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Prologue
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England December 1817

Awhip cracked, shattering the stillness of the icy landscape. The thunder of hooves grew louder as the curricles approached the bend, neck and neck. The road was narrow, the bend was sharp but neither curricle slowed.

The horses raced, straining to get ahead, heads outstretched, breath steaming in the frosty chill.

As they hurtled around the bend the wheels of the claret and silver curricle grazed those of the black and yellow curricle.

“For God’s sake, Rafe, show a little care, if not for yourself or me, for my shiny new curricle,” Luke Ripton, the driver of the black and yellow vehicle, yelled.

For answer, Rafe Ramsey’s whip snaked out over his horses and cracked just above their flanks.

“You’re driving like a lunatic, man, more so than usual.”

“I’ve got a wedding to go to.” Rafe snapped the reins and urged his horses faster.

“You want to get there alive, don’t you?”

Rafe glanced across at his friend. His eyes flashed blue ice.

Seeing that look, Luke had no qualms about easing back to  let his friend’s curricle take the lead. He and Rafe raced all the time. Usually it was a joyous madcap experience.

But the mood Rafe was in today . . .

It wasn’t directed at himself, Luke knew. Rafe had arrived at their rendezvous that way. Nothing Luke could say could snap him out of it. Rafe had responded to each sally and quip with a cold, barely restrained politeness, as if politeness could bite.

Luke, knowing the signs of old, gave up trying. Rafe was one of his oldest friends and was usually the coolest, calmest fellow he knew. But on rare occasions he descended into these moods and the only thing to do was to let them burn themselves out.

The cause was always the same: Axebridge.

Rafe rarely took his anger out on his friends—anger in Rafe didn’t show outwardly, it burned him up from within. The war had been a useful outlet. These days he raced.

Today Luke had pressed Rafe harder than ever, hoping that by the time they got to Harry’s wedding, Rafe would have burned away his anger and become his usual charming self again.

Instead Rafe remained wrapped in ice and burning with rage; his eyes held a curious blank expression that told Luke his mind was far away. Luke raced more cautiously, as if he could make up for his friend, who drove like a man possessed.

The entrance to Alverleigh came into sight, the high stone walls of the estate broken by an imposing pair of black wrought-iron gates, supported by two large stone pillars. Today they stood open to admit the earl’s guests on the occasion of his half brother Harry’s wedding to Lady Helen Freymore.

Rafe’s curricle hurtled down the slope toward the gates, the light vehicle swaying and bouncing with every bump and pothole.

He was going far too fast for the freezing conditions, Luke thought. “’Ware ice at the bottom of the hill,” he shouted.

Rafe made no sign. He seemed oblivious, wrapped up in dark thoughts.

Something, some small animal—a fox perhaps—darted across the road in front of the horses. One horse reared and stumbled, the other jostled it, the curricle swayed wildly, hit a patch of dark ice, and began to skid in a slow, inevitable arc toward the stone walls and the iron gate.

“Save yourself,” Luke shouted, certain Rafe was going to  smash into the stone walls or be impaled on iron gates. “Jump!”

Rafe hauled on the brake with one hand and the reins with the other, forcing his frightened horses back under control. The brake sharpened the angle of the skid but didn’t slow it; there was no purchase on the ice.

Rafe thrust his team ruthlessly through the gates, hard and fast, and released the brake. The weight of the skidding curricle pulled the horses backward and to the right. They plunged in confusion and terror.

He lashed out with the whip. The horses leapt forward. There was a loud scrape of wood against stone or iron. The curricle lurched, bounced, and tipped sideways, balancing on a single wheel. Another second and it would overturn for sure.

“Jump, you fool, jump!” Luke yelled.

Instead Rafe hurled himself sideways over the edge like a yachtsman, using his weight as a counterbalance. For several endless seconds the curricle teetered on the brink, then lurched back with a loud thump onto both wheels.

He glanced back at Luke, tipped his whip in salute, and raced his sweating horses up the driveway.

