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				Prologue

				London

				5 October 1822

				My Lord,

				You must Burn this Letter
						after reading it. Should it fall into the Wrong Hands, I shall be once again
						Exiled to the COUNTRY, to one of my Carsington step-uncles’ Domiciles, where
						I shall most certainly be placed in ISOLATION. I don’t mind Ruralizing in
						Small Doses, but to be LOCKED IN and forbidden any Social Intercourse of
						any Kind (for fear of my forming Unsuitable Acquaintances or Leading
						Innocents Astray) is intolerable, and will surely lead me to
						Desperate Acts.

				I am Watched constantly. The only
						way to send you a proper, Unexpurgated and Uncensored Letter is to write in
						my Secret Place and arrange with Certain Persons—who must remain Nameless,
						the Undertaking being uncommonly
						dangerous—to put this Epistle among the
						Diplomatic Dispatches.

				I should not undertake this Perilous
						Enterprise merely to note that it is Exactly One Year since we set out upon our
						Most Interesting Journey to Bristol. Nor should I endanger my Freedom merely
						to Convey the Usual Harmless News a Young Lady is permitted to communicate
						to a young Gentleman of her acquaintance—even if he is practically her
						Brother
						or at least a Cousin of sorts. I am driven to Subterfuge because it is my
						DUTY to Inform you of a further
						change in your Circumstances. We Children are
						supposed to know nothing of these Matters, but I am not Blind, and the fact is, your
						Mama is expecting again.

				Yes, it is shocking, at her age, and the
						more so as it’s scarcely a year since your first brother was born. Little
						David, by the way, is turning out amazingly like you, outwardly at least.
						Babies are chameleon-like in the Early Stages, but his Looks seem to have
						settled. His Hair is growing in fair like yours and his Eye color seems to
						have resolved itself to the same unusual shade of grey. But I
					digress.

				I was always Mystified by your Mama’s
						sudden FERTILITY after thirteen
						barren years. But Great-Grandmama Hargate says
						that your parents’ lengthy visits in Recent Years to what she calls their
						Cottage Love Nest In Scotland, explain everything. Great-Grandmama says the Haggis &
						the Scottish Whiskey Did the
						Trick. She said the combination always had a
						prodigious effect on Great-Grandpapa. I
						know what she meant by “prodigious” because I happened to come upon her
						Secret Collection of Engrav

				I must make short work of this, if it is
						to get safely into the Dispatch Bag. The Ordeal will require my slipping out
						of a Certain Relative’s House Unnoticed and finding a Hackney. Luckily I have
						Allies. If I am caught, IMPRISONMENT IN THE COUNTRY awaits me—but as you
						know, I regard my own Safety and Happiness as of No Consequence in the
						Pursuit of a Noble Cause.

				Yours sincerely,

				Olivia Wingate-Carsington

				Thebes, Egypt

				10 November 1822

				Dear Olivia,

				I received your letter some days ago and
						should have answered sooner, but my studies and our work consume all my
						time. Today, though, Uncle Rupert is away ejecting a party of Frenchmen from
						one of our excavations—for the third time. The scoundrels wait for our
						servants to clear all the sand away—weeks and weeks of work. Then the
						devious Gauls produce a firman from a nonexistent kashef or such, which they
						claim gives them sole rights to the site.

				I can break heads as well as the next
						fellow, and would have gone, but Aunt Daphne tied me to a rail of the
						dahabeeya (a type of Nile boat, quite commodious) and told me to write to my
						family. If I write to my parents, it will only remind them I exist, and
						incite the usual irrational urge to have me home to watch their histrionics
						until they forget why they wanted me and send me away to yet another dismal
						school.

				Since, as Lord Rathbourne’s stepdaughter,
						you qualify as family, no one can logically object to my writing to you
						instead. I find myself torn regarding your news. On the one hand, I am very
						sorry to learn that yet another innocent child will be thrown into the
						parental tempest. On the other, I’m selfishly glad to have siblings at last,
						and pleased that David is thriving.

				I don’t see why anybody should mind your
						apprising me of my mother’s pregnancy, but then I’ve never understood the
						strictures placed on females. It’s worse here for women, if that’s any
						consolation. In any case, I hope you suffer no imprisonment for enlightening
						me. Your temperament is not suited to rules, let alone captivity. This I
						learned firsthand during the adventure you refer to.

				Of course I recall vividly the day on
						which I suddenly and unexpectedly—two words I shall always associate with
						you—departed London with you.

				Every moment of our journey to Bristol is
						as deeply incised in my brain as the Greek and Egyptian inscriptions on the
						Rosetta Stone, and bound to endure as long. If someone, centuries hence,
						happens to dig up my corpse and anatomize my brain, he will find, etched
						there in unmistakable characters: Olivia. Suddenly. Unexpectedly.

				You know I leave sentiment to my parents.
						My thinking must be guided by facts. The fact is, my life took a remarkable
						turn after our journey. Had I not gone with you, I should have been sent to
						one of the many schools in Scotland run on Spartan principles—though to be
						fair, the Spartans were soft by comparison. I should have had to put up with
						the same sort of infuriating narrow-mindedness prevailing at other schools,
						but under even more sadistic conditions, such as impenetrable Scottish
						accents and hideous weather. And the bagpipes.

