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Prologue



Northamptonshire, England
 Spring 1799

Yesterday, when they buried his parents, the sun shone.

Today, too, was incongruously sunny, cruelly bright and cheerful and hopeful, the birds singing and the first spring flowers blooming.

Ten-year-old Lord Lucien de Grey hid from the sun and the worlds horrible happiness.

His older brother Gerard found him, a ball of misery curled up in one of the numerous small passages of the old house their parents had loved. It had been a favorite of the Dukes of Marchmont since it was built, centuries earlier.

Gerard, three years older than Lucien, had become the tenth Duke of Marchmont.

Dont think about them, he said. That only makes it worse.


I wasnt! Lucien shouted. You dont know anything! I hate you!

The battle quickly escalated from words to blows. They fought, that day and in the following days, over everything and nothing. Family members and tutors intervened, but no one liked to chastise two grieving boys, no matter how appalling their behavior.

They broke furniture and crockery. They broke a window and knocked the head off a statue their grandfather had brought back from Greece. So it went on for weeks.

Then one day their fathers great friend Lord Lexham appeared.

The two families had spent summers together. For a long time every summer, it had seemed as though yet another Lexham baby had arrived. By the time the fatal fever struck Luciens parents, Lexhams brood appeared to have settled at eight: three boys and five girls, with the last child named Zoe Octavia.

Lord Lexham was one of the three guardians the Duke of Marchmont had appointed in his will to look after his sons.

Lexham was the only one who took an active hand.

His hand was active, indeed.

He hauled first Gerard then Lucien into their fathers study and gave them each a birching, and no light one, either.

Ordinarily I do not believe in corporal punishment, he said afterward, but you pair are hard cases. One must get your attention first.

No oneno onehad ever whipped them.

And yet, strangely, it was a relief.

It certainly got their full attention.


We had better find something for you to do, he said.

He found a great deal for them to do. He put them on a punishing course of study and exercise. It proved a powerful antidote to angry misery and brooding.

And then, as the bright spring warmed into summer, another antidote to sorrow entered Luciens life. Once again they traveled to Lexhams country house. This time Lucien finally became personally acquainted with the catastrophe-waiting-to-happen that was Zoe Octavia. She was five years old.



Zoe Octavia Lexham hated rules even more than Lucien did, and broke them more than he did. This was no small accomplishment, considering how much harder it was for girls to break rules.

She ran away. Constantly.

Shed done it for the first time, he discovered, when she was four years old. She did it several times during that first summer after hed met her and did not stop doing it in the years thereafter. She was the problem child. Her tendency to bolt at every opportunity was only one of the problems.

She rode horses she wasnt supposed to ride. She played with children she oughtnt to associate with. She was too often found in places where a noblemans daughter did not belong. She seemed to take delight in doing exactly what she was not supposed to do.

She lay awake nights, Lucien was sure, devising ways to annoy and embarrass her brothers, especially.

When she was seven, she dared her brother Samuel to climb onto the roof. He, six years older, informed her that he wasnt a trained monkey and it wasnt his job to entertain her. She called him a fraidy-cat-mudfor-brains. Then she climbed out onto the steepest part of the roof.

Lucien was the only one agile enough to fetch her down.

He became the one, too, who fished her out of fish ponds and tracked her to the gamekeepers cottage or the blacksmiths when she went missing. None of her siblings ever had the least idea where to find her or what to do with her.

The cricket incident was typical.

She was eight years old. The boys were organizing a cricket game. She stormed up to him.

I want to play, Lucien. Tell them to let me.

Girls dont play cricket, he said. Go back to your dolls and your nursemaids, brat.

She snatched up a bat and swung it at himor tried to. She swung as hard as she could, and kept on going. Round and round she went, like a whirligig, and down she went, on her arse.

And there she sat, her disorderly golden hair standing on end and her vivid blue eyes wide open and her mouth open, too, so startled she was.

He laughed so hard, he fell down, too.

She was annoying, sometimes infuriating, generally impossible. And she was a bright, bright spot in his life.








One



London
Wednesday, 1 April 1818

Lucien Charles Vincent de Grey, the eleventh Duke of Marchmont, stood on the threshold of the morning room of Whites Club, surveying the company through half-closed eyes.

Women tended to read deep meaning in those sleepy green eyes, when in fact there wasnt any deeper thought in his mind than I wonder what you look like naked.

Women often got the wrong idea about him. The way his pale gold hair shimmered in certain lights lent his features an ethereal quality. The tendency of one wayward lock to fall over his forehead was deemed poetic.

Those who knew him knew better.

The twenty-nine-year-old Duke of Marchmont was neither ethereal nor poetic.


He avoided deep thoughts and allowed no strong feelings to churn inside him. He took nothing seriously. This included dress, women, politics, his friends, and evenor perhaps most especiallyhimself.

At present, no woman stood in danger of being deluded, because none were in the vicinity. This was Whites, after all, the exclusive preserve of five hundred privileged men.

Several of them had gathered at the famous bow window where Beau Brummell had once presided. Even at present, when the Beau languished in France, hiding from his creditors, seats in that holy place were reserved for a select few.

