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    Desire and destiny confront one another in Ziska, where fascination becomes inseparable from danger and the past presses unsettlingly upon the present.

Marie Corelli’s Ziska is a late nineteenth-century novel, first published in 1897, that blends sensation fiction, romance, and elements of the supernatural. Set in Cairo and its surrounding landscapes, the book uses an atmosphere of cosmopolitan leisure and archaeological curiosity to frame a more troubling drama of obsession. Corelli was one of the most widely read popular novelists of her time, and this work reflects the period’s appetite for emotional intensity, exotic settings, and metaphysical suggestion. At the same time, it shows her distinctive preference for moral and psychological conflict heightened by mystery.

The story begins when a gifted but self-absorbed artist, Armand Gervase, arrives in Egypt and becomes captivated by the enigmatic Ziska Charmazel, a woman whose beauty and self-possession instantly command attention. Their encounter sets in motion a drama shaped by attraction, rivalry, and an increasingly uncanny sense that ordinary social experience cannot fully explain what is unfolding. Without revealing more than the novel’s initial premise, it is enough to say that Corelli constructs suspense not through rapid action alone, but through the gradual intensification of mood, suggestion, and emotional pressure around her central figures.

Reading Ziska means entering a narrative voice that is ornate, assured, and deeply invested in atmosphere. Corelli writes with theatrical emphasis, drawing out visual detail, emotional contrast, and symbolic resonance in ways that make scenes feel staged for maximum effect. The tone moves between glamour and menace, often allowing seductive surfaces to coexist with intimations of judgment and doom. Modern readers may notice how insistently the prose interprets character and feeling, yet this very directness is part of the novel’s power: it creates a reading experience at once vivid, melodramatic, and persistently uneasy.

Among the novel’s central themes are vanity, erotic power, memory, revenge, and the limits of artistic self-regard. Corelli is especially attentive to the moral consequences of treating other people as objects of admiration or possession, and she links private desire to larger questions of responsibility and fate. The book also explores the allure of performance, asking how identity may be fashioned, concealed, or projected under the pressure of social attention. Beneath its dramatic surface lies a sustained interest in whether beauty reveals truth, distorts it, or tempts observers into dangerous misrecognition.

The Egyptian setting is crucial to the novel’s imaginative force, not merely as backdrop but as a space in which historical depth and spiritual unease seem palpably near. Corelli draws on contemporary fascination with antiquity and the ancient world to sharpen the sense that modern confidence may be fragile when confronted with older powers, older memories, and older forms of judgment. For present-day readers, this aspect of the book can be approached both as a source of atmosphere and as evidence of the cultural fantasies through which the period often viewed Egypt and the East more broadly.

Ziska still matters because it offers more than a period curiosity: it is a concentrated study of obsession, self-deception, and the perilous wish to master what one merely desires. Its emotional extremity, supernatural coloring, and moral seriousness make it a revealing example of fin-de-siècle popular fiction, while its concern with charisma, spectacle, and the ethics of looking remains recognizable now. To read it today is to encounter a novel that is at once intensely of its moment and surprisingly durable in its understanding of how attraction can unsettle identity, judgment, and the stories people tell about themselves.
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    Marie Corelli’s 1897 novel Ziska opens in Cairo during the social whirl of the tourist season, where visitors, expatriates, and local settings mingle in an atmosphere of spectacle and unease. At the center is Armand Gervase, a celebrated but restless painter whose vanity, sensuality, and jaded outlook shape the opening movement. He moves through salons and excursions with the confidence of a man accustomed to admiration, yet his dissatisfaction gives the narrative an undercurrent of instability. Corelli quickly frames Egypt not merely as backdrop but as a charged environment in which questions of desire, memory, art, and unseen forces begin to press upon modern characters.