				In thanks, I enclose a small token.
						According to Aunt Daphne, the scarab beetle sign is said as “kheper”—with
						the “kh” pronounced like the German “ach.” The hieroglyphic signs have
						several meanings and uses. The scarab signifies rebirth. I look upon this
						journey to Egypt as a rebirth.

				It’s turned out more exciting than I’d
						dared to hope. Over the centuries the sand has swallowed whole worlds, which
						we’ve scarcely begun to uncover. The people fascinate me, and my days are
						mentally and physically stimulating, as they never were at home. I’m not
						sure when we’ll return to England. I hope it isn’t for a very long
						time.

				I must end here. Uncle Rupert has
						returned—all in one piece, we’re pleased to note—and I cannot wait to hear
						about his encounter with those worthless slugs.

				Yours sincerely,

				Lisle

				P.S. I wish you would not address me as My
						Lord. I can hear you say it with that provoking hint of mockery in your
						voice, and I can see you making an excessive sort of curtsey—or perhaps,
						given your confusion regarding what girls may and may not do—a
					bow.

				L

				P.P.S. What Engrav?

				Four years later

				London

				12 February 1826

				My dear L,

				Felicitations on your EIGHTEENTH
						BIRTHDAY!

				I must be Quick with this, because I’m
						about to go into Exile again, to Cheshire with Uncle Darius this time. That
						will teach me to take a Little TATTLETALE like Sophy Hubble to a Gaming
					Hell.

				How I wish your recent Visit home had been
						longer. Then we might have Celebrated this Momentous Day together. But you are far better
						off in Egypt, I know.

				Too, had you lingered here, you might not
						have been permitted to return to Egypt at all.

				Not long after your Departure, we had a
						CRISIS with your Parents. As you know, I’ve always protected Adults from
						the Truth. I gave Lord and Lady Atherton to understand that Plague in Egypt
						was not
						the GHASTLY & FATAL CONTAGION one associates with Medieval Times, but
						merely one of the minor Ailments travelers often experience. But
						mere Weeks after your ship set sail, some Busybody Told Them the Truth! They became
						HYSTERICAL, going so far as to DEMAND the Ship be recalled! I told them
						it would kill you to turn back, but they said I was over-dramatizing. I!
						Can you credit it? Talk of the pot
						calling the kett But I must stop. The boy is
						here.

				No time to Tell It All. Enough to say that
						Step-Papa has Dealt with the Matter, and you are SAFE for now.

				Adieu, my Friend. I wonder if I shall ever
						see you
						again, and— Oh, drat. Must go.

				Yours sincerely,

				Olivia Carsington

				P.S. Yes, I’ve dropped “Wingate,” and you
						won’t wonder why when I tell you what my Paternal Uncle said about Mama. If
						Papa were alive, he’d disown them, and you know—Curse the boy! He will not
						wait.

				O

				In a village ten miles from
						Edinburgh,Scotland

				May 1826

				No one had lived in Gorewood
						Castle for two years.

				Old Mr. Dalmay, whose health was
						failing, had had to move out a few years before that, into a modern, warmer
						and drier house in Edinburgh. His agent hadn’t yet found a tenant, and the
						caretaker, who’d had an accident last spring, still wasn’t back. That was
						why the restoration and repair work, which had been going on for as long as
						anybody could remember—which was to say, for all the time Mr. Dalmay had
						lived in the castle—had gradually slackened.

				That was why, on this spring evening,
						Jock and Roy Rankin had the castle to themselves.

				They were scavenging, as usual. They’d
						learned the hard way that the splendid stones on the battlements didn’t
						survive the more-than-one-hundred-foot drop to the ground below. The castle
						basement, being filled with rubble, offered easier pickings. Someone had
						already tried to steal a piece of the stairway. Their employer would pay
						well for the remaining stone blocks.

				As they were digging out a sizable
						fragment of a stair from a bed of crumbled mortar and rubble, the lantern
						light shone on a round object that didn’t look like a bit of mortar or stone
						fragment.

				Jock picked it up and squinted at it.
						“Look at this,” he said.

				That isn’t exactly what he said. He
						and Roy spoke a Scottish version of English that the average English speaker
						might easily mistake for Sanskrit or Albanian.

				If they had spoken recognizable
						English, it would have sounded like this:

				“What have you got there?”

				“Dunno. Brass button?”

				“Let me see.”

				After scraping off dirt, Roy said, “A
						medal, maybe.” He peered at the object.

				“Old medal?” said Jock. “Some of them
						fetch a good price.”

				“Could be.” Roy scraped some more and
						peered some more. Then he spelled out painfully, “R-E-X. Then a mark, not a
						letter. Then C-A-R-O-L-V-S.”

				Jock, whose reading skills extended to
						recognizing a tavern sign, said, “What is it?”

				Roy looked at him. “Money,” he
						said.

				They returned to digging with renewed
						energy.

			

		

	
					
				Chapter 1				

		  London

				3 October 1831

				Peregrine Dalmay, Earl of Lisle, looked from one parent to the other. “Scotland? I most certainly won’t.”

				The Marquess and Marchioness of Atherton exchanged glances. Lisle didn’t try to guess what it meant. His parents lived in their own world.

				“But we were relying upon you,” his mother said.

				“Why?” he said. “I made it clear in my last letter that I’d stay only a short time before returning to Egypt.”

				They’d waited until now—moments before they were due to leave for Hargate House—to tell him about the crisis at one of the Dalmay family’s Scottish properties.