At the moment the occupants included Brummells great friend the second Baron Alvanley, as well as the Duke of Beauforts heir, the Marquis of Worcester. Arguing with them were Lord Yarmouth, Lord Adderwood, and Grantley Berkeley. Of the group, only Adderwoodthin, dark, and perhaps the most level-headed of the lothad not been one of Brummells boon companions. He was Marchmonts. Theyd been friends since their schooldays.

Though he broke half a dozen of the Beaus rules daily and, worse, believed it didnt signify, the Duke of Marchmont was one of the Chosen.

He didnt know or care why theyd chosen him. Truth to tell, he considered Brummell an annoying great bitch, and preferred sitting in the bow window when the rest of that lot werent about, practicing their witsuch as it wasupon passersby in St. Jamess Street.

Who the devil cared whether this carriages panels were too dark, or that fellows coat was an inch too short or that ladys bonnet went out of fashion last week?

Not the Duke of Marchmont.

He cared about very little in this world.

His sleepy green gaze slid from the collection of wits and dandies at the bow window to a quiet area across the room, where a fellow dozed in a well-padded armchair. As though he felt the ducal regard, the gentleman opened his eyes. Marchmont made the smallest movement of his hand, a gesture universally recognized as Go away. The gentleman quickly got up and left the room.

His Grace had scarcely folded his six-foot frame into the chair when he became aware of a buzz of excitement emanating from the bow window contingent. Their attention, he noticed, was not directed at passersby in St. Jamess Street but at the leather-bound betting book.

After a moment, Lord Adderwood let his keen, dark gaze travel the room until it lit upon his erstwhile schoolmate. There you are, Marchmont, he said.

What a noticing fellow you are, Adderwood, said Marchmont. Nothing escapes you.

I was about to search the club for you, Adderwood said. We could not possibly close the betting book without you. What do you say? I say she is.

Then I say she isnt.

How much, then?

Put me down for a thousand pounds, said the duke. Then pray tell me firstly, Who is she? And secondly, Is she or isnt she what?


Every head came up, and every set of eyes swiveled in his direction.

Good God, Marchmont, where have you been? said Alvanley. Patagonia?

Busy night, said His Grace. Dont remember where Ive been. Wheres Patagonia? Anywhere near Lisson Grove?

He doesnt read the papers until bedtime, Adderwood explained to the others.

I find them an unfailing aid to a deep and dreamless sleep, said His Grace.

But you dont need to read anything, said Worcester. Theyve plastered pictures in all the print shop windows.

I came the other way, said Marchmont. Didnt see any pictures. Whats happened? Another one of the royal dukes wooing a German princess? No surprise there. I have long waited for one of the royal family to do something truly shocking, like marry an Englishwoman.

Last November, following a long and agonizing labor, the countrys beloved Princess Charlotte had produced a stillborn son and died. This sad end to Englands hopesshed been the Prince Regents only child and heirhad led her uncles, the royal dukes, to abandon their mistresses and numerous illegitimate offspring in order to commence marriage negotiations with various Germanic cousins.

Nothing to do with them, said Adderwood. Its to do with Lexham. We are evenly divided between those who say his lordship has finally taken leave of his senses and those who say he was right all along.

Marchmonts eyes opened a little wider then, and his indolent mind came to something like attention.

Zoe Octavia, he said. If they were making bets about Lexham, it must have to do with his long-lost daughter.

A dozen years ago, Lexham had taken his wife and youngest child on a tour of the eastern Mediterranean. This had not struck Marchmont as the wisest enterprise during wartime.

True, the French had surrendered Egypt to the British in 1801, and Lord Nelsons great victory at Trafalgar had demonstrated Englands naval supremacy. But the seas remained far from safe. Furthermore, European power struggles meant nothing to the various pashas and beys and whatnot ruling their bits of the Ottoman Empire. Greece, Egypt, and the Holy Land were part of that empire, and rulers and ruled alike all carried on as theyd always done. The slave trade was lucrative, and white slaves were always wanted for the haremsas the pirates lurking in the Mediterranean well knew.

The region was not, in short, the safest place to take any twelve-year-old, fair-haired, blue-eyed English girl, let alone Zoe. Theyd scarcely reached Egypt when the fool girl had bolted, naturally, the way shed so often done at home.

But this time Marchmont wasnt there to track her down, and those whod searched could find no trace of her. It was believed shed been kidnapped. Lexham waited for a ransom note. It never came.

He never gave up trying to find her. Though eventually hed had to return to England, hed hired agents to carry on the work. They had traveled up and down the Nile, and theyd made their way from Algiers to Constantinople and back again. Theyd heard she was here and theyd heard she was there. Theyd gathered rumors and nothing else.

Marchmont had given up hope a decade ago, and locked away Zoe in the mental cupboard with the others hed lost and the feelings he no longer let himself have.

What number is this? he said. Has anyone kept track of how many females have appeared on Lexhams doorstep, claiming to be his long-lost daughter?

I made it to be twoscore, said Alvanley. The greater number in the early years. Its dwindled considerably of late. Id nearly forgotten about her.

Though everyone believed him mad to continue searching for her, Lexham had proved sufficiently compos mentis to reject every last one of the would-be Zoes.

Then I reckon we can put the total at twoscore and one, said Marchmont.

Alvanley shook his head.

This time he took her in, said Adderwood.

The Duke of Marchmont left his chair and stalked to the bow window.