Gervase’s attention becomes fixed on Ziska Charmazel, a striking and enigmatic woman whose beauty exerts an immediate influence over everyone around her. She appears within fashionable society yet remains difficult to place, and Corelli uses her presence to alter the emotional balance of the novel. What begins as attraction soon intensifies into obsession, particularly for Gervase, whose response to Ziska unsettles his composure and artistic identity. Their encounters are marked by fascination, rivalry, and suggestive ambiguity, as the novel draws energy from the tension between outward social performance and deeper motives that are only partly visible.

As the story advances, the Cairo setting broadens through parties, performances, conversations, and visits connected with the region’s ancient monuments. These episodes steadily connect contemporary life with Egypt’s remote past, allowing Corelli to explore the persistence of history in the present. Gervase’s passion for Ziska is increasingly mirrored by strange impressions and emotional disturbances that he struggles to rationalize. The novel’s atmosphere grows more dreamlike and foreboding, blending romance with Gothic and supernatural suggestion. Without abandoning the surface pleasures of society fiction, Corelli gradually shifts attention toward the possibility that desire may be governed by forces older and darker than personal whim.

Another important current in the novel lies in its treatment of art and moral consequence. Gervase is not simply a lover in pursuit of an elusive woman; he is also an artist whose sensibility, ego, and past choices become central to the drama. Corelli repeatedly links beauty with danger, asking whether artistic cultivation refines character or merely disguises selfishness. Ziska’s effect on Gervase exposes the fragility of his self-image and presses him toward memories and recognitions he would rather evade. In this way the novel turns a tale of infatuation into a meditation on accountability, suggesting that emotional and aesthetic experiences may carry ethical weight.

The narrative also benefits from a supporting social circle that observes, comments on, and reacts to the central attachment. Their conversations register skepticism, curiosity, and alarm, helping to stage the conflict between ordinary explanation and extraordinary possibility. Corelli uses these surrounding figures to maintain momentum while sharpening the novel’s central questions: who is Ziska, what does she truly want, and why does Gervase feel drawn toward her with such destructive intensity? The story’s suspense depends less on external action than on mounting psychological pressure, as seemingly casual scenes gather symbolic meaning and everyday interactions become charged with hidden significance.

By its later stages, Ziska moves more decisively into the realm of uncanny revelation while preserving the melodramatic force that made Corelli widely read. The relation between past and present becomes increasingly intimate, and the novel suggests that no act, emotion, or injury disappears as completely as modern complacency assumes. Jealousy, longing, pride, and fear are heightened against a setting saturated with antiquity, producing a narrative in which personal obsession seems to awaken larger patterns of retribution and recurrence. Corelli keeps the reader focused on emotional inevitability rather than simple realism, allowing the mystery surrounding Ziska to deepen without reducing her to a single easy explanation.

Taken as a whole, Ziska is a late-Victorian sensation novel that fuses romance, supernatural atmosphere, and moral drama within an exoticized Egyptian frame characteristic of its publication moment. Its enduring interest lies in the way it channels fin-de-siècle anxieties about decadence, spiritual forces, erotic fixation, and the burden of the past. Even when read with awareness of its period assumptions, the novel remains notable for its vivid mood and for the intensity with which it asks whether beauty can conceal judgment, whether art can evade conscience, and whether history returns in forms modern life cannot comfortably contain.
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    Marie Corelli published Ziska in 1897, at the height of late Victorian imperial power and mass-market popular fiction. Britain was ruled by Queen Victoria, and London dominated an expanding print culture of circulating libraries, illustrated magazines, and railway bookstalls. Corelli was among the era’s best-selling novelists, though often dismissed by elite critics. Her work reached a broad middle-class readership shaped by evangelical morality, fascination with science, and interest in the occult. Ziska emerged within this commercial and cultural environment, combining romance, sensation, and supernatural motifs that were widely legible to readers of the 1890s.

