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Prologue

Eliza remained calm. Her cynical, almond-shaped eyes scanned the bedroom, stopping at the closet where her valuables were kept. With her baby boy sleeping in the crook of her arm, she crossed the room and sifted through the hiding place. Everything looked to be in place...but it was gone. 

Eliza closed her eyes tightly. Who knew it was here? Her old fears rushed upon her. Whom to trust? Were these people who thought of her as family, truly so? And what was she going to tell Narshire?  Someone had taken their time searching for this and left no evidence that something was missing. 

The reason she had left it here, in her personal room at the Pargetter town home, was because it was more secure than her house. Through watery eyes, Eliza caught sight of the family Bible and sighed in relief. At least the thief had left that. 

She took the Bible and moved toward the bassinet, gently laying the baby down. Eliza removed cracked parchment fragments from the Bible. Reading through them would keep her serene until Narshire arrived.

––––––––
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Egypt 750 BC

Mentuhotep accepted his younger brother’s challenge with a gallant bow. Despite being three inches taller than Soco the Beautiful, Soco could run faster than he could. 

“When, Soco, and where?” Mentuhotep asked.

Soco grinned, ignoring the detested nickname his family had given him. He knew his brother’s new bow would soon be his. 

“After dusk, so father won’t get crabby that we’re playing instead of working.”

“Truth,” Mentuhotep said, distracted. He pointed to a large cow. “Look at Hathor the Great there. Where is she going?” Soco whirled around to see the cow moving away from the herd. “Come on, beautiful,” Mentuhotep said, quickening his step because Hathor wasn’t their cow. She belonged to the Great House. 

Their family had tended livestock for the royal family for three generations now. The pay for doing so was generous, so much so that their grandfather had built a villa. Their family farms sat on the right side, and the royal cattle and a vineyard, also tended by their family, laid to the left.

When Hathor picked up her pace, so did the boys. Mentuhotep fingered the knife inside his kilt, convinced that something shady was happening. The boys sprinted toward the cow.

Soco reached the cow first, but as he neared the animal, an arrow whizzed toward him.

“Soco!” Mentuhotep cried. Soco fell to the ground, unstruck. Mentuhotep drew close and slowed, looking for blood on his brother. None seen, he headed toward where the arrow had been fired from. A barefoot man wearing a short white kilt turned and ran. Mentuhotep pumped his arms as he raced after the culprit. 

Excited cries rose from the villagers as other boys joined in the chase. Soco recovered and turned the cow around back toward the herd, giving her a hard pat on the rump for emphasis. Known as the fastest runner in the district, he then flew like the wind. 

Tired of running, Mentuhotep drew his throw stick and aimed it at the culprit. When the man dropped to the ground, both boys tackled him. “What’s the punishment for stealing the Great House’s cattle these days?” Soco asked, lifting the man off the ground. He snatched the offender’s bow from his hand.

Mentuhotep tightened his grip on the man’s other arm. “I think you are hanged upside down.”  The man gasped, and his eyes widened with fear. The villagers had formed a circle around him but began parting when the boys’ father came striding forward. When he clamped his large hand on the back of the thief’s neck and shoved him toward the temple, loud cheers arose.

Throughout the evening, the adults talked of nothing else. Yes, someone had attempted to steal a cow. Happened every day in the Black Land. But the lads’ bravery in capturing him was something to be seen. How fast they could run!

When the assistant vizier honored the home with a visit, he brought with him a gift from the king. “Because your lads soar like eagles,” he said and presented their father with a pectoral necklace with a golden eagle emblem. With a short bow, their father accepted the gift. 

The family became known as the Bakhoums, eagles. They had been cattle herders from time immemorial, caring not only for their herds but the cattle of several kings.  When the family grew large, like families do, and became a clan, their cousins became known as the Nacifs, blessing.

The pectoral was as valuable as their herds. It was never to be among the burial items and only passed hands when a Bakhoum married a Nacif. One elder, a craftsman by trade, went so far as to create two duplicate pectorals, decoys for robbers. The original had the king’s insignia engraved.