Luke arrived as Rafe was instructing the Alverleigh grooms to cool his horses slowly, then give them a good rubdown, a hot mash, and the very best of treatment.

“You maniac,” Luke declared, jumping down from his curricle and tossing the reins to a groom. “You were nearly killed.”

Rafe’s mouth twisted in a mirthless smile. “That would have thrown the cat among the pigeons. The succession plans in ruins.”

“Harry and Nell’s wedding in ruins, more like!” Luke snapped. “I don’t give a hang about the Axebridge succession, either, but you’re among friends now, so get a grip on yourself.”

Rafe blinked and the hard glitter slowly faded from his eyes. In a much calmer voice he said, “You’re quite right, Luke. I wasn’t thinking of Harry and Nell.”

“You weren’t thinking at all,” Luke told him bluntly.

Rafe gave his friend a searching look and gave a rueful sigh. “That bad, was I?”

Luke, relieved the worst was past, relaxed. “Worst I’ve seen in ages. Think we both need a drink.”

“Agreed.” Rafe unknotted his silk scarf and removed his leather driving gloves. “And since I won, you owe me a monkey.”

“I know, blast you,” Luke said as they walked toward the front steps of Alverleigh. “Kills me to admit it, but that was a tidy piece of driving back there. Thought you were going to smash into those pillars. Your horses were magnificent.”

“Grace and courage under fire,” Rafe agreed. “What time is this ceremony? I don’t know if I have the stomach for a wedding just now.”

“You’d better find it, then,” Luke warned him.

Rafe gave him a faint smile. “Don’t worry, I will, for Nell and Harry’s sake. This marriage, at least, is one to celebrate.”

As he spoke, their friend Gabriel Renfrew, brother of the earl and half brother of the groom, strolled lightly down the steps to greet them. “How was your trip?” he asked after the greetings were concluded.

“Bloody hair-raising,” Luke told him.

Gabe raised an eyebrow. “All your races are hair-raising. What made this any different?”

Luke jerked his head at Rafe. “He’s just come from Axebridge.”

Gabe glanced at Rafe. “I see. You’ve finalized the wedding arrangements, I presume?”

Rafe did not reply. A tiny muscle in his jaw twitched.

“A drink,” Gabe decided.

“Several,” Luke agreed. “And make them large ones—he needs it.”

“Nonsense,” Rafe said coolly. “I’m perfectly calm.”

“I know, dear boy,” Gabe said. “That’s the trouble.”

 

 

 

 

A few hours later Rafe sat in the church pew watching his friend Harry pacing like a caged lion, awaiting his bride.

There was a stir at the entrance of the church. Rafe didn’t need to turn his head to see who had arrived. Harry’s gray eyes, usually so bleak, blazed as he saw his bride. They were so filled with naked emotion that Rafe had to look away.

Rafe heard the quiet certainty and pride in Harry’s voice as he promised to love and cherish his lady.

He caught the fleeting intimate smile Gabe exchanged with 

Callie, the princess of his heart, as they remembered their own wedding.

To have and to hold . . . To love and to cherish . . .

Until death us do part.

Rafe felt cold to the marrow.

Could he make promises like that? Not to Lady Lavinia. Not after what he’d learned at Axebridge.

But could he ever?

What did it matter? There was no love in Rafe anyway. There never had been.

He wasn’t like Gabe, who had taken love lightly and often until he’d fallen deeply and irrevocably for Callie.

He wasn’t like Harry, who’d fallen in love twice, the first time so disastrously he hadn’t cared whether he lived or died. Now, truly and deeply in love, he stood at the altar, gazing at his bride, a man transformed.

Rafe hadn’t understood it then and he didn’t now.

He’d never been in love like that, not once in all his twenty-eight years, not even for an hour, and at his age, he wasn’t likely to start.

Women, yes, but only on the strictest understanding that the relationship was purely physical. He treated them well and was generous in parting. They didn’t seem to mind. None of them had managed to pierce his essential coldness.