The novel is set largely in Cairo during the winter social season, when Egypt had become a major destination for European travelers seeking health, antiquities, and cosmopolitan leisure. Formally, Egypt remained under the Ottoman Empire and the khedival regime, but Britain occupied the country after the 1882 Anglo-Egyptian War and exercised decisive control through officials such as Evelyn Baring, later Lord Cromer. By the 1890s, foreign hotels, clubs, and tourist services served affluent visitors along the Nile. This colonial setting matters historically because it placed ancient Egyptian remains and modern Egyptian society within a framework shaped by European power and consumption.

European fascination with ancient Egypt had deep nineteenth-century roots. Napoleon’s expedition of 1798–1801, the Description de l’Égypte, and Jean-François Champollion’s decipherment of hieroglyphs in the 1820s transformed Egypt into a central object of modern scholarship and popular imagination. Archaeology expanded through museums, collecting, and excavation, while guidebooks and exhibitions brought Egyptian imagery to mass audiences. By Corelli’s time, mummies, temples, and tombs were common elements in fiction, art, and theater. Ziska draws on this Egyptomania, using a setting saturated with antiquity to address modern anxieties about desire, memory, and the lingering authority of the distant past.

The 1890s also saw organized archaeology in Egypt becoming more institutionalized. The Egyptian Antiquities Service, established in 1858 under Auguste Mariette, sought to regulate excavation and protect monuments, while the Bulaq Museum, predecessor of today’s Egyptian Museum in Cairo, displayed major finds. Flinders Petrie’s excavations in the 1880s and 1890s helped professionalize field methods and publicize new discoveries. At the same time, tourism, collecting, and illicit removal of antiquities remained widespread. This tension between scientific study and commercial spectacle forms part of the backdrop of Ziska, where ancient Egypt appears both as a serious historical civilization and as an object consumed by modern visitors.

Corelli wrote during a period marked by spiritualism, occult revival, and attempts to reconcile religion with new scientific ideas. Since the mid nineteenth century, séances, psychical research, Theosophy, and esoteric societies had attracted wide attention in Britain and Europe. The Society for Psychical Research, founded in London in 1882, investigated telepathy, apparitions, and other contested phenomena. Corelli was not simply reproducing scholarly Egyptology; she was engaging a broader fin-de-siècle culture in which unseen forces and survival after death were discussed in both popular and intellectual circles. Ziska reflects this atmosphere by treating ancient belief and supernatural possibility as culturally resonant rather than merely exotic.

Another important context is the gender and morality debate of the fin de siècle. The 1890s witnessed intense discussion about marriage, sexuality, decadence, and the so-called New Woman, alongside sharp resistance from defenders of conventional respectability. Popular fiction often staged conflicts between sensuality and moral order through glamorous, dangerous, or socially disruptive female figures. Corelli, although commercially successful with women readers, frequently wrote from a moralizing perspective that criticized vanity, selfishness, and libertine attitudes. In Ziska, this broader debate informs the portrayal of attraction, performance, and judgment, linking private desire to questions that late Victorian readers would have recognized as ethically and socially charged.

The novel also belongs to the wider fin-de-siècle movement that cultivated decadence, aestheticism, and fascination with psychological extremity. In Britain and France, writers and artists explored artificiality, ennui, and the allure of destructive beauty, while scandals such as the 1895 trials of Oscar Wilde intensified public debate about art and morality. Popular culture responded by circulating stories that were both sensational and cautionary. Corelli often positioned herself against what she regarded as decadent excess, even while borrowing some of its imagery and emotional intensity. Ziska can therefore be situated beside late Victorian works that used exotic settings and heightened passion to test the limits of modern sophistication.

