knowing what would come next, he cried out with
the sheer horror of anticipation.

There was no blade, or butchery. But Montgomery  Chapel  felt
an  opening  of  his  chest.  And he  felt  and  saw  his  heart,  or  a  red
throbbing image of his heart, taken from the center of his body by
the god's hands, and placed  upon  one  pan  of  the  balance,  whose
other pan held only a feather.
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And  Montgomery  screamed  again,  seeing  the  scale  tip  the
wrong way.

To  no  avail.  Attendants  of  irresistible  strength  were  hustling
him away.

Now  another  god-figure  loomed  before  him.  The  voice  of
ibis-headed  Thoth  shrieked  at  him  like  that  of  any  angry  bird:
"You have falsely accused this woman before the gods."

"Not falsely!" he shrieked. "No, no! I saw her. I saw her rutting
with my brother. I saw—"

"And  you  falsely  accuse  a  man,  also.  And  you  have  invaded
the tomb of Pharaoh, with intent to  steal.  Worst  of  all,  you  have
wasted  the  precious  gift  of  life,  squandering  the  days  of  your
youth,  maturity  and  age  in  nothing  better  than  the  plotting  of
revenge. Now there is no more of life for you to waste."

And Montgomery  saw the  Devourer,  big as  a  Nile  hippo,  gray
as mud from the bottom of the river, lumbering toward him out of
darkness.  Its  breath  was  of  the  tomb,  its  shape  of  nightmare.
Crouching on four mismatched legs, it extended the ten talons  of
a leopard's forepaws, and opened crocodilian jaws.

But  at  that  moment,  a  form  draped  in  white  linen  stepped
between  Montgomery  Chapel  and  the  beast.  The  arm  of  a
goddess intervened, holding him back from doom.

He looked up wildly and  recognized  the  goddess  Isis.  Only  for
a  moment  he  had  thought,  looking  at  her  face,  that  she  was
Nicky.

"Now you shall repay," the goddess whispered. It sounded  like
a curse, dooming him to some fate more terrible than being eaten.
Her  eyes,  more  sapphire-blue  than  Nicky's  ever  were,  glowed at
him.

The  grip  of  Isis  pulled  him  free  from  the  grasp  of  the
Devourer's claws. A thrust  of  her  arm sent  him staggering  away.
With  a  desperate  effort  Montgomery  regained  his  balance,  and
ran with all his strength.



Scheffler, when he saw Nicky being  dragged  from the  Barque,
raised his rifle. But at that  moment  tall  rocks  along the  shoreline
came  into  position  to  block  his  aim.  When  the  way  was  clear
again, Nicky was nowhere to be seen.

Willis  too  had  seen  her  being  carried  off,  and  was  already
shouting  at  Pilgrim  to  do  something.  But  the  little  man,  looking
maddeningly  relaxed,  only  spread  his  hands  in  an  exaggerated
gesture of helplessness.

The  three  men  argued,  Willis  and  Scheffler  shouting,  Pilgrim
speaking  calmly  despite  their  interruptions.  His  gold  was  still
aboard the Barque, as far as he could tell, and he was going after
it. There appeared to him to be nothing he could do about Nicky's
problems. It was not his fault  that  she  was  here.  If  Scheffler  and
Willis  wanted  to  jump  ashore  and  try  to  help  her,  they  were
welcome to give it a try.

Before  Scheffler  had  time  to  think  about  the  possible
consequences,  he  was  standing  on  gritty  rock  beside  the  river,
rifle in hand and pistol at his belt. Willis, white knuckles gripping
a  huge  rifle,  was  at  his  side;  behind  them  the  spaceship  was
drifting away, following Ra's Boat at the pace of a fast walk.

It  was  the  sound  of  voices,  human  and  inhuman  both,  voices
roaring,  pleading,  cursing  in  English  and  in  unknown  tongues,
that  led  them  to  the  scene  of  judgment.  Looking  down  from  a
small  rise  in  the  dark  contorted  landscape,  Scheffler  saw  how
Nicky  stood  helpless  amid  magisterial  monsters,  gods  and
goddesses.