In the war the coldness had grown. It was useful, in war, to stay cool and coldly analytical, not to let yourself get carried away by passion. He’d found strength in it, keeping the world at bay, keeping heartache and grief from touching him. People could die of heartache and grief.

He thought he’d reached perfect control, a state where very little could upset him.

And then he’d come home. More accurately, he’d returned to Axebridge.

Rafe’s father, the former Earl of Axebridge, had died while he was at war, so Axebridge was no longer the hostile place it had been when Rafe was a child. And since the current earl, his older brother, had produced no children in ten years of marriage, Rafe understood that it fell now to him to marry and secure the succession. For the first time in his life Rafe was needed by his family, and he was prepared to do his duty.

His brother had even found him a suitable bride. Rafe wasn’t  particularly enamoured of her, but he’d found no one himself, and Lady Lavinia Fettiplace was of excellent family—the best bloodlines and breeding in England. She came with a fine fortune and was even pretty.

He could do it, he’d told himself a hundred times.

Until this morning, when his brother had revealed the terms he and Lady Lavinia had agreed to, without reference to Rafe . . .

Cold rage welled up in him again. Rafe stamped down on it. This was not the place, the time. He was not a small boy anymore. His family could only hurt him if he let them.

 

 

 

 

The wedding was over, the celebratory dinner consumed, and they’d danced the night away. In the morning the bride and groom had driven off in a joyful cavalcade, Nell incandescent with happiness, little Torie in a basket beside her, and Harry so proud and with a light in his eyes that Rafe had never seen.

The remaining guests left soon afterward, hurrying to get home for Christmas, praying the clear weather would hold. Rafe and Luke, in no particular hurry, were among the last to depart. They’d said their good-byes, and hating to wait around after that, had wandered toward the stables to await their curricles.

“I’m not racing you back,” Luke announced as they crunched down the gravel drive. It was a cold, clear morning, the air dry, with just a light breeze. Perfect for a race.

Rafe inclined his head. “As you wish.”

“I know you,” Luke persisted. “Under that veneer of calm you’re still wild about whatever happened.”

Rafe shrugged. He could have reassured his friend that his driving would be back to normal now he’d made a decision, but he didn’t. Racing wouldn’t purge the anger within him this time. The betrayal. But he knew what would.

They waited in front of the stables, stamping their feet in the cold, watching as the stable lads hitched their teams up.

“Want me to come with you to Axebridge?” Luke offered.

“But it’s almost Christmas.” Rafe was startled. “What about your family?”

“Mother and the girls won’t mind.” Luke was the only living son in a family of girls. His mother was a widow, and all but the  youngest daughter were married now, but they still doted on their brother.

Rafe smiled. “You are such a liar.”

“I’ll explain,” Luke said. “They won’t mind when they know it’s you. You know how fond Mother is of you—the girls, too.”

Rafe shook his head. “No. Go home and celebrate Christmas with your family. Give my best to them all.”

“Then come home with me,” Luke said. “Spend Christmas with us. They’ll think it the best gift of all.”

“I’ve already sent your mother a gift,” Rafe told him. As a boy, he’d spent many a happy Christmas with the Ripton family. It was a haven from his own family, a much older brother he hardly knew, and a father who barely acknowledged his younger son’s existence.

“You’re so stubborn,” Luke said, shaking his head. “Very well then, be miserable if you want to. I’ll see you at Axebridge in the new year.”

“Ahh, yes . . . The house party . . .”

Luke gave Rafe a searching look. “You sound suspiciously vague, Ramsey. Cold feet about getting betrothed to Lady Lavinia after all?” He gave Rafe a searching look. “Or is it all off?”

Rafe shrugged. “The house party is still going ahead as far as I know.”

“Well then, I’ll see—”

“I won’t be there, however,” Rafe finished, watching critically as a young stableboy buckled a harness.

“What? Where will you be?”

“Remember who I was seated with at dinner last night?”

Luke wrinkled his brow, trying to recall. “Some old lady, wasn’t it? Must say, thought it was a damned poor place to seat you—”

“Lady Cleeve. Very interesting old lady. Told me an interesting story.”

