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	How manifold it is, what thou hast made ... O sole god, like whom there is no other! Thou didst create the world according to thy desire, whilst thou wert alone: All men, cattle, and wild beasts ... When thou hast risen they live, when thou settest they die. 

		The great hymn to the aten

	Attributed to Neferkheperure waenre akhenaten

	Translation by John A. Wilson

	Oh Lord, how manifold are your works! In wisdom hast thou made them all: the earth is full of thy riches.

	Thou openest thine hands, they are filled with good. Thou hidest thy face, they are troubled: thou takest away their breath, they die, and return to their dust..

	Psalm 104 v. 24, 28-29

	King james version



	


  𓇶

PROLOGUE


	Nightfall 

	Seventh Day of the Month of Blossoming

	1248 BCE

	Near Mt. Nebo, Land of Moab

	THE NIGHT WIND tasted of rain and smelled of the resinous fragrance of cypress flowers. It blew through the scrubby grass beyond the taut black fabric of the tent, hinting at the promise of a rare spring storm. 

	In the dim lamplight, Kaleb sat beside the pallet where his master lay dying. A scrawny gray cat with black spots dozed at the wheezing old man’s feet. 

	The solid, powerful figure that Kaleb remembered was diminished, withered to stick-like proportions by age and illness. His face and head were clean-shaved, a habit Kaleb’s master had brought with him from the land of his youth. He had never broken it, even though the people of Kaleb’s tribe grew beards and had therefore found it strange. 

	Much about Kaleb’s master was strange. He spoke foreign tongues with easy fluency and stamped clay with clusters of lines and wedges that could be read by men in far-away lands. The old man had taught Kaleb the secret of that frozen language so that he, too, could stamp the clay when his master’s hands became too unsteady for the work. 

	The messages were sent to the emissaries of kings as Kaleb’s master searched for a land where his people could set up their tents without fear of the raids that might turn them into slaves once again. 

	Kaleb did not remember that time of subjugation, but he had heard the stories of how his forebears sweated and died as they cut limestone talatat bricks for the new city of a tall, long-faced pharaoh whose eyes glittered with the passion of a heretic. 

	The dying man before him had lived through those dark days. He had delivered Kaleb’s people from them by the grace of another pharaoh, one with a gentler heart… and with the help of the object of miraculous power that now leaned against the pole of the tent.

	Kaleb’s eyes drifted past the pallet to rest on that blessed object. The oddly shaped staff was just visible in the dim lamplight as it leaned beside the rest of the old man’s few belongings. 

	A simple bone comb rested on top of a neatly folded robe and a spare set of sandals. Stranger things lay within the woven reed baskets nearby—a golden amulet in the shape of a kohl-lined eye, an elaborate jeweled dagger, and a statue of a woman of astonishing grace and beauty, carved from the finest alabaster. 

	They were things from another world—one very far from the woven goat-hair tents and quietly grazing sheep of Kaleb’s people. 

	“You must take it.” 

	His master’s words rasped in his throat like sand across the rocks of the desert. The cat on the pallet lifted its head, blinking lazy green eyes. 

	“Master?” Kaleb startled, feeling an uncertain pang of guilt at the thought that the old man might have seen him looking at his possessions. 

	“The staff,” his master breathed with obvious effort. 

	As always, he used the word mattah instead of mish’enah—the term one might more likely apply to a walking stick. But then, the weapon of gleaming wood and tarnished bronze that seemed to gaze at Kaleb from the corner of the tent was clearly something more than a mere walking stick. 

	Kaleb had heard stories of its wonders—how it had called down bread from the sky when the people of his tribe were weak with hunger and punished Egypt with rains of frogs and storms of locusts. 

	They said that it had drowned an army in an impossible sweep of the sea. Turned daylight into a darkness that might never have ended. 

	“It is too dangerous,” the old man rasped. “It must be hidden.” 

	“But where am I to hide it?” Kaleb burst out as his chest tightened with fear. 

	His master’s head fell back against the pallet, weak with exhaustion. “Bring it back to her.” 

	“To whom?” Kaleb demanded. 

	The old man’s face tightened with pain—and the memory of an old rage. “They took her name,” he bit out harshly, though each word cost him dearly. “They tried to erase her from the memory of the world.” 

	A hand rose from the bed and clamped around Kaleb’s wrist, gripping him with a palpable echo of the immense power the man had once possessed. 

	“Do not let them,” Kaleb’s master croaked. 

	Breath whistled painfully in his chest. The silence of the tent settled around Kaleb like a yoke across his shoulders. 

	“I… I won’t. I promise,” Kaleb vowed uneasily. “But where will I find this woman of whom you speak?”

	“More… than a woman…” the old man wheezed. “So much more…” 

	Wind softly billowed the sides of the tent, making the flame of the oil lamp flicker. Shadows danced across the cloth like ghosts arranging themselves into a tableau—a noble figure in a high blue crown. A grieving wife. A frightened child. 

	The figure on the pallet seemed to sink, his spark of life guttering like a spent candle. 

	“Master?” Kaleb prompted as imminent grief and the fear of unfulfilled promises twisted inside his chest. 

	The gray cat darted away as the dying man drew in a hoarse, hollow breath and gave Kaleb’s wrist another squeeze. 

	“I will tell you,” declared the leader and deliverer of Kaleb’s people. “I will tell you all of it.” 

	⸻

	An hour later, the storm had passed. Kaleb stepped from the tent to see the early light of dawn streak through the sky, painting the plains of distant Ammon in streaks of gold. 

	He carried a cloth-wrapped bundle in his arms, holding it like something achingly fragile—or terribly dangerous. 

	His heart heavy with grief and purpose, Kaleb set off for Egypt. 

	 

	



  𓇶

One

	Mid-afternoon

	Thursday, June 9, 1898

	Cairo, Egypt

	The forecourt of the grand, modern Cairo railway station bustled with carriages, donkeys, street vendors, and the odd rattling, backfiring motorcar. The air rang with a mix of languages—English, French, Greek, and Masri, the Egyptian dialect of Arabic.

	Ellie Mallory hovered at the edge of the chaos, squinting over a sea of black headscarves, bright red fezzes, and the occasional bowler hat for any sign of the ride that should be waiting for her. 

	The air was hot. Golden sun shone down on her from a hazily cloudless sky. She adjusted the brim of her straw boater hat to shield her eyes, grateful that she was dressed sensibly in a white blouse and practical tan waistcoat over her olive-hued summer skirt. 

	A stray cat lounged in the shade by her worn leather boots, as did a small brown valise. The bag was the same one that Ellie had carried with her when she had made a precipitous departure from London two months before. It was mostly stuffed with exactly the same rushed and somewhat random collection of belongings. 

	Between dodging nefarious antiquities thieves, discovering a lost civilization in the unexplored wilds of British Honduras, and then fleeing the colony after she’d inadvertently dropped said civilization into a sinkhole, she hadn’t exactly found the time to update her traveling gear. 

	It had been a rather busy few weeks. 

	The circumstances that had brought her from British Honduras to Cairo were… unanticipated, to say the least, but Ellie still thrilled at the notion that the ancient, storied earth of Egypt lay beneath her boots. Towering date palms lined the canal that lay between the railroad station and the city’s weathered medieval walls. From her current vantage, Ellie had an excellent view of the famous gate of Bab El Had. Its round, crenelated towers and arrow-slit windows dated back to the time of the Crusades. Beyond it rose the tightly clustered rooftops of Cairo proper, pierced by the elegant needles of the minarets from which the city’s muezzins issued the five daily calls to prayer. 

	Within the city, Ellie would find the famous mosque and university of Al-Azhar, home to one of the oldest libraries in the world. On the far side of the Nile stood the pyramids of Giza along with the current home of the Egyptian Museum, which was stuffed with the most fascinating and important artifacts of the Ancient Egyptian civilization. 

	The City of the Dead. The palaces of the Fatamid caliphs. Ellie inwardly buzzed with the desire to explore it all, filling in the gaps in her knowledge of both Medieval Islamic culture and the ancient world. 

	And she would, she promised herself… just as soon as she stopped a pair of dastardly villains—the sweaty, self-important Professor Dawson and his menacing handler, Mr. Jacobs. 

	Ellie knew that both Dawson and Jacobs had survived the somewhat explosive conclusion of her adventures in British Honduras. She had seen them picking their way along a precarious mountainside as she and Adam made their escape from the cataclysm. 

	Thanks to Adam’s snooping when they were Jacobs’ captives, Ellie also knew where the two ne’er-do-wells had planned to go next—to Egypt, to seek yet another historic object with legendary powers… one that sounded even more dangerous than the dark force that she had encountered in the caves beneath the lost city of Tulan. 

	The impact of that encounter, and of her other experiences in British Honduras, continued to linger. Ordinary mirrors now made her feel uneasy—though she recognized that to be an entirely irrational response, as they were innocuous and useful pieces of household furnishing that would under no circumstances begin to whisper haunting and dangerous things to her. Though her bruises had faded, her guilt about the fate of the legendary civilization that she had discovered and then destroyed was still strong enough to tighten her throat. 

	Then there were her memories of that other Tulan—the living, breathing city that she had never seen, but which still somehow lurked inside of her brain as though impossibly planted there in the matter of an instant. 

	Ellie couldn’t draw upon that vast well of knowledge at will. If she had been able to, she might at least have tried to write some of it down—for all the good that would do in the complete absence of any surviving physical proof of the city’s existence. She had only little bits and pieces that popped into her mind by way of some bizarre association, like looking at the pattern on a scarf in Jamaica and thinking, yes, that’s rather like the ladies of Tulan used to do it. Or when she tracked the flight of a falcon and found herself calculating auguries using the methods of a civilization that had died two hundred years before she was born. 

	Those fragments were as frustrating as they were tantalizing. She was the last living resource on a people and a way of life that had shaped the Mesoamerican world… and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it. 

	Now it looked as though she was going to have to do it all again here in Egypt. Ellie couldn’t possibly allow another powerful arcanum to fall into Dawson and Jacobs’ clutches—or those of whatever organization had hired them. 

	She knew next to nothing about who pulled the two villains’ strings, but any group that would hire a man as ruthless as Jacobs to do their work for them certainly couldn’t be trusted with the artifact they sought here in Egypt—namely the Staff of Moses, the Biblical relic with the power to turn water to blood and sink the world into an eternal night. 

	Never mind the plagues of locusts. 

	Ellie had raced from British Honduras with barely a stop to pick up her valise. She didn’t see how Dawson and Jacobs could possibly have gotten a lead on her—but she had also learned the danger of underestimating the resources at their disposal. She had been on guard for their reappearance from the moment she stepped off the boat in Alexandria. It wasn’t a question of whether Dawson and Jacobs would turn up—but when. 