***
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Eliza lifted her head, remembering. The current head of the Bakhoum family, Ol’ John, knew about the engraving, as did his son. It was fortunate, indeed, that few in the nineteenth century AD did.

Lady Eliza smiled. 
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Lady Nancy Moore had once asked her sister, Lady Abigail Watts, why she sat in the window seat after dusk. What did she hope to see? Abigail smiled at the memory. She loved to see London come alive in the morning then, like a turbaned, Roman-nosed dowager, settle down in the evening.

To tell the truth, she’d much prefer a cottage in the country. She did not much care for the noise and city smells, but she couldn’t leave Nancy. Even though her younger sister was now married and seven-and-twenty years old, she still called upon Abigail for support.

When this Saturday afternoon faded into dusk, Abigail had a roaring blaze in the grate, the paper on her lap, and the tea tray to her left. She watched a carriage move down the cobblestone street at a brisk pace, the vehicle’s lantern swaying from side to side. When a prostitute stumbled in the street, the carriage made no attempt to slow. Abigail placed a protective hand over her heart.  The young girl weaved to her right just in time. 

The scene made Abigail flushed with melancholy. No woman in her right mind would do that to make a living if she did not have to. How fortunate that Nancy and I were not forced to resort to such means, though we came close. She used her hand to dry a solitary tear, then she cast grateful eyes around her Georgian-style home. Blue-and-white porcelain vases flanked the sitting room’s doorway. Her dark royal-blue sofas faced each other with a cream-colored wing chair that faced the front window.

When it became too dark to see outside, Abigail picked up the evening paper and read the society column. The gossip amongst the ton was always a fun read, something she looked forward to daily.

Lady Morrison had her baby... Lord Molinar has been spotted with Lady Emily Roundtree riding in his curricle at Rotten Row this week... A theft at Lord and Lady Pargetter’s home; the culprit is thought to be a new servant. Oh, how dreadful! It was the very reason Abigail did not care for a lot of servants about. Though Betsy had been a blessing, she did not like strangers in her home.

Abigail continued reading: Lady Watts, the villainess mentioned in that anonymous letter, will soon be transported after serving four months in prison. 

Goodness, my very own sister-in-law. Incarcerated. How utterly embarrassing. A grimace crossed Abigail’s face. “That anonymous letter is hardly news,” she murmured. She simply detested that letter, for it had cast a dark shadow upon her family.

And it was all everyone talked about. Who wrote the letter? And why? It was not as if no one was aware of its details; it had been a secret in society for years. Why make it public?  Oh, dear, I hope there is not to be a scandal. For Nancy’s sake.  

And finally, Lords Daugherty and Moore, also mentioned in that infamous correspondence, are keeping their chins up about it. “Humph!” Abigail said. She would hold her opinion on that score. Keeping their chins up, indeed!

Abigail rose and sat at her writing desk, where she penned a list of suspects for the theft at the Pargetters’, though she was convinced it was a servant—it usually was.

***
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Lady Nancy Moore had settled into her role in the ton rather nicely. All was as it should be—or it had been up until now. A scandal loomed over the Moore family, all because of some anonymous letter posted to the society paper. A scandalous, accusatory piece of rubbish. Her father-in-law, Lord Calvin Moore, was called a slave trader with a house in the Caribbean where he not only kept slaves but saw to their reproduction to maintain his stock.

Her mother-in-law, Lady Katherine Moore, had fallen into a swoon when the article was read to her. The accused, Lords Daugherty and Moore, refused to be shunned, though. They continued to dine at White’s and Almack’s, examine prime horseflesh at Tattersall’s, and watch the sport at Gentleman Jackson’s boxing saloon. 

The patronesses at Almack’s had no small trouble trying to decide whether to ban the accused or merely deny them vouchers to waltz. Finally, they concluded it was a moot point, as these elder gentlemen considered the waltz improper, a dance engaged in by fast females.

Lady Nancy took several turns around the breakfast parlor, clasping and unclasping her hands; she did not know how to conduct herself. And her lord, Jonas, had nothing to say on the matter. His family’s name was threatened with scandal, and his response from behind that morning’s newspaper was a mere grunt. 