Seen in historical context, Ziska reflects a world shaped by imperial travel, Egyptological display, occult curiosity, and moral unease at the end of the nineteenth century. Its Cairo is not a neutral backdrop but a colonial contact zone where Europeans encounter a past they claim to study, possess, and interpret. Corelli uses this environment to challenge complacent modern assumptions about progress, pleasure, and cultural superiority. Without requiring readers to master specialist history, the novel turns recognizable features of its age into a critique of vanity and spiritual emptiness. In that sense, it is both a product of fin-de-siècle tastes and a rebuke to them.
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It was the full "season" in Cairo[1q]. The ubiquitous Britisher and the no
less ubiquitous American had planted their differing "society"
standards on the sandy soil watered by the Nile, and were busily
engaged in the work of reducing the city, formerly called Al Kahira or
The Victorious, to a more deplorable condition of subjection and
slavery than any old-world conqueror could ever have done. For the
heavy yoke of modern fashion has been flung on the neck of Al Kahira,
and the irresistible, tyrannic dominion of "swagger" vulgarity has laid
The Victorious low. The swarthy children of the desert might, and
possibly would, be ready and willing to go forth and fight men with
men's weapons for the freedom to live and die unmolested in their own
native land; but against the blandly-smiling, white-helmeted,
sun-spectacled, perspiring horde of Cook's "cheap trippers[1]," what can
they do save remain inert and well-nigh speechless? For nothing like
the cheap tripper was ever seen in the world till our present
enlightened and glorious day of progress; he is a new-grafted type of
nomad, like and yet unlike a man. The Darwin theory asserts itself
proudly and prominently in bristles of truth all over him—in his
restlessness, his ape-like agility and curiosity, his shameless
inquisitiveness, his careful cleansing of himself from foreign fleas,
his general attention to minutiae, and his always voracious appetite;
and where the ape ends and the man begins is somewhat difficult to
discover. The "image of God" wherewith he, together with his fellows,
was originally supposed to be impressed in the first fresh days of
Creation, seems fairly blotted out, for there is no touch of the Divine
in his mortal composition. Nor does the second created phase-the copy
of the Divineo—namely, the Heroic—dignify his form or ennoble his
countenance. There is nothing of the heroic in the wandering biped who
swings through the streets of Cairo in white flannels, laughing at the
staid composure of the Arabs, flicking thumb and finger at the patient
noses of the small hireable donkeys and other beasts of burden,
thrusting a warm red face of inquiry into the shadowy recesses of
odoriferous bazaars, and sauntering at evening in the Esbekiyeh
Gardens, cigar in mouth and hands in pockets, looking on the scene and
behaving in it as if the whole place were but a reflex of Earl's Court
Exhibition. History affects the cheap tripper not at all; he regards
the Pyramids as "good building" merely, and the inscrutable Sphinx
itself as a fine target for empty soda-water bottles, while perhaps his
chiefest regret is that the granite whereof the ancient monster is hewn
is too hard for him to inscribe his distinguished name thereon. It is
true that there is a punishment inflicted on any person or persons
attempting such wanton work—a fine or the bastinado[2]; yet neither fine
nor bastinado would affect the "tripper" if he could only succeed in
carving "'Arry" on the Sphinx's jaw. But he cannot, and herein is his
own misery. Otherwise he comports himself in Egypt as he does at
Margate, with no more thought, reflection, or reverence than dignify
the composition of his far-off Simian ancestor.