	Ellie’s only advantage lay in surprise. Dawson and Jacobs had no reason to suspect that she and Adam knew where they were headed next. 

	That was good—because to defeat them, she was going to need every edge she could scrape together. 

	“Nice hotel?” 

	The voice chirped up from beside her with startling volume. Ellie jolted as she looked around for the speaker—and then down. 

	The words had come from a boy of around eight who stood roughly the height of Ellie’s shoulder, dressed in a skullcap and a galabeya with a tattered hem. His dark hair fell over his eyes, which fixed on her with an intimidating determination. 

	“Bag carrier? Donkey ride?” the boy pressed forcefully. 

	“No, thank you,” Ellie replied. 

	“Pyramid tour? Dancing girls?” the boy tried. 

	“Dancing girls!” Ellie narrowed her eyes in disapproval. 

	The boy glared right back at her. “For your gentleman,” he pressed. 

	Ellie stiffened. “I am sure I don’t know what you mean.” 

	The boy pointed to the valise at her feet. “That bag is yours,” he said confidently. He shifted his finger to jab at the bag that slouched beside it—a battered, stained canvas rucksack. “That bag is not.” 

	The stray cat by the two pieces of baggage rolled over, stretching out luxuriantly to expose its white and orange belly. 

	“How do you know?” Ellie challenged crossly. 

	“It smells like old donkey,” the boy returned authoritatively. “If you carry it, you smell like the donkey too.” 

	Ellie had to admire the perspicacity of his deduction. The truth was, the bag’s owner was occasionally capable of smelling a little… well, less than perfectly fresh. He had freely admitted as much on more than one occasion, including a memorable morning where he had remedied the situation by cannon-balling into Ellie’s bathing area. 

	She found herself vividly recalling a splash of water, an excess of bare male skin, and an irrepressible grin. 

	Trust me, Princess. You’ll be glad I did this.

	The memory brought a telling flush to her cheeks. 

	“That one belongs to my… traveling companion,” she conceded.

	“Aywa.” The boy crossed his arms over his chest. “I ask him.” 

	Ellie’s jaw dropped slightly at the child’s sheer audacity, but her frustration was offset by a grudging note of respect. The little monster was nothing if not determined. 

	She readied herself to give him a stern talking-to about reinforcing patriarchal notions of a woman’s subservience to whatever man might happen to be a member of her party. Before she could begin, a call from the milling crowd of animals and travelers nearby caught her ear as one of the vendors switched from rapid Masri to simple, practiced English.

	“Authentic artifacts! Ancient treasures! Best Egyptian souvenir!”

	Ellie’s gaze locked unerringly on a burly figure with a great black beard and a striped galabeya. The gentleman stood beside a bored-looking donkey tied to a wheeled display, which was thickly packed with trinkets. 

	“On second thought,” Ellie said, “why don’t you watch my bags for a moment?” 

	She plucked a pair of silver milliemes from her pocket and tossed them to the boy, who caught them deftly. He promptly took up an intimidating pose over the battered valise and slightly smelly rucksack, the unbothered cat lounging at his feet. 

	Her belongings secured, Ellie pushed through the shifting bodies to the hawker, where she cast an assessing gaze over the assembled objects that lined his cart. Her attention snagged on a row of identical statuettes roughly six inches in height, crafted from a softly gleaming blue ceramic. 

	“Salâmu ʿalaykum, Sitt el Kol,” the large fellow said as he noticed Ellie’s presence. “You want very fine Egyptian artifact? Take home with you? These are very nice.” He picked up one of the figurines and held it out for her inspection. A gold tooth winked from within his grin. 

	The little statues had all the appearance of being shabtis—representations of servants and courtiers that were meant to offer service to the Ancient Egyptian dead during their afterlives. Shabtis were depicted in the form of mummies, with crossed arms holding the crook and flail of Osiris and bodies covered in hieroglyphic inscriptions. 

	They were found in great numbers in tombs dating from the New Kingdom to the Ptolemaic period. Ellie had previously studied several specimens that had found their way to England. The small blue statue that the hawker held in his hand looked like a perfectly reasonable example of the type. 

	“Authentic Ancient Egyptian,” he said proudly, offering the figure to her.

	“I should certainly hope not,” Ellie retorted. 

	At Ellie’s words, the vendor’s face blanked. 

	“Because selling Ancient Egyptian objects is, of course, illegal.” Ellie paused, her mouth creasing into a frown. “Unless one is the director of the Antiquities Service of Egypt, of course, in which case one may pick any artifacts that one deems extraneous and offer them up for sale like a common street hawker.” She caught herself as she glanced up at the common street hawker in front of her. “No offense intended, of course.” 

	“Sitt?” the hawker said. 

	“It is only that no respectable gentleman can claim to be rigorously upholding his responsibility to preserve Egypt’s ancient heritage while at the same time offering mummy pieces and amulets for sale like a Portobello Road pawnbroker!” Ellie continued pointedly.

	Ellie had strong feelings about the Service des Antiquités d'Egypte. For one thing, it wasn’t Egyptian at all. The department was directed by a bespectacled Frenchman and run under the auspices of the British Consul General—the English civil servant who had been ruling the country in everything but name for the last fifteen years. 

	The Antiquities Service claimed half of all the artifacts excavated in Egypt, allowing the rest to be carted back to whatever country the archaeologist—or the wealthy fellows who funded him—happened to hail from. 

	But even the relics retained by Egypt weren’t safe. The director of the Antiquities Service was also empowered to declare artifacts ‘duplicates’ of others in the collection, in which case they were put on sale in a designated room within the museum, where they might be bought as trinkets by any tourist who happened to pass through. 

	Like most aspects of Britain’s unofficial rule in Egypt, the system was designed to benefit privileged Europeans and Americans at the cost of the Egyptians—who likely had a thing or two to say about which parts of their heritage ought to be hawked off to the highest bidder.  

	Ellie plucked the shabti from the vendor’s hands and gave it a careful examination. 

	“It appears to be made from blue faience—a commonly used material for such objects,” she explained to a white-haired Turkish gentleman who had stopped beside her. 

	At her words, the gentleman cast an uneasy look up at the looming, narrow-eyed vendor, and then fled. 

	“The figure is in a traditional Osirian pose with crossed arms, tripartite wig, and false beard,” Ellie continued. “All typical for a New Kingdom funeral shabti. The faience also exhibits the patina one would expect for an artifact of this age.” 

	A crowd had gathered around Ellie, looking with nervous interest from her to the glowering street hawker. Ignoring her onlookers, Ellie flipped the shabti over for a peek under its feet. Her examination was interrupted by the cry of a familiar voice. 

	“There you are!”

	Ellie turned to see a lacy peach parasol barreling through the crowd. The sunshade tilted back as it reached the souvenir cart, revealing the smiling face of Constance Tyrrell. 

	Ellie’s childhood best friend barely topped five feet in height, her petite figure currently shown off by an elegantly tailored summer dress in the same rosy hue as her parasol. Her rich black hair was pinned up under an expansive hat flush with soft feathers, while the white arc of her smile contrasted prettily with her warmly brown complexion. 

	Behind her, a motorcar beeped an irritated horn at a well-appointed carriage bearing Constance’s family crest, the door of which hung open. 

	“Eleanora!” Constance squealed happily as she threw her arms around Ellie. A pair of bystanders ducked back to avoid the sweep of her parasol. “But what are you doing here? How on earth have you come to be in Egypt? And why am I only hearing about it in a telegram reading ‘Arrived Alexandria. Three-ten train to Cairo. Transport appreciated.’” 

	“They charge by the word,” Ellie countered reasonably as she frowned at the tiny lines of painted hieroglyphs on the base of the shabti. 

	Ellie had known Constance since they were schoolgirls. Their paths had parted after that, as Ellie fought her way into university and Constance was shipped to finishing school to be polished up for a future husband. She had so far managed to avoid acquiring one, shaking off all the would-be suitors that her well-meaning parents threw at her. 

	When Ellie had last seen Constance two months before, she had been packing for the family’s move to Egypt, where her father, Sir Robert, served as the new Comptroller General charged with auditing the budgets and economic policies put together by the country’s British administrators. 

	As Sir Robert was cheerfully, obliviously, painstakingly good at his job, it would undoubtedly make him a burr in the side of any government officials who hoped to rig the books in their own favor.

	 Constance had always been eagerly willing to assist in any adventures that might involve trespassing, fisticuffs, or a bit of light burglary. Ellie’s current race against Professor Dawson and Mr. Jacobs would most likely entail all of the above, making Constance a useful ally. 

	“As to what I am doing—at the moment, I am trying to determine whether this fellow is attempting to sell me a genuine New Kingdom funeral shabti, which would be a blatant violation of Egyptian law.” Ellie flashed the looming vendor a disapproving glare. 

	“Are you quite certain that’s a good idea?” Constance craned her neck back to give the large fellow an assessing look. 

	“Now let me see,” Ellie continued, returning her attention to the shabti. “The figure is inscribed with an excerpt from Chapter Six of the Book of the Dead, as one would expect. And then there is a nice little spell that empowers Paw-er—that would be the name of the servant this shabti is meant to represent—to do all the necessary works for his master in the Beyond.” 

	A pair of women nearby whispered behind their face veils, casting a nervous look at the increasingly red-faced hawker before hurrying away through a growing crowd. Ellie paid them only half a mind as she plucked up another shabti from the line of solemn-faced figures in the vendor’s cart. 

	“Let’s see.” She twisted the second figure in her hand and raised an eyebrow. “This one is Paw-er as well. Our Paw-er really gets around, doesn’t he?”

	The hawker’s jaw twitched. 

	“I knew I should have come armed,” Constance sighed, snapping closed her parasol. 

	Back at the carriage, the motorcar blared its irritated horn a second time. In response, a long figure ducked through the carriage door and unfolded to a substantial height. 

	The imposingly tall fellow was dressed in an excellently tailored French linen suit with a crisp black bow tie and an elegant silk pocket square. A dapper red fez topped his close-cropped hair. The appearance of unimpeachable respectability was only slightly offset by the three deliberate horizontal scars that marked his mahogany cheeks. 

	He tugged on the ends of his jacket as he straightened, setting his suit back into perfect order, and then strode purposefully toward them with an air of resigned exasperation, seemingly oblivious to the crowd that parted around him like a shoal of fish. 

	Ellie stared up at the newcomer in surprise, the shabtis in her hands momentarily forgotten. 

	“Oh—Hello, Mr. Mahjoud,” Constance said cheerfully. “Ellie, this is Aai’s dragoman, whom she insists accompany me when I am out in the city to make sure I don’t run into any trouble.”