				Tonight the Earl and Countess of Hargate were giving a ball in honor of the ninety-fifth birthday of Eugenia, Dowager Countess of Hargate, matriarch of the Carsington family. Lisle had returned from Egypt to attend, and not simply because it might be his last chance to see the wicked old lady alive.

				Though a grown man of nearly four and twenty, no longer in Rupert and Daphne Carsington’s care, Lisle still regarded the Carsingtons as his family. They were the only proper family he’d ever known. He wouldn’t dream of missing the celebration.

				He looked forward to seeing them all, especially Olivia. He hadn’t seen her in five years, since his last visit home. When he arrived in London a fortnight ago, she’d been in Derbyshire. She’d returned only yesterday.

				She’d gone to her parents’ country house early in September, mere days after the coronation, on account of a broken engagement. It was her third or fourth or tenth—she’d reported them all in her letters but he’d lost track—and reputed to have beat all her previous records for brevity. Not two hours had passed between her accepting Lord Gradfield’s ring and sending it back to him with one of her heavily underlined and capitalized letters. His lordship had taken his rejection hard, and provoked an innocent bystander into a duel, during which the men had wounded each other, though not mortally.

				The usual excitement with Olivia, in other words.

				Lisle certainly hadn’t come home on his parents’ account. They were ridiculous. They had children, but it wasn’t a family. They were entirely wrapped up in each other and their endless dramas.

				This was typical: a great scene in the drawing room, about a topic normal people would have reserved for a rational discussion at a suitable time—not minutes before setting out for a ball.

				Gorewood Castle, it seemed, had been falling down for the last three or four hundred years and sporadically undergoing repairs in the course of those centuries. For some reason they’d suddenly decided it must be restored to its former glory, and he must go there to oversee the work because of some trouble with ... ghosts?

				“But you must go,” his mother said. “Somebody must go. Somebody must do something.”

				“That somebody ought to be your land agent,” Lisle said. “It’s absurd that Mains can find no workers in all of Midlothian. I thought the Scots were desperate for work.”

				He moved to the fire to warm his hands.

				The few weeks since his return from Egypt weren’t enough to acclimate him. This English autumn felt like dead winter to him. Scotland would be intolerable. The weather there was vile enough in midsummer: grey, windy, and rainy, when it wasn’t snowing or sleeting.

				He didn’t mind harsh conditions. Strictly speaking, Egypt was a more brutal environment. But Egypt offered worlds for him to uncover. Scotland offered nothing to discover, no ancient mysteries to solve.

				“Mains has tried everything, even bribery,” Father said. “What we need is the presence of a male family member. You know how clannish the Scots are. They want the laird of the castle to take charge. I cannot go. I cannot leave your mother when her health is so fragile.”

				She was pregnant again, in other words.

				“It seems you must abandon me, my love,” said Mother, lifting a limp hand to her head. “Peregrine has never cared about anything but his Greek and Latin and Toxic.”

				“Coptic,” Lisle said. “The ancient language of—”

				“It’s always Egypt,” Mother said with an ominous little sob. “Always your pyramids and mummies and scrolls, and never us. Your brothers don’t even know who you are!”

				“They know me well enough,” Lisle said. “I’m the one who sends them all the jolly things from foreign parts.”

				To them he was the dashing and mysterious older brother who had exciting adventures in a wild and dangerous land. And he did send them the kinds of gifts that delighted boys: bird and cat mummies, snakeskins, crocodile teeth, and beautifully preserved scorpions. He wrote to the lads, too, regularly.

				Yet he couldn’t altogether quiet the inner voice telling him he’d abandoned his brothers. It was no good answering that he could do nothing for them here, except share their misery.

				Only Lord Rathbourne—known throughout Society as Lord Perfect—had ever been able to manage his parents. He’d saved Lisle from them. But Rathbourne had a family of his own now.

				Lisle knew he needed to do something for his brothers. But this castle business was nonsense. He’d have to postpone his return to Egypt for how long? And for what?

				“I don’t see what good my shivering in a dank, crumbling old castle does my brothers,” he said. “I can think of no more ridiculous errand than traveling four hundred miles to save a lot of superstitious laborers from hobgoblins. Not that I understand what your villagers are afraid of. Every castle in Scotland is haunted. Every place is haunted. Battlefields. Trees. Rocks. They love their ghosts.”

				“It’s more than ghosts,” his father said. “There have been shocking accidents, bloodcurdling screams in the dead of night.”

				“They say a long-dormant curse was reawakened when your cousin Frederick Dalmay accidentally trod on the grave of Malcom MacFetridge’s great-great-grandmother,” his mother said with a shudder. “Frederick’s health began to fail immediately thereafter. In three years, he was dead!”

				Lisle looked about him, wishing—not for the first time—there was someone he could turn to and say, “Do you believe this?”

				Though his parents were no more capable of seeing reason than Lisle was of seeing unicorns, his own sanity demanded that he introduce facts into the conversation.

				“Frederick Dalmay was ninety-four years old,” he said. “He died in his sleep. In a house in Edinburgh ten miles from the supposedly cursed castle.”

				“That isn’t the point,” said his father. “The point is, Gorewood Castle is Dalmay property and it’s falling to pieces!”

				And you never cared about it until now, Lisle thought. Cousin Frederick had left the castle years ago, and they’d let it be neglected.

				Why, suddenly, had it become so important?