Taking him all in all, he is, however, no worse, and in some respects
better, than the "swagger" folk who "do" Egypt, or rather, consent in a
languid way to be "done" by Egypt. These are the people who annually
leave England on the plea of being unable to stand the cheery, frosty,
and in every respect healthy winter of their native country—that
winter, which with its wild winds, its sparkling frost and snow, its
holly trees bright with scarlet berries, its merry hunters galloping
over field and moor during daylight hours, and its great log fires
roaring up the chimneys at evening, was sufficiently good for their
forefathers to thrive upon and live through contentedly up to a hale
and hearty old age in the times when the fever of travelling from place
to place was an unknown disease, and home was indeed "sweet home."
Infected by strange maladies of the blood and nerves, to which even
scientific physicians find it hard to give suitable names, they shudder
at the first whiff of cold, and filling huge trunks with a thousand
foolish things which have, through luxurious habit, become necessities
to their pallid existences, they hastily depart to the Land of the Sun,
carrying with them their nameless languors, discontents and incurable
illnesses, for which Heaven itself, much less Egypt, could provide no
remedy. It is not at all to be wondered at that these physically and
morally sick tribes of human kind have ceased to give any serious
attention as to what may possibly become of them after death, or
whether there IS any "after," for they are in the mentally comatose
condition which precedes entire wreckage of brain-force; existence
itself has become a "bore;" one place is like another, and they repeat
the same monotonous round of living in every spot where they
congregate, whether it be east, west, north, or south. On the Riviera
they find little to do except meet at Rumpelmayer's[3] at Cannes, the
London House at Nice, or the Casino at Monte-Carlo; and in Cairo they
inaugurate a miniature London "season" over again, worked in the same
groove of dinners, dances, drives, picnics, flirtations, and
matrimonial engagements. But the Cairene season has perhaps some
advantage over the London one so far as this particular set of
"swagger" folk are concerned—it is less hampered by the proprieties.
One can be more "free," you know! You may take a little walk into "Old"
Cairo, and turning a corner you may catch glimpses of what Mark Twain
calls "Oriental simplicity," namely, picturesquely-composed groups of
"dear delightful" Arabs whose clothing is no more than primitive custom
makes strictly necessary. These kind of "tableaux vivants" or "art
studies" give quite a thrill of novelty to Cairene-English Society—a
touch of savagery—a soupcon of peculiarity which is entirely lacking
to fashionable London. Then, it must be remembered that the "children
of the desert" have been led by gentle degrees to understand that for
harboring the strange locusts imported into their land by Cook, and the
still stranger specimens of unclassified insect called Upper Ten, which
imports itself, they will receive "backsheesh."

