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For my mother and father,

whose encouragement

is my greatest strength.



Prologue

In the garden beyond the window, afternoon sunlight spilled like honey over the graveled path and the lilac blossoms trembled in the breeze. Inside the drawing room, her own limbs felt not much steadier. Only the sight of George’s reflection in the glass gave her courage. This urbane, dignified man had forgotten to leave his hat with the butler. Now he clutched it before him, like a shield against his nerves. No doubt his anxiety appalled him. He often said that a politician was nothing without his composure. But she would also be an asset: when his voice failed, she would speak for them both. “I love you,” she said.

Her first reply was the faint creak of shoe leather as he stepped immediately forward. “I beg your pardon?”

The window reflected her growing smile. As a small girl, she had dreamed of this moment. Later, when the mirror had proved that she would not grow into her mother’s beauty, she’d begun to wonder. Perhaps she would never find a husband. Her bookishness, her eccentric interests, would not recommend her.

But then she’d met George. Awkward with trivial conversation, embarrassed to debut at such a late age, she had dreaded the Hartleys’ ball. In his arms, though, dancing felt easy. So this is why girls like to waltz, she’d thought. They’d talked through supper, and George’s questions were thoughtful, substantial. Your wit is an education for me, Miss Boyce. I’d not realized that cleverness could coincide with such feminine graces.

She turned now, feeling weightless with the premonition of joy. He stood next to a bouquet of yellow roses that he’d sent only yesterday. Against the rich mahogany of the chiffonier, they glowed like pieces of sunlight. Indeed, everything in the small, airy salon seemed gilded to her—the pale walls and chintz upholstery brightening and clarifying before her eyes, the cool air sparkling, perfumed with the roses’ scent. Here was the moment she would always remember. “I said that I love you.”

He took a sharp breath that sounded like a gasp.

In the hallway outside, the grandfather clock began to gong. It was an old piece, and she’d always detected a note of boredom in its low, slow chimes, as if it were tired of its duties, fed up with their curiosity about the time. She had confided as much to George last month, and he had laughingly called her his clockwork philosopher. Her smile wanted to widen now in reference to the joke. But the muscles in her cheeks disagreed, and her eyes were telling her something. They noted the heightening color on his cheeks. The tightening of his brow. What was this? Would he not speak? Would he only stare?

A dray rumbled through the back street. It set the tea tray to rattling, and this seemed to startle him. His lips twitched, convulsively. Then his shoulders squared. “Miss Boyce,” he said. Five minutes ago, he had called her Lydia. Running a hand over his moustache, he shook his head. “My dear lady. I am so sorry. If I have misled you in some manner . . . believe me, it was not my intention!”

She put a hand on the back of the chair she’d been sitting in earlier. She had served him Earl Grey; their cups still sat on the center table, her spoon slumping at an indecorous angle from the saucer. I have a question of great import to discuss with you, he’d announced, and she’d leaped to her feet like a jack-in-the-box, at once so elated and overwhelmed that tears pricked her eyes. Misled her?

“I—” No, her voice would not work properly. She swallowed. “I do not . . . understand.”

“I am mortified.” He extracted a handkerchief to blot his forehead. “Please, Miss Boyce. I am—abjectly apologetic.”

A strangled sound escaped her. He was— Why was he here, then? Dear God! Misled her? This was impossible. What of all his tokens of regard? The roses. Yellow, yes, but one could not read so much into flowers. Their drives through the park? Every Thursday he had driven her through Rotten Row for six weeks now! And only yesterday, as he’d helped her from the barouche onto the gravel, he had pressed her hand and smiled into her face very intimately, as if his thoughts were as warmed by their touch as hers were. She had not misread him!

“You must speak plainly with me,” she said haltingly. “We have become . . . close, these last weeks—”

“Indeed.” His hands worked convulsively on the brim of his hat; it would never recover from this crushing. “I have formulated the highest regard for you, Miss Boyce. So much so, that—” The color in his cheeks now faded entirely. “My fondest desire is to have the honor of calling you my sister-in-law.”

A muted gasp. Sophie. That would be Sophie watching through the keyhole. “Your sister-in-law,” she whispered.

“My sister-in-law,” he confirmed.

Her body prickled with cold, as if thrust into a winter lake. Sophie. Sophie, of course. Sophie had always accompanied them on these drives through the park, on their sunny strolls. But no one had ever guessed—he’d never hinted—his eyes had only been for her! It had not been Sophie whom George asked to dance that first time! It had not been Sophie who received his flowers after that ball!

But it had been Sophie who insisted on coming with them during their outings. Sophie who had touched his elbow when Lydia felt too shy to do it. Sophie who had leaned past her to laugh at his every joke.

God in heaven. Sophie would not refuse.

She let go of the chair and stepped back. “It is not quite the done thing, is it?” Her voice sounded terribly dry; she did not recognize it. “To propose to the younger sister, when the elder is yet unwed?”

And there came the color again—a flush, she thought now, of offense. “It has troubled me. But with your father in Egypt, I did not know to whom I should apply. I wired him two weeks ago, but haven’t received a response.”

“Two weeks?” He had been nursing designs for Sophie for two weeks? When he had come to the charity bazaar to buy the shawl she’d embroidered (the perfect gift for my mother’s birthday; I believe that I have told you how much she admires you) he’d been thinking to marry Sophie?

“Indeed,” he was saying. “That’s why I wished to speak with you today. Your sister informs me you are something of the . . . the manager in familial matters. Not,” he added quickly, “that I find it anything but admirable, the competence with which you have assumed this most strenuous role, at your tender age and experience. Why, I cannot imagine what a toll it must take on you, managing your father’s affairs—”

But a fresh and dreadful thought had occurred. Sophie had told him? “My sister—she knew that you hoped for this conversation?”

A brief silence. His eyes dropped. He was seeing the illness of it, himself. “Yes.”

So there was the root of her premonition: a premonition of shame, and hurt, and rage. For she could not deny Sophie this match. It was brilliant. George—my George— was the heir to a barony, to a fortune. No one could hope for better. But to think—to think that her sister had betrayed her this way! Sophie had known exactly what she believed and hoped with regard to George. Sophie had listened in smiling silence to her confidences, had all but encouraged her to flirt, all the while knowing where his true affections lay! Not with me. Not anymore.