				Why else? He was home and couldn’t ignore them the way he ignored their letters. It was a ploy to keep him in England. Not because they needed him or wanted him. Merely because they thought this was where he ought to be.

				“What does he care?” his mother cried. “When has Peregrine ever cared about us?” She flung herself out of her chair and toward one of the windows, as though she would hurl herself out of it in despair.

				Lisle was not alarmed. His mother never threw herself out of windows or dashed her brains out against the chimneypiece. She only acted as though she’d do it.

				Drama was what his parents did instead of thinking.

				“What monstrous crime did we commit, Jasper, to be punished with this stonyhearted child?” she wailed.

				“Oh, Lisle, oh, Lisle.” Lord Atherton put his hand to his head and assumed his favorite King Lear pose. “Who can a man turn to if not to his eldest son and heir?”

				Before he could launch into the usual speech about ingratitude and marble-hearted fiends and thankless children, Mother took up the cause. “This is our payment for indulging you,” she said, her eyes filling. “This is our reward for putting you into the care of Rupert Carsington, the most irresponsible man in England.”

				“Only the Carsingtons matter to you,” Father said. “How many letters have you written to us, in all the years you’ve spent in Egypt? I can count them on one hand.”

				“But why should he write, when he never thinks of us?” said Mother.

				“I make a simple request, and he answers with mockery!” Father stormed to the fire, and struck his fist upon the mantelpiece. “By God, how am I to bear it? With worry and care, you’ll drive me to an early grave, Lisle, I vow.”

				“Oh, my dearest love, don’t say so!” Mother shrieked. “I could never go on without you. I should swiftly follow you, and the poor boys will be orphaned.” She hurtled away from the window to sink into a chair, and commenced sobbing hysterically.

				His father flung out his hand, indicating his distraught spouse. “Now look what you’ve done to your mother!”

				“She always does that,” said Lisle.

				Father let his hand fall, and turned from him in a huff. He drew out his handkerchief and pressed it into Mother’s hand—in the nick of time, too, because her own would soon need wringing out. She was the most prodigious weeper.

				“For the boy’s sake, we must pray that dreadful day never comes,” Father said, patting her shoulder. His eyes filled, too. “Lisle, naturally, will be off on his jaunts among the heathens, leaving his brothers to uncaring strangers.”

				His brothers already lived among uncaring strangers, Lisle thought. If orphaned, they’d go to one of his father’s sisters. Though Lord Atherton had lost one—Lord Rathbourne’s first wife—some years ago, the other six were in fine fettle, and wouldn’t notice a few more added to their own large broods. It wasn’t as though any of them actually cared for their children directly. Servants, tutors, and governesses reared one’s offspring. Parents had little to do but put their noses in when not wanted and find ways to annoy everybody and devise ridiculous and inconvenient schemes to waste one’s time.

				He wouldn’t allow them to manipulate him. If he let himself be drawn into the emotional whirlpool, he’d never get out.

				The way to keep on solid ground was to keep to the facts.

				“The boys have scores of relatives to look after them, and more than sufficient money to live on,” he said. “They won’t end up abused and starved in an orphanage. And I will not go to Scotland on a fool’s errand.”

				“How can you be so heartless?” his mother cried. “A family treasure faces extinction!” She sank back in the chair, letting her husband’s handkerchief drop from her trembling fingers as she prepared to swoon.

				The butler entered. He pretended, as he always did, that an emotional extravaganza was not in progress.

				The carriage, he told them, was waiting.

				The drama didn’t end with their departure, but continued throughout the drive to Hargate House. Thanks to the late start and the press of traffic, they were among the last to arrive.

				Lisle’s parents resumed their reproaches before and after greeting their hosts and the assorted Carsington husbands and wives, and in the interval before they made their way through the crowd to the guest of honor.

				The birthday girl, the Dowager Countess of Hargate, appeared unchanged. Lisle knew, thanks to Olivia’s letters, that the old lady still gossiped, drank, and played whist with her friends—known among the Carsingtons as the Harpies—and still found ample time and energy to terrorize her family.

				At present, garbed in the latest and most expensive mode, a drink in her hand, she sat on a sort of throne, the Harpies clustered about her like ladies in waiting to a queen. Or perhaps like vultures about the queen vulture, depending on one’s point of view.

				“You’re looking sadly peakish, Penelope,” she told Mother. “Some bloom when they’re breeding and some don’t. A pity you’re not one of the blooming ones—except for your nose. That’s red enough, and your eyes, too. I shouldn’t weep so much, was I your age, nor dropping brats, either. If you’d asked me, I’d have advised you to stick with the birthing business when once you’d started, instead of stopping and leaving it until all your looks went and your muscles stretched past mending.”

				Leaving Mother temporarily speechless and red in the face, her ancient ladyship nodded at Lisle. “Ah, the wanderer returns, brown as a berry, as usual. It’ll be a shock to you, I daresay, seeing girls fully clothed, but you’ll have to bear it.”

				Her friends caught the pun and laughed loudly.

				“Bare it, indeed,” said Lady Cooper, one of the younger ones. She was only about seventy. “What will you wager, Eugenia, that the girls wonder if he’s as brown everywhere as his face?”

				Beside him, Mother gave a faint moan.