"Backsheesh" is a certain source of comfort to all nations[2q], and
translates itself with sweetest euphony into all languages, and the
desert-born tribes have justice on their side when they demand as much
of it as they can get, rightfully or wrongfully. They deserve to gain
some sort of advantage out of the odd-looking swarms of Western
invaders who amaze them by their dress and affront them by their
manners. "Backsheesh," therefore, has become the perpetual cry of the
Desert-Born—it is the only means of offence and defence left to them,
and very naturally they cling to it with fervor and resolution. And who
shall blame them? The tall, majestic, meditative Arab—superb as mere
man, and standing naked-footed on his sandy native soil, with his one
rough garment flung round his loins and his great black eyes fronting,
eagle-like, the sun—merits something considerable for condescending to
act as guide and servant to the Western moneyed civilian who clothes
his lower limbs in straight, funnel-like cloth casings, shaped to the
strict resemblance of an elephant's legs, and finishes the graceful
design by enclosing the rest of his body in a stiff shirt wherein he
can scarcely move, and a square-cut coat which divides him neatly in
twain by a line immediately above the knee, with the effect of
lessening his height by several inches. The Desert-Born surveys him
gravely and in civil compassion, sometimes with a muttered prayer
against the hideousness of him, but on the whole with patience and
equanimity—influenced by considerations of "backsheesh." And the
English "season" whirls lightly and vaporously, like blown egg-froth,
over the mystic land of the old gods—the terrible land filled with
dark secrets as yet unexplored—the land "shadowing with wings," as
the Bible hath it—the land in which are buried tremendous histories
as yet unguessed—profound enigmas of the supernatural—labyrinths of
wonder, terror and mystery—all of which remain unrevealed to the
giddy-pated, dancing, dining, gabbling throng of the fashionable
travelling lunatics of the day—the people who "never think because it
is too much trouble," people whose one idea is to journey from hotel to
hotel and compare notes with their acquaintances afterwards as to which
house provided them with the best-cooked food. For it is a noticeable
fact that with most visitors to the "show" places of Europe and the
East, food, bedding and selfish personal comfort are the first
considerations—the scenery and the associations come last. Formerly
the position was reversed. In the days when there were no railways, and
the immortal Byron wrote his Childe Harold, it was customary to rate
personal inconvenience lightly; the beautiful or historic scene was the
attraction for the traveller, and not the arrangements made for his
special form of digestive apparatus. Byron could sleep on the deck of a
sailing vessel wrapped in his cloak and feel none the worse for it; his
well-braced mind and aspiring spirit soared above all bodily
discomforts; his thoughts were engrossed with the mighty teachings of
time; he was able to lose himself in glorious reveries on the lessons
of the past and the possibilities of the future; the attitude of the
inspired Thinker as well as Poet was his, and a crust of bread and
cheese served him as sufficiently on his journeyings among the then
unspoilt valleys and mountains of Switzerland as the warm, greasy,
indigestible fare of the elaborate table-d'hotes at Lucerne and
Interlaken serve us now. But we, in our "superior" condition, pooh-pooh
the Byronic spirit of indifference to events and scorn of trifles—we
say it is "melodramatic," completely forgetting that our attitude
towards ourselves and things in general is one of most pitiable bathos.
We cannot write Childe Harold, but we can grumble at both bed and board
in every hotel under the sun; we can discover teasing midges in the air
and questionable insects in the rooms; and we can discuss each bill
presented to us with an industrious persistence which nearly drives
landlords frantic and ourselves as well. In these kind of important
matters we are indeed "superior" to Byron and other ranting dreamers of
his type, but we produce no Childe Harolds, and we have come to the
strange pass of pretending that Don Juan is improper, while we pore
over Zola with avidity! To such a pitch has our culture brought us!
And, like the Pharisee in the Testament, we thank God we are not as
others are. We are glad we are not as the Arab, as the African, as the
Hindoo; we are proud of our elephant-legs and our dividing coat-line;
these things show we are civilized, and that God approves of us more
than any other type of creature ever created. We take possession of
nations, not by thunder of war, but by clatter of dinner-plates. We do
not raise armies, we build hotels; and we settle ourselves in Egypt as
we do at Homburg, to dress and dine and sleep and sniff contempt on all
things but ourselves, to such an extent that we have actually got into
the habit of calling the natives of the places we usurp "foreigners."
WE are the foreigners; but somehow we never can see it. Wherever we
condescend to build hotels, that spot we consider ours. We are
surprised at the impertinence of Frankfort people who presume to visit
Homburg while we are having our "season" there; we wonder how they dare
do it! And, of a truth, they seem amazed at their own boldness, and
creep shyly through the Kur-Garten as though fearing to be turned out
by the custodians. The same thing occurs in Egypt; we are frequently
astounded at what we call "the impertinence of these foreigners," i.e.
the natives. They ought to be proud to have us and our elephant-legs;
glad to see such noble and beautiful types of civilization as the stout
parvenu with his pendant paunch, and his family of gawky youths and
maidens of the large-toothed, long-limbed genus; glad to see the
English "mamma," who never grows old, but wears young hair in innocent
curls, and has her wrinkles annually "massaged" out by a Paris artiste
in complexion. The Desert-Born, we say, should be happy and grateful to
see such sights, and not demand so much "backsheesh." In fact, the
Desert-Born should not get so much in our way as he does; he is a very
good servant, of course, but as a man and a brother—pooh! Egypt may be
his country, and he may love it as much as we love England; but our
feelings are more to be considered than his, and there is no connecting
link of human sympathy between Elephant-Legs and sun-browned Nudity!