Berkeley picked up one of the newspapers from the table there and gave it to him.

Lord Lexham Welcomes Harem Girl, the headline proclaimed.

Marchmonts usually unexcitablesome said nonexistentheart began to pound in a very strange manner. Not that anyone could tell. His drowsy expression never wavered while he scanned the lengthy article in the Morning Post.


Mysterious young woman, he read aloud. Arrived in London on Monday night with Lord Winterton. Family forewarned, gathered at Lexham House, prepared to confront and oust yet another imposter and so on and so forth. He shook his head as he skimmed the columns. The reader will imagine the tears shed upon the joyful discovery He looked up. I believe I shall be sick. Who writes this drivel?

He read on dramatically, But indeed it was she, restored at last to the bosom of her family, after twelve long years as a captive in the palace of Yusri Pasha. He skipped a few more paragraphs. Shocking crimeLexhamancient baronyyoungest daughter kidnapped and sold in the slave market of Cairo

With a laugh, he dropped the newspaper onto the table. Vastly amusing. You didnt happen to notice the date, perchance?

I didnt need to notice, said Adderwood. On the way here, any number of urchins told me my handkerchief was hanging out of my pocket. Does there exist an April Fool jest older than that one? I vow, boys must have tried it on Socrates. April Fool was the first thing I thought when I saw the paper. But what, exactly, is the joke?

Everyones forgotten about her, said Alvanley. Why make her a joke? Why not choose a more timely topic?

You saw who brought her home, said Berkeley.

Winterton. Englands second most cynical cynic. The Duke of Marchmont came first. Even had I failed to observe the date, that name would have aroused my suspicions. Cold-blooded and single-minded, Winterton was not the sort of man who rescued damsels in distress.

Still, the fact remains, a girl has turned up at Lexhams, claiming to be Lexhams youngest, said Worcester. That part isnt an April Fool joke.

Have you seen her? said Marchmont. He took up the paper again. It made no senseunless Winterton had suffered a concussion in the course of his travels in the East.

No ones seen her, except those she claims are her nearest kin, said Alvanley. And theyre keeping mum. Last I heard, theyd cloistered themselves at Lexham House and were not at home to visitors.

In spite of his determined efforts to suffocate it, the Duke of Marchmonts interest was well and truly piqued. His expression remained sleepily amused.

I begin to understand why Adderwood was about to stir himself to hunt me down, he said.

Youre family to the Lexhams, Adderwood said.

That was no joke. Marchmont knew his former guardian better than Lexhams own children did. The man was no fool.

Yet this young woman had bamboozled himas well as Winterton, apparently.

It made no sense.

The Duke of Marchmont, however, was never at a loss. If he felt uneasy or doubtful or confused oras was the case at presentutterly confounded, he ignored it. He certainly didnt show it.

As a member of the family, I declare that this girl, whoever she is, cannot be Lexhams youngest, Marchmont said. Zoe in a harem for twelve years? If they chained her to a very thick wall, perhaps.

She was a hoyden, as I recall, said Adderwood. More than once hed joined Marchmont during those long-ago summer holidays with the Lexhams.

A bolter, said Marchmont.

He saw her too clearly in his minds eye.

I want to play, Lucien. Tell them to let me.

Girls dont play cricket. Go back to your dolls and nursemaids, brat.

He shoved the memory back into the mental cupboard it had escaped from and slammed the door shut.

I hope for Lexhams sake the woman isnt his daughter, Alvanley said. Bolter would be the kindest of epithets Society will bestow upon her.

Twelve years in a harem, said Berkeley. Might as well say twelve years in a brothel.

It isnt the same thing, said Adderwood. Quite the opposite, actually.

No one cares whether it is or it isnt, said Marchmont. No ones going to let facts get in the way of a good scandal.

And this situation was the sort scandalmongers dreamed of, as alchemists dreamt of the philosophers stone. The taleof an English girl, a peers daughter, lost for twelve years in the exotic East among heathens and polygamistswas a feast for the dirty-minded.

Wait until you see the prints, said Worcester. Wait until you see the mob outside Lexham House.

Theyd already gathered when I was going home at dawn today, said Berkeley. Place looked like Bartholomew Fair.


Clerks, milkmaids, shopgirls, peddlers, pickpockets, and drunkards, all wanting a look at the Harem Girl, said Worcester.

I heard they summoned troops to disperse the crowd, said Yarwood.

Marchmont would have laughed at this latest example of human absurdity if Lexham hadnt been at the center of it.

It was Lexham whose good name the scandal and notoriety would besmirch. It was Lexham, one of the House of Lords most dedicated and hardworking members, whose judgment would be questioned. It was Lexham whod be ridiculed.

The Duke of Marchmont cared about little in this world, and the little began and ended with Lord Lexham. What the duke owed his former guardian could hardly be put into words and certainly could never be repaid.

This nonsense had to be stopped. Immediately. And, as had used to be the case in a Zoe-related crisis, Marchmont was the one who had to do it.

Put me down for a thousand pounds, Adderwood, he said. I dont know who she is, but she isnt Zoe Lexham. And Ill prove it before the days over.



An hour and more after hed made his bet, the Duke of Marchmont regarded the sea of people in once-peaceful Berkeley Square. Above their heads thick grey clouds mounted, bringing an early darkness to the day.