				The dowager leaned toward him. “Always was a missish little prune,” she said in a stage whisper. “Never mind her. It’s my party, and I want the young people to have their fun. We’re awash in pretty girls, and they’re all panting to meet our great adventurer. Run along now, Lisle. If you find Olivia getting engaged to anybody, tell her not to be ridiculous.”

				She waved him away, and reverted to torturing his parents. Lisle abandoned them without the slightest twinge of conscience, and let himself become lost in the throng.

				The ballroom, as the dowager had promised, was overrun with beautiful girls, and Lisle was by no means immune to the species, fully clothed or not. He certainly wasn’t averse to dancing. He found partners easily, and danced happily.

				All the while, though, his gaze roamed the crowd, seeking one head of violently red hair.

				If Olivia wasn’t dancing, she must be playing cards—and fleecing whoever was dim-witted enough to play with her. Or maybe she was in a dark corner, getting engaged again, as the dowager suspected. Olivia’s many broken engagements, which would have ruined a girl of lesser fortune and less powerful family, wouldn’t discourage suitors. They wouldn’t mind her not being a beauty, either. Olivia Carsington was a catch.

				Her late father, Jack Wingate, had been the feckless younger son of the recently deceased Earl of Fosbury, who’d left her a fortune. Her stepfather and Lisle’s uncle, the Viscount Rathbourne, had pots of money, too, and he was heir to the Earl of Hargate, who had even more.

				Between and during dances, she was a frequent topic of conversation: the daring gown she’d worn to the coronation last month, her carriage race with Lady Davenport, the duel she’d challenged Lord Bentwhistle to—because he’d whipped a footboy—and so on and so on.

				She’d been “out” in Society for four years, she still wasn’t married, and she was still the talk of London.

				This didn’t surprise him in the least.

				Her mother, Bathsheba, came from the rotten branch of the DeLucey family: a famous lot of swindlers, imposters, and bigamists. Before Bathsheba Wingate married Lord Rathbourne, Olivia had shown clear signs of following in the ancestral footsteps. Since then, an aristocratic education had hidden the signs, but Olivia’s character, clearly, had changed not at all.

				Lisle remembered some lines from a letter she’d written to him in Egypt, shortly after his first brother was born.

				I look forward to the day when I become a Bachelor. I should like to live an unsettled life.

				Judging by the talk, she’d succeeded.

				He was about to start actively searching for her when he noticed the men preening and jockeying for position in one corner of the room—competing for the current reigning beauty, no doubt.

				He went that way.

				The crowd was so thick that at first all he could see was the fashionably absurd coiffure rising above the men’s heads. Two birds of paradise seemed to have their beaks stuck into a great loop of ... red hair. Very red hair.

				Only one girl in all the world had that hair.

				Well, then, no surprise to find Olivia at the center of a crowd of men. She had rank and a thumping great dowry. That would more than make up for...

				The crowd parted then, giving him a full view. She turned his way and he stopped short.

				He’d forgotten.

				Those great blue eyes.

				For a moment he stood, lost in a blue as deep as an Egyptian evening sky.

				Then he blinked, and took in the rest, from the ridiculous birds hanging over the stiff loops of red hair to the pointed slippers peeping out from under the ruffles and furbelows at the hem of her pale green gown.

				Then his gaze went up again, and his brain slowed to a crawl.

				Between coiffure and shoes appeared a graceful arc of neck and smooth shoulders and a creamy bosom more than amply on display ... and lower down, an armful of waist curving out gracefully into womanly hips...

				No, that had to be wrong. Olivia was many things. Beautiful wasn’t one of them. Striking, yes: the fatally blue eyes and the vivid hair. Those were hers and no one else’s. And yes, that was her face under the absurd coiffure ... but no, it wasn’t.

				He stared, his gaze going up then down, again and again. The room’s heat was suddenly beyond oppressive and his heart was beating strangely and his mind was a thick haze of memories where he was searching to make sense of what his eyes told him.

				He was dimly aware that he was supposed to say something, but he had no idea what. His manners had never been quite so instinctive as they ought to be. He was used to another world, another clime, other kinds of men and women. Though he’d learned to fit in this one, fitting in didn’t come naturally to him. He’d never learned to say what he didn’t mean, and now he didn’t know what he meant to say.

				At the moment, everything anybody had ever done to civilize him was lost. He beheld a vision that stripped away all the rules and meaningless phrases and proper ways to look and move and shredded them to bits and blew them away.

				“Lord Lisle,” she said, with a graceful dip of her head that made the birds’ plumes flutter. “There’s a wager on, as to whether you’d turn up for Great-Grandmama’s party.”

				At the sound of her voice, so familiar, Reason began to slog its way through the muck of confusion.

				This was Olivia, Reason said. Here were the facts: her voice, her eyes, her hair, her face. Yes, her face was different because it had softened into womanliness. Her cheeks were softer, rounder. Her mouth was fuller...

				He was aware of people talking, of this one asking that one who he was, and another answering. But all of that seemed to be in another world, irrelevant. He couldn’t see or hear or think anything but Olivia.

				Then he discerned the glint of laughter in her eyes and the slight upturn of her mouth.

				He came back to earth with a thunk that should have been audible on the other side of the great ballroom.

				“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said.

				“I’m glad to see you,” she said, “and not merely because I’ve won the wager.” She gave him one slow, assessing look that slid over his skin like fingertips and sent heat arrowing straight to his groin.

				Ye gods, she was more dangerous than ever.