	Ellie was familiar with the Turkish term, dragoman, which referred to a general guide, translator, and facilitator for foreign travel. It did not surprise her that Constance’s grandmother would assign someone in that position to herd Constance about. The noble lady in question gave her granddaughter a longer leash than most grandmothers might, but she was still an extremely practical sort of person. 

	“I might even succeed in keeping you from running into trouble,” Mr. Mahjoud declared in precise English, “if you refrained from leaping out of moving carriages.”

	“It wasn’t moving very fast,” Constance pointed out before returning her attention to Ellie. “Mr. Mahjoud is from the Sudan, where I have heard all the boys are raised fighting with lances and swords on horseback.” 

	Constance shot Mr. Mahjoud a challenging look as though daring him to either confirm or deny the assertion. 

	Mr. Mahjoud raised a disdainful eyebrow. 

	“Miss Eleanora Mallory. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” Ellie went to extend a hand to the dragoman and realized that she still held a shabti in it. 

	“Charmed,” Mr. Mahjoud replied flatly. He shifted an assessing gaze to the glowering vendor. “And were we hoping to start a riot?” 

	“Oh, don’t be dramatic,” Constance scolded. 

	Ellie glanced back at the figurine in her hand. “Oh! But they are numbered! I had heard that many sets of funerary shabtis came in sequences.” She looked closer. “This one is seven of forty-six. And this one…” She flipped over the statue in her other hand and squinted down at the tiny characters painted into the glaze by its feet. “This one is also seven of forty-six!” She waved the figurine playfully at the simmering hawker. “Why, you very nearly had me! These are excellent reproductions. Really, I don’t know why you are misrepresenting them as originals. You ought to simply promote them as very high quality copies. I am sure that you would find even more customers eager to purchase them as souvenirs if they knew that in doing so, they were not removing part of Egypt’s cultural heritage from her borders without permission.” 

	“Somehow I doubt that,” Constance cut in dryly. She plucked the two shabtis from Ellie’s hands and thrust them at the vendor, who fumblingly managed to catch them. “Thank you. Excellent work. Best of luck to you.”

	With the shabtis disposed of, Constance hooked Ellie by her elbow and unceremoniously hauled her away from the cart with a strength that belied her diminutive size. 

	Mr. Mahjoud gave a deliberately audible sigh of relief as he followed after them, his long legs needing only a stroll to keep up. 

	“Now that we’ve settled the matter of those dolls—” Constance began. 

	“Dolls!” Ellie protested, stiffening. “Egyptian funerary shabtis, authentic or otherwise, can hardly be categorized as—”

	“—it is high time that you explained what you are doing here in Egypt!” 

	Constance steered Ellie to the edge of the pavement. They stopped near the boy who still stood over Ellie’s bags. He had been watching her exchange with the hawker with morbid interest. 

	The orange-and-white cat looked less horrified, calmly cleaning an extended leg.

	“…and what happened with that dastardly Mr. Jacobs and your map!” Constance continued relentlessly. “Did you find your lost city? Was it full of ghosts and hidden occult treasure?”

	“Ha ha ha,” Ellie laughed uncomfortably. “You are quite letting your imagination run away with you, Connie.” She deliberately shifted her attention to the boy. “Here’s another millieme for you, young man, and I think we can quite manage for ourselves now.” 

	The boy took the coin and gave it a brief inspection. He cast an appraising look up—and up—at Mr. Mahjoud, who glanced down his nose at the child with a disapproving frown. 

	The coin disappeared into a ragged pocket. “Salâm bye-bye.” The boy scampered off into the crowd. 

	“Now that’s settled,” Mr. Mahjoud cut in, “might we return to the carriage as soon as we have collected your…” 

	Mr. Mahjoud’s gaze moved to the luggage by Ellie’s boots. It halted on the smellier of the two pieces, and his expression shifted to one of quiet horror. 

	“You will catch me up on everything that has happened,” Constance pressed Ellie darkly. “But don’t tell me that you really came all this way on your own!”

	“I suppose one might…” Ellie began, flashing an involuntary and guilty look at the slightly malodorous rucksack still resting by her valise. “That is to say, I have not been entirely—” 

	“Hey Princess!” a boldly masculine voice called out from across the crowd. “How about some camels?” 

	Ellie turned at the sound. Beside her, Constance’s eyes widened. 

	Adam Bates pushed through the shifting mass of bodies. He was still wearing a coat over his braces and shirtsleeves—which was a small miracle in itself, as Adam was not very good at keeping coats on… or shirts, for that matter. In a somewhat less respectable twist, he had pushed up the sleeves to expose his well-muscled forearms. His sun-kissed blond hair peeked out from under a battered, flat-brimmed fedora that Ellie had watched him yank out from under his bed two weeks before. His wide grin and piercing blue eyes contrasted with his deeply tanned skin. 

	Ellie’s pulse automatically and inconveniently kicked up at the sight—just as it had insisted on doing for the better part of the last month and a half. 

	Familiarity, in the case of Adam Bates, had not bred contempt. In fact, it seemed to be doing the opposite, and over the course of their two-week voyage from British Honduras to Egypt, Ellie had come very close to doing things with him that would make their torrid embrace in a cenote in the tropical wilderness look like a church society dinner. 

	The memory of those stolen and entirely inappropriate encounters on the boat to Egypt flared to life inside her mind. She closed her hands into fists. It felt like the only reliable way to make sure that she did not reach out and run them over Adam’s remarkable pectorals.

	She should not be putting her hands on pectorals—or any other part of Adam Bates, for that matter. Not when their situation remained decidedly… complicated. 

	“Who… is… that?” Constance demanded in a low voice. 

	“That is my… er… traveling companion, Mr. Bates,” Ellie replied. 

	“Delightful,” Mr. Mahjoud said in a tone that sounded distinctly unenthusiastic. 

	“He is an old college friend of Neil’s,” Ellie added hopefully—as though the fact might make her situation slightly less awkward.

	"Is he?" Constance returned flatly as her eyes roved appreciatively over Adam’s figure. They hitched on the eighteen-inch sheath strapped to his belt. “Your brother'scollege friend appears to be wearing a sword.” 

	Mr. Mahjoud scoffed. Ellie glanced back at him in surprise. By the sound, one might almost have thought that the neatly dressed fellow was both familiar with swords and accustomed to ones larger than Adam’s blade.  

	“It’s a machete, actually,” Ellie weakly corrected her. “It’s very… useful.” 

	Constance fixed Ellie with an alarmingly focused gaze. “And what uses have you found for the rest of it?”

	Ellie clamped her mouth shut even as her cheeks flared with heat. 

	Constance’s eyes narrowed to a dangerously knowing glare. “You have a great deal of explaining to do, Eleanora Mallory.”

	Ellie was saved from further interrogation by Adam’s arrival as he popped through the press of rail travelers. 

	“He said we can have them for a week for a reduced rate.” Adam pointed through the crowd to where Ellie could now see a wizened old man holding a pair of enormous dromedaries by their leads. 

	“How nice,” Ellie said weakly. 

	Adam turned to her petite companion. “You must be Constance. I’ve heard all about you.” 

	“And I have clearly not heard enough about you, which I hope will be remedied shortly.” Constance flashed Ellie a dagger-pointed look before returning her attention to Adam. She assessed the firm curves of his biceps like an art scholar might a Greek statue. 

	Adam extended his hand to Mr. Mahjoud. “I’m Adam.”

	The hand was work-roughened, the palm of it crossed by the still-red line of a recent cut. The wound was accented by a frankly uneven row of pinpricks from a line of stitches that had only recently been removed. 

	Ellie felt just a little bad about those pinpricks. Then again, she had never been exceptionally handy with a needle. 

	Mr. Mahjoud eyed the hand skeptically as though worried that it might smell like the bag beside his flawlessly polished shoes. He finally accepted it with an air of resignation. “Abubakr Osman Mahjoud.” 

	Adam bent down and gave the stray cat a rub between its orange ears as though loath to leave it out of the introductions. “Hi Kitty.” 

	Ellie hurried to regain control over the situation. 

	“Constance, I am afraid that I have not come to Egypt purely for social reasons,” she announced. “Mr. Bates and I do hope to impose upon your hospitality for the evening, but we must arrange travel to my brother’s excavation at Saqqara at the first opportunity. It is imperative that I speak to Neil as soon as possible.” 

	Thanks to Adam’s snoop through Professor Dawson’s notebook, Ellie had deduced that he and Mr. Jacobs had an interest in her stepbrother’s dig… and yet, it was not the thought of convincing her brother of the threat posed by those two villains that left her nerves feeling rattled. She was rather more intimidated by the prospect of informing Dr. Neil Fairfax that she had spent the last six weeks traveling across half the world in the sole company of his best friend—a man who had once convinced Neil to put a stuffed emu on top of the King’s College Chapel.

	For a good portion of the voyage to Egypt, Ellie had puzzled over how to explain her connection to Adam in a way that would not send her brother into hysterics. But how could she—when she wasn’t at all certain of the nature of their relationship herself?

	“We can take the morning train to Saqqara,” Constance declared. “That will get us there before lunch.” 

	Adam flashed a disappointed look back at the old man with the camels, one of which promptly spat onto the pavement. 

	“It will give us a little time to catch up,” Constance finished—and shifted a pointed look to where Adam gazed longingly back at the dromedaries. 

	Ellie swallowed thickly and wondered just how much more complicated things were about to become. 

	“Shall we, then?” Constance prompted, flashing Ellie a smile as threatening as a knife blade. 

	 

	


   𓇶

Two

	As they rode through the streets of Cairo, Adam Bates found himself squished onto the carriage bench next to Constance’s extremely well-dressed bodyguard. Mr. Mahjoud managed to look both fussy and intimidating at the same time. The man was tall enough that Adam actually had to look up a bit to meet his eyes, which was pretty unusual for someone of his own not-insubstantial size. Couple that with Mr. Mahjoud’s air of pained disapproval, and Adam felt like he was back at Cambridge telling his tutor that he had once again accidentally set his exams on fire. 

	On the other side of the carriage, Ellie sat with her face plastered to the open window. Her eyes were wide, drinking up every bit of the city that she could see through streets crowded with donkeys, horses, carts, and other conveyances. She was probably picking out the respective ages and architectural styles of every building they passed. Adam would likely hear all about it the next time they had a quiet minute together, unless they got… distracted. 

	Then other things would happen. Things Adam definitely wasn’t supposed to be doing with the sister of his best friend. 

	That he hadn’t done even more of those things was entirely due to the fact that he and Ellie had barely had a moment alone together since they left the Cayo District. 