A thing  with  the  head  of  an  animal  reached  forward  and  tore
open  her  khaki  jacket;  then  the  clawed  hand  poised  again
seemingly about to tear her heart from her breast. Scheffler heard
the  double-barreled  elephant  gun in  Willis's  hands  go  off  almost
in  his  ear;  the  twin  explosions  of  his  own  weapon  followed  an
instant later.

 



Around  Nicky  the  press  of  phantasms  melted  back,  as  if  the
brutal  energy  of  heavy  bullets  somehow  negated  their  reality.
Only seconds passed before the powers of ancient Egypt resumed
control,  but  those  seconds  offered  opportunity  enough.  Before
the  gods  came  back,  Scheffler  and  Willis,  with  Nicky  between
them, were fleeing the place of judgment.

"The  Hall  of  the  Second  Hour,"  Willis  gritted  as  he  ran.  On
endless  floors  of  polished  stone,  long  lines  of  human-looking
prisoners,  with  hands  tied  behind  their  backs,  were  waiting  as  if
for  sentence  or  punishment.  No  one  paid  attention  to  the
fugitives.  Willis's  long  legs  led  the  way;  he  kept  trying  to  tow
Nicky along with him until she pulled her hand free.

"Back  to  the  river—we've  got  to  catch  the  spaceship,  "
Scheffler  urged,  directing  their  course  down-slope.  Casting  a
hasty glance behind him, he could see Thothmes waving his arms
in rage, urging the Devourer after the escaped victims. But Uncle
Monty was nowhere in sight.

 

Monty, running through the dark cavernous Hall of the Second
Hour,  fleeing  like  a  madman  from  the  Devourer,  could  feel  the
pounding of his real, fleshly heart, still safely in his chest. He was
too  old  for  this  exertion.  But  his  lungs  pumped  strongly,  and  his
heart thudded in an even rhythm, as if the touch of the gods hand
in his vitals had strengthened them somehow.

Somehow  he  managed  to  come  back  to  the  place  on  the
riverbank,  marked  by  grotesque  rocks,  where  he  had  left  the
Boat. But when he came in sight of the landing he realized to his
horror that both Barque and spaceship  had  moved  on  inexorably
without  him.  Straining  his  eyes  into  the  remote  distance
downstream,  he  could  just  glimpse  Pilgrim's  craft.  Ahead  of  it
moved  some faint  source  of  light,  itself  invisible.  The  spaceship
was still moving after the Barque of Ra,  as  if  there  were  nothing
else that it could do in this world.



And there  was  nothing  else  that  Monty  could  do  but  run  after
it.  There  was  some hope,  he  thought,  because  he  could  see  that
the river moved in broad  meanders.  There  was  a  pain  in  his  side
now, and the muscles in his legs were quivering with every stride,
but  still  his  breath  sufficed  to  run,  and  still  he  ran.  He  angled
away from the river's curving course, cutting across the dark land
to intercept it farther on. He dodged among black rocks as tall as
houses…

The Devourer was waiting for him between two rocks, no more
than four strides ahead of him when first he saw it.

Montgomery  had  no  breath  with  which  to  scream.  He  made  a
noise  of  retching  terror,  and  tried  to  turn,  and  felt  the  ten  bright
talons, as real as fishhooks, fasten in his flesh from behind.

 

Scheffler,  Nicky,  and  Willis  were  also  able  to  see  the  two
vessels far ahead of them, moving along a  curve  of  the  nameless
river.  They  too  began  a  desperate  attempt  to  cut  across  country
and intercept Pilgrim's spaceship.

"We are going to have to enter the Third  Hour  to  overtake  it,"
Willis groaned.

"What's in the Third Hour?"

"Just follow me."

At  least  Thothmes  and  the  pursuit  he  had  been  trying  to
organize were no longer visible behind them. The fleeing humans
moved through a rocky, sunless wasteland, lit only by  reflections
from the cliffs that  paralleled  the  stream.  The  river  curved  away
out of sight, then back into view again, looping toward them, and
the  two  vessels  with  it.  The  Stream  of  Osiris,  now  murmuring,
sounding  and  looking  half-alive,  bore  both  craft  on  at  the  same
pace. The winglike fins of the spaceship sometimes overhung the
banks.