No one cared about the weather. An earthquake wouldnt drive off this lot, he knew. Waiting for a glimpse of the principals in the latest high-society drama was quite as good entertainment as a public hanging.

Only someone whod lived in a hermit cave for the past year would find the uproar surprising.

The nation had spent the winter grieving for its beloved Princess of Wales. To ordinary folk, the Princess Charlotte had been one bright, happy image in the depressing lot that constituted the present royal family. The tale of the Harem Girl couldnt have appealed more to their mood and taste if it had been made up special: Spunky English girl (like the late princess) overcomes impossible odds and outsmarts a lot of heathen villains. Better yet, Zoe Lexhams tale was not only heroic but titillating. Visions of Salome danced in their heads.

By this time His Grace was more fully armed with information, as well as better lubricated with alcohol. Over a bottle or two or three, his friends had repeated all the tales theyd heard. Before coming here, hed stopped at Humphreys Print Shop in St. Jamess Street. Hed had to push through the mob gawking at the pictures in the windows.

One caricature showed a well-endowed Zoe Lexham, arrayed in nothing but a large snake, performing a salacious contortion meant to represent oriental dancing. In another, she gyrated lewdly in transparent veils while a turbaned fellow with the prime ministers face offered her the Prince Regents head on a platter.

Though His Grace lingered over these, he didnt neglect the less obscene pictures wherein, for instance, Lexham featured as a deluded old fool and Winterton was shown smuggling the girl out of Egypt in a rug, like Shakespeares Cleopatra. Several other prints made reference to an incident last year, when a woman led some trusting souls in Gloucestershire to believe she was the Princess Caraboo of Javasu. She turned out to be a nobody named Mary Wilcocks of Witheridge, Devonshire.

Marchmont had no idea who the young woman in Lexhams house might be, and didnt particularly care. All he knew was that he had not looked forward recently to anything so much as he looked forward to unmasking her.

He began to make his way through the crowd, accidentally knocking out of his way those who failed to move quickly enough. He didnt have to do this often. The Duke of Marchmonts sleepily ethereal countenance had been caricatured on numerous occasions. It had adorned print shop windows and print sellers umbrellas. The world knewor thought it didall about him. When they saw him coming, sensible people got out of the way.



Meanwhile, in the small drawing room of Lexham House, the object of all the excitement sat at a small table near one of the windows, studying the fashion plates in the latest edition of La Belle Assemble.

As she had learned to do in the harem, Zoe made herself the calm in the eye of the storm.

All seven of her siblings had descended upon Lexham House this morning.

All seven had been closeted with her and her parents in the small drawing room since then. All seven had spent the time ranting and raving. The numbers, if not the noise, had dwindled in the last few minutes, however.

Her eldest brother, Roderick, had been the last of the brothers to stomp out. A moment ago, hed followed Samuel and Henry downstairs to the billiard room. There, beyond a doubt, they were all sulking, because Papa had told them they were behaving like hysterical women.

Zoe knew theyd rather remain at Lexham House sulking than go home and face their wives. If all of her siblings were angry with her for disrupting their lives, what could she expect from their women?

It was obvious, too, that her brothers were counting on her four older sisters to wear Papa down.

Augusta, Gertrude, Dorothea, and Priscilla remained at the large central table. There they consumed great quantities of tea and cakes, to keep their energy up for the endless complaints, reproaches, and recriminations they deemed necessary on the occasion. The younger pair, Dorothea and Priscilla, having reached advanced states of pregnancy, tended more to tears, sudden changes of sentiment, and occasional swoons than the elder two.

The storm, which had briefly abated with the brothers departure, broke out again. Zoe let it rage about her, gathering her wits and saving her energy for the crucial moment.

She cannot remain in London, Papa.

Youve seen the newspapers.

If you could see the prints

Lewd, disgusting things.


Snake charmers and such.

We are a joke, a circus entertainment for the mob.

I was obliged to skulk through Town like a common criminal, and sneak here through the garden.

We had to cover the crests on the carriage.

Not that theres any point to leaving the house, when ones ashamed to show ones face in public.

One certainly cannot visit friends. One hasnt any.

Three hostesses have rescinded their invitations.

Seven have declined mine.

We may be sure thats only the beginning.

One cannot blame them. Who wants the London mob on the doorstep?

All of the neighbors in Berkeley Square hate us, except Gunters. Theyre doing a brisk trade in pastries and ices, I dont doubt. But the Devonshires will cut us, you may be sure. The Lansdownes, too. And the Jerseys.

You know what will happen next.

Riots, I dont doubt.

Lady Jerseyone of Almacks patronessesonly think what that means. Well be taken off the list!

A stunned silence, then:

Good grief! Whats to become of my Amys birthday ball?

Call it off. No one will come.

Parker says we must remove to the country. Can you credit it? Now! At the height of the Season!

By this time, Mama, easily blown by every emotional wind, had given up trying to decide whose side she was on. Shed taken to the chaise longue, where she lay with her eyes closed. Every so often she let out a moan.


Different language, Zoe thought. Different clothing. Different furnishings. Yet so like the harem.

Papa stood at the fire, his back to them all. Indeed, I can think of no greater catastrophe than to be denied entrance to Almacks, he said to the fire. Two nights ago you sobbed because the little sister you believed dead had turned out to be alive. Two nights ago you marveled at her courage. Now you cant wait to be rid of her.