				He wondered whose benefit that look was for. Was she simply exercising her power or was she trying to provoke all her admirers simultaneously by pretending he was the only man in the room?

				Excellent work, either way.

				All the same, enough was enough.

				She wasn’t a little girl anymore—if she’d ever been a little girl—and he wasn’t a little boy. He knew how to play this game. He let his gaze drift down again to her breasts. “You’ve grown,” he said.

				“I knew you’d mock my hair,” she said.

				She knew he wasn’t referring to her hair. One thing Olivia had never been was naïve.

				But he took the hint and dutifully regarded the coiffure. Though it towered over many other men, he was tall enough to look the birds in the eye. Other women wore equally fantastical hair arrangements, he was aware. While men’s fashions had grown increasingly sober in recent decades, women’s had grown increasingly deranged.

				“Some birds have landed on your head,” he said. “And died there.”

				“They must think they’ve gone to heaven,” said a male voice nearby.

				“Looks like rigor mortis,” Lisle said.

				Olivia sent him a fleeting smile. Something curious happened inside his chest. Something else happened lower down, not at all curious and all too familiar.

				He willed the feelings into oblivion.

				She couldn’t help it, he told himself. She was born that way, a Dreadful DeLucey through and through. He mustn’t take it personally. She was his friend and ally, practically his sister. He made himself picture her as she’d been on the day when he first met her: a skinny twelve-year-old who’d tried to brain him with his sketchbook. A provoking, dangerously fascinating girl.

				“I dressed for you,” she said. “In honor of your Noble Quest in Egypt. I ordered the silk for my gown to match the green of the Nile in your watercolors. We had to use birds of paradise because we couldn’t find ibises.”

				Voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone, she leaned toward him, offering a nearer and fuller view of alabaster flesh, curved precisely to fit a man’s hands. At these close quarters he was acutely aware of the faint sheen of moisture the ballroom’s heat had brought to her skin. He was aware, too, of the scent of a woman arising therefrom: a dangerous blend of humid flesh and a light, flowery fragrance.

				She should have warned him, drat her.

				Think about the skinny twelve-year-old, he counseled himself.

				“I wanted to dress like one of the ladies in the copies of the tomb paintings you sent,” she went on, “but that was forbidden.”

				The scent and the stress on forbidden were softening his brain.

				Facts, he told himself. Stick to facts, like...

				Where were her freckles?

				Perhaps the room’s gentle candlelight made them less obvious. Or maybe she’d powdered her breasts. Or had she bleached them with lemon juice?

				Stop thinking about her breasts. That way madness lies. What’s she saying? Something about tomb paintings.

				He filled his mind with images of flat figures on stone walls.

				“The ladies in the tomb paintings are not, technically speaking, dressed,” he said. “When alive, they seem to be tightly wrapped in an extremely thin piece of linen.”

				The costume left nothing to the imagination, which was probably why even he—who preferred to stick to facts and leave the realm of imagination to his parents—had no trouble at all picturing Olivia’s curvaceous new body wrapped in a thin piece of linen.

				“Then, when they’re dead,” he went on, “they’re overdressed, tightly wrapped in layers of linen from head to foot. Neither form of attire seems practical for an English ball.”

				“You never change,” she said, drawing back. “Always so literal.”

				“Leave it to Lisle to throw away a golden opportunity,” said another male voice. “Instead of complimenting the lady—as any man with eyes must do—and trying to win her favor, he must wander into a boring lecture about pagan customs.”

				Yes, because it’s safe there.

				“My attention has not wandered, I assure you, Miss Carsington,” Lisle said. “At present it could not be more firmly fixed.”

				He’d like to fix his hands on the throat of the fiend who’d given her this face and body—as though she needed any more weapons. It must have been the devil. A trade of some kind, sometime in the five years since Lisle had last seen her. Naturally Satan, like anyone else, would have had the worst of any bargain with her.

				In a corner of his mind, the voice that warned him of snakes, scorpions, and cutthroats lurking in the darkness said, Watch out.

				But he already knew that, because he knew Olivia.

				She was dangerous. Beautiful or striking, with or without breasts, she exerted a fatal fascination. She easily captivated otherwise intelligent men, most of whom had already seen her destroy the peace of other equally intelligent men.

				He knew that. Her letters had been filled with her numerous “romantic disappointments,” among other things. He’d heard other stories since entering this ballroom. He knew what she was like.

				He was merely temporarily unhinged because he was a man. It was a purely physical reaction, completely natural when one encountered a beautiful woman. He had such reactions all the time. This was disturbing only because he was reacting to Olivia.

				Who was his friend and ally, practically his sister.

				He’d always thought of her that way.

				And that was the way he’d continue to think of her, he told himself.

				He’d had a bit of a shock, that was all. He was a man who encountered shocks nearly every day of his life, and thrived on them.

				“Having fixed my attention for the moment,” he said, “perhaps the lady would be so kind as to grant the next dance.”

				“That’s mine,” said one of the men hovering at her shoulder. “Miss Carsington promised.”

				Olivia snapped her fan shut. “You may have another, Lord Belder,” she said. “I haven’t seen Lord Lisle this age, and he’ll soon be gone again. He’s the most elusive man in the world. If I don’t take this dance, who knows when I should have another? He could be drowned in a shipwreck. He could be eaten by crocodiles or bitten by a viper or a scorpion. He could succumb to plague. He’s never happy, you know, except when risking his life to advance our knowledge of an ancient civilization. I can dance with you anytime.”