The truth spun around and around in Lydia’s mind, like a riddle whose key eluded her, although, by all appearances, everyone else had solved it two weeks ago.

Dear God. I am a fool.

Lydia looked to the door. Why was Sophie at the keyhole? To watch her sister make a terrible idiot of herself? For that was what she had done. He’d begun to make his declaration—his declaration of feelings for Sophie!—and she had jumped in with her own I love you!

Stars above. If only Persephone would share the joys of the earth swallowing her! She had never misjudged anyone so badly. She, who prided herself on her powers of observation!

Alas, the earth did not open. Only silence filled the space of the parlor. With each passing second, it seemed to gather weight and density. Soon it would become unbreakable. But her mind felt limp. Papa was so far away. To whom would she turn when she left this room? Papa would not be waiting to hug her, to tease her, to remind her of the many reasons a gentleman of sense would be glad to have her to wife. You are my pearl, Lydia. Promise me that you will never waste your time mooning over swine.

She must speak. For in a few moments she would begin to cry, and she could not bear George to witness that. That mortification was beyond her power to endure.

She drew a breath. Even in the depths of her horror, she knew exactly what she must say—those powerful, meaningless words that would bring this misery to an end. There was always a script. She knew how to read the lines well enough. And George was waiting for them. He expected them.

No doubt, she thought with a sudden and foreign contempt, he believed they meant something.

Lydia lifted her chin. “Let me be the first to offer you congratulations.” Her voice would not break. She dug her fingernails into her palms. “I know that you will be very happy, indeed.”



One

Four years later.

In this new electric light, the white marble blinded. James Durham propped his elbows on the balcony, laced his hands together, and stared down into his foyer. It had been a bit dramatic, he supposed, a bit too Grecian, paving the foyer with flagstones. At the time, he’d considered it the epitome of pure aesthetics. Now it nauseated him. Too much white: a funeral shroud of a foyer. Silent but for the buzzing of the lights, like vultures in the distance. He felt dizzy. His mouth was dry. It would be so easy to trip over this rail. One careless movement, a sweet swan’s dive downward, and the floor would not be so white anymore.

His breath left him in a shudder. He stepped back, and his head seemed to soar from his shoulders. Good God. He was never trying another of Phin’s little concoctions.

Hmm. That resolution felt . . . familiar. As if he’d made it before. Several times, in fact. How hopeless he was. He laughed softly. Yes, how predictably, tediously hopeless.

“Sanburne!”

The word came spearing through his consciousness, scattering the fog. With a start, he realized it had never been silent. Music, laughter, high-pitched squeals were spilling down the stairs. Yes—that was right! He had twenty-odd guests above; there’d been a party afoot since last evening, and he was the host. “Bloody hell,” he said, and the astonishment in his voice sounded so queer and overdone that he had to laugh again.

“Sanburne!” It sounded very close now, this shrill cry, which might or might not belong to Elizabeth; he could never be sure without looking, not in this state. Then look up, you idiot. Yes, excellent idea. In one moment, he would.

“Sanburne, have you gone deaf?”

With an effort he raised his head. It was indeed Lizzie; she appeared to be floating down the staircase. Magic? But no; if there were any magic in the world, it would not reside in Elizabeth, no matter how she might need it. Poor, luckless darling. He walked toward her with sympathetic intentions, intending to take her hands, for she looked distraught, her once-rakish coiffure now slipping over a tear-filled eye.

But walking proved beyond him. He tripped over the first stair and sat down. The impact astonished him. What had he been thinking, not to carpet the place?

He shook his head and reached for the banister. Before he could pull himself up, Lizzie was at his side, her skirts—stained by something; wine, smelled like—bunching around her calves. “Sanburne, he—he’s got a w-w-woman—” She sobbed a breath that brought her décolletage into his nose. A bit of caviar had gotten lodged in her neckline. He brushed it away. Most mysterious. What the hell were they doing up there?

“He’s got a woman on his lap! One of your maids! Fondling her right in front of me!” Elizabeth’s fingers fastened onto his upper arm, digging for attention. “Do you hear me? Are you awake?”

He was curious about that, too. “Are my eyes open?”

She made a noise of exasperation, then took his chin in her grip, yanking it up so their eyes met. “They are open,” she said. “Behold: it is I.”

“It is you,” he agreed. “Your eyes are particularly lovely when you’ve been crying, my dear. So green. So much lovelier than white.”

The corners of her mouth began to tremble. “Nello’s got one of the maids,” she said.

Something . . . insistent there. He did not like her look, suddenly, but he could not break from it. It made the world around him take on weight. Stairs, his house, a party. For one last second, the giddiness remained. And then his mind clicked, gears grinding. “One of the maids, did you say?” He pulled himself up by way of a baluster. The first step was the hardest. Damn Nello for a tosser; he always made a scene.

“Wait!” Elizabeth came scrambling up behind him. “James, you won’t . . . hurt him, will you? He’s just a bit drunk, is all. Or whatever it is that Ashmore gave him. I didn’t mean to start a fight!”

“Of course you bloody did.” He said it without rancor as he mounted the staircase. The drug was still coursing within him; he felt incapable of dividing his attention. Nello! Chap knew the rules. One couldn’t break host’s rules. Deuced poor taste!

He crested the stairs to discover the party had spilled out of the salon. Elise Strathern was weaving her way down the corridor, Christian Tilney nipping at her heels. Colin Muir, scoundrel Scot, was trying to feed liquor to the stone bust of one of James’s forebears, while his audience—the Cholomondley twins, who else?—giggled appreciatively.

Inside the yellow room, things were no more civilized. Glass crunched beneath his feet and the air held a stinking miasma of opium and cigar smoke. Someone had broken the palm fronds that screened the musicians from the gathering, and damn if the violinist did not have a cummerbund tied around his head as he manfully sawed out the latest music hall ditty. The flutist had given up, and was watching with avid amazement as Mrs. Sawyer turned a jig atop the banquet table—beneath which the cellist, and his instrument, were sleeping in a pool of punch.