Casting a glance back, Scheffler thought for a moment he could
see  yet  another  vessel  on  the  darkened  stream  far  behind  them.



Some other god with his entourage?

A new murmuring, again the sound of many voices, swelled up
ahead, making him turn his gaze forward. To Scheffler it sounded
as if the Third Hour had a vast if not entirely human population.

A great deal of that population was soon in sight. And violence
was  raging  among  the  shadowy  beings  who  populated  these
darkened'  shores.  As  the  refugees  drew  closer,  they  could  see
how  weapons  were  ceaselessly  brandished  and  employed,  with
mangled  bodies  falling  everywhere.  An endless  screaming  noise,
in many voices, went up into the darkness.

"Look  out!"  yelled  Nicky.  "Run!"  Her  attention  was  on
something much nearer than the spaceship. Here came Thothmes,
leading a' pursuing mob of minor gods  and  creatures,  threatening
to overtake the three fugitives who were still on shore.

Scheffler  loaded  and  fired  the  last  pair  of  huge  brass  rifle
cartridges  into  the  mob  of  half-solid  apparitions.  He  clubbed  at
another monster with the empty Winchester  and  felt  the  weapon
wrenched  away  from  him.  Willis  still  had  some  ammo  and  was
still  blasting;  the  assailants  at  last  fell  back,  their  shapes
dissolving  around  that  of  Thothmes,  who  still  stood  in  the  way.
Scheffler hit him, and saw the smaller man go tumbling backward
into the river. As the three ran on, they could hear  him splashing
and struggling to climb out.

 

Relentlessly  as  the  hour  hand  of  a  clock,  the  Barque  of  Ra
moved  on,  with  the  spaceship  following as  if  the  two  craft  were
fastened  together  by  some  underwater  framework.  They  moved
now  toward  a  giant  doorway,  and  now  the  entire  population  of
the  Third  Hour  lifted  up  their  voices  in  a  deafening,  wailing
uproar.  The  din  blended  into  the  noise  of  the  minor  cataract
separating this Hour from the next.

The  nose  of  the  Barque  could  be  seen  tilting  sharply  down.
Then it was gone.



Willis,  Nicky  and  Scheffler  ran  on,  slipping  and  sliding  down
the  rocks  beside  the  waterfall,  hoping  for  another  shortcut  that
would  offer  another  chance  for  them  to  overtake  the  speeding
vessels.  Boat  and  spaceship  had  now  increased  their  speed,  and
were moving somewhat faster than the people on the shore could
run.

Now, after the cataract, the river was quiet again.

 

"The  Fourth  Hour,"  Willis  gasped,  pausing  for  breath  before
they ran again.

It  was  a  region  of  fog,  shot  through  with  glaring  light  from
remote  and  unknown sources,  its  landscape  studded  with  pits  of
darkness. And Scheffler soon realized to his horror that the whole
scene  was  filled  with  huge  and  fearsome  snakes.  These  reptiles
covered  the  ground  so  thickly  that  in  places  it  was  possible  to
walk on them without touching the ground at  all.  In  general  they
reacted  sluggishly  to  being  trampled;  but  always  their  heads
reared, their fangs threatened.

And  the  river  in  this  Hour  had  been  strangely  diminished.  It
had been reduced to a purl of slime, oozing over the hard ground,
with giant snakes wriggling through it.

Looking ahead, they could see that now the dead-looking form
of Ra was being carried forward. The Boat had been transformed
into  a  litter  that  held  an  open  coffin,  borne  on  the  shoulders  of
the silent rowers. Behind it the spaceship was still held at a fixed
distance,  sliding  forward  through  the  mud.  The  snakes
surrounded Pilgrim's vessel so thickly that even if the humans  on
foot had been able to overtake it,  they  might  not  have  been  able
to fight their way aboard.

Nicky,  Scheffler  and  Willis  were  struggling  near  exhaustion,
staggering  along  on  a  course  paralleling  that  of  the  moving
vehicles,  climbing over  and  ducking  under  loops  of  the  smooth,
glistening snake-bodies.  Scheffler  had  his  pistol  drawn  but  didn't



want  to  use  the  last  of  his  cartridges  till  they  were  absolutely
needed. The snakes writhed out of the way of those who bore the
corpse of Ra, but closed the gap quickly again as soon as the bier
had passed. Gradually the laboring human party fell behind.