				Belder looked murder at Lisle, but he smiled at Olivia and yielded his claim.

				As Lisle led her away, he finally understood why so many men kept shooting each other on her account.

				They all wanted her and they couldn’t help it; she knew it and she didn’t care.

			

		

	
					
				Chapter 2				

		  The gloved hand Olivia had taken was warm, and stronger and firmer than she remembered. When it clasped hers, she grew warm everywhere, which startled her—and that was by no means her first shock this evening.

				Had she ever taken Lisle’s hand before? She couldn’t remember. But it had been instinctive to do so, to go with him, though he wasn’t the young man she used to know.

				For one thing, he was much larger, and not simply physically, though that change was impressive enough.

				When he first drew near, moments ago, he blocked her view of the rest of the room. He’d always been taller than she. But he wasn’t a lanky youth anymore. He was a man, exuding virility to a dizzying degree.

				She wasn’t the only one he made dizzy. Among the hordes of men about her were a few women friends. She’d seen the way they looked at Lisle when he entered her circle. Now, as he and she passed into the crowd proper, on their way to the dancing area, she saw heads turn—and for once it wasn’t only men, and they weren’t all staring at her.

				She’d stared, too, when she’d first spotted him, though she knew him so well. He captured one’s attention because he wasn’t like anybody else.

				She studied him surreptitiously, sizing him up as she sized up everybody, as any Dreadful DeLucey would do.

				The Egyptian sun had darkened his skin to bronze and lightened his hair to pale gold, but that wasn’t the only way he was different.

				The black coat hugged his broad shoulders and lean torso, and the trousers outlined his long, muscled legs. His linen was immaculately white, his evening slippers glossy black. Though he wore the same impeccable evening attire as other men, he seemed not fully clothed somehow, perhaps because no other gentleman made one so forcefully aware of the powerful body underneath the elegant attire.

				She saw other women taking him in, pausing in their conversations to study him or try to catch his eye.

				They saw only the outside. That, she admitted, was exciting enough.

				She knew he was different in other, less obvious ways. His wasn’t the usual gentleman’s education. Daphne Carsington had taught him all and more than he would have learned at public school and university. Rupert Carsington had taught him survival skills few gentlemen had need for: how to handle a knife, for instance, and how to throw a man out of a window.

				All this she knew. What she hadn’t been prepared for was the change in his voice: the tantalizing hint of a non-English lilt in the aristocratic accents, and the way the sound conjured images of tents and turbans and half-naked women languishing on Turkey carpets.

				He didn’t carry himself in the way he used to do, either. For nearly ten years he’d lived in a complicated and dangerous world, where he’d learned to move as quietly and smoothly as a cat or a cobra.

				The deep gold skin and golden hair made one think of tigers, but that didn’t quite capture his otherness. He moved like ... water. As he threaded his way through the crowd, he sent ripples through it. Watching him pass, women fainted mentally and men contemplated killing him.

				As one who’d learned to be acutely aware of his surroundings, he’d sense this, she was sure, though his face gave nothing away.

				But she, who’d known him for so long, was aware that he wasn’t as coolly contained and detached as he seemed. The logical, pedantic surface hid a fierce, obstinate nature. That, she suspected, hadn’t changed. Too, he had a temper—which, the set of his mouth told her, had been sorely tried recently.

				She tugged his hand. He looked down at her, his grey eyes glinting silver in the candlelight.

				“This way,” she said.

				She led him past a cluster of servants bearing trays, dropped his hand to take two glasses of champagne from one of the trays, then passed out of the ballroom into the corridor and thence into an antechamber. After the briefest hesitation, he followed her in.

				“Close the door,” she said.

				“Olivia,” he said.

				“Oh, please,” she said. “As though I’ve any reputation to lose.”

				He closed the door. “As a matter of fact, you do, though I’m sure you ought to have been ruined ages ago.”

				“There isn’t much that money and rank can’t buy, including reputation,” she said. “Here, take one of these, and let me welcome you home properly.” He took one of the glasses she offered, his gloved fingertips brushing hers.

				She felt the spark of contact under her glove, under her skin. Her heart sparked, too, and its beating grew hurried.

				She stepped back half a pace, and clinked her glass against his.

				“Welcome home, my dear friend,” she said. “I was never so glad to see anybody as I was to see you.”

				She’d wanted to launch herself at him and throw her arms about his neck. She would have done it, too, whatever Propriety said, but the look in his silvery eyes when he first caught sight of her stopped her in her tracks.

				He was her friend, yes, and only Great-Grandmama knew her better than he did. But he was a man now, not the boy she used to know.

				“I was bored senseless,” she went on, “but the look on your face when you discovered my bosoms was priceless. It was all I could do to keep a straight face.”

				He looked there now, and the heat started where he looked, and spread outward and deepened. In an instant she was in a sweat again, the way she’d been a little while ago, when he first looked at her. That was all the warning she needed: This was one fire she’d better not play with.

				He studied her bosom critically, the way he might have examined a line of hieroglyphic writing. “You didn’t have them the last time I saw you,” he said. “I was completely flummoxed. Where did you get them?”

				“Where did I get them?” Gad, that was so like him, puzzling over her breasts as though they were a bit of ancient pottery. “They simply grew. Everything grew. Very slowly. Isn’t that odd? I was precocious in every other way.” She drank. “But never mind my bosoms, Lisle.”