And there was Nello, arguing in the far corner with Dalton. Elizabeth was right (but she was always attentive to detail in this one regard: namely, the idiotic regard she felt for Nello). He’d lodged one of the parlormaids beneath his arm, and she was thin-lipped, squirming. James picked his way through the debris and came up just as Nello lifted his fist for the first punch.

James caught him by the wrist. “Now, now, children.”

“Damn his eyes, Sanburne! I’ll have at him! A cheating swot, am I?”

“Just about,” said Dalton, grinning drunkenly. “Why, you swived that Egyptian wench so hard that Sanburne just about puked to death from the boat rocking.”

“You little—”

James wrapped his forearm around Nello’s neck and hauled backward. The parlormaid shrieked and fell to her bum, from which position, James ascertained with a glance, she crawled toward safer quarters. “As for that,” he said into Nello’s ear, “you are a cheat, and if you don’t believe me, Lizzie will set you straight.”

Nello abruptly ceased struggling. “Lizzie . . . ?”

“Indeed,” Elizabeth said, coming round to confront him. “You pig!”

James loosened his hold. “Just full of snap, ain’t she?”

Indeed, her face was pinched with rage. She stepped forward, her hands raised over her head—and in them, James spotted something he’d been meant to deliver this morning. His Egyptian funerary stela!

“Lizzie, no!”

The rock slab smashed down on Nello’s shoulder. The awful cracking sound caused even the violinist to falter. With a cry of agony, Nello dropped to his knees. “My shoulder!”

“Broken it,” Dalton predicted, and slid down the wall to nap.

“Dear God!” James pried the stela from Elizabeth’s fingers. He turned it over, searching anxiously for damage. He’d been coddling the thing for days, toasting it with evening brandy, gloating over the bitter envy his father was sure to feel at the sight of it. And Lizzie used it to bludgeon someone!

“ Have I broken it?” she asked. She was looking down at Nello, a curiously blank expression on her face.

“No,” he decided, on a long breath of relief. “It looks intact.”

“His shoulder, you buffoon, not your precious rock.”

“My precious—? Priorities, Elizabeth!”

She snorted. “Oh, stuff. My priorities do not include your foolish antics with your father.”

James grinned. His father, indeed. Moreland would be at the lecture by now, blissfully ignorant of what was in store for him. There was no way he’d be able to resist this piece. “Lizzie, love, your priorities have nothing to do with me. Now look here,” he said more briskly, “be a dear and send round for the doctor. Also, tell Gudge he may set up Nello in the blue bedroom.” Nello moaned again, and James bent to eye him. “Perhaps with a very large bucket,” he added. Old boy was looking rather green.

“Don’t go,” Nello managed. “I need . . . help.”

Lizzie was more shrill. “You’re leaving me? With Nello nearly dead?”

With a reassuring pat to the stela, James rose. “Never. Friendship is eternal, etcetera. But I have an appointment at the Archaeological Institute, you might recall.” A month in Egypt, spent suffering seasickness off the edge of a houseboat that—Dalton was correct—rocked like a pendulum. Countless letters to and from Port Said. A fortune spent on various, ultimately second-rate antiques. Thousands of pounds to finally secure the right one. Six months of work leading to this moment, and he’d almost forgotten! Phineas certainly had a way with the toxins.

“Oh, of course,” Lizzie said, “the Archaeological Institute. If Nello were dead, I doubt you should miss your appointment!”

For Nello? “You might be right.” He gave Lizzie a quick kiss on the cheek, then picked his way out of the salon, eager to depart before she started crying again.

• • •

Lydia had managed to keep her voice from shaking. Nor had anyone yet stood to decry her as a lunatic. Sophie was falling asleep—her hat tipped, abruptly righted when Antonia poked her, then began tipping again—but that was not unusual. Most importantly, Lord Ayresbury, in the front row, was listening with every sign of interest. All in all, she thought cautiously, it was going very . . . well.

The hope she’d been repressing for days swelled and burst free. It washed through her at such dizzying speed that she actually stuttered from the impact. “If—ah, if my father’s findings are correct, then this strongly suggests . . . ”

A door slammed open at the back of the hall, admitting a much-rumpled gentleman. The sight startled her into a pause. It was coming on noon, and he was wearing evening attire, black tailcoat and bow tie.

Some of the audience turned to mark his advance. He was trailed by a footman in garish crimson livery, who cradled a greatcoat in one arm, and some sort of slab in the other.

An eccentric latecomer, no doubt. No need to feel uneasy. Lydia adjusted her spectacles and focused again on the text. “This strongly suggests that Tel-el-Maskhuta was not the location of the first stop in the Exodus.”

A snort issued from the fat, ginger-haired man seated next to Lord Ayresbury. Lydia did not look up; it would only rattle her. For the last hour, he had been making these contemptuous noises. The part of her mind not occupied with her lecture had already prepared the condolences she would offer for his poor health. They would be introduced later, she assumed. Papa had written a long letter about what to expect: “Hospitality, tempered with suspicion and random pockets of hostility, to which the director will steer you directly at the conclusion of your speech. Mold your spine in steel, and give them what-for!”

Sweat beaded her nape as she fumbled for the last page. She had wrestled with this conclusion for days, determined to phrase Papa’s findings in the most diplomatic manner possible. His data was sound, but it required them to take a very strong line against scholars who claimed to have located Pithom and Succoth. Some of those men were in the audience today, and if they decided to jeer, it would not help Papa’s bid for funding.

Steel, she reminded herself. Lord Ayresbury was tremendously influential with the Egypt Exploration Fund, and rumor held him to be a man who appreciated innovation. With his endorsement, they would certainly secure EEF funding. Papa needed only two more seasons to prove beyond all doubt that he had located the true site of the first stop on the Exodus. And then, why, all his worries would be over. There’d be no need for him to continue in the antiquities trade. So many funds would pour in for his projects, they’d have to turn down offers of support.

The thought bolstered her. He had wanted this for so long, now. And she would be the one to achieve it for him. She licked her dry lips. “Now, if I may—”

“Aha! There you are!”

The recent arrival had drawn up halfway down the aisle. He was addressing someone seated in one of the rows. A murmur ran through the theater.

“Stand up, then,” the interloper said. “No use skulking.”

Lydia’s stomach sank. It had all been going too well, hadn’t it? She should have known not to count her chickens beforehand.