	After collecting their bags from the hotel Adam called home, he’d hitched them a ride on a fishing boat from Belize Town to Jamaica, where they slept out on the open deck with the captain and his eleven-year-old nephew. It’d rained the whole time. Adam put that down to the fact that it had been his first time on a boat since Ellie had tossed his lucky rock into a waterfall. 

	He supposed he ought to be grateful the drizzle hadn’t turned into a hurricane.

	On the steamer from Kingston to Alexandria, they’d stayed in separate cabins. Adam had shared his with a pair of German engineers who spent the whole trip arguing about struts. Ellie had been paired up with an elderly widow who’d gone to the islands to alleviate her rheumatism.

	Adam now knew more about steel alloys than he had ever wanted, but he counted himself lucky, missing rock notwithstanding… because the minute Adam did find himself alone with Ellie, pure and unadulterated lust took over his brain. 

	When he’d run into her in the empty hallway outside his room on the boat to Egypt, he’d just stopped to ask her if she wanted to try playing some deck skittles—and before he knew what was happening, he had her up against the wall with his hands on… well, things he definitely wasn’t supposed to have his hands on. They’d only barely disentangled themselves before the Germans turned the corner, shouting at each other about wind shear. 

	Then there had been that little incident in Ellie’s stateroom. Adam had poked his head in to let her know it was time for lunch, since she had a habit of forgetting about things like the fact that food was a requirement for survival once she started scribbling in her notebook. Only he had happened to notice that Ellie’s elderly roommate was sound asleep on her bunk, snoring lightly and evenly. 

	Somehow, Adam found himself taking a step inside the room as the door fell quietly shut behind him. Ellie rose from her desk, eyeing him like a starving man might look at a hunk of steak… and then he was kissing her furiously and silently in the middle of the stateroom with an old lady dozing two steps away. 

	Ellie had her fingers in his hair, tugging and tangling there as she devoured his bottom lip. Adam’s hands gripped her hips, kneading the firm, smooth flesh he could feel through the fabric of her skirt. He didn’t even realize he was pushing her backwards until she bumped up against the desk. 

	The resulting friction sent a bolt of explosive, mind-numbing pleasure shooting up into Adam’s brain—and also knocked over Ellie’s ink bottle. It had thankfully been capped, but it still rolled off the desk and onto the floor. 

	The bottle landed with a sharp little bang. The old lady snorted, smacking her lips as she stirred. Adam froze… with his waist between Ellie’s thighs, his tongue in her mouth, and his hands on her rear end. 

	Which was not a position one ought to stay frozen in. 

	He jumped back, putting a shred of respectable distance between them. The roommate rolled over, drawing in another snorting breath before she went quiet again… at which point, part of Adam’s brain had evilly suggested that he should go right back to what he’d been doing. 

	He resisted it, dragging his eyes from Ellie’s heaving, flushed neckline. 

	“Lunch,” he whispered hoarsely and fled from the room. 

	Neil was going to kill him. 

	Adam hadn’t seen Ellie’s stepbrother in person since their time together at Cambridge—but Neil was still one of his closest friends. They’d been exchanging letters every two weeks for years now. Neil’s were pages stuffed with details about his studies, pet theories, job prospects, what he had for breakfast… 

	Adam’s were shorter. He wasn’t much of a wordsmith, if the words weren’t coming out of his mouth. Adam’s letters usually read something along the lines of weather’s fine & tried some tapir jerky, or tripped on a mudslide but I found a lucky rock.

	Neil hadn’t minded. Neil had never minded Adam being… well, Adam. 

	Neil was definitely going to mind Adam being Adam when it came to his baby stepsister. He was really going to get his socks in a twist over the fact that Ellie and Adam had spent a solid week alone together in the wilderness of British Honduras. 

	As for what they’d gotten up to in the hall, or on the desk, or in that cenote back in Tulan…

	Adam felt awful about all of it. There was a right way of going about this sort of business—and it wasn’t throwing Ellie up against a wall while he nibbled her earlobe every time they found themselves alone together. 

	He wasn’t precisely sure what the right way would have looked like, given Ellie’s opposition to the whole notion of marriage… but it definitely involved coming clean to her brother and refraining from taking further liberties with her person until they’d sorted everything out. 

	Which he’d so far utterly failed to do. 

	He could almost hear his father’s voice in his head. 

	It’s not just that you’re lazy. It’s that you don’t think about the consequences. 

	The memory of those words—and of George Bates’s tired, disdainful expression—cut at Adam like a knife. 

	You can’t cruise through the world on a whim and call that being a man.

	He’d spent the last decade telling himself that he wasn’t the person his father had always accused him of being—irresponsible, self-indulgent, undisciplined. But everything he’d been doing with Ellie seemed to fall right into those categories, and it left him burning with shame. 

	He had to make it right. Since he couldn’t do that by dragging her to the nearest altar, he was going to have to talk to her—like a reasonable, responsible adult—and let her know he was sorry and that it wouldn’t happen again. 

	Adam would do just that as soon as he got a chance… which wasn’t now, as he rode through Cairo in a stuffy carriage, sandwiched between the door and the exasperated dragoman. 

	Instead, Adam found his gaze drifting down to the place where Ellie’s thigh pushed against the light fabric of her skirt as she sat across from him. 

	He could easily have picked up her ankle, set it on his lap, and pushed that practical green twill up to expose one of her nicely-shaped calves… 

	Adam stifled a groan, dropping his head back against the seat as he fought to push the notion of Ellie’s calves out of his head… and realized that Ellie’s friend was staring at him. 

	Constance Tyrrell reminded him of one of those small, well-bred dogs that were fully capable of hamstringing you if you crossed them. The look she gave Adam left him certain that the woman wouldn’t rest until she had squeezed every last bit of dirt out of Ellie about their travels together over the last six weeks. 

	The prospect made Adam feel distinctly nervous. 

	The carriage rolled to a stop. Mr. Mahjoud held the door for the ladies, Adam following behind them. 

	They stood on a narrow street fronted by tall featureless houses. Any windows that Adam could see were relatively small and completely veiled by elaborately carved wooden screens, which allowed no view of the interior. It made the area’s wealth seem fairly subtle until you noticed the polished brass lanterns and elegant stained glass accents by the doors. 

	Constance led them inside, and the impression of plainness vanished. Adam found himself in a luxurious entryway lined with beautifully carved panels and a richly tiled floor.

	More importantly, he could smell something cooking. His stomach rumbled in appreciative anticipation. 

	“I will see about arranging rooms for the… unexpected addition to our party,” Mr. Mahjoud declared with a pointed look at Adam and an air of long-suffering endurance. “You will find Lady Sabita in the courtyard.” 

	“Thank you, Mr. Mahjoud.” Constance tugged off her gloves and hat. She thrust both of them at the dragoman, who caught them with a grimace and immediately passed them to a small, stout Egyptian servant who waited beside him. Then she hooked a hand through Ellie’s arm and hauled her forward, leaving Adam to follow. 

	Around a sharp turn and a short passage, Adam stepped into a courtyard that felt like an oasis hidden within the heart of the city. The space was roughly square, framed on all sides by the three high stories of the house, which were lined with balconies and more of those elegantly carved wooden screens. The building blocked out any noise that might have clattered in from the street. All Adam could hear was the tinkling of an elegant fountain and the quiet chittering of birds.

	That, and the grating bray of an Englishman laughing. 

	“Oh drat,” Constance muttered as she glared over at a wrought-iron table where three people reclined in obvious leisure. 

	The first was a woman who looked a little shy of fifty, her dark hair marked by an elegant streak of silver. The resemblance between her and the petite hellion beside Adam was obvious, marking her as Constance’s mother. Beside her sat an older lady with similar features and a darker complexion. She was wrapped in a stunning rose-hued Tussar silk sari embroidered with tiny birds, her neck dripping with jewels. 

	The source of the donkey-like chortle was a pale-skinned guy about Adam’s age with a blond mustache and an expensive summer suit. The Mustache rose as they entered, his gaze snapping immediately to Constance. It stuck there with a look of fawning appreciation as he sketched a courtly bow. 

	“Miss Tyrrell!” he exclaimed. “And here I was beginning to fear that I might miss you entirely!”

	If the custom-tailored trousers hadn’t already led Adam to peg the stranger as an aristocrat, the ‘good show, old sport’ accent would definitely have given him up. 

	Adam suppressed a sigh and hoped that fancy-trousers wasn’t going to do something that would make him want to throw the guy into the fountain. It wasn’t that he minded treating some entitled prat to a dunk—after all, he’d done it before—but indulging the habit in the home of a bunch of people he’d just met wasn’t the most responsible choice. 

	Plus, it’d probably get him booted before he’d had a chance to eat dinner. 

	The aristocrat was a hair shorter than Adam. He had the slender physique of someone who spent his Saturdays fencing at the gym before popping off for a round of polo. 

	“Julian! What a lovely surprise,” Constance returned with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. 

	If the welcome was something less than entirely genuine, The Mustache didn’t seem to notice. He plucked up Constance’s hand and brushed a pretentious kiss over the back of it. 

	Adam resisted the urge to roll his eyes. 

	“Constance!” the middle-aged woman said in lightly accented English as she rose from the table to join them. “Julian was hoping that he would find you at home—but of course, I am relieved to see that you collected Miss Mallory safely.” She turned her gaze to Adam. “And perhaps you will introduce me to your… other friend?”

	“Oh, this is Mr. Bates,” Constance explained with forceful cheer. “Mr. Bates, meet my mother, Lady Sabita Tyrrell. And this is my Aai—Her Highness Maharajkumari Padma Devi of Nandapur.” 

	“Royal princess,” Ellie muttered at him. “Maybe a bow instead of a handshake.”

	“Yup,” Adam agreed as the stunningly dressed older woman—princess, he mentally corrected himself—rose from her chair. He bent at the waist. “Your Highness.” 

	“Yes, Jhia—but where did he come from?” Lady Sabita demanded, waving an impatient hand at Adam. 

	He wondered if the answer to that question would end up with him being the one dunked in the fountain. 

	“About that…” he started. 

	“Ellie ran into him on the train,” Constance cut in. “Mr. Bates is a professional badminton player who has come here to Cairo for training. As he hadn’t yet made any arrangements for his accommodations, I invited him to stay with us for a day or two until he gets settled.” 

	Adam opened his mouth to respond to this patently ludicrous story—and then snapped it shut again. What was he going to do—tell everybody he was actually a colonial surveyor who’d spent the last several weeks gallivanting around the globe unchaperoned with their daughter’s best friend? 

	Badminton it was. 

	“Oh!” Lady Sabita said with a blink of surprise. “But of course, you’re very welcome.” 

	“Professional badminton?” Kumari Padma echoed dryly. 

	Adam could feel Constance’s urgent glare, though he refrained from actually looking at her as he answered. 