The weakened light of the sun god still persisted, even here, as
a  dim  glow.  But  it  was  unable  to  penetrate  deeply  into  the
surrounding gloom. The only effective illumination in the midst of
this horrible darkness emanated from the hull of Ra's transformed
boat, which had now taken on the aspect of a giant, firebreathing
serpent.

The landscape in its darkness was treacherously uneven. When
the  snakes  at  last  thinned  out,  the  night  prevailing  along  both
banks of the river was thick with roaming, jackal-headed figures.

 

"If we can only make it to the Sixth Hour," Willis groaned.

"What happens then?"

Willis  didn't  answer;  probably  he  lacked  the  breath.  But  in  a
minute  another  transition  point  had  been  reached.  Beyond  it  the
river  deepened  again,  for  no  apparent  reason.  The  Barque  was
suddenly  so  close  ahead  that  Scheffler  could  see  it  had  resumed
its  normal  shape,  and  the  rowers  once  more  had  taken  up  their
oars  and  seated  themselves  upon  their  benches.  Here,  thank  all
the  gods,  the  stream  still  meandered  broadly,  and  Willis,  Nicky
and  Scheffler,  splashing  into  the  shallows,  could  leap  for  a
translucent  overhanging  fin  of  the  spaceship  and  hang  on  until
two of the Asirgarh appeared to help them scramble aboard.

Pilgrim turned  in  his  chair  to  raise  an  eyebrow at  them.  "I  am
touched  by  your  confidence  in  choosing  to  rejoin  me,"  he
remarked. "I trust it will not prove to have been misplaced."

None of the three tried to answer him. Collapsing limply inside
the  cabin,  lying  limply  between  Willis  and  Nicky,  all  that
Scheffler  could  hear  was  the  roar,  faint  and  distant  and
disconsolate,  of  some  beast.  He  pictured  the  Devourer,  cheated



of its prey. He shivered profoundly.

During  the  Seventh  Hour,  at  the  very  portal  of  a  titanic
structure  Willis  recognized  as  the  Gate  of  Osiris,  Thothmes
reappeared.  He  had  come,  it  seemed,  to  make  an  oration  on  the
riverbank,  but  what  it  would  have  been  about  the  people  on  the
spaceship never learned. Pilgrim, rousing in an instant from hours
of inertia, snapped an order, and two of  the  Asirgarh,  moving as
fast  as  animals,  scrambled  ashore  and  seized  the  Egyptian  from
his riparian rock. In a moment he had been brought aboard.

 

"Eighth  Hour,"  Willis  whispered.  He,  Scheffler,  and  Nicky,
their  clothing  still  caked  with  drying  Fourth  Hour  mud,  still  lay
exhausted within the glassy hull. "The place  of  punishment  ruled
by the fiend Apep. Shall I recite his catalogue of punishments?"

"Don't bother," Scheffler gasped.

Willis  bent  forward  suddenly  with  a  groan,  hiding  his  face  in
his hands.

"What's wrong now?" Nicky laid a hand on his shoulder.

He  groaned  again.  "It  was  my  fault,"  the  words  came  out
half-strangled. "What Monty did." He raised his head, slowly as if
he were afraid to look at Nicky.

"He  did  see  me  at  the  edge  of  the  swamp,  that  day,  with  a
woman.  It  wasn't  you,  of  course.  You  were  nowhere  around.  It
was Nekhem. She'd borrowed some of your clothes that day, and
I—I—"

He was not going to  be  able  to  go on  with  it.  Nicky  patted  his
shoulder, pityingly, and stared into her own exhaustion.

 

The Ninth Hour really had something of the aspect of a city. Ra
once  more  sat  up,  as  boldly  as  if  he  had  never  been  dead,  and
made a speech. Scheffler and Nicky could understand not a word
of the oration, but the shadow-creatures at the oars, and those on



shore, seemed to find it edifying.