Of course, her wise father had foreseen this. “And if, my dear, some ill-bred ruffian should take the room from you—why then, you must simply take it back.”

She drew a breath and flattened her hands on the lectern to brace herself. “If I may,” she called.

He glanced up, looking startled. As though he could possibly have missed that there was a meeting in session! He stared at her as if trying to place her. Her heart drumming (for she had no practice in “taking back” a room; as an activity, it sounded alarmingly martial), she returned his regard. He was an extraordinarily tawny creature, with a firm jaw and a long nose. No doubt he was considered very handsome by those who liked exhaustion: the shadows beneath his eyes suggested sleepless nights. “Not right now,” he said to her, starting to turn away. Then, looking back, he ran an eye down her and added thoughtfully, “But later, by all means.”

Strangely, his impertinence calmed her. An Adonis might be rare and baffling, but she knew how to handle the commonplace blackguard. “Perhaps, sir, you might allow me to finish my lecture first!”

But she was addressing the backs of heads now; his attention had moved on, and he had taken her audience with him. Papa’s audience!

She watched in disbelief as he said, “All right, then,” to an elderly gentleman sitting at the edge of the row. “The mountain will come to Mohammed.” He beckoned to the footman, who stepped forward, holding out a slab that had been tucked beneath his arm.

Several members of the society stood to have a look, Lord Ayresbury among them.

The elderly man rose to his feet. “What is the meaning of this, you devil?”

“That, sir, you will have to tell me.” The interloper’s nod prompted the footman to deposit the rock at the older man’s feet. “My stela. Not to be confused with Stella, whom you have permanently sequestered from view. Anyway, I have no idea what it is, but I’m assured it’s quite valuable. And very rare.”

There was a moment of rapt silence from the onlookers as the footman arranged the piece to his master’s satisfaction. Her lecture had turned into a carnival show. Lydia found herself looking through a curious, filmy haze, which she realized with horror must be tears. Dear God, to cry like a babe, in public! Suddenly grateful for the crowd’s distraction, she dashed a wrist across her eyes. This was too silly of her; she must behave with dignity.

Oh, but hope died far less pleasantly than it was born. It loosed a terrible death rattle, just above one’s heart.

“I say,” cried a man in the far corner. He pushed his way into the aisle, occasioning a chorus of grunts and protests from those seated in his row. “Is that Nefertiti?”

The interloper considered the slab. “Might be,” he said. Didn’t he even know? These pretty men were always the worst sort of dilettante. “You mean the one snuggling up to the chap in the . . . ?” He sketched some mysterious shape in the air above his head.

Ah. A conical hat of the pharaonic type. Lydia braced herself.

Indeed: direct chaos. Chairs toppled, programs went skidding, and exclamations and speculation rent the air as three quarters of her erstwhile listeners swarmed forth to view the object.

A couple of those who remained in their seats spared her a sympathetic look. She managed a polite smile in return. The redheaded gentleman smirked, and she turned her face away, giving him a cut that even his beady eyes would remark. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him whisper something to his female companion, an immaculately turned-out blond about Lydia’s age. In reply, her thin, patrician lips curved slightly.

Lydia fought the urge to roll her eyes. She was very familiar with the meaning of such looks. At twelve years old, it signified that your bookishness was boring and your short skirts outmoded. At seventeen, that your interest in heathen civilizations made you mannish. At twenty-two, that you’d said something odd and no wonder your brother-in-law had jilted you for your sister. And at twenty-six . . . ? At twenty-six, Lydia was too mature to care for its significance. She toed the line of acceptable behavior, and that was all she owed to polite society. Certainly she asked nothing of it in return.

Silently she began to stack the pages of her speech. Her fingers were trembling. Pathetic. Orientalists! She had seen it all her life: one mention of Pharaohs, and men reverted to the schoolroom. Even Papa, the most doting husband in history, had broken vigil at Mama’s sickbed when news came of some block statue arriving from Cairo. Lydia had sat in the darkened bedroom—one hand on her mother’s forehead, the other switching between Sophie’s shoulder and Antonia’s small, trembling fingers—and listened to the rumble of his carriage, receding down the drive. She’d only been sixteen, and certainly no one had realized that Mama’s fever would be fatal. Nevertheless, the future had suddenly seemed obvious. Papa might support her studies, but she could not count on his undivided attention. Not unless she, too, courted his mistress, Lady Egypt.

Well, at least Papa’s passion was grounded in science. As far as she could tell, most other Egyptologists used archaeology as a ruse to disguise an unmanly fascination with shiny baubles. She eyed the interloper again. He had stepped out of the crowd and was watching, with a pleased smile only partially concealed by the finger tapping at his upper lip, the skirmish he’d caused. She could see how gewgaws might appeal to this one. His fingers were layered in a surplus of jeweled rings. Pinned at his lapel was a gaudy turquoise and silver watch. And surely he’d had to sit for hours before his valet managed to coax that wave of sun-striped hair to fall just so over his brow. A peacock. A washed-out peacock had ruined her lecture! Worse than that—had ruined, in one fell swoop, the basis of every plan she and Papa had hatched!

The redheaded man was now gloating. She caught the rhythm, if not the precise words, that he cackled into Ayresbury’s ear. Mockery. There went any chance at the funding, then. When word of this fiasco reached Cairo, Papa would feel terribly disappointed. He had counted on Ayresbury’s endorsement. For that matter, she had counted on securing it. She owed him this.

With sudden fury, she gathered her skirts and marched forward. The ginger critic harrumphed as she passed, but she paid him no heed. Elbowing through the melee, ignoring all manner of complaint, she drew up at the stela, so her skirts almost brushed the edge of the slab.

One glance decided her. “It’s fake,” she said.

No one appeared to hear.

“It’s fake!”

Her vehemence startled even her. In the brief, ensuing silence, as her temper began to cool, she wondered what she had done. She opened her mouth to soften her condemnation, to qualify it, but someone beat her.

“Never,” exclaimed a gentleman who, disregarding all propriety, had fallen to his hands and knees for a closer look. “On the contrary, it has every mark of authenticity!”

That was a bit much, she thought.