Luke stared at him. “What the devil are you talking about? Told you a story?”

Rafe nodded. “Seems she’s missing a granddaughter.”

“What do you mean missing? Gal run off with someone?”

“No, nothing like that,” Rafe said. “The old lady thought the girl had died along with her mother more than twelve years ago. Been grieving ever since. Her son died six years ago, and  since then Lady Cleeve has thought herself all alone in the world.”

“Very sad,” Luke said, “but what has this to do with—”

“A few months ago, Alaric Stretton—you know, that artist fellow who travels the world and writes books about it—turned up on her doorstep after years in some far-flung corner of the world. Seems they’re old family friends—he used to visit them in India.”

Luke gave him a look as if to say, why are you telling me this?

Rafe continued, “Stretton told her her granddaughter was alive and well and with her father only six years ago. He even produced a sketch of the girl and her father—the one of the little girl is rather touching—he’s a damned good artist. So now Lady Cleeve thinks the girl might still be alive. She’s desperate to find her.”

“Sounds like a load of moonshine to me.”

“It might very well be.”

“But what’s this got to do with you not—” Luke broke off with a stunned expression. “Don’t tell me—this is why you’re going to skip out on your betrothal house party?”

Rafe just smiled. He’d been tempted just to not turn up to the house party; it was what they deserved, after all. But that wasn’t Rafe’s way. Instead, this morning, he’d sent a coldly polite note to Lady Lavinia and another to his brother and sister-in-law, giving his regrets.

Luke flung up his hands in exasperation. “To go on a wild-goose chase after some batty old lady’s mythical granddaughter? Based on a sketch done by some mad explorer who spends nine years out of every ten in the most godforsaken parts of the world?”

Rafe said nothing. He’d made up his mind.

Luke persisted. “I know you have a soft spot for old ladies, but—”

“Lady Cleeve was a girlhood friend of Granny’s,” Rafe said simply. “They corresponded all their lives.”

“Oh Lord, that’s all it would take, then,” Luke said, shaking his head in resignation. “So where was this granddaughter last seen?”

“Egypt.”

Luke’s jaw dropped. “You’re going on a wild-goose chase to  Egypt?”

Again, Rafe smiled.

Their curricles were ready. Luke didn’t move. “Rafe Ramsey, you are stark, staring mad.”

Rafe shook his head. “Not mad, dear boy. Just . . . angry.”

“Well, do what the rest of us do when we’re angry,” Luke said in exasperation. “Hit someone! Hit your brother, hit me—hit anyone! It’s better than haring off to Egypt.”

Rafe just smiled.




One
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Egypt 1818

There he is, the man I told you of,” Ali said, pointing with a small, grubby finger. “They say his name is Rameses. They say he has come from England to buy a girl, and he will pay in gold.”

Rameses? The name of a great king? From the dim shadows of the alley Ayisha had no difficulty singling out the foreigner asking questions; he was a head taller than any other man in the marketplace.

Rameses. It was a strange name for an Englishman.

He wasn’t like the others who’d come after her in the past.

He was clean for a start.

And beautiful. Not in a pretty-boy way—Ayisha knew all about pretty boys—but with a hard-edged, austere sort of elegance. As if sculpted from marble.

His skin was lightly tanned, but still paler than most people she knew. More like her own color, under her clothes. He wore a light-colored hat to shield his face from the sun, but his clothes were foreign: English and close-fitting, letting no breezes in to cool the body. His dark blue coat was cut tight to reveal a powerful set of shoulders. Beneath it he wore a white shirt with a tie around his neck tied tight in a complicated knot.

Too many clothes, too tight, and the cloth too heavy.

Yet he didn’t look sweaty, hot, and crumpled the way Englishmen new to the country usually did. This man looked cool and unruffled. Hard.

She couldn’t help but stare at the buff-colored breeches molded to long, hard-muscled, masculine legs and tucked into high, gleaming black boots. They were very . . . revealing.