So at least thought Sir Chetwynd Lyle, a stout gentleman of coarse
build and coarser physiognomy, as he sat in a deep arm-chair in the
great hall or lounge of the Gezireh Palace Hotel, smoking after dinner
in the company of two or three acquaintances with whom he had
fraternized during his stay in Cairo. Sir Chetwynd was fond of airing
his opinions for the benefit of as many people who cared to listen to
him, and Sir Chetwynd had some right to his opinions, inasmuch as he
was the editor and proprietor of a large London newspaper. His
knighthood was quite a recent distinction, and nobody knew exactly how
he had managed to get it. He had originally been known in Fleet Street
by the irreverent sobriquet of "greasy Chetwynd," owing to his
largeness, oiliness and general air of blandly-meaningless benevolence.
He had a wife and two daughters, and one of his objects in wintering at
Cairo was to get his cherished children married. It was time, for the
bloom was slightly off the fair girl-roses—the dainty petals of the
delicate buds were beginning to wither. And Sir Chetwynd had heard much
of Cairo; he understood that there was a great deal of liberty allowed
there between men and maids—that they went out together on driving
excursions to the Pyramids, that they rode on lilliputian donkeys over
the sand at moonlight, that they floated about in boats at evening on
the Nile, and that, in short, there were more opportunities of marriage
among the "flesh-pots of Egypt" than in all the rush and crush of
London. So here he was, portly and comfortable, and on the whole well
satisfied with his expedition; there were a good many eligible
bachelors about, and Muriel and Dolly were really doing their best. So
was their mother, Lady Chetwynd Lyle; she allowed no "eligible" to
escape her hawk-like observation, and on this particular evening she
was in all her glory, for there was to be a costume ball at the Gezireh
Palace Hotel—a superb affair, organized by the proprietors for the
amusement of their paying guests, who certainly paid well—even
stiffly. Owing to the preparations that were going on for this
festivity, the lounge, with its sumptuous Egyptian decorations and
luxurious modern fittings, was well-nigh deserted save for Sir Chetwynd
and his particular group of friends, to whom he was holding forth,
between slow cigar-puffs, on the squalor of the Arabs, the frightful
thievery of the Sheiks, the incompetency of his own special dragoman,
and the mistake people made in thinking the Egyptians themselves a fine
race.

"They are tall, certainly," said Sir Chetwynd, surveying his paunch,
which lolled comfortably, and as it were by itself, in front of him,
like a kind of waistcoated air-balloon. "I grant you they are tall.
That is, the majority of them are. But I have seen short men among
them. The Khedive[4] is not taller than I am. And the Egyptian face is
very deceptive. The features are often fine—occasionally
classic—but intelligent expression is totally lacking."

Here Sir Chetwynd waved his cigar descriptively, as though he would
fain suggest that a heavy jaw, a fat nose with a pimple at the end, and
a gross mouth with black teeth inside it, which were special points in
his own physiognomy, went further to make up "intelligent expression"
than any well-moulded, straight, Eastern type of sun-browned
countenance ever seen or imagined.

"Well, I don't quite agree with you there," said a man who was lying
full length on one of the divans close by and smoking. "These brown
chaps have deuced fine eyes. There doesn't seem to be any lack of
expression in them. And that reminds me, there is at fellow arrived
here to-day who looks for all the world like an Egyptian, of the best
form. He is a Frenchman, though; a Provencal—every one knows him—he
is the famous painter, Armand Gervase."

"Indeed!"—and Sir Chetwynd roused himself at the name—"Armand


Gervase! THE Armand Gervase?"



"The only one original," laughed the other. "He's come here to make
studies of Eastern women. A rare old time he'll have among them, I
daresay! He's not famous for character. He ought to paint the Princess
Ziska."

"Ah, by-the-bye, I wanted to ask you about that lady. Does anyone know
who she is? My wife is very anxious to find out whether she
is—well—er—quite the proper person, you know! When one has young
girls, one cannot be too careful."