“Such a rarity,” another man cooed. “Why, Lord Sanburne has unearthed a miracle! Just look at—”

“Enough of you,” snapped the older gentleman to whom the stela had been presented. His watery blue eyes focused on Lydia. As he stepped forward, the crowd of people around them stepped back. “Have you some knowledge of this artifact, Miss Boyce?”

“Naturally she does.” This from Antonia, who came up in a cloud of perfume—Sophie’s special blend from Paris; a sniff confirmed it—to slip her arm through Lydia’s. Lydia had told her time and again that debutantes did not wear such heavy scents, but Sophie would encourage her. “Indeed,” Ana continued in merry tones, “how could she not? Why, she was reading cuneiforms while still on Papa’s knee. And she spends every afternoon studying Arabic at the British Library!”

The old man looked more than gratified by this exaggeration. “Of course. I am a great admirer of Mr. Boyce’s work.” He held out his hand to Antonia. “Forgive the informality. I am Moreland, Earl of Moreland.”

Antonia took his hand and sank into as best a curtsy as she could manage, given her trailing skirts and the onlookers not a foot away. “How fortunate that you are not the Earl of Less land; I fear that would be most distressing to your well-wishers.”

The earl laughed, and Lydia forced a polite smile. She was distracted by a glimpse of the interloper, Sanburne. He was working his way toward them, and proximity revealed the full extent of his disarray. His cuffs were flapping open. A wine-colored stain covered his periwinkle waistcoat.

The smile he sent her suggested imminent bloodshed.

“I am sure you have never heard that one before,” Ana was saying. A saucy little smile rode her lips.

“True wit bears endless repetition,” the earl said gallantly. He turned to Lydia, who, jolted from premonition, made a curtsy. He gestured to the stone at their feet. “Truly, is it a forgery?”

Oh, she was in it now. Mold your spine of steel. “Without a doubt,” she said. She did not glance down. She felt it unwise to remove her eyes from Sanburne, who had now joined them in the inner circle.

“Well?” Sanburne said. His eyes were horribly bloodshot.

“Not well at all,” she said. “Quite poor, in fact.”

“Explain yourself.”

She drew a breath. He really did have the most formidable glare. “I—”

“You will have to pardon my son his manners,” the earl interrupted. He cast a fierce look at the man, who arched a brow, as unrepentant as Lucifer.

Digesting this unexpected news of their relationship, Lydia felt a sharper prickle of unease. The Durham family was notorious: the sister a murderess, stashed in some insane asylum in the country; and the son, she recalled now, a wild socialite who entertained the beau monde by outwitting his father in various public locales.

Dear heavens. It seemed she had stepped into some nasty familial tangle. Her every word would only implicate her further. “Perhaps you should consult one of the other gentlemen.” Her spine wasn’t really made of steel, after all. That was a silly saying, made up by someone who had never felt what it meant to be broken. “This is not my area of specialty. And in a room with so many distinguished scholars—”

“Precisely,” said the earl’s son.

“Nonsense,” said the earl. “As far as I reckon, you’re the only one with the good sense to take a second look before bursting into this—this chorus of hallelujahs. Out with it, girl; whence your verdict?”

Antonia laughed softly, squeezing her arm. “Oh, do tell them, Lydia.” To Lydia’s unease, her gaze rested on the thunderous face of the prodigal son.

Well, it seemed that the quickest way out of this was to bumble her way through it. She laid her hand atop Ana’s, taking comfort from her sister’s touch. “Numerous reasons lead me to suspect the authenticity of this item,” she said slowly. Now she did give it a longer look, and to her relief, her intuition seemed well-founded. “Yes. It attempts to approximate a funerary stela of the Intermediate Period, but in such a tableau, one would expect to see jars of beer. Instead we have what look to be pots of ointment. And that is not . . . ” Her gaze flicked to Sanburne’s, then quickly away. The scar dividing one of his brows was flushed crimson with the force of his irritation. “That is not Nefertiti, and she is not snuggling. She is kneeling, which is all wrong. One only kneels to divinity. I suspect, if you examine the chisel marks on the back, you will also discover that this was not fashioned with an adze. In all ways, it simply doesn’t . . . look right.”

Lord Sanburne snorted. “Perhaps someone with better vision should have a look, then.”

She tightened her grip on Antonia. “I see perfectly well. That is the purpose of spectacles, after all.”

“By the deuces,” someone behind her called. “She’s right.”

The earl smiled. “My dear! Such a keen eye. We’re fortunate that you’ve chosen to follow in your father’s footsteps.”

That was not her intention, but now did not seem to be the time to announce it. “Thank you, sir.” She gathered herself to look once more at the earl’s son. This time, she did not let his glare deter her. “I believe the field requires fresh perspectives. So often I find Egyptology to serve as an excuse, allowing men of a certain disposition to collect pretty trinkets in the name of science.” Her gaze flicked down to the rings on the man’s fingers, then back up.

Whatever reaction she had expected—an angry flush, a protest, perhaps even a violent assault (she did not think him beyond it)—she was not prepared for him to smile at her. And such a smile! Slow at first, as if considering whether or not to widen; and then, suddenly, shifting into laughter. It transformed his face. He was, all at once, breathtaking.

But then something went wrong. His laugh started out softly, but he did not seem able to stop it. As his mirth rose in volume, it assumed a lunatic quality. Lydia dimly sensed people scattering back to their seats, but she could not look away from the young lord’s face. It was more than morbid curiosity that arrested her. She’d never seen someone lose his mind before, but Sanburne managed it beautifully. The sight tightened her throat, and only this prevented her impulse to—

To do what? Great ghosts, what could she possibly think to say to such a creature? His beauty was meaningless, as random and unmerited as the pattern on butterflies’ wings. She should know better than to let it affect her.

For the earl’s part, he seemed more irritated than concerned. “Snap out of it, boy! By God, what have you been smoking?”

The earl’s son choked to a stop. “Got me,” he said to Lydia. Then, on another burble of laughter, he snapped his fingers toward the footman, who promptly produced a coat. As he flung it on, he addressed the earl. “Maybe you should hire her to vet your collection. After all, you do seem to share a certain, ah, rapport.”

Lydia stiffened. He’d made the word sound sordid.

“My collection? I am not such a fool to invest my money in untested frauds!”