	“Nothing I love more than whacking a few birdies around.” He worked to keep his expression serious. At least he’d remembered it was birdies and not balls. 

	“Bates, did you say?” The Mustache asked. “And you’re obviously an American. You’re not one of the San Francisco Bateses, are you?” 

	Adam’s back teeth ground together. “Nope,” he replied, turning a grimace into a thin smile.

	At least that one wasn’t an outright lie. He wasn’t a member of the wealthy and powerful San Francisco Bateses—not since his father George Bates, the head of that expansive insurance empire, had formally disowned him. 

	If you don’t start taking things seriously, you’ll spend the rest of your life letting people down. 

	Thankfully, Lady Sabita saved Adam from the need for any further elaboration. “I must say—I am very cross with you, Eleanora!” she exclaimed. “Why would you choose to journey to Egypt all on your own when you might have come along with us only a little earlier?” 

	“I told you, Mum!” Constance shot Ellie a quelling look. “Ellie was tied up with work, and she was able to join a very nice family from Essex for the trip. The Nitherscott-Watbys.”

	At the sound of Ellie’s ridiculous former alias, Adam choked. He managed to turn it into something approximating a cough. 

	“Sorry,” he rasped when he realized everyone was staring at him. “Just, ah… ate a bug.” 

	“That was certainly very kind of the Nitherscott-Watbys,” Lady Sabita said, though her tone still indicated a careful disapproval. “You must provide me with their address so that I can thank them for seeing after your friend.” 

	“I’m sure that’s not necessary,” Constance assured her. “And anyway, they’ve gone on to… er, India.” 

	“Oh?” Constance’s Indian princess grandmother smiled a little dangerously. “And where in India have they gone?”

	“Kolkata?” Constance offered back hopefully.

	“Well, we are all here now, at any rate,” Lady Sabita concluded. “So we shall make a little party of it.”

	“Indeed,” Kumari Padma agreed blandly. “Your mother has only just invited Mr. Forster-Mowbray to join us for dinner.”

	Forster-Mowbray. Of course The Mustache would have a double-barreled surname. 

	“I wouldn’t want to impose.” Mr. Forster-Mowbray flashed Constance an ingratiating smile. 

	“You wouldn’t be imposing,” Lady Sabita hurriedly assured him. 

	“But Mum,” Constance said a little desperately. “Surely you can see that Ellie is exhausted. She’s only just come from a very trying journey and clearly needs a quiet evening to recover.” 

	“That’s thoughtful of her,” Adam murmured. 

	“No, it’s not,” Ellie hissed back under her breath. “She’s just impatient to interrogate me.” 

	Adam blanched at the notion of precisely what information Constance hoped to grill out of Ellie. 

	“Ellie is very welcome to a quiet evening,” Lady Sabita returned shortly with a sharp look at her daughter. “She might even take advantage of the sauna—I know Sir Robert finds it most refreshing after a long journey.” 

	Adam’s ears perked up at the mention of a sauna. He loved saunas. 

	“But that would leave you at odds and ends for the evening, wouldn’t it?” Lady Sabita continued with a dire look at her daughter. “If I had not invited some charming company to dinner.” 

	Adam had been a San Francisco Bates long enough to know an upper class courtship ritual when he saw one—if only so he could avoid them like the plague. It was pretty clear that Lady Sabita hoped to turn Julian Double-Barrels into a suitor for Constance’s hand. 

	Given her princess grandma, her dad’s high-ranking position in the local government, and the seeming lack of any siblings, Adam guessed that Ellie’s intimidating peanut of a friend was most likely a substantial heiress. 

	The Mustache was clearly interested enough to play along. Constance seemed less enthusiastic—but Lady Sabita was obviously determined to encourage the match regardless. 

	At least Lady Sabita’s maneuvering meant that Constance’s interrogation of Ellie would have to wait. Her dinner invitation had been less request and more direct order. 

	Constance clearly recognized the difference. “Of course, Mother,” she agreed, flashing a thin, steely smile. 

	 


	


  𓇶

Three

	In the end, none of them escaped dinner, which Lady Sabita insisted they would keep ‘terribly informal.’ That apparently meant sitting at an elegantly laid table in the open air of the courtyard, ringed by lanterns and candles. 

	At least nobody asked Adam to put on an evening jacket. He tried to remember the last time he had even worn an evening jacket… failed… and decided that was a good thing. 

	At least sitting next to Julian Forster-Mowbray helped keep Adam’s mind off his other problems. He couldn’t spend much time worrying about the talk he needed to have with Ellie, or what her brother was going to say about their relationship, when he was actively resisting the temptation to dump a bowl of yogurt over The Mustache’s perfect hair.

	As one of the household staff set a platter of tasty-looking pastries down on the table, Adam even started to relax—until his dining buddy turned to address him. 

	“I must say, I’ve been known to swing a racket on occasion,” Julian chummily offered. “When did you acquire your taste for badminton?”

	Adam had just popped a ball of fried cheese soaked in cardamom-scented syrup into his mouth. He nearly choked on it. 

	“Are you all right?” Lady Sabita asked with alarm. 

	“Fine,” Adam wheezed after he managed to swallow. “Great cheese balls.”

	Constance glared at him from across the table, and Adam realized that everyone was still waiting for him to answer. 

	“Uh… just kind of fell into it, I suppose,” he awkwardly lied. 

	“Right, right,” Julian obliviously agreed. “I must say, swordplay found me in much the same way.” 

	“Fond of a spot of fencing at the gymkhana, are we?” Adam offered, inwardly congratulating himself on his lucky guess. 

	Ellie shot him a warning look from Julian’s other side. 

	“Something a bit more than that, actually,” Julian replied with a little chuckle. “I compete with an épée, but I also practice with a rapier.” 

	“A rapier?” Adam burst out. “Why?” 

	As opposed to a traditional fencing weapon like an épée, which was light, flexible, and never intended to hack anybody’s limbs off, a rapier was—well, more or less a proper sword. It was far too heavy and dangerous for any sort of competition, but also pretty useless in any modern defensive context. High society didn’t exactly countenance men like Julian Forster-Mowbray strutting around with swords hanging from their belts. 

	Which was yet another reason why Adam had little time for high society. He gave the hilt of his machete a comforting pat under the flap of his jacket. 

	“Let’s just say… it relates to my historical interests.” Julian flashed a secretive smile. 

	“Yes, of course!” Lady Sabita piped in forcefully. “I forgot to mention that our Mr. Forster-Mowbray is quite active in Cairo’s Egyptological circles.”

	“I wouldn’t say active,” Julian charmingly corrected her as he leaned back in his chair. “I am hardly running about digging things up myself. My role is more… administrative.”

	“But really, administrative work would be much less likely to take one away for months at a time,” Lady Sabita chirped enthusiastically. “Which I am sure your future wife will find most preferable. Don’t you think, Jhia?” she added with a rapier-pointed look at her daughter. 

	Adam paused with his second cheese ball halfway to his mouth, glancing from the innocent-eyed Lady Sabita to the smug Julian Forster-Mowbray and a glaring Constance. 

	Lady Sabita seemed to realize she was laying it on pretty thick, because she shifted her attention over to Ellie. “You’re fond of history as well—aren’t you, Miss Mallory?”

	Ellie’s fork paused in midair as her eyes narrowed. “If by ‘fond,’ you mean that I possess a degree specializing in the subject from University College, London…” 

	Adam could hear the warning in her tone. 

	“Have you a degree, then?” Julian cut in. “Isn’t that jolly?”

	“Jolly?” Ellie echoed flatly. 

	Uh-oh, Adam thought, casting an alarmed look at Ellie’s left hand, which had tightened on her butter knife. 

	How much would it hurt to get stabbed in the thigh with a butter knife? 

	Adam wondered if Mr. Forster-Mowbray was about to find out. 

	“Don’t you mean ‘very impressive?’” he blurted awkwardly. “I know I’m impressed. I couldn’t even manage to finish college.” 

	Constance’s face blanched across from him. 

	“Were you there on a badminton scholarship?” her grandmother asked smoothly. 

	Padma sat to Constance’s left in all her finery, a serene expression on her face. 

	“Huh?” Adam replied. 

	Something kicked his shin under the table. He would’ve thought Constance’s legs were too short to reach that far. 

	“I mean—not really,” Adam coughed out. “I was… I didn’t have any scholarships.” 

	“I see.” Padma smiled a bit like the Cheshire cat and took an unhurried sip of her tea. 

	Adam felt a distinct sense of danger. Constance’s grandma probably wasn’t big enough to rise to his collarbone, but something about the woman was frankly terrifying. He’d spent enough time in the uncharted wilderness to know that it wasn’t the largest threats that you needed to worry about. The small critters were the ones that could take you down with a bite and leave you writhing in a puddle of your own sweat on the ground until your heart stopped. 

	A clear voice echoed out through the evening air, drifting into the courtyard in rhythmic, practiced tones from a sky soft with the pale pinks and violet of sunset. Adam figured it must be a call to one of the daily Islamic prayers. It sounded nice. 

	“Goodness, is that muezzin at it again already?” Julian piped up. “I’m afraid that means I have to be getting on—I have an appointment this evening that I can’t shake, as much as I would prefer to spend more time with you charming ladies.” 

	“How unfortunate,” Ellie returned flatly. 

	“Your Highness.” Julian rose to bow to Kumari Padma. “And Lady Sabita—always a pleasure. Constance, darling—I’m afraid I have a bit of business outside town tomorrow, but perhaps I might call on you again on Saturday?”

	“Constance would be very happy to receive you.” Lady Sabita cast a warning look at her daughter. “Isn’t that right, Jhia?”

	“Of course.” Constance’s reply was perfectly courteous—but Adam still found himself checking her hands for potential weapons as she rose to extend one to Julian. 

	The Mustache planted a well-practiced kiss onto the back of it. “I’ll look forward to it, then,” he concluded. 

	To Adam’s surprise, Julian turned to him next. “Mr. Bates, why don’t you leave the ladies to their gossip and join me outside for a smoke before I go?” He tossed the women around the table a saccharine smile. 

	Adam saw Ellie’s hand tighten around the butter knife again. 

	He didn’t want to join Julian Forster-Mowbray for a smoke. In fact, there were few things he found less enticing—but one of them was seeing what kind of trouble they’d get into if Ellie gave into the temptation to stab the man. 

	“Sure. Great.” He pushed back his chair. “Why don’t we head right on out and do that?” 

	⸻

	One of the house’s cadre of servants opened the door to let Adam outside. The quiet street had grown darker since their arrival that afternoon. The shadows lengthened with the evening as lights flickered to life behind the finely carved window screens. 