 

Throughout  the  Tenth  and  Eleventh  Hours,  more  violence
churned among the dwellers along the riverbanks; Scheffler could
see the shadowy struggles vaguely, but he had given  up  trying  to
make  sense  of  the  Underworld  or  its  inhabitants.  Khufu  was  no
longer visible in the Boat ahead. Where and how the Pharaoh had
gone ashore, and whether he had taken his gold with him, no one
on the spaceship could say.

The cool  winds  that  normally  preceded  dawn  in  the  Egyptian
desert  were  rising  now.  There  were  stars  to  be  seen  again,  a
bright  torrent  of  them  in  the  form  of  giant  sparks,  bearing  the
boat along toward daybreak.

 

The  Twelfth  Hour  was  a  cylindrical  tunnel,  moving  swiftly
past. Ra was now not only alive again, but restored to youth.

And now, first ahead  of  the  Boat  of  Ra,  and  then  engulfing  it,
was something like a sky.

Dawn had  returned,  to  a  twisted,  altered  country  that  was  no
longer Egypt. Or no longer recognizable as such by Scheffler.

The  spaceship,  coming  from  the  Underworld  of  darkness  into
the  sky  of  morning,  was  finally  able  to  break  free  of  the  forces
that  had  held  it  for  so  long  in  the  same  position  relative  to  the
Barque.

 

But  now the  Barque  of  Ra,  with  renewed  power,  was  coming
once more to the attack.

TWENTY-TWO
Ra no longer lay upon his bier, but paced his deck, fully awake

and  imperiously  angry.  At  his  direction  the  Boat  of  Millions  of
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Years,  glowing  like  the  sun  it  once  had  been,  came  rushing  to
rejoin battle with the much larger spaceship. The shadowy figures
at the oars pulled sturdily, propelling the vessel of Ra  and  Khufu
across  the  constricted  sky.  That  sky  was  no  longer  even
approximately  normal.  It  had  turned  into  a  great  inverted  bowl.
The  radar,  or  something  analogous  to  radar,  on  Pilgrim's  ship
showed its solidity.

Willis had no ammunition left, and Scheffler only a few rounds
in his revolver. When the range had closed to something like fifty
yards, he used them up with no apparent effect upon the Barque.

Despite all Pilgrim and the Asirgarh  could do at  their  controls,
the weapons of the spaceship itself continued to be useless in this
peculiar space.

Around  the  two  contending  craft,  the  pocket  universe  was
entering a state of  accelerated  collapse.  Air,  sky  and  space  were
blending into one across the domain of Ra and Osiris.

 

The  rays  of  Ra  flared  out  again,  and  the  shields  of  the
spaceship burned.

The  spaceship  took  evasive  action,  and  behind  it  strange
serpentine  clouds  appeared.  The  flames  of  Ra,  weakening  with
distance, shot after Pilgrim's  vessel,  but  the  solar  Barque  did  not
pursue its routed enemy.

Pilgrim ignored the parting shot.

 

As soon  as  the  Barque  had  been  left  behind,  Pilgrim  abruptly
changed  course  once  more.  A  minute  later  the  pyramid  loomed
dead ahead, and then Scheffler realized that the ship was coming
gently  down  to  earth  beside  the  temple.  A  few  figures  came
running  to  meet  it;  Pilgrim  issued  orders.  The  surviving
population was summoned from the various places in which  they
had  been  attempting  to  find  shelter  from  the  wrath  of  Ra,  and
hurried  aboard  the  ship.  Even  Ptah-hotep  was  now  eager  to



evacuate.

Pilgrim concentrated  his  energies  on  getting  everyone  aboard.
There was a delay in locating all of the women and children, and
the  delay  stretched  on  into  minutes,  in  which  the  sky  grew  ever
more  ominous.  But  Pilgrim  waited  with  an  appearance  of  calm,
until the last Egyptian was aboard his ship.

A few moments after that the ship was under way again. There
were  violent  flares  outside  the  hull,  and  rolling colors.  And  then
there was only milky nothingness.

 

Afterward Scheffler was never able to form any  good estimate
of  how  long  their  journey  back  to  Chicago  had  taken  in
subjective  time.  He  slept  through  part  of  it,  to  awaken  abruptly
with  Nicky's  sleeping  head  on  his  shoulder,  and  the  realization
that  Pilgrim  had  just  said  something  to  him  about  being  home.
Those  words  were  followed,  almost  instantly,  by  the  roar  of  a
mighty splash as the spaceship was engulfed in deep water.