“Perhaps you should hire her,” Ana said to Sanburne. “Evidently you require greater powers of discernment than are at your disposal.”

“Indeed,” Sanburne said, eyeing her.

The speculative quality of his look alarmed Lydia. “I am sure the blame lies elsewhere. Whomever you deal with in purchasing these antiquities—”

“Yes, yes,” he said impatiently. “So much for him. Father, a word with you.”

He started off, then paused and turned back when the earl did not immediately accompany him.

“Don’t you want your rock?” Lord Moreland inquired sweetly.

“Indeed,” Sanburne said. “I shall save it to use for your tombstone. Wouldn’t that be fitting?”

This uncanny remark made Lydia’s head feel light. “Let’s go find Sophie,” she murmured to Ana. “There’s nothing more to be done here.”

She was turning away when the earl called her name. “Look for a note,” he said. “I am most grateful for your advice today.”

“Oh, indeed, and a note from me,” Sanburne said smoothly. “We can share you, can we not? I have many antiquities you might like to devalue.”

She paused, counting to ten. But there was no way to answer him without further straining the bounds of propriety. With a mute curtsy to the earl, she turned her back on them both, and dragged her sister to safety.



Two

The last caller departed, Lydia returned to her chair. How exhausting these seasonal events could be. A whole lot of fluttering nonsense, lent the illusion of substance by the vast number of rituals surrounding them. Sophie had held court today for what seemed like half the city. It would have been a real triumph, had most not come to gawk at Lydia. All the social columns had carried mention of the debacle at the Institute.

As she leaned over to retrieve her teacup, George’s voice came from the hallway. Impossible not to stiffen as she sat back again. Ana’s debut had forced them under the same roof until August, and the proximity had started to wear on her nerves. Only last night, Sophie had drawn her aside to mention his immense distress over the lecture. “He thinks you should have kept silent, and let someone else point out that the stela was a fake,” she’d said.

The hypocrisy had astonished Lydia into silence. Generally George knew better than to criticize her conduct in any respect. After all, the most shocking wrong she’d ever committed had unfolded in this very room, at his behest.

The memory unsettled her sufficiently to make her consider saying something rash. But when the door opened, only Ana stepped into the room. She was flipping through the cartes de visite left by their guests. “So many people,” she murmured. “Have we ever had so many?” With a smile, she looked up. “Did you hear Miss Marshall when she walked in? She mistook it for a kettledrum!”

Her nerves settling, Lydia smiled back. Ana’s smiles were contagious; Mr. Pagett, third son of the Earl of Farlow, certainly seemed charmed by them. All three sisters had agreed: if he made an offer in the next fortnight, they would push for a September wedding. Ana wanted a honeymoon in northern Italy, where the autumn was said to be splendid. Sophie wanted to be rid of her chaperonage duties before her October trip to the Riviera. And the sooner Ana was settled, the sooner Lydia could continue her campaign to secure funds for Papa’s project. The lecture had only been the beginning. Next she intended to travel the country, personally soliciting every over-moneyed, amateur Egyptologist who had ever bought so much as a papyrus. Certainly she could not continue to depend on the antiquities trade to finance Papa’s project. It distracted him from his real work, and kept her in London when she would much rather be in Egypt, helping to coordinate the excavations and also to do research of her own.

Ana tossed the cards onto the center table and settled into a nearby chair. She was wearing a pretty white tulle dress, as befit a girl in her first season. Not so appropriately, her ankles were showing. “You were very popular today, Lyd.”

There was a note of puzzlement in her voice that caused Lydia to hide a smile. Neither of her sisters was accustomed to being overshadowed by her. All three of them had inherited Mama’s hazel eyes and waving black hair, but Sophie and Ana were built on smaller, more winsome lines, with rosebud lips and eyes that tilted like a cat’s. As a girl, Lydia had studied the mirror often enough to know that it was the mouth which made them pretty, and the tilt which lifted them to beautiful. Lacking either, she had decided to surrender all vanity. “If I was popular, you must thank the viscount. His shenanigans received a great deal of notice.”

“Oh, that’s right. I wonder if he’ll be at the Durhams’ dinner tomorrow?”

She shrugged and reached again for her tea. “I doubt it. They do not get on, you know.”

“How sad.”

“It’s by his own doing. Don’t waste your pity on that scalawag.” And then, because she did not like Ana’s continuing fixation on the viscount, she changed the subject. “Did you enjoy your chat with Mr. Pagett?”

Ana blushed. “He is very kind. He said he would pay a call tomorrow.”

“Lovely.” Things were moving right along. “But you will take Sophie with you. If he arrives in a two-seater, you will insist on our barouche.” He had pulled this trick before, and Ana had gladly conspired with him. She did not yet grasp how vulnerable a young woman was to missteps—or, for that matter, how easily a gentleman might lose interest thanks to an error of judgment which he had encouraged.

“I have promised it already,” Ana said testily. “Sophie says a letter came from Papa?”

“Yes. He’s preparing a shipment, and wanted me to contact his clients.”

“Did he send any word for me?”

“I’m sorry, dearest. It was all business.”

Ana wrinkled her nose. “It’s always business with him!”

As it must be for the rare scholar who had not inherited a fortune to support his interests. “He’s very busy, dear. If he doesn’t finish the excavation before the rains begin, the whole season will have gone to waste.”

A little sigh was the only acknowledgment Ana paid to this logic. She used to show more sympathy, but lately, Sophie’s attitude was coloring her view. “George was saying yesterday that it’s a shame Papa never visits us.”

Offense brought Lydia upright. “Would he foot the bill for Papa’s project? That would certainly make it possible for him to visit. But George never offered.”

“Maybe he would.” Ana shrugged and wound her fingers together in her lap. “He says the antiquities trade is very lowering for a gentleman. It isn’t right, of course, but some people might say that Papa digs in graves for things to sell.”

She sucked in a breath. How dare he give voice to such rumors! “Ana, I cannot believe you did not object to this!” Oh, she would not rest until she secured enough money to abandon this trading business! The Egyptian government vetted every piece that Papa exported, but it still opened him to the most intolerable remarks. “Really, have a little loyalty! You live under George’s roof, but he is not your father!”

“Of course he isn’t.” Ana hesitated. “Lyd, why do you and George dislike each other?”