	Another muezzin had taken up the call to prayer from a minaret to the east. The sound drifted softly down into the narrow space between the buildings. 

	Julian took a holder from his pocket and slipped a cigarette out of it, offering it to Adam. Adam took it without a whole lot of optimism. He’d been pretty spoiled as far as tobacco went, living on the coast of the Caribbean for the past seven years. 

	The Mustache passed him a lighter, and Adam took a draw. He suppressed a grimace and thought longingly of Padre Kuyoc’s cigars. 

	“I couldn’t help but notice that you carry a knife.” Julian nodded to the sheath at Adam’s belt. 

	“Uh… yeah,” Adam confirmed awkwardly. 

	His machete had definitely been attracting more attention in Egypt than it ever had in British Honduras—where anybody who spent more than five minutes outside of town kept a blade on hand as a matter of course. 

	Not that a few odd looks would stop Adam from wearing it. Nobody was ever going to take his knife away from him again—not if they wanted to keep all five of their fingers. 

	“I appreciate the value of a good blade—not that I make a habit of carrying one about,” Julian amended. “I’m afraid it wouldn’t be entirely seemly in the circles I move in. I gather that your own background is perhaps a bit more… eccentric?”

	Adam hadn’t been outside of high society so long that he’d forgotten what a sideways insult sounded like—and since he wasn’t in the house any longer, he didn’t feel quite as obligated to keep playing nice. 

	“How’d you like to hear what I think of guys who concern themselves with my background?” he offered easily. 

	“Not that I’m passing any judgment, of course,” Julian went on as though Adam hadn’t spoken—probably because he hadn’t bothered to listen. “To each his own, I say. I only ask because it occurs to me that you might value a little—friendly assistance, shall we say?—with how things stand in Sir Robert’s household.” 

	Adam considered telling the man exactly where he could stuff his friendly assistance, but he doubted The Mustache would bother listening to that, either. He was obviously a guy who exclusively appreciated the sound of his own voice. 

	Unfortunately, Adam had more than his fair share of experience with the type. 

	Julian didn’t bother to wait for Adam to respond anyway. He was still talking—which more or less proved Adam’s point. 

	“It is only that Miss Tyrrell and I are on the verge of reaching an understanding with each other.” Julian watched the smoke curl up from his mediocre cigarette. “One that I feel quite confident in saying her family fully support and encourage. And I should hate to see any… investment on your part if that effort is destined to be wasted.”

	“Huh?” Adam blinked at him. “Hold on—you think I’m interested in Constance?”

	“I should hardly presume,” Julian smoothly replied with a wave of his cigarette. “You have only just arrived in Egypt, after all. I suppose I merely aim to do you the service of deterring any ambitions you might develop in her direction. She is quite the choice plum, after all,” he added with a little chuckle. 

	Adam decided it was probably a good thing there weren’t any fountains on Constance’s street. He was increasingly tempted to give this self-important ass a dunk, and to hell with the consequences.

	“Don’t worry about it,” he said instead. “I’m not interested in plums.” 

	Julian’s cigarette went still as the man raised a curious eyebrow. “Not interested in plums… at all?” he asked carefully, frowning with obvious surprise. 

	Adam suppressed a choice adjective. “I mean… you’re fine. With your… whatever the hell you’re doing.” 

	The Mustache brightened, making a jab toward Adam with his cigarette. Adam was starting to wonder whether the guy actually smoked them or just used them as accessories to wave around. Not that he could blame him if that was the case. They were godawful smokes. 

	“Aha!” Julian exclaimed. “I think I see now. It’s not Miss Tyrrell you’ve set your cap on, is it? It’s that delectable little bluestocking. She must have caught your eye on the train.” 

	“The… what?” Adam’s mind blanked at the audacity of the man’s description of Ellie. 

	“You’ll have your hands full with that one,” Julian cautioned chummily. “Of course, Connie’s quite the spirited little thing herself. I know that would put some gentlemen off, but I’ve grown quite fond of her. And of course, it’s an entirely sensible match, whatever others might have to say about her less than entirely English pedigree.” 

	Adam’s fingers clenched. “Oh?” he prompted dangerously. 

	The Mustache waved his cigarette dismissively again. “It’s of no matter to me,” he assured Adam. “As a younger son, there’s not a great deal set aside for my portion. My father’s Lord Aldbury, you see, but as one would expect, the greater part of his estate is entailed to my brother Heathcliffe. It’d be the army for me if I had any aptitude for military life, or seconding that—perish the thought—the church. Thankfully, Constance brings more than enough fortune to settle us comfortably. And my pedigree—Daddy’s an earl, after all, and my grandfather on my mother’s side was a duke—will nicely raise her children’s station in life.” 

	“Isn’t her grandma a princess?” Adam pointed out. 

	“In English terms, I mean.” Julian finally took a draw on his cigarette, blowing the smoke out in a pale gray stream. “I dare say I think the two of us are quite compatible, and her parents obviously approve, so it’s just a matter of winning the girl over to the idea. I’ve no doubt I can manage that in another month or two.” 

	Adam briefly considered whether he ought to simply punch the man, fountains and consequences be damned. But then he thought about what he’d seen so far of The Mustache’s ‘spirited little plum,’ and decided he’d sit back and let Constance eviscerate him herself. He had no doubt she was fully capable of it. 

	Julian flicked his cigarette down to the paving stones. “Glad we could sort all that out.” He ground the ember to dust under his gleaming Oxford shoe. “Best of luck with your bluestocking,” he added, punctuating it with a friendly pat on Adam’s shoulder. 

	At the touch, Julian’s eyes widened with surprise. He poked Adam’s shoulder a little more firmly. 

	“Goodness,” he noted. “I didn’t realize badminton was quite so strenuous.” 

	“You have no idea,” Adam replied evenly, glaring at him. 

	“Ha ha!” The Mustache laughed awkwardly. “I see I have to watch out for you! Very well, then—I’m off. Cheerio, Bates.” 

	Adam watched him go, fiercely resisting the urge to throw something at the back of his pomaded head. 

	Once he had turned the corner, Adam crushed out the burning end of his own lousy cigarette. He picked The Mustache’s butt from the stones and carried both ends inside. 

	He was gonna trash them, and then find that sauna Lady Sabita had mentioned. Talking to Julian Forster-Mowbray left him feeling like he needed to wash something off. 

	 

	


  𓇶

Four

	Ellie leaned back in her chair as three ladies from Lady Sabita’s household staff cleared the table and set out little dishes of sweetened fennel seeds. As the light overhead fell into dusk, the courtyard around her warmed with lamplight.

	“Mr. Forster-Mowbray is such a nice young man,” Sabita said with a significant look at her daughter. 

	Constance had just thrown a pinch of candied seeds into her mouth. She spoke through them in an aggrieved tone. “Mother!” 

	“No, Jhia—you mustn’t dismiss this one out of hand like all the others, especially now that we are here in Egypt,” Sabita retorted. “There are not so many eligible gentlemen here as there are in London, and I do not think that you have forgotten our little talk about the importance of putting some thought into settling down—now have you?”

	Constance’s mouth clamped shut at her mother’s words. The lack of response was so uncharacteristic, it left Ellie arching her eyebrows with surprise. 

	Across the table, Kumari Padma’s expression was serenely unreadable—but there was a keen, careful glint in her eyes as she watched her daughter and granddaughter. 

	“He has a very nice family,” Sabita continued in a more reasonable tone. “Very respectable, and none of the ladies here speak of him spending too much on the horses or—” She cast an awkward look over at Ellie. “Frequenting less reputable establishments.” 

	Ellie figured that ‘less reputable establishments’ was Lady Sabita’s polite way of referencing Cairo’s brothels. That Julian Forster-Mowbray didn’t utilize them or engage in an inveterate degree of gambling seemed a low bar for considering him a prospective son-in-law.  

	A door closed firmly from the direction of the entry. Heavy footsteps thudded along the balcony that lined the nearest wing of the house. Ellie looked up to see Adam Bates stalking past the open spaces between the meshrabiyeh screens, a snippet of his muttered monologue catching her ear. 

	“…dunno how a guy’s supposed to find a damned fountain when he needs one…” he grumbled before disappearing around the corner. 

	Another impatiently closing door punctuated his departure. 

	The three other women at the table stared up in the direction of Adam’s irritable parade. Lady Sabita was the first to recover. “All that I am saying is that you should not dismiss Mr. Forster-Mowbray out of hand.” 

	“Whatever would I do that for?” Constance’s words seemed casual, but Ellie could hear a note of steel running through them. 

	“Why indeed?” Padma fixed a thoughtful, diamond-sharp look on her granddaughter. 

	Constance paled a little. Ellie couldn’t entirely blame her for it. The silver-haired, jewel-draped princess at the table was not a force to be trifled with—and something in the kumari’s tone had held a thrill of danger. 

	“Now why don’t you show Ellie Jhia to her room?” Padma continued smoothly. “I am sure that she must be tired. She has had a very long journey to get to us.”

	Padma punctuated her suggestion by shifting that dangerously astute look to Ellie—leaving her with the uncomfortable notion that somehow Constance’s grandmother knew exactly how long her journey had really been. 

	“Oh yes, Aai.” Constance hurriedly rose from her seat and hooked her arm through Ellie’s elbow, half-hauling her to her feet. “I’m sure she’s absolutely bushed. We’ll get you settled right in, won’t we?” She steered Ellie forcefully toward the stairs to the balcony. “Goodnight, Mum! Shubha ratri, Aai!”

	Constance more or less shoved Ellie into the stairwell to the upper floors. 

	“I really am rather tired,” Ellie offered hopefully as Constance propelled her up the steps. 

	“Oh no, you don’t,” Constance retorted. “You’re not going anywhere until I’m finished with you.” 

	“I’m sure that I have no idea what you mean,” Ellie protested a little desperately as Constance wheeled her past the opening to the floor with the guest rooms and compelled her upward. 

	“Yes, you bloody well do,” Constance returned. “Ah! Here we are.” 

	They popped through a doorway onto the flat rooftop of the house, which was furnished much like one of the sitting rooms below. Long benches thickly covered in colorful cushions lined a recess set into the floor. Intricately carved meshrabiyeh screens framed the space, topped by wooden awnings that granted it privacy from any peering eyes from the neighboring buildings. Potted palms, night-blooming jasmine, and even a lemon tree, all warmed by the glow of the scattered glass lanterns, gave the space a lush atmosphere. 

	Over it all hung the enormous, dusk-streaked sky. The sun had dipped below the horizon in the west, painting the cloudless expanse overhead in hues of rich purple and fuchsia. 