"Twentieth  century,"  called  Pilgrim,  catching  his  eye  again.
"This  is  as  far  as  we  carry  passengers."  The  vessel  had  surfaced
again  by  now,  and  was  wallowing  like  a  ship  at  sea.  Stars  were
overhead; the horizon was darkly watery  in  three  directions,  and
in the fourth a familiar skyline was in sight. Scheffler realized that
Pilgrim had dropped them into the depths of Lake Michigan.

Pilgrim  was  now  opening  an  interior  bulkhead,  revealing
another  wonder  of  his  ship—a  timelock  door.  He  made
adjustments  and  announced  that  it  was  now  connected  with  the
timelock in Uncle Monty's apartment.

"Get moving, all of you. I shall miss you all. We are pressed for
time but consider that I bid you a fond farewell."

Willis,  Nicky  and  Scheffler  were  crowded  into  the  first
departing car along with a  great  number  of  Egyptians.  "Not  you,
Olivia,  my dear.  You go in  the  final  shipment.  I  expect  some  of
your friends will meet you in Chicago."



Scheffler  called  out  from amid  the  crush  at  the  far  end  of  the
timelock: "What date are we arriving on?"

"Don't worry. The spirits have done it all in one  night.  Or  very
nearly so. I beg of you,  Scheffler,  restrain  your  emotions,  do  not
allow yourself to be overpowered by your gratitude."

 

When the door of the timelock opened again it was  on  Gallery
Two once  more.  Scheffler  had  just  time  to  realize  that  the  room
was fall  of  Olivia's  police  before  some  painless  weapon  plucked
his nerves and sent him toppling into sleep.

 

TWENTY-THREE
"Why  do  you  want  to  know?"  asked  Scheffler.  "What  does  it

matter how many bathrooms there are in the apartment?"

Morgan—that  was  the  name  claimed  by  Olivia's  bass-voiced
assistant—answered only with  a  grunt,  and  with  a  stylus  made  a
small  notation  on  a  pad.  He  and  Scheffler  had  been  touring  the
place  together  this  morning,  taking  inventory  of  supplies  and
facilities for some purpose the policeman had not yet revealed.

"Olivia," Scheffler declared, "has already told  me that  I'm free
to get on about my business. How am I supposed  to  do  that  with
you still hanging around here?"

"Be out of your way shortly," Morgan grunted, unperturbed by
the  protest.  He  looked  into  another  bedroom and  tallied  another
note.  "Count  your  blessings.  "  To  Scheffler  it  sounded  as  if  he
were  trying  to  imitate  Pilgrim's  usually  jaunty  manner.  But
Scheffler did not  make  the  comparison  aloud;  right  now Pilgrim,
still  at  large,  was  an  extremely  sensitive  subject  with  these
people.

It  was  Saturday  morning,  the  day  after  the  general  return  to
Chicago.  Outside,  January  for  once  was  presenting  a  sky  so
balmy  as  to  be  almost  spring-like�the mess  on  the  streets  was
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melting, and with a little luck it might even melt away completely
before the next freeze came.

Only  a  few  people  were  in  the  apartment  as  Scheffler  and
Morgan  went  about  their  inventory.  Mrs.  White  had  left  a  neat
note  of  resignation  on  the  kitchen  counter,  weighted  with  her
household  keys  and  addressed  to  Scheffler,  directing  him  where
to  send  her  last  paycheck.  Exactly  what  had  caused  her  to  quit
just  now  after  so  many  years  he  did  not  know,  and  he  had  no
intention of asking.

Moments  after  their  arrival,  the  entire  contingent  of  Ancient
Egyptians  had  been  spirited  away  by  Olivia's  police.  Scheffler
was  not  expecting  to  see  any  of  them  again,  any  more  than  he
would  see  Uncle  Monty,  who  had  never  made  it  back  to  the
spaceship.  He  could  only  hope  that  the  Egyptians  would  be
resettled safely somewhere.

