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THE GREAT BELZONI
and THE GAIT OF ANUBIS
By John Balfour Hudson
(as edited by W. D. Gagliani)
Prologue
Cambridge 1960
It had been long and terrifying, watching our father die his torturously slow death, but on a quiet Wednesday morning in spring he waved us closer and gestured for our attention. With Nurse seated nearby, wiping the dark bloody discharge dribbling steadily from his nose, we huddled over his bedside, my siblings and I. His hoarse whisper barely reached us.
"Sarcophagus."
Fatigue from the effort to speak the syllables beaded his flaccid face. His eyes seemed to liquefy before us, no longer really his eyes at all. Then he stiffened, expiring with the quiet dignity of his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather, for whom he was named.
John Balfour Hudson.
Sarcophagus. That deathbed utterance, like the deathbed itself, haunted me many a day. I wondered to what crypt he had referred. What could be so important as to occupy his mind even as the final curtain fell before his eyes? Yes, my father's father, grandfather, and great-grandfather had indeed spent years in and around Egypt during their speckled military careers. These tales had been in our family as long as I could remember, though they seemed hazy and somehow mythical in nature, as if they'd never truly happened. I was not to understand the significance of his final word until the disposition of my father's considerable estate was well underway.
Toward the end of the long process of divesting ourselves of the many possessions accumulated by so many adventurer ancestors (not the least of which was a library packed with thousands of volumes on hundreds of topics), we undertook to inventory the contents of the attic. The family manse had undergone renovations on at least three occasions, but the attic had remained largely untouched. Indeed, it had been locked years before at my father's instructions, and so a locksmith was hired to secure our entrance to the chamber, in which lay stacked an endless series of crates. Surely it can be of no surprise that one of the crates, a long and solidly-built affair, contained a sarcophagus brilliant with gold and blue highlights which shone brightly under our lamps. After our local workmen had lugged the piece down to the now bare study, my siblings and I stood around it, awed, until my brother Jonathan finally dared take hold of the worn cover. I hastened to take the other end, while our sister Hannah awaited the riches we would find within. To our surprise, when we swung the elaborately carved cover out of the way, what captured our attention was a large number of numbered Canopic jars standing in close ranks, their godheads staring at us with tiny ruby eyes.
This was the legacy of which our father breathed his last to warn us? It cannot seem unduly disrespectful of us to have displayed our disappointment, and so we did -- until I consented to break the seal on the carved jar marked with the crude number "one." Inside reposed a tightly-rolled scroll secured with a brittle wax seal, and I removed from it what turned out to be the first of a long series of first-person accounts set down by our great-great-grandfather, Colonel John Balfour Hudson, before his knighthood was attained in 1855.
These accounts, of which this writing forms the introduction, speak eloquently for themselves: adventures great and small in faraway lands, in the company of a forceful companion and often facing incredible adversaries. Plans are to gather them together to form a unique volume, interest in which will surely provide our family with the legacy we sought when we set upon our quest to locate the sarcophagus our father had guarded so closely all these many years. Believe or disbelieve, dear reader (as my ancestor was wont to say), the choice will be yours.
From the Notebooks of John Hudson
June 1815
Arrival in Alexandria
It was a sea journey best left undescribed. That is, dear reader, undescribed in this manuscript. I have set forth even the accounts of our more eventless travels but within a separate diary in order to avoid making the reading of these accounts too heavy and onerous a task. Suffice to say that the Mediterranean has rarely been so capricious, and everyone in our expedition spent the majority of the journey miserably reclining on pest-ridden sickbeds.
Our arrival in Alexandria occasioned some rejoicing, until we learned from a crusty harbour pilot that the plague had grown in proportions once again, and so we sailed the four days on up the Nile delta to Cairo, a city which we knew would offer us less of the amenities a seaport such as Alexandria might offer, with its many European residents. We prayed for our countrymen on these foreign shores and set sail along the banks of the wide Nile.
I had been a bit of a knockabout since that Saracen blade had severed my right Achilles tendon even as I killed its wielder, who was not a Saracen, with one well-placed ball from my pistol. I'd been a King's Guard once, until they refused to continue paying my pension after that scrap in Scotland, and then I'd become a bit of a rogue and mercenary in various other scraps and diversions. But there was the remainder of the Spanish treasure, what portion of it which hadn't been returned to its watery grave, so I wouldn't be needing His Majesty's largesse for the rest of my life.
But it was adventure I sought, and it was adventure which brought me to the employ of one Giovanni Battista Belzoni (or G.B., as I'd often call him, to his great displeasure). The fact is, I saved his life once and that is why -- after he offered me travel and a steady diet of exotic foods and stomach pains and adventure -- he would never release me, though sorely tempted was he on occasion. His ego could not let him admit he had made a mistake with me, and so he turned a blind eye to my tendencies toward sarcasm.
Belzoni was a giant of a man, a bearded Paduan who had left his native land to seek his fortune in London, which was where I'd met him as he pranced around a stage billed as The Great Belzoni, the Patagonian Sampson, lifting a full dozen men with his arms and calling it the Human Pyramid. You see, even then he had his mind on Egypt and the riches we had only recently been made aware of by some previous explorers, many of them Italian as well, but some of them French and English.
This was where I'd saved his life, for his great size had stirred some sort of strength contest in a dank alley behind the Wells theater, and one of the thugs had managed to work his way around Belzoni with a dirk held high in one paw. Fortunately I'd become as skilled with a thrown cane as with a pistol, and the hooligan had gone home that night with a broken jaw and an eye he'd never use again. So great was Belzoni's gratefulness that he hired me on the spot as an assistant and sometime bodyguard. It was more than a week before I learned of his plans, you see, and by then I was attached to the big Mameluk (a name I would give him after we arrived in Egypt, but which suited him even then).
"Hudson," he said one night, his accent preventing the correct pronunciation and rendering me as 'Hoodson,' "this theater work is only until I save up enough to mount an expedition to Egypt, and today is the day I have the right amount." Belzoni spoke English rather better than has been chronicled. It was his ploy, appearing to lack vocabulary.
"This about that machine you want to build for the Pasha, or whatever?"
"Yes, Hudson, I can build my invention, the hydraulic water mover for the Bashaw, Mohamed Ali, who has commissioned it. And there may be some work for us as acquiring agents too, eh? Egypt is like a closed book for us here, but maybe we can open it."
"Well, I'm game," I replied, seeing as how adventure was lacking right then from my life, perhaps forever. "Double my salary."
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