	From this high perch, Ellie could see the needles of the minarets and the great dome of a nearby mosque. Further on, glimpses of the dark ribbon of the Nile were just visible between the buildings. She took it all in as the warm night breeze danced over her skin, soft as a caress. 

	A speckled tortoiseshell tabby slept comfortably on the cushions. Constance tossed herself down beside it and reclined there like a tiny, dangerous goddess. 

	“Is that your cat?” Ellie asked, stalling for time. 

	“No.” Constance gave the animal a cozy scratch. “This is Egypt. There are cats everywhere. And now you are going to tell me exactly what you have been up to.” 

	“Well,” Ellie said a little nervously, “since we last spoke, I have discovered the remnants of a mythical city, come up against the most dastardly cabal of villains—” 

	“Not that,” Constance cut in. “I want to know about you and Mr. Bates.”

	Ellie bristled. “How is my connection to a man more important than the discovery of a secret civilization that completely upends our understanding of the Mesoamerican world?” 

	“You know full well why,” Constance retorted. “Now spill.” 

	The cat blinked at Ellie unsympathetically. She sensed the mouth of an inevitable trap closing over her. 

	“I haven’t the foggiest idea where to begin,” she protested weakly. 

	“Try the beginning, then,” Constance replied impatiently. 

	“I met Mr. Bates in British Honduras, where after a few… less than fortuitous encounters, he was kind enough to agree to serve as my guide to the interior of the country. In that capacity, we engaged in a somewhat precipitous expedition to the Cayo District, which is the area of the colony least cataloged by modern survey—”

	“Have you kissed him?” Constance demanded. 

	“What?” Ellie’s cheeks flushed. “What would make you think… How is that the most important…” 

	“That’s a yes, then,” Constance declared with a wicked note of triumph. “Have you done anything more than kissing?” 

	“I haven’t even admitted to kissing!” 

	“You didn’t have to.” Constance made an airy wave. “It was clearly implied. But has he actually made love to you yet?” 

	“Constance Tyrrell!” Ellie retorted in scandalized tones. 

	“Don’t act like I’d judge you for it,” Constance returned breezily. “I’ve been considering taking a lover myself.” 

	“You—what?” Ellie burst out, forgetting her own embarrassment. 

	Constance flipped over onto her back, the tabby moving irritably and unhurriedly out of her way. Her hand flashed out, unerringly plucking a date from a platter that had been left out on the little table nearby. “It’s hardly unreasonable. You see, Mum and Bapa have begun to insist that, as I am approaching the age of twenty-four, I must more seriously consider the matter of marriage. In fact, if I have not agreed to a choice of husband by my next birthday, they say there must be… consequences.” 

	She contemplated the date in her hand as though the plump, sweet fruit were a jewel she was thinking of purchasing. 

	“Consequences?” Ellie echoed. “What does that mean, exactly?”

	“Well, of course they can’t technically marry me off against my will,” Constance replied. “But if they were to lock me up inside until I relented, I am sure I’d go mad and take the next man who came knocking simply to escape, even if he was some dried up old buzzard.” Constance paused, considering. “Perhaps I should pick a dried up old buzzard. Then I might outlive him and enjoy myself in the full bloom of young widowhood. I have always thought I would be best suited to a life of independent adventure. It is not as though I haven’t the money for it, and I feel certain that traveling the globe while engaging in a series of wild and temporary affaires du coeur would keep me quite content with my lot.” She frowned. “Though that plan would be ruined if my elderly husband turned out to have unusually robust health and live to a hundred.” 

	“I suspect an old buzzard might prove more trouble than he was worth, even if he did turn out to be fortuitously short-lived,” Ellie offered. “But what does your Aai have to say about all this?” 

	Sir Robert and Lady Sabita were both generally kind-hearted people whom Ellie knew lacked any real gift for torment, however much they might be driven to extreme measures out of concern for their daughter’s well-being. Constance’s grandmother, on the other hand, was a five-foot force to be reckoned with. When Maharajkumari Padma Devi chose a battle, she won it—without exception. 

	“So far, she has supported my determination not to settle for a man I do not think fully suits me,” Constance replied. “Aai has always professed the belief that a lady ought to know herself first before she chooses a partner… but lately she has dropped a hint or two that perhaps I am taking longer about the matter than I ought to be.” 

	Constance’s breezy expression dropped, replaced by a flash of fear. 

	“If Aai decides that I have delayed for too long, there will be no getting around it,” Constance admitted. “She is fully capable of devising the most dire consequences for me… and that is without even considering those thirty-nine favors I owe her.” 

	Ellie was familiar with Padma’s policy of counting the incidents in which she intervened to save Constance from trouble or help her get away with something she should not have been doing as ‘favors.’ Constance had been accumulating them for years now, with Padma calling in only a handful over that time. 

	But when the favors were called in, there could be no refusing them—not least because Padma now had a veritable pile of dirt on Constance’s past adventures… and Ellie had no doubt that Constance’s grandmother knew exactly how to use it. 

	“Thirty-nine!” Ellie repeated, aghast. The number sounded like a curse. 

	“Indeed,” Constance confirmed direly. “And so, if she comes to agree that I have taken too long to choose, I am frankly terrified to think of what it will mean for me. Ugh!” She threw her hands out, sprawling across the cushions. “Not one of them is capable of conceiving that I might live a perfectly full and happy life without the burden of a husband!” 

	“I should like to see how long they continued to hold that opinion when faced with the countless women subjected to confinement, neglect, or outright abuse on the part of their spouses, without any viable legal recourse to escape it!” Ellie shot back. “Never mind the others who are forced to submit themselves to a man they hardly know because the sole alternatives available to them—”

	“—are impoverishment or prostitution,” Constance recited automatically with a wave of her hand. “Yes, yes. Do give me some credit, Ellie. I am hardly going to ally myself with a fellow who’d try to lock me in a cellar. And besides, even if he did, I’d just pick the lock. I have been continuing to refine my skills in that department.” She popped a date into her mouth, chewing it enthusiastically. “It’s not as though I’m opposed to the very notion of marriage—though of course I have nothing but respect for your own principled objections to it as an institution. I would be glad enough to marry if I could find someone who didn’t bore me to tears. It’s only that so many of these gentlemen are completely lacking in imagination! They might shower me with flattery and admiration for a little while, but then they will wander off to their clubs without sparing a thought as to how I am supposed to retain my sanity when I have only a bit of shopping and charity work to keep me entertained.” 

	Constance plucked out her hairpins and sat up forcefully, her black curls tumbling around her shoulders. “I want a man with a healthy spark of adventure… but who also isn’t an obvious cad. You wouldn’t think that is such a hard thing to find—but trust me, I have looked.” 

	“Don’t tell me that Sir Robert and Lady Sabita are considering Mr. Forster-Mowbray as a potential match for you.” Ellie grimaced with distaste. 

	“Oh, Julian is not so bad as some of them,” Constance replied tiredly. “I might even be tempted to accept him if my circumstances were slightly more desperate.”

	“You can’t possibly mean that!” Ellie protested as she recalled their obliviously self-important dinner companion. 

	“At least his presence here in Egypt shows that he’s amenable to travel,” Constance countered. “But you needn’t worry. I won’t marry Julian, or anyone else for that matter—not until I have first seized a little romantic experience for myself.” 

	“Tell me we aren’t back to that notion of taking a lover again,” Ellie burst out with a thrill of alarm. 

	“We never left it!” Constance exclaimed. “That was the point! My parents insist that I must marry—but I insist that I will not have my amorous horizons so precipitously constrained. Men are outright encouraged to do as much, after all. Who hasn’t heard young gentlemen being exhorted to sow their wild oats before settling down? If they are not held to the same standard, why should we women be?”

	“Men are not at risk of becoming ruined and socially outcast if they take lovers,” Ellie pointed out. “And what about pregnancy?” 

	“There are ways to avoid that,” Constance asserted with a dismissive wave of her hand. 

	Ellie paused. “And… what might those be?” she asked with careful nonchalance. 

	“I am still gathering information about the best options.” Constance picked up another date. “But I do know that there are a number of physical activities one might engage in that do not entail the risk of conception. Bapa has a very interesting book on the topic hidden in the bottom of his wardrobe that he does not think I know about. It is in Urdu, of course, but the illustrations are most… illustrative.” She popped the date into her mouth. “I should be happy to lend it to you if you like.” 

	With effort, Ellie worked to keep her expression bland. 

	“I might possibly be interested in examining it,” she replied carefully, “for historical and cultural reasons.” 

	Constance fixed Ellie with a dangerously astute look. “You are now going to tell me exactly what you have been getting up to with Mr. Bates.” 

	“I don’t think you want to know all that we’ve been getting up to,” Ellie blurted out in wild protest. 

	“Yes,” Constance countered flatly. “I most certainly do.” 

	Ellie’s cheeks burned. “Well, I am not going to tell you all of it. Suffice to say that Mr. Bates and I… That we have… What I mean to say is…” She raised a hand to her temple, where she felt the start of a headache coming on. “It’s complicated.”

	“Has he asked you to marry him?” Constance pressed curiously.

	“Of course, he asked,” Ellie admitted, and then quickly caught herself. “But only because he was trying to do the honorable thing.” 

	Constance’s eyes widened. 

	“After he learned that I was not in fact a widow!” Ellie continued hurriedly. “Because we had been traveling in the wilderness together.” 

	“And how firmly is he insisting on it now that you’ve…” Constance let her voice trail off expectantly. 

	Ellie pointedly refused to take up her bait. “The matter has not come up in recent weeks,” she primly returned. 

	“Might he have dropped the subject after you lectured him about how marriage is built on the exploitation of women and enforced by their complete exclusion from any other legitimate means of self-support?” Constance offered dryly. 

	Ellie drew in a breath, striving to keep her response reasonable. “I may have elaborated somewhat on the injustice of matrimony as a legal and social institution. But why should we be talking of marriage at all? We have only known each other for a matter of weeks! To throw ourselves into a permanent legal arrangement after such a short acquaintance would be an act of sheer madness!” 

	Constance shrugged. “People do it.” 

	“That is hardly an endorsement.” 

	Constance fixed Ellie with a canny stare. “Just out of curiosity, what exactly are you planning to do with yourself after you leave Egypt?”

	“Leave Egypt?” Ellie echoed helplessly. 

	“You have lost your job. Your family think you are on a very extended holiday in Bournemouth—but I should imagine after two months they might be starting to worry that you’ve run off to join a carnival,” Constance noted wryly. “So what is your plan, exactly? Unless you intend to stay here in Cairo with me indefinitely.”

	Ellie stiffened. “I am not interested in living on anyone’s charity.” 

	“It’s not charity if it’s among friends, Eleanora,” Constance reminded her tiredly. 