Willis Chapel, already provided by Olivia's efficient colleagues
with  suitable  nineteen-eighties  identification—birth  certificate,
Social  Security  file  and  so  on—was  sitting  in  the  study  this
morning, writing a new resume to go with his new identity. Willis
had  already  picked  out  a  new  name  for  himself  from  a  list
presented by Olivia. He hadn't, Scheffler felt sure, given up on his
yen  for  Nicky.  But  with  her  or  without  her  the  elder  Chapel
brother was ready to begin his re-entry into the twentieth-century
world of art and antiquities dealers and collectors.

Nicky was sitting in the library too, at a separate table, working
at  the  same exercise.  When  Scheffler  and  Morgan  looked  in  on
her  and  Willis,  she  glanced  up  and  her  gaze  lingered  on
Scheffler's. That was important, but he couldn't stay and talk  just
now. Morgan expected his company on the tour.

Becky  was  curled  on  a  chair  in  the  dining  room,  gazing
dreamily  out  the  window.  It  was  Saturday,  and  neither  she  nor
Scheffler had classes. He supposed that on Monday both of them
would be back in school, whatever else was going on.



She  looked  sad,  and  Scheffler  supposed  she  might  be
wondering  where  Pilgrim  was.  He  was  reasonably  sure  that  she
had  offered  to  accompany  the  wanderer;  but  Pilgrim  had
evidently  declined  her  offer.  Graciously,  no  doubt.  Becky  had,
however,  been  well  rewarded  by  Pilgrim  for  services  rendered,
and  so  far,  at  least,  Olivia's  people  had  not  taken  any  of  her
jewelry away.

Olivia  herself  was  in  the  apartment  this  morning,  along  with
one  or  two  additional  members  of  her  force.  Whatever  medical
attention  they  had  been  able  to  provide  for  the  policewoman  in
the few hours since her return had done wonders, and she looked
almost  normal.  Fortunately  she  had  been  able  and  willing  on
arrival to testify that  the  twentieth-century  people  brought  home
by Pilgrim deserved help and not prosecution.

Morgan's  note-taking  tour  was  moving  along  to  the  galleries
when  the  front  doorbell  chimed.  Scheffler  looked  at  the
policeman.  "I  would  suggest  you  answer  it,"  said  Morgan,
half-abstractedly, hardly raising his eyes from his notes.

When Scheffler opened the front door he immediately recoiled.
The  small  foyer  was  crowded  with  an  exotic  mob.  It  was  the
entire native population  of  Pilgrim's  pocket  universe,  nine-tenths
naked as usual and babbling all at once in exotic speech. But that
was not the biggest shock. In front of the mob,  in  the  position  of
leader  or  spokesman,  and  garbed  as  Scheffler  had  seen  him last,
stood  Uncle  Monty.  The  old  man's  face  looked  more  dead  than
alive, but he was breathing.

As soon  as  the  door  opened  the  throng  began  to  flow into  the
apartment, marveling loudly at what they saw.  The  crush  pushed
Uncle Monty to one side, and he in turn crowded  the  bewildered
Scheffler  back  into  a  corner  of  the  entrance  hall.  The  old  man
came alive a little, looking pale and haggard, baffled, helpless and
enraged.

When  the  whole  mob  was  inside,  Scheffler  closed  the  front
door  again.  Then  he  and  his  great-uncle  stood  confronting  each



other.

"What happened?" Scheffler asked.

"What  happened?  They  found  me  guilty."  The  voice  was
broken and dazed, that of a  man sentenced  to  a  firing  squad.  He
kept raising his hand to brush at the front of his  bedraggled  coat,
as if he felt compelled to wipe off something from his fingers.

"I thought you were dead."

"The  Devourer  had  me,"  Montgomery  said  tonelessly.  "But
there was a police ship in the Underworld by then, trying to chase
Pilgrim.  Coming  down  the  river  after  us.  They  sent  a  squad
ashore and pulled me out. If only they'd left me there I would  be
dead by now. They would have 'rescued' me anyway, the damned
do-gooders,  but  they  wanted  to  put  me  on  trial.  They  found  me
guilty."

"Guilty of what exactly?"