Zoe wasnt sure whether her sisters had wept with happiness or shock or outrage.

Shed entered the house and found them allparents, siblings, and siblings spousesin the entrance hall, like an army braced to repel an invader.

What if they dont know me? shed thought. What if they dont believe its me?

But all shed had to do was look up and meet her fathers cold, suspicious gaze while she let the hood of her cloak slide from her hair. Papa had stared at her for a moment. Then hed closed his eyes and opened them again. Shed watched them fill with tears. Then hed opened his arms and shed run into them.

My dear girl. Emotion had clogged his voice, but shed understood every precious word. Oh, my dear, dear girl. I knew youd come back. Hed wept, and Zoe had sobbed, too. She was home at last.

Though shed come back a woman, not a girl, though shed been gone for so long, hed known her. Theyd all known her, like it or not. Like all of her sisters, she had her mothers dark gold curling hair. But she was the only one whod inherited Grandmama Lexhams profile and her deep blue eyes.

They couldnt deny she was their own Zoe Octavia.


Then, within twenty-four hours, the trouble started, at which point they all remembered that their own Zoe Octavia was the problem child.

I dont want to be rid of her, Priscilla cried. Im sure I dont, Papa. But we havent any choice.

You most certainly do, said Papa. You can act with courage. You can hold up your head and ignore this foolishness. If we do not feed the rumor mills by hiding and denying, the world will soon find something else to make a fuss about.

Papa, I wish I could believe that

If it were an ordinary sort of scandal, naturally, that would be the case

But this is like nothing thats happened before.

It isnt like a political scandal

Or even a crim con case or a divorce.

A Harem Girl, Papa! When was the last time London had a Harem Girl?

They might as well call her Jezebel.

Some of the newspapers have called her thatand other names a lady must not utter.

If she goes into any public placea shop or park or theatereveryone will stare and whisper.

She wont have a moments peace, nor will anybody near her.

Those dreadful journalist persons will follow wherever she goes.

She cannot live a normal life, nor can we, while she is by.

Not in London, certainly.

But if she were to go away, to a quiet place in the country

Dear Cousin Horatios, for instance


May he rest in peace, poor man.

And if she lived there under a different name

Ooooh, Mama said faintly. She covered her face with her handkerchief.

Go away? said her father. Change her name? But shes hardly come back! Papa turned to face them, and Zoe was shocked to see the grief in his face. My little girl. Twelve years Ive spent trying to get her back. Twelve years Ive prayed and worried and kicked myself a thousand times for my folly. Twelve years Ive raged at myself for not taking better care of her. He met her gaze then. I shall never forgive myself, child, for what youve suffered. I shall never forgive myself for all the time weve lost and can never recover.

Im truly sorry for all the trouble Ive caused you, Papa, she said. Im sorry for causing everyone so much trouble this time. She closed the book of fashion plates and folded her hands on top of it. If theres no other way to make it right than for me to go away, then I shall go away.

Her sisters eyes began to dry. Mama took the handkerchief off her face and sat up a little straighter.

Well, Im glad youve decided to be reasonable, said Augusta.

I shall go to Paris, Zoe said.

Her sisters screamed.

Or Venice, Zoe said. Ive lived shut away from the world for twelve years. I cannot bear to do that again. But these are cities. They have shops and theaters and parks and such. I shall feel alive again.

She cant live in Paris!

What will people say?


She has no notion what shes proposing.

No morals, you see. No notion of what is fitting.

No notion of what is practical, I should say. What will she live on?

Where will she live? Wholl look after her?

Im sure these thoughts never cross her mind.

She always was the most heedless creature.

Papa said nothing, but he was studying her face. Hed always understood her far better than any of her siblings had. He waited, leaving it to her.

She took courage from his trust in her. I shall take my jewels and take a different name, as has been suggested, she said.

Jewels?

What jewels?

She never mentioned jewels.

She means some trumpery gewgaws from the bazaar.

I mean rubies and diamonds and pearls and emeralds and sapphires, Zoe said.

The sisters stilled. Priscilla froze with a piece of cake halfway to her mouth. Gertrude set down her cup.

Gold and silver bracelets and necklaces, Zoe went on. Jewels is the correct word, is it not? Karim was fond of me, and he was most generous. I thought I must sell all of my treasures to pay for my return home, but it was not nearly as costly as I had supposed. I was glad of that, because I had hoped to share my possessions with the women of my family. But if it is troublesome for me to remain here, the jewelry will allow me to live in another place. I was told that Paris and Venice were not as expensive as London.


Her sisters were looking at one another.

When it came to jewelry, women the world over were the same. If her future and everything for which shed risked her life had not been at stake, shed have laughed, because her sisters behaved exactly like the harem women they scorned.

She kept her expression serene. I would rather stay here, she said.

The silence continued while the sisters mulled this over.

Sometimes the wisest course was simply to offer others a strong motive to solve the problem.

I dont see how it could be arranged, said Augusta after a moment.

Even if one were to reeducate her

It wont matter what she does or how she behaves. All everyone will see is the Harem Girl.

How could one persuade a hostess to have her?

No one will have us while shes about.