	Ellie lifted her chin. “When I have finished what I need to do here, I will return to England and seek other employment.” 

	“What sort of employment?” Constance lounged back against the colorful pillows. 

	Ellie’s shoulders fell. “The only employment available to a university-educated woman without a reference is most likely to be… teaching.” 

	She ground out the word like a curse. 

	Constance studied her fingernails. “Probably at some backwater school for girls. And you abhor children.” 

	“I don’t abhor them,” Ellie returned defensively. “I just find them exceptionally tedious and believe they serve as tiny anchors binding a woman further into the virtual slavery that is the reality behind modern marriage—”

	“Yes, yes. Tiny anchors,” Constance interrupted quickly. “But tell me, now… where exactly is Mr. Bates in this scenario?” 

	Ellie opened her mouth to respond… and realized she hadn’t the foggiest idea what to say. 

	Fear swept over her, numbing her skin despite the soft warmth of the Egyptian evening. Her hands clenched, gripping the sturdy folds of her twill skirt. 

	“Mr. Bates has taken a leave of absence from his position in British Honduras,” she elaborated carefully. “He can extend it for perhaps another month, but after that he must either return or give up his position. Of course, as he is a man, he has far more options for employment at his disposal,” she grumbled. 

	“But would he go back to England with you?” Constance pressed, her expression serious. 

	Ellie closed her eyes as the weight of Constance’s gentle question swept through her. 

	Would Adam go back to England with her? 

	She thought of the rich, powerful current of affection she could see in his eyes when he looked at her. The warmth in his voice when he spoke her name. 

	He hadn’t hesitated for a breath before agreeing to accompany her to Egypt—but that was Egypt, as part of a desperate quest to thwart a pack of villainous thieves. Would he feel the same way about following her to some backwater English village?

	Ellie tried to imagine Adam in a place like Netherwallop or Upton Snodsbury—and failed. He was too big and wild to fit into some remote little hamlet. Asking him to confine himself to a place like that felt like an enormous sacrifice. 

	Constance spoke carefully into the silence where Ellie’s answer should have been. “You know, you wouldn’t necessarily have to teach—or work at all—if the two of you stayed together.” 

	Ellie latched on to the far more comfortable feeling of indignation that Constance’s suggestion aroused. “I am not interested in making myself a dependent, even upon a man whom I trust entirely not to take undue advantage of the situation! And anyway, such an arrangement would only really make sense within the confines of a marriage.”

	“You are forgetting the most obvious alternative,” Constance pressed. 

	“And what is that?” Ellie returned skeptically. 

	“Just take him as your lover!”

	“What?” Ellie squeaked. “I couldn’t possibly!” 

	“Why not?” 

	“For all of the reasons we talked about before! Never mind that the gentleman involved would need to agree to it.”

	“That is not usually a major obstacle, as I understand it,” Constance declared authoritatively. 

	“You don’t know Adam,” Ellie pushed back. “I’m afraid that despite all appearances, he is desperately honorable. He was already insisting on telling Neil about our travels together, and that was before we’d even—” 

	Ellie caught herself and bit off the rest. 

	Constance’s eyes glittered with avid interest as she plucked another date from the dish. “Before you’d even…” she prompted. 

	“It isn’t important,” Ellie dismissed. 

	Constance tossed the date at her. 

	“What was that for!” Ellie exclaimed. 

	“You know perfectly well,” Constance returned easily, then frowned. “It must be nearly a decade since I’ve seen your brother, but I can’t imagine Stuffy has changed that much. Finding out you’ve been running about with his best friend will go over about as well as that time we tied all his socks into a rope for our makeshift hot air balloon.” 

	“Neil was rather upset about that one,” Ellie recalled—and then straightened. “But it’s no matter, because I have been giving the situation a great deal of thought, and there is a perfectly logical solution to the problem of my connection to Mr. Bates—one that even Neil could not possibly object to. And that is for us to be…” 

	“Yes?” Constance prompted, leaning closer. 

	“Colleagues,” Ellie finished. 

	“Colleagues?” Constance echoed in tones of disbelief. “You mean like a pair of solicitors skipping out for the occasional luncheon?”

	“I mean devoted companions in scholarship and intellectual inquiry!” Ellie countered. “Really, when I gave it a bit more thought, it seems the perfect term to describe my relationship with Mr. Bates. The Latin word ‘collega’ suggests being deputized together in the service of a greater cause. It could be almost like a marriage, only without all of that… erm…”

	“Physical intercourse?” Constance offered mercilessly. 

	Ellie’s cheeks flushed. “Connie!” She drew in a breath, recovering herself. “I know that such an arrangement between a gentleman and a lady is not strictly the ‘done’ thing, but if it was clear to all the gossips that our connection was purely one of mutual respect and admiration…”

	Constance frowned. “Are you saying you’re not interested in physical intercourse with Mr. Bates?”

	Ellie’s cheeks heated even further. “That would not be… strictly accurate to say,” she replied carefully. “But I am quite capable of controlling myself! It is hardly the most important aspect of a relationship, even a very close one! It is the meeting of minds that matters—the intellectual sympathy and shared curiosity of two scholars out to discover the true inner workings of the world and its history!” 

	“Right,” Constance agreed skeptically. “And how would Mr. Bates feel about following you to England to be part of this meeting of intellectual minds?”

	Ellie deflated. “I… am not entirely sure.” 

	“Well, perhaps you ought to ask him about it.” Constance dropped back onto the cushions and reached for another date. 

	Constance’s entirely reasonable suggestion sparked a roiling, uncomfortable feeling in Ellie’s chest. 

	“At any rate, it sounds as though you might have more immediate concerns,” Constance continued. “What is this terribly urgent business at your brother’s excavation in Saqqara? And are you certain it can’t wait for another day or two? I should love to show you more of Cairo. We might even make an excursion to the bazaar! There is a wonderful lane completely lined with booksellers that I am certain you would happily get lost in.” 

	Ellie gratefully accepted the change in the subject. She thought longingly of how very much she would enjoy browsing through countless stalls of jumbled books in the shadow of an ancient mosque. 

	“I am afraid the bazaar will have to wait,” she asserted with a note of regret. “Do you recall our mutual acquaintance, Mr. Jacobs?”  

	“How could I forget?” Constance returned. “You led him on quite the merry chase back in London. Don’t tell me that he’s turned back up?”

	“In fact, he followed me to British Honduras, and Mr. Bates and I had quite a bit of trouble with him while we were there. I have reason to believe that he is now on his way to Egypt—if he isn’t here already—and that he has an interest in Neil’s excavation.”

	“That is serious,” Constance agreed. “But what could Mr. Jacobs possibly want with your brother’s dig?”

	“I suspect Jacobs, or whomever it is that he works for, is using the dig at Saqqara as a means of pursuing a very important and dangerous artifact.”

	Constance frowned. “How can an artifact be dangerous?”

	Ellie reached into the pocket of her skirt and removed a battered tin cigar tube. The paper label, which read The Belize Tobacco Company, was faded with age. 

	“Have you taken up smoking, Ellie?” Constance eyed the tube skeptically.

	Ellie didn’t reply. Instead, she opened the lid and slid the contents of the tube into her palm. 

	“Is that a finger bone?” Constance asked with gruesome delight, scooting closer. 

	“It’s from a wing, actually,” Ellie corrected her. “It is inscribed with Glagolitic characters—an early Slavic script. I am afraid I haven’t yet been able to translate it. There is some resemblance to modern Cyrillic but…”

	“Why are you showing me the bird bone, Eleanora?” Constance cut in.

	Ellie gave up her scholarly explanation with a sigh. “Because it does this.” 

	She made a neat snap of her wrist—a maneuver she had discovered after days of frustrated experimentation inside her cabin on the boat from the Caribbean. The movement was quicker and certainly more elegant than the vigorous shaking that the previous owner of the bone had subjected it to. 

	The bone—the firebird arcanum—flared to life, spilling a fierce, moonlike illumination out across the rooftop. Rays of it pierced through the delicate filigree of the meshrabiyeh screens. 

	“Oh, but this is marvelous!” Constance said wonderingly. 

	“The object—the arcanum—that Mr. Jacobs’ masters are seeking here in Egypt is far more powerful,” Ellie pressed. “Should it fall into their hands, the consequences for the world could be devastating. I cannot allow that to happen!”

	Constance met Ellie’s gaze across the ferocious glare of the bone, her eyes bright with determination. “Then we shall simply have to stop them.”

	The words filled Ellie with a surprising sense of relief. She knew that she shouldn’t feel that way about the notion of her friend being exposed to the threat of Mr. Jacobs—but the truth was, the prospect of facing him alone, or even with only Adam at her side, had filled Ellie with dread. 

	She would need help if she was to succeed at this—and Constance was a formidable ally.

	But even as she soaked up that mix of both relief and worry, Ellie’s thoughts pulled back to the tangled puzzle of her relationship with Adam Bates. She didn’t realize that she had gone quiet until Constance slipped an arm around her shoulder, giving her a squeeze. 

	“It will all work out, you know,” she said confidently. 

	“How?” Ellie demanded as the firebird bone continued to blaze, bright and silent, in her hand. 

	“I haven’t the foggiest idea,” Constance replied easily. “But it will. You’ll see.” 

	Ellie tried to let herself be reassured—but still felt as though the future loomed with peril like the rising cloud of a storm. 

	 

	


  𓇶

Five

	Some fools maintained that a sauna couldn’t possibly be refreshing in a hot climate. They’d obviously never felt the pleasure of sweating out the grit of travel and then dumping a cold bucket of water over their heads.

	Adam strode from the washroom feeling like a million bucks. 

	The warm night air kissed his skin as he emerged. It would’ve felt even better if he’d kept his shirt off—but somehow he doubted that Lady Sabita and Kumari Padma shared his somewhat lackadaisical policies when it came to proper dress. 

	He’d restored the shirt along with his trousers, though both clung to his still-damp skin. His feet remained bare as he stepped out into the soft light of the courtyard. 

	The fountain splashed gently to his right, the sound mingling with the quiet rustle of breeze-tossed palms and ferns. A few scattered oil lamps had been left out to illuminate the pathways. 

	Adam’s attention was snagged by the sound of voices from above him. 

	“Don’t stay up too late,” Constance warned. 

	His gaze rose to one of the balconies that framed the courtyard, where he saw Constance give Ellie a hug. 

	“I won’t,” Ellie promised her. 

	Constance moved away, and Ellie remained behind. She gazed out over the fountain and the palms as though not really seeing any of it. The space between her eyebrows was creased with little furrowed lines—the I’m thinking too much look that Adam was coming to recognize. 

	Without quite realizing he was doing it, he moved toward her, stepping into the lamplight on the path that ran beneath her perch. 
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