The  old  man  appeared  to  ignore  the  question.  "Twenty-seven
of them," he said, in his new uneven voice.

"How's that?"

"They're settling them on me. On me. Here. As if I… the rest of
the  sentence  suspended  on  condition  that  I  help  them…  Tom,
listen  to  me,  Tom?  You've  got  to  help."  Monty  looked  wildly
about. "Where's Willis? He's got to help me too!"

"Willis  and  I  don't  have  to  do  anything,"  Scheffler  was
beginning  wrathfully,  when  Nicky,  who  had  just  arrived  in  the
front  hall,  at  the  same  moment  asked  her  former  fiance:  "Help
you do what?"

"Twenty-seven  naked,  ridiculous,  stupid,  ignorant�none  of
them  even  know  how  to  use  a  flush  toilet  yet."  Uncle  Monty
bowed his head and cradled his face in all his fingers, so  that  the
last two words were muffled.

Then  he  looked  up.  "I  quote,  from  the  judge:  'Achieve  their
integration  into  twentieth-century  American  society,  where  their



offspring  will  probably  do  well.'  That  is  what  that  goddamned
court  of  Olivia's  has  ordered  me to  do.  House  them.  Feed  them.
Clothe them. Teach them English. All twenty-seven.  Teach  them
to use plumbing. Get them into schools. Get them jobs. I—"

"We  will  help  with  such  matters  as  immunizations  and
paperwork,"  said  Morgan  encouragingly  in  his  bass  voice.  "And
actually  the  dancer  Nekhem,  who  returned  here  an  hour  ago,
already  has  a  job,  I  understand.  At  some  amusement  facility
called Rush Street."

"They're  all  going  to  live  here?  In  the  apartment?"  Then
understanding  dawned  on  Scheffler.  The  tour.  Morgan  had
known about  the  sentence.  But  of  course  they  were  all  going  to
live  here,  for  the  time  being  anyway.  Hence  the  survey  of  the
space, the counting of the bathrooms.

"We will of course be dropping back," said Olivia, shoving  her
way gently  into  the  front  hall,  "from time to  time.  Just  to  check
up on your compliance with the orders of the court."

Montgomery buried his face in his hands again.

"I've heard," said  Scheffler,  "about  one  family  in  Chicago  that
includes  eleven  people  who  immigrated  from  mainland  China.
The head of it is a former missionary with a Chinese wife."

"Heroic," his great-uncle mumbled through his fingers. "Maybe
we  should  ask  them  how  to  make  it  work.  Tom.  Tom,  my  boy,
you've  got  to  help  me.  I'm an  old  man.  My  heart  will  give  out."
Montgomery raised pitiful eyes and held a hand up to his chest.

"Actually, as you  know very  well,  it  will  not,"  said  Olivia  in  a
cool voice. "Not physically." She turned  to  Scheffler.  "We  made
sure of his vital organs while he was  in  custody.  We  conditioned
him against suicide. He will endure for several years at least."

"Tom!" The old man's cry came from the depths.

Scheffler  drew  a  deep  breath.  "If  you  want  me  to  work  for
you—I don't come cheap."



From the corner of his eye he saw how Nicky smiled. "Neither
do I," she put in. "But  I  might  be  willing,  if  you  think  you  might
need help."

 

Another  hour  had  passed  before  the  police  were  gone,  and
Monty  could  take  Sihathor  aside  for  a  moment  in  the  library.
There Monty explained to the robber his theory about what must
have happened to the original of the abstracted gold.

"It  remains,  my  friend,  buried  inside  the  Great  Pyramid.  Up
near  the  top  somewhere.  And  no  one  really  believes  in  its
existence  except  those  who  have  good  reason  to  do  so.  It  will
take time, of course. But between us we ought to be able to find a
way to get that treasure out."

It  may  be,  thought  Olivia,  listening  over  her  system  of
concealed microphones,  that  the  stubborn  Khufu  is  going  to  get
the  last  laugh  after  all.  In  the  real  universe  most  of  his  gold,
along  with  his  jewel-bedecked  mummy,  is  somewhere  where  all
the clever  robbers  in  the  world,  or  in  several  worlds,  have  still
been unable after five thousand years to get their hands on it.