Was she that obvious? “Don’t be silly. I simply object to his criticisms of Papa.” As Ana’s frown deepened, she said more sharply, “He has no right to say such things.”

“I know.” Ana reached out for her hand. “It’s all right. Once I’m married, you can come along with me. I promise it. Why, I shan’t marry anyone unless he agrees to let you come!”

The offer might have soothed her, had she not heard Ana make a similar declaration last week about her puppy—who, despite their best efforts, continued to piddle on the carpet and chew up slippers. “How kind,” she said dryly. “But when you find this paragon, do have a care.” She reached down and gave Ana’s hem a yank. “He may feel that only actresses flash their ankles.”

“How rude!” Ana sprang off the chair. “And I was only trying to be nice!” Stalking over to the sideboard, she made an officious show of rearranging a bouquet.

Embarrassed of herself, Lydia began to apologize—and then Ana bent over, showcasing her newfangled bustle in all its glory. Lydia’s mouth snapped shut. She had objected to it at the milliner’s, but Sophie had overruled her. As a result, Ana’s backside now occupied three times the space that nature had intended for it, and quivered so violently that one might assume a small animal lurked beneath her skirts. Horrible thing! It was obviously intended for one purpose only: to draw a gentleman’s notice to areas it should not stray.

A sigh announced Sophie’s return to the room. She was on the outs with the housekeeper, whom she blamed for the soggy biscuits the guests had received. “Incompetence,” she muttered as she sank onto the chair beside Lydia. “Most unfortunate.”

Lydia nodded grimly toward the sideboard. Ana had moved on to the newest bouquet, an eruption of luridly pink tea roses, threaded with bushy sprigs of colchicum, columbine, and geranium. The note had included no signature, but the language of the flowers, joined together, clearly admitted their origins. I shall ever remember; my best days fled; I am resolved to win; I expect a meeting. “Entirely unfortunate,” she said.

Sophie lifted a brow. “You’re certain it’s from Sanburne? It’s such an awful arrangement, and he’s rumored to have very good taste.”

“Ha! That’s not the only rumor I heard today.” They went on for hours. Sanburne was a rascal, a ruffian. A veritable Adonis, and an excellent sportsman. He drank heavily—but with style. He was a most modern sort of heathen: his maternal uncle had left him a great deal of land, which he’d sold to purchase some filthy factories in Yorkshire. Now he made a fortune bilking laborers of their life’s blood, and delighted at every opportunity to rub his father’s nose in his commercial talents. “The flowers are definitely from him,” Lydia muttered. Remembering the profusion of gemstones that sprouted from his fingers, she added, “I find them quite in character. He’s as gaudy as his bouquet.”

“Glamorous, Lydia. He’s very popular, you know.”

“Popular! With a whole lot of drunkards and South Africans, no doubt. Mrs. Bryson was telling me all about it. She says that his parties are famous for all manner of ill-bred mashers.”

Sophie snorted. “Any man without whiskers is a masher in her book. And his circle’s very smart—about as smart as the Marlborough House Set, I’d reckon, but even harder to crack, because they’ve all been friends for ages.” Her sudden sigh reeked of envy. “Do you remember when George used to take an interest in society? He might have known Sanburne. Why, when we first married, there wasn’t a party he didn’t attend. Now look: all he wants to do is sit around with his clubmen discussing politics. Even the wives talk of nothing else.”

What did you expect? They are politicians. Lydia knew better than to say it, though. Address one complaint, and Sophie would only find another; she was constantly discovering new reasons to be disappointed in George. No doubt a kind and noble sister would help Sophie to see his strengths. Good luck to you, Ana.

“Not that Sanburne wouldn’t make a brilliant catch.” Sophie pulled out her little book. “Do you have a pen?”

Lydia let out an astonished laugh. As the only matron amongst them, it had fallen to Sophie to play Ana’s chaperone. She carried a little diary she called her “campaign journal,” in which she kept a list of well-born bachelors, adding relevant details as they became available. But this was too much. “You can’t think to add him—he’s already contracted to Gatwick’s daughter!”

“Is he? I can’t get a straight answer for it. Besides, they say she is in love with someone else.”

“Oh, that’s just what we want for Ana: a man who antagonizes his father for fun, and keeps a fiancée who doesn’t care for him.” Lord, what a tangle. Lydia could not understand these high-flyers. They had nothing better to do than make hashes of their lives, while the rest of the world cheered them on for it. Never mind that lesser mortals would be tossed out on their ears for such tomfoolery.

“Well, I wouldn’t push her at him. But if he showed an interest . . . ”

Here was exactly why Papa had asked her to keep an eye on Sophie’s matchmaking. “Absolutely not. And what of Mr. Pagett? I thought you’d vowed to have a proposal within the fortnight.”

Sophie sat forward, her lip jutting mutinously. “And so I will, but you mustn’t get pushy. Preach all you like about old rocks and foreigners, but when it comes to gentlemen, you don’t know a thing.”

Lydia’s mouth dropped open on a silent syllable. If only these walls could speak, they would make a rebuttal for her! “Indeed? I know nothing? When Gladstone joined us for supper last week, and you nearly fell asleep in the soup, who rescued the discussion?”

“You droned on about Home Rule for half an hour,” Sophie snapped. “I am surprised he did not fall asleep. George was mortified.”

“George was grateful for my intercession,” Lydia said sharply. He had even given her a weak smile of thanks.

Sophie gave a one-shouldered shrug. “He felt too embarrassed for you to say anything, I suppose.”

Embarrassed for her, was he? George was not mortified three years ago, she thought. When he assaulted me in this room, when he grabbed me and groped me and kissed me, he did not find me wanting then .“Mr. Gladstone asked my opinion of the subject,” she said between her teeth. “So I responded. And what were we meant to talk about, then? Your décolletage? Ana’s newly abundant posterior? Really, Sophie, what are you teaching her with this behavior? Pretty eyes aren’t the only asset a woman might possess—and little good they serve when a man has nobler interests than flirtation!”

Sophie smiled at her. “There’s your mistake,” she said sweetly. “You mistake disinterest for nobility. Dear Lydia, just because a man doesn’t find you attractive doesn’t mean he has no interest in flirting with other, prettier women. So you see, there is no need to set your example for Ana: she will never need the skills that you so much require.”