I doubt the Prince Regent himself could make her welcome in the Beau Monde.

Unless he married her.

Bitter laughter at this.

But hes already married, whether he likes it or not.

One of the royal dukes, then?

Youre dreaming, Priscilla. They must marry princesses.

The daughter of a duke is the very lowest they might consider.

But for ZoeSuppose the gentleman was of exceedingly high rank

If he ranked high enough, the hostesses would not risk offending him. They must accept his wife.


To offend certain gentlemen is to commit social suicide. Someone like Mr. Brummell is required: a truly fashionable gentleman whose appearanceeven if it is only for ten minutesdetermines the success of a gathering.

Silence again while the sisters pondered.

A moment later:

Still, he must stand very high. Lady Holland is not invited anywhere because shes a divorce.

Lord Holland is a baron. Not nearly high enough.

How high must the rank be? said Zoe.

Its out of the question, Augusta said impatiently. We waste our time cudgeling our brains. Of the few noblemen of sufficiently high rank, nearly all are married.

How many are not? Zoe said.

Dorothea counted on her plump, be-ringed fingers. Three dukes. No, four.

One marquess, said Priscilla. That is not counting the courtesy titles. Ought we to count those?

It is an exercise in futility to even contemplate such a thing, said Augusta.

In the first place, how would one of these gentlemen meet her, when no one will invite her to a gathering? said Gertrude.

Augusta and Gertrude had always been the killjoys.

Oh, dear, said Priscilla.

Even if they could be made to meet her, its out of the question.

Youre quite right, Augusta. She, a woman of four and twentywhos lived in a harem, who may or may not have been married to a Mohammedan person, who cannot speak proper English, and has no notion of what is and is not a fit topic of conversation?

Zoe had found out that one was not allowed to mention a great many subjects: certain body parts, pleasuring oneself, pleasuring another, desire, impotence, concubines, eunuchs

The list went on to infinity. She was competent and intelligent, but in this environment she was still too much at sea. Shed recovered her English during the journey home. In coming home, though, shed entered a world as alien as the harem had been at first. Precious little of what shed been taught up to the age of twelve had stuck in her brain as well as her native language had done.

She can learn, Papa said. Zoe always was a clever girl.

She hasnt time to learn, said Gertrude. Papa, if you would only put your parental affection aside

I hope I should never do so.

That is a worthy hope, I am sure, Papa, said Augusta. But the difficulty is, it prevents your viewing the matter objectively. What nobleman, I ask you, would want Zoe when he might have a fresh, young, innocent bride of eighteen or nineteen?

The door to the small drawing room opened.

His Grace the Duke of Marchmont, the butler announced.








Two



As he usually did upon entering a room, Marchmont paused to size up the situation. Even now, after the bottle or two or three, his gaze was not as sleepy as it appeared to be.

He saw:


	Lexham standing in front of the fire, looking ready to tear his hair out.

	Lady Lexham fluttering upon the chaise longue, in her best dying moth imitation.

	At the large central table, the four married Lexham daughters, all in black, a color particularly depressing in women of their complexion. As usual, the two eldest appeared to suffer from an obstruction of the bowels. As usual, the two younger ones suffered the consequences of a lively conjugal life. They looked ready to drop brats any minute nowtwins or ponies, judging by their circumference.

	and at the window




a girl with a book in her lap.


A girl with golden hair and startled blue eyes, the bluest eyes in all the world, set in a heart-shaped face, all creamy white and pink

That was as far as Marchmont got. He was aware of his own eyes widening and a curious galloping sensation in his chest and a feeling of being set on fire, then thrown into a deep pool of water. He was equally aware of the way the pink in her cheeks deepened and the way her shoulders went back while he stared and the way the movement drew his attention downward to a figure with the elegant curves of a statue of Venus hed seen somewhere or other.

All of this happened so quickly that it disrupted the already uncertain connection between his tongue and his brain. Even at the best of times, he might speak first and think later. At present, thanks to the bottle or two or three, his mind was in a thickish haze.

He said, Ye gods, its true. That dreadful girl is back.

Marchmont.

The masculine voice uttering his name in a familiar, patient tone made him blink. He climbed out of the very deep pool and into the present. He tore his gaze from the girl and aimed it at his former guardian.

Lexhams expression had changed to one all too recognizable: a mixture of exasperation and affection and something else the Duke of Marchmont chose not to put a name to.

Thank you, sir, I should indeed like a glassor tenof something, Marchmont said, though he knew perfectly well that Lexham was not offering a drink. The duke recognized all of his former guardians tones of voice. When he said Marchmont in that way, it meant, Recollect your manners, sir.

Nonetheless, His Grace persisted, as he often did, in willfully misunderstanding. Something strong, I think, he went on. I find myself in need of a bracer.

Zoe. Here. Alive. It wasnt possible. Yet it must be, because there she was.

He looked at her again.

She looked right back at him, up and down, down and up.

The back of his neck prickled. He was used to women eyeing him. This sort of survey usually occurred, however, in gatherings of the demimonde or in a private corner of an ostensibly respectable social event. It did not happen in the open in an unquestionably respectable domestic setting.

He was not disconcerted. Nothing disconcerted him. Disoriented was more like it. Perhaps he should have had a little less to drink before coming here. Or perhaps he hadnt had enough.