Lady Nancy had no love for her husband. Truth be told, she didn’t even like him. What was there to like, she had thought upon their first meeting. The man had no redeeming qualities. She’d realized this when he made her an offer of marriage—after taking her virtue.

But who needed love? No one well-born married for love, only position. And position was the only thing Jonas Moore had that Nancy wanted: a house in Mayfair, not on the outskirts like her sister’s; a wardrobe befitting a woman born and reared in the nobility; three meals a day; and with a raised brow or the snap of her fingers, a servant to light a nice fire.

Lady Nancy had sent a footman to her sister’s home, begging her to come straightaway; Abigail would know what to do. But Abigail had not yet returned from church. The footman was forced to return to his mistress without her sister. As expected, she frowned at him as if it were his fault. 

Abigail arrived two hours later. “Oh, Abs! Thank goodness you have finally come,” Nancy said. “I am quite beside myself, for indeed I know not what I should do.”

Abigail removed her bonnet. “About what, dearest? Come, do stop pacing in that provoking manner. Sit and tell me what the matter is.”

“Scandal, Abs. That letter has returned to the news. It shall be all the talk once again.”

“Oh, that! And what if it does? Everyone now knows about Moore’s and Daugherty’s doings...”

Nancy whirled around to see who was about. “Abs, not so!”

“Now, do not fly into high dudgeons, Nancy. It is the very reason I wished you not to marry his lordship,” Abigail said softly. Nancy turned her head aside. The conversation was not going as she would wish. “Do you not recall when we attended the house party at the Bassetts’? There was mention there about slave trading. It is why I could not abide your marriage.”

“I was in love, Abs.”

“Nonsense, child. You were angry to be serving those who were no better born than you. You were eager to return to the society we both knew before our circumstances took a turn for the worse.”  Nancy looked away, staring into the fireplace. 

The horror they endured after being told by their sister-in-law that they would have to move out of their family home. The feeling of helplessness and the poverty that came with it was what had made Lord Jonas’s advances welcome.

“I must find some way to hold my head up in society,” Nancy persisted. “I received an invitation to Lady Fanny’s card party, and there may be talk.”

“Gossip? At Lady Fanny Graeme’s?” Abigail nodded, knowingly. “You may depend upon it.”  Abigail looked down at her hands, hiding her jealousy. Even though Lady Fanny was said to be a notorious gossipmonger, she longed for an invite to one of her gatherings because it would undoubtedly lead to others. 

Nancy placed a hand on her forehead and fell back against the couch. “Not to mention that child is coming...”

Abigail perked up, interested. “What child? Are you in the family way, dearest? It would certainly explain the Cheltenham tragedy you are enacting.”

“No, I am not.” Nancy sat up. “Lady Moore’s niece is coming from the country.”

“Will her ladyship be sponsoring the child in society?”

“Certainly not. She is but a country bumpkin...”

Abigail winced at Nancy’s snobby retort. Had she forgotten how they were living a year ago?  Eating bruised fruit and vegetables, barely any candles. “Nothing that a bit of town polish could not remedy.”

Nancy waved that idea aside. “Not even the finest gowns and pelisses could help her move amongst the ton.”

“How do you know this? Have you met the child on another occasion?”

“No, her father is a rector.” 

“I see.” Abigail decided to let the matter drop. 

After luncheon and more idle chatter, Abigail prepared to depart. 

“Why do you not stay for dinner, Abs? I hate to think of you in that house all alone with no company except your maid.”

“Maybe some other time, dearest,” Abigail said, eager for the comfort of her own home. “You are a newly married woman; you cannot wish for your spinster sister to be hanging about.” And I know for certain that your husband would not wish for it either. 

Nancy moved to ring for the footman, but Abigail stopped her. “Oh, no, dearest!  I shall walk home. I daresay the exercise would do me good.”

Nancy appeared affronted. “Walk? Abs, I did not marry well to improve only my circumstances, but my family’s as well. Our walking days are over.”

“Do not be silly. For it is only a ten-minute walk, and I shall be home before dusk.” Those very words filled Abigail with longing for her window seat and a good fire. Now that her health had improved, she relished the exercise. The footman obliged Abigail with her shawl then led her to the door.