				“Easy for you to say. You’re not a man. And I haven’t got used to them yet.”

				And she hadn’t got used to what happened when he looked at her in that way. She laughed. “Well, look, then, if you must. Great-Grandmama told me the time will come all too soon when men won’t be interested in looking there, and I ought to enjoy it while I can.”

				“She hasn’t changed at all.”

				“She’s frailer, and tires more quickly than she used to do, though she still gets about. I don’t know what I’ll do when she’s gone.”

				Great-Grandmama was her confidante, the only one who knew all of Olivia’s secrets. She couldn’t possibly tell Mama or Step-Papa everything. They’d done their very best for her. The truth would only distress them. She had to protect them from it.

				“I don’t know what I should have done tonight without her,” Lisle said. “She took my parents prisoner and let me escape.” He dragged his hand through his hair, turning it into a wild tousle that would make women swoon. “I oughtn’t to let them trouble me, but I can’t seem to master the art of ignoring them.”

				“What can’t you ignore this time?” she said.

				He shrugged. “The usual madness. I needn’t bore you with the details.”

				His parents, she knew, were the cross he had to bear. All their world revolved around them. All others, including their children, were merely supporting players in the great drama of their life.

				Great-Grandmama was the only one who could cut them down to size effortlessly, because she said and did exactly as she pleased. Everyone else was either at a loss or too polite or kind or didn’t think it worth the trouble. Even Step-Papa could do no more than manage them, and that was so trying to his temper that he did so only in extreme circumstances.

				“You must tell me all,” she said. “I dote on Lord and Lady Atherton’s madnesses. They make me feel utterly sober and logical and rather sweetly dull by comparison.”

				He smiled a little, a crooked upturn of the right side of his mouth.

				Her heart gave a sharp lurch.

				She moved away and threw herself carelessly into a thickly cushioned chair by the fire. “Come, get warm,” she said. “The ballroom was as hot as Hades, but not to you, I know. Away from that crush of warm bodies, you must think you’re in an ice house.” She waved a hand at the chair opposite. “Tell me what your parents want from you now.”

				He came to the fire but he didn’t take the chair. He looked at the fire for a long time, then at her, but briefly, before reverting to the fascinating flames.

				“It’s to do with a crumbling wreck of a castle we own, about ten miles from Edinburgh,” he said.

				“How very strange,” Olivia said after Lisle had summarized the scene with his parents. He knew she could fill in the histrionic details herself. In the last nine years, she’d spent more time with Father and Mother than he had.

				“I wish it were strange,” he said. “But it isn’t in the least odd for them.”

				“I meant the ghosts,” she said. “How strange that workers keep away on account of ghosts. Only think of how many haunt the Tower of London. There’s the executioner chasing the Countess of Salisbury round the chopping block.”

				“Anne Boleyn carrying her head.”

				“The young princes,” she said. “That’s only a few—and it’s only one building. We’ve ghosts everywhere, and nobody seems to mind. How odd that Scottish laborers should be afraid. I thought they liked to be haunted.”

				“I made the same point to my parents, but logic is a language they refuse to understand,” he said. “Not that this has anything to do with ghosts or castles, really. It’s all about keeping me at home.”

				“But you’d go mad here,” she said.

				She’d always understood, from the day they’d met and he’d told her of his determination to go to Egypt. She’d called it a Noble Quest.

				“I shouldn’t mind so much,” he said, “if they truly needed me here. My brothers need me—they need somebody—but I’m at a loss what to do. I doubt my parents would miss them if I took them to Egypt. But they’re too young. Children from northern climes don’t thrive there.”

				She put her head back a little to gaze up at him. When those great blue eyes turned upward to his face, things happened inside him, complicated things, involving not merely animal instincts and his reproductive organs. The things jumped about in his chest, and there was a kind of pain, like little stabs, when they did it.

				He looked away, into the fire again.

				“What will you do?” she said.

				“I haven’t decided,” he said. “The so-called crisis broke minutes before we were to set out this evening. I haven’t had time to consider what to do. Not that I mean to do anything about the castle nonsense. It’s my brothers I need to think about. I shall have to spend more time with them, and decide then.”

				“You’re right,” she said. “The castle isn’t worth your troubling about. A great waste of your time. If you—”

				She broke off because the door flew open and Lady Rathbourne entered. Dark haired, her eyes not quite the same blue as her daughter’s, she was a great beauty in her own right.

				Lisle could regard her with equanimity, though, and with affection, and without bewildering feelings.

				“For heaven’s sake, Olivia, Belder’s been looking everywhere for you,” she said. “You were supposed to be dancing. Lisle, you ought to know better than to let Olivia lure you into a tête-à-tête.”

				“Mama, we haven’t seen each other in five years!”

				“Lisle can call on you tomorrow, if he doesn’t mind fighting his way through the hordes of besotted gentlemen,” said her ladyship. “At present, the other young ladies are clamoring to dance with him. He is not your property, and your prolonged absence is making Belder agitated. Come, Lisle, I’m sure you don’t want to end the party by fighting one of Olivia’s jealous swains, poor fools. It’s too ridiculous for words.”

				They left the antechamber, and Lisle and Olivia soon parted ways, she to Lord Belder and her other admirers, and he to the scores of young ladies who could not have been less like her had they belonged to another species.

				It wasn’t until later
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