But of course you want something to steady your nerves, dear, said Lady Lexham. I fainted dead away when I saw our Zoe.

This didnt surprise him. The calamity of twelve years ago had sent Lady Lexham into a dangerous decline. While she did recover physically, she did not recover the steadiness and strength of mind shed once possessed, though he was not sure shed ever possessed great stores of either quality. These days her ladyship spent much of her time agitated, swooning, or tremblingsometimes all three at once.

At the moment, he himself felt oddly light-headed. Zoe, indeed, he said. So it is.

He made himself meet the assessing blue gaze again.

The girl smiled.

It was and it wasnt Zoes smile, and for some reason the image of a crocodile came into his mind.

And now Ive lost a thousand pounds, he went on, for I made sure Id find another Princess Caraboo in your drawing room.

Good grief! cried one of the sisters.

Is that what theyre saying? said another.

What would you expect?

I daresay it isnt the worst of the rumors.

Marchmonts gaze swung toward the Four Harridans of the Apocalypse.

You ought to see the satirical prints, he said. Mostinventive.

You neednt rub it in.

You find it all hilarious, I dont doubt.

If youd been harried from pillar to post, as we have been

Dont waste your breath. He


You are a duke, came a feminine voice that didnt belong to any of them. It was like theirs but different.

Marchmont turned away from the Matrons of Doom and toward the girl at the window: the girl who was and wasnt the Zoe hed known so long ago.

She had risen from the chair. Her deep red cashmere shawl set off handsomely the pale green frock and was draped in a way that perfectly framed her figure. The high-necked frocks narrow bodice outlined an agreeably rounded bosom. The fall of the skirt told him her waist was smallish and her hips full. She seemed taller than her sisters, though it was hard to be sure, given that two of them had expanded so much horizontally, and all four of them were seated.

In any event, she was not a pocket Venus by any means but a full-sized model.

Her potently blue eyes held a speculative glint. Or was he imagining that? His vision was in good order. He had no trouble focusing. His brain, on the other hand, was unusually sluggish.

You speak English, he said. More or less.

It was much less at first, she said. Lord Winterton hired a companion and a maid for me. They couldnt speak Arabic. No one else but he could, and he would not. For all the journey home, I had to speak English. And it came back. She tipped her head to one side, studying his face as though it, too, were a forgotten language. I remember you.

In the voice that was like and unlike her sisters he detected no trace of anything one might call a foreign accent. Yet she spoke with a lilt that made the sound exotic. It was a voice with shadows and soft edges.


I should hope so, he said. You tried to kill me with a cricket bat once.

She nodded. I went round and round, then I fell on my bottom. You laughed so hard you fell down.

Did I? He remembered all too clearly. The mental cupboard would not stay closed.

I remembered that while I was away, she continued. I often pictured you falling down laughing, and the recollection cheered me. She paused. But you aredifferent.

So are you.

And you are a duke.

Have been for some time, he said. Since before you went away. Forever. Shed gone away forever. But she was back. He knew her, yet she was a stranger. The world was not altogether in balance.

She nodded, her smile fading. I recall. Your brother. It was very sad.

Sad. Was that the word?

It was in the way she said it. He heard a world of sorrow in that word. He remembered how shed wept and how shocked hed been, because Zoe Octavia never wept. And that had somehow made his own grief all the more unbearable.

It was a long time ago, he said.

Not to me, she said. I crossed seas, and it was like crossing years. To everyone it must seem as though I have come back from the dead. If only I had done so in truth, I might have brought your brother with me.

One devastating moment of shock, a sting within as of a wound openingbut then:

Good heavens, Zoe! a sister cried.

Pay her no heed, Marchmont, said another. She has acquired the oddest notions in that heathenish place.

What does he care? Blasphemy is nothing to him.

That doesnt mean one ought to encourage her.

One oughtnt to encourage him, either.

But I must speak to him, the girl said. He is a duke. It is a very high rank. You spoke of dukes and marquesses. Will he not do?

A collective gasp from the harridans.

Do for what? he said. The wound, if wound it had been, vanished from his awareness. He glanced from sister to sister. They all looked as though someone had shouted, Fire!

The intensely blue gaze came back to him. Are you wed, Lord Marchmont?

Your Grace, Dorothea hastily corrected. One addresses him as Duke, or Your Grace.

Oh, yes, I remember. Your Grace

Zoe, I must speak to you privately, said Priscilla.

Marchmont frowned at Priscilla before reverting to the youngest sister. Marchmont will do, he told the girl who was and wasnt Zoe.

Part of his brain said this was the same girl who once tried to injure him with a cricket bat, who climbed trees and rooftops like a monkey and fell into fish ponds and wanted to learn gamekeeping and blacksmithing and was so often found playing in the dirt with the village children.

But she wasnt the same. Shed grown up, that was all, he told himself. And shed done a first-rate job of it, as far as he could see.

Since the others so obviously wished to stifle her, he decided to encourage her. You were saying?


Have you any wives, Marchmont? she said.

Oh, my goodness, said one harridan.

I cant believe it, said another.

Zoe, I beg you, said another.

Marchmont looked about him. The sisters were undergoing spasms of some kind. Lexham had turned away to study the fire, as he usually did when considering a problem.

Marchmont shook his head. Not a one.