Abigail knew when she was not wanted. Her brother-in-law’s civility held limits for penniless relations. Nancy never seemed to see the disapproval in his eyes whenever she bestowed any generosity onto her elder sister, but Abigail had noticed. She had made it a point never to ask, even if she was in need.

At the corner’s end, where she turned right, a high-perched phaeton had overturned. A crowd had formed, some observing and others trying to help the aspiring whipster out of the vehicle. Abigail was forced to take a detour, continuing straight but intending to make a right across the street.

No, indeed. I shall never wish to be beholden to Lord Moore. And now with this scandal, what was to become of Nancy? Abigail knew this marriage was not the thing, and so she’d told Nancy. She’d been so desperate to put away her servant attire and wear nice gowns and slippers again. And who could blame the poor child? She was young and not without beauty. Abigail never thought she would marry a lord, given their reduced circumstances, but Nancy had.

Abigail stopped. She didn’t recognize the houses. So deep in thought, she’d forgotten to turn. She looked up at the sky. It was nearly dusk, and she was lost. 

Oh, do not panic, Abigail!  Simply retrace your steps. She turned around. No, indeed. I did not think we would be welcomed back into society. The very reason why I am pleased by every invitation I receive. 

A deep-red town carriage was racing down the street. With alarmed eyes, Abigail watched it slow down then move to her side of the street. She focused on the ornate crest on the door, trying to place the family.

The vehicle came to a halt, and before the uniformed footman could step down, the door opened, and a gentleman unfolded his lean frame and dropped out of the vehicle. Dressed in evening attire, black breeches, and white hose, he removed his top hat and executed a bow.

“My dear lady, Alvin Jamieson, your most obedient. You appear in distress.” 

“Oh, sir.” She curtsied. “Lady Abigail Watts. I am quite stupid when it comes to directions, and I have gotten myself lost.” She saw his green eyes twinkle. 

“Give me your address, and I shall have you home shortly,” he said.

“Oh, how very kind of you.” Abigail gave him the Harley Street number, then he helped her into the carriage. For propriety’s sake, the gentleman rode on top alongside his tiger, a young groom.

Abigail leaned back against the leather seat and uttered a prayer of gratitude. What an obliging gentleman. I shall be home in but a minute. But dear me, I have already forgotten his name. 

***
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Alvin returned to his seat inside the barouche with a smile. “I am quite stupid,” she had said. He let out a crack of laughter. Watts was the surname. Related to the late Sir Paul Watts, I daresay. If I recall correctly, he had two sisters, one lately married to a Moore. 

He shuddered.   

And where, pray, was her husband? Or maid? Not quite the thing, walking around London without an escort. I suppose she imagines her spinsterhood excuses her from proper conduct. “Tsk, tsk,” he said aloud as the carriage neared its destination.

***
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“Ah, just as it should be,” Abigail said, taking her seat in front of the window. She picked up her novel and looked fondly at the fire, recalling the days not so long ago when she and Nancy could not afford to keep a proper fire. After learning the true state of their situation, their brother, Sir Paul Watts, had increased their allowance. 

Paul had done so in secret, owing to the harsh disposition of his wife, Lady Alice Watts, whose very name was now shrouded in infamy, for Lords Daugherty and Moore were not the only culprits mentioned. She, too, was reported to be a trader in human flesh. She even had the gall to come to London from America in search of one reputed to be missing. 

Jamieson! That was his name. Oh, how could I forget. It was the same name that Lady Watts had taken upon her third marriage to one Joshua—yes, Joshua Jamieson from Alabama. But this Jamieson, one whose acquaintance she had not known, was a handsome and obliging lad. 

She felt her cheeks grow warm. Now, Abigail, what do you think? What is an old maid like you doing thinking such thoughts? She allowed herself an indulgent smile. She was far too old to marry. 

And why should she? She was quite content with her spinsterhood. She glanced toward the hearth. A nice fire, a delightful book, and a comfortable home were all she required. It was all she wanted, really. She had nothing against having a husband and children, though she expected quiet moments like this would be a rarity.   

After Nancy had moved out, Abigail embarked on the redecoration of their modest two-story home. While Nancy spent her allowance on new gowns and
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