“How clever you are with cruelty,” Lydia said flatly. “Are you very proud of it?”

“I only speak the truth. Surely a great scholar like yourself should admire that.”

Never had the temptation to confess been stronger. The words were so close to emerging that she could feel their weight and shape on her tongue.

But she would not say it. It had been so long ago. And the tale would flatter her as little as it did George. After all, he’d had liquor to blame for his behavior. But what reason could she give for the way her arms had twined around him? For a few brief seconds before she’d ripped herself away, his treachery had . . . gratified her. You made the wrong choice, she’d thought. You know it now.

As always, the memory made her gorge rise. Amid the self-contempt and anger, only one thing was clear to her. She had wanted to know what it was like to be kissed; she had found out, to her own shame. She took a deep breath. “I won’t bother to argue with you,” she said, and cleared her throat. “It comes down to this: Papa left the task to both of us. We will both find Ana a husband.”

Sophie yawned. “Papa is in Egypt. And I doubt he would turn up his nose at a future earl.”

“Papa would not give a fig for a title if it meant marrying Ana to a drunkard.”

A smirk curved her sister’s mouth. “That is not what he told me.”

“What? When?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you? He wrote me a letter.”

Lydia knew a moment of shock. “He didn’t.”

“No?” Sophie smiled. “You’re not his only daughter, you know.”

Common sense reasserted itself. Papa always routed the family correspondence through her. “True enough,” she said with a shrug. “Let me see the letter, then.”

“Why should I? It wasn’t meant for you.”

There was no letter, of course. Sophie was only trying to annoy her. What had started this whole argument? Ah, yes. “Well, none of it matters anyway. Sanburne is already linked with Mrs. Chudderley.”

“Mrs. Chudderley?” Ana had left off with the bouquets and come to join them. Her bright tone was deliberate: she did not mind quarreling when she was instrumental to it, but when it cropped up among others, it made her uneasy. “The professional beauty?”

Lydia stepped in before Sophie could. “Yes, Lord Sanburne’s fiancée.”

“Oh! Is he engaged to her? I’m not surprised. You see her pictures in all the shop windows. She’s very beautiful.”

Lydia did not like the admiration in her voice. “You should pity her. Contracted to a man who appears in public whilst intoxicated! We’ll certainly do better for you.”

“I shall certainly do so,” said Sophie.

Ana divided an uneasy glance between them. She had no basis for understanding the anger that lived between her elder sisters. By tacit agreement, they would never tell her. “I should hope so,” she said, and dropped into an easy chair.

“Gracefully,” Lydia murmured. “Do not—plummet, so.”

“Let her be,” Sophie snapped.

“I’m sure they make a splendid looking couple,” said Ana. “What dash he has!”

“Handsome is as handsome does.” She realized how prudish and stiff her tone sounded a moment before Sophie laughed.

“And it does a great deal, in my experience.” When Lydia looked up, Sophie’s eyes were on her. “I am sure you would not disagree with that, Lydia.”

Lydia stared right back at her. “No, indeed not. I’ve found that beauty covers any manner of deeper ugliness.”

• • •

Seated atop his carriage, James had a nice view of the moment when pandemonium swept Epsom Downs. All of London had turned out for the race. Citizens of every stripe drank and ate and brawled together—gawking at fire-breathers, cheering the acrobats, tossing coins to wandering accordionists. The air was sharp with sweat and spilled cider, choked with smoke from grilling sausages and fried clams. The carnival atmosphere might have overshadowed the Derby itself, had the race not ended in a dead heat.

This shocking news did not travel instantly; after all, the crowd ranged, in some places, a half-mile deep. From his perch on the carriage roof—a makeshift island in a sea of heads—James snacked on dressed crab and champagne and watched the oncoming wave of chaos. An astonished bettor, backing away from the news, bumped into a stilt walker, who toppled with a shout onto the blanket of a family who’d been picnicking in the shade cast by James’s coach. “This is why I don’t gamble,” Phin said at his side. “Leave it to chance, lose it to chance.”

James was mildly surprised to find him awake. For the last four hours, as James had leaped back and forth from Dalton’s carriage (now moved out of range, along with Dalton and Tilney themselves, by the jostling crowd), Phin had been sitting here, stock-still, eyes shut, sunning himself like some rangy alley cat. Or perhaps Buddha was the better comparison, for his appetites seemed null: offers of ale, wine, pressed beef, and boiled eggs had been rejected in turn.

If Phin’s aim was merely to be ornamental, he succeeded. Burnt dark by a foreign sun, whittled to lean muscle from his mountaineering, he cut a striking figure. When James had come back from the grand stand earlier, he’d found a gang of shop girls loitering about, ogling everything from Phin’s wide as the Channel shoulders to the exotic length of his brown hair to his coo, so manly jaw. As for James, he had divine eyes and the face of a god, but his amusement had not suited them. Accordingly, they’d moved on, making a dead set at Dalton.

Now, Dalton was a trump, and would guard a friend’s back even if his own broke in the process. But with his carrot-orange hair, invisible eyebrows, and weak chin, he was no one’s notion of Romeo come to life. No one knew this better than Dalton himself, who’d invited the girls up top by asking them to “lie directly into my ear.” When Tilney had mocked him for it, the ladies had retaliated, forcing Tilney, through subtle adjustments, to the edge of the roof. He now slugged drams and sulked. Prettier than a girl, he was not accustomed to being ignored.

“Poor Tilney,” James said, as one of the girls threw her arms wide, knocking him sideways and causing him to make a desperate clutch for balance. “We should rescue him before his vanity collapses.”

Phin grunted. “True. Wouldn’t be much left of him without it.” After a brief pause, he added, “Except his debts. I believe his pick came in last, just as it did yesterday and the week before.”

Here was truth: Tilney had bad luck with horses. James had bailed him out more times, and to greater sums, than he could count. But another habit was also in play here—Phin’s reflexive suspicion of blue bloods. The fact that he was one made no difference. And to be fair, back when they’d all been at Eton, it had made no difference to Tilney, either. There’d been no intimation, yet, that Phin would inherit an earldom. Most of his peers had dismissed him as a charity case—a suspiciously Irish one, at that.
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