The others started talking at Zoe all at once. A lot of shushing and Dont and Please dont and I hope you are not thinking this or that.

Even had he been thoroughly sober, the Duke of Marchmont could not have guessed what they were about. This was nothing new. It would not be the first time hed interrupted one of their incomprehensible family squabbles. It certainly wouldnt be the first time they promptly recommenced while he was there. After all, they did regard him as a member of the family, which meant they felt as free to abuse him as they did one another.

He crossed to the table, where a decanter sat untouched, surrounded by wineglasses. He might as well have a drink while he watched the entertainment.

He had lifted decanter and glass and was about to pour when her voice, with its exotic lilt, rose above the rest.

Marchmont, will you please marry me? she said.


Mama let out a little scream.

Gertrude leapt up from her chair and tried to drag Zoe out of the room. Zoe broke away from her and moved closer to her father.


A duke, you said, she told her sisters. Or a marquess. He is a duke. He has no wives. Wife, she quickly amended. In England, it was only one wife to a man, she reminded herself.

You dont simply offer yourself to the first nobleman who walks through the door, said Dorothea.

But you said the dukes and marquesses would not come to us, said Zoe.

Im afraid to imagine what will be said about this, said Priscilla.

You said I could not hope to meet such men, said Zoe. But here is one. And she wasnt about to let him get away if she could help it.

Ooooh, said Mama. She fell back upon the pillows.

Look what youve done to Mama!

The girl is hopeless.

Of course hell tell all his friends.

Papa, do something! Gertrude cried as she flung herself into her chair.

Papa only looked briefly over his shoulder, his glance going from Zoe to the tall, fair-haired, shockingly handsome man with the decanter and glass in his long-fingered hands. The Duke of Marchmonts beautifully shaped mouth had fallen open. His eyes had widened slightly.

As she watched, he closed his mouth and shuttered his eyes again.

Shed seen those stunningly green eyes wide open, for one dizzying heartbeat in time, when theyd first lit on her. The impact had nearly toppled her from her chair. Shed felt for a moment like the little girl spinning helplessly until landing on her bottom on a muddy patch of grass.


I cannot wait, she said. Marchmont, you are the highest of rank here. Tell them to be silent and let me speak.

We shall never live this down, Augusta said. What a tale hell have for his friends at Whites.

Marchmont slowly filled his glass. When that was done, he said, I must have heard aright, else your sisters would not be shrieking at quite that pitch. You have asked me to marry you. Is that correct, Miss Lexham?

The last time her heart had pounded so hard was on the day shed fled the palace of Yusri Pasha and found the gates of the European quarter closed to her. Then shed been terrified of what would happen to her if she was caught.

Yet shed been exhilarated, too, to risk everything in one desperate bid for freedom.

This appeared to be her only chance to live the life for which shed taken that desperate risk.

However grand his rank or handsome his face or splendid his physique, this was still a man, she told herself. Though he hid his eyes, she knew he was mentally taking off her clothes and liked what he saw. She felt, rather than saw, the slight tension in his posture: the alertness of the predator when it marks its prey.

A harem slave would be tearing off her garments about now.

Zoe knew she could not entice him in that way. Not here, at any rate. Not now. She must appeal to him from mind to mind. It must be business. The way men did it.

Or at least it must seem so.


She adjusted her shawl and her own posture, making herself as alluring as she could without being too obvious about it, while she filled her mind with the ritual formulae employed on similar occasions.

In a logical and orderly fashion, she summarized for the duke her sisters and absent brothers assessment of the situation and their reasons for wanting to send her away.

They say the only other solution is for me to marry a man of the highest rank, she went on. They say others must defer to him. They say that a man so highly placed will want an innocent girl of eighteen. I am not truly innocent, and I am not eighteen, but I am a virgin.

Ooooh, said Mama.

Zoe went on determinedly, Yusri Pasha gave me as a second wife to Karim, who was his eldest son by his first wife. But Karim could not make hishisthough Marchmont kept his eyes half closed, she knew the duke regarded her intentlyhis instrument of delight. The limb a man uses for pleasure and to make children. What is it called?

Shrieks from the sisters.

Zoe ignored them. No one will tell me what it is in English, she said. If I ever learned the word, I have forgotten it.

He made an odd sound in his throat. Then he said, Membrum virile will do.

The two older sisters put their heads in their hands.

He could not make his membrum virile hard, Zoe said. He was sickly, you see. He was unable to be a true husband, though he was so fond of me, and I did everything they taught me to awaken a mans desire. Everything. I even

Zoe, her father said in a strangled voice, it is unnecessary to explain in detail.

One wishes it were not necessary for her to speak at all, a sister muttered.

One wishes the floor would open up and swallow one.

We shall never, never live this down.

Never mind them, Miss Lexham, said Marchmont. Please continue. Im all ears. He drank some more.

I shall be an excellent wife to you, she said, hoping she didnt sound as desperate as she felt. She told herself that if this didnt work, shed go to Paris or Venice as shed threatened, though those had never been her first choices. She wanted to live in her native land and have the life shed dreamt of for twelve long years. It looked as though the Duke of Marchmont was her one chance to have that life. He was handsome and young and healthy and not excessively intelligent, and he desired her. He was perfect.

Fate had thrown him
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