Ross Courtney, the man on the divan, got up slowly and stretched his
long athletic limbs with a lazy enjoyment in the action. He was a
sporting person with unhampered means and large estates in Scotland and
Ireland; he lived a joyous, "don't-care" life of wandering about the
world in search of adventures, and he had a scorn of civilized
conventionalities—newspapers and their editors among them. And
whenever Sir Chetwynd spoke of his "young girls" he was moved to
irreverent smiling, as he knew the youngest of the twain was at least
thirty. He also recognized and avoided the wily traps and pitfalls set
for him by Lady Chetwynd Lyle in the hope that he would yield himself
up a captive to the charms of Muriel or Dolly; and as he thought of
these two fair ones now and involuntarily compared them in his mind
with the other woman just spoken of, the smile that had begun to hover
on his lips deepened unconsciously till his handsome face was quite
illumined with its mirth.

"Upon my word, I don't think it matters who anybody is in Cairo!" he
said with a fine carelessness. "The people whose families are all
guaranteed respectable are more lax in their behavior than the people
one knows nothing about. As for the Princess Ziska, her extraordinary
beauty and intelligence would give her the entree anywhere—even if she
hadn't money to back those qualities up."

"She's enormously wealthy, I hear," said young Lord Fulkeward, another
of the languid smokers, caressing his scarcely perceptible moustache.
"My mother thinks she is a divorcee."

Sir Chetwynd looked very serious, and shook his fat head solemnly.

"Well, there is nothing remarkable in being divorced, you know,"
laughed Ross Courtney. "Nowadays it seems the natural and fitting end
of marriage."

Sir Chetwynd looked graver still. He refused to be drawn into this kind
of flippant conversation. He, at any rate, was respectably married; he
had no sympathy whatever with the larger majority of people whose
marriages were a failure.

"There is no Prince Ziska then?" he inquired. "The name sounds to me of
Russian origin, and I imagined—my wife also imagined—that the
husband of the lady might very easily be in Russia while his wife's
health might necessitate her wintering in Egypt. The Russian winter
climate is inclement, I believe."

"That would be a very neat arrangement," yawned Lord Fulkeward. "But my
mother thinks not. My mother thinks there is not a husband at
all—that there never was a husband. In fact my mother has very strong
convictions on the subject. But my mother intends to visit her all the
same."

"She does? Lady Fulkeward has decided on that? Oh, well, in THAT
case!"—and Sir Chetwynd expanded his lower-chest air-balloon. "Of
course, Lady Chetwynd Lyle can no longer have any scruples on the
subject. If Lady Fulkeward visits the Princess there can be no doubt as
to her actual STATUS."

"Oh, I don't know!" murmured Lord Fulkeward, stroking his downy lip.
"You see my mother's rather an exceptional person. When the governor
was alive she hardly ever went out anywhere, you know, and all the
people who came to our house in Yorkshire had to bring their pedigrees
with them, so to speak. It was beastly dull! But now my mother has
taken to 'studying character,' don'cher know; she likes all sorts of
people about her, and the more mixed they are the more she is delighted
with them. Fact, I assure you! Quite a change has come over my mother
since the poor old governor died!"

Ross Courtney looked amused. A change indeed had come over Lady
Fulkeward—a change, sudden, mysterious and amazing to many of her
former distinguished friends with "pedigrees." In her husband's
lifetime her hair had been a soft silver-gray; her face pale, refined
and serious; her form full and matronly; her step sober and discreet;
but two years after the death of the kindly and noble old lord who had
cherished her as the apple of his eye and up to the last moment of his
breath had thought her the most beautiful woman in England, she
appeared with golden tresses, a peach-bloom complexion, and a figure
which had been so massaged, rubbed, pressed and artistically corseted
as to appear positively sylph-like. She danced like a fairy, she who
had once been called "old" Lady Fulkeward; she smoked cigarettes; she
laughed like a child at every trivial thing—any joke, however stale,
flat and unprofitable, was sufficient to stir her light pulses to
merriment; and she flirted—oh, heavens!—HOW she flirted!—with a
skill and a grace and a knowledge and an aplomb that nearly drove
Muriel and Dolly Chetwynd Lyle frantic. They, poor things
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