The men Ayisha saw every day wore loose, flowing robes or baggy pants and loose, long shirts. Their clothes didn’t show the shape of the body. Not like this, almost shamelessly: every hard masculine angle revealed. She swallowed.

If they had, she would never have been able to pass herself off as a boy called Azhar all these years.

She watched the flex and pull of muscles as the Englishman strode through the dust and chaos of the marketplace with the lithe power of a lion.

She felt suddenly hotter, even though she stood in the cool shade.

Rameses. The name suited the man.

“He has a drawing of the girl he wants,” Ali went on. “A Frankish girl. He showed it to many people in the marketplace yesterday. Gadi saw it. He says it could be your little sister, if you had one.”

Ayisha stilled. Gadi said what? Gadi could see a resemblance between a sketch of a young Frankish girl and Azhar, the wily young Egyptian street boy?

Her thoughts flew at once to a sketch made more than six years ago by an English visitor who’d stayed with them once. He could draw to make a person come alive. She still remembered the wonder of it, watching his pencil flying over a page, and then, her own thirteen-year-old face staring back at her from a sheet of white paper.

It couldn’t possibly be that drawing . . . could it?

No, that Englishman had taken the sketch with him when he left Egypt, heading for China. She’d been too shy to ask him for it.

How could that drawing have fallen into the hands of this Englishman? And even if it had, why would he bring it to Egypt?

Why would he show it around? And offer money for the girl in the picture?

It could be your little sister . . .

That sketch could ruin her life.

She stared across at the tall foreigner, trying to read the answers somehow in his face. Behind her in the spice souk, a spice seller was roasting sesame, coriander, and cumin seeds with nuts to make dukkah. Her stomach rumbled at the delicious aroma, but she did not take her eyes off the Englishman. As if he sensed her interest, he changed direction and walked toward the alley where she was hiding.

The crowd split before him like the parting of the waves, and not just because he was tall and foreign. It was something about the man himself. He moved like a pasha, like a sultan, like a king—not swaggering, but with an unconscious air of assurance, of command bred in the bone—and the crowd responded instinctively.

He was a man accustomed to going wherever he wished.

A man accustomed to getting whatever—or whoever—he wanted.

Not this time, she vowed silently. Not her.

“They say he’s an English milord,” Ali said. “They say he has gold to buy whatever he wants and spends it like water. But why come all this way to buy a girl? Don’t they have girls in England?”

Ayisha sniffed. “Yes, of course. A fool and his gold are soon parted.” Brave words. They belied the cold shifting in the pit of her stomach.

“Gadi said if you were younger, he would dress you as a girl and sell you to this Rameses and make his fortune.” Ali laughed heartily at the joke—the private and the public joke. In all of Cairo, only he and Laila knew Ayisha was a girl.

Ayisha’s throat tightened. She had to get that picture, get it and destroy it. Gadi thought she resembled the girl in the drawing . . . Gadi was a stupid young man. He knew nothing. But if he kept making that joke to everyone who would listen . . .

Bile welled up in her throat.

Gadi’s uncle had been one of those who had pursued her, all those years before. If he saw the picture now . . . if Gadi made his joke to his uncle . . .

Gadi’s uncle was a lot smarter than Gadi. Gadi’s uncle knew what she looked like before.

Once people started picturing her as a girl—even as a joke—it would not be long before someone realized . . .

Gadi’s uncle was not the only one who’d hunted her, all those years ago.

“Gadi talks a lot of rubbish,” she told Ali.

Ali shook his head. “No, Gadi knows much about the world.”

Ayisha said nothing. The ten-year-old orphan had a tendency to hero-worship the most unsuitable men.

Why could the boy not choose someone decent to emulate?

Not that there was much choice for a fatherless boy. The backstreets of Cairo were not exactly crowded with decent men. Poverty and slum life didn’t typically breed decency. Who knew better than she?

She leaned deeper into the shadows and waited for the Englishman to come nearer. She wanted to see him close up, close enough to look into his eyes. It was risky, but she needed to see for herself what manner of man she was dealing with.

Know thy enemy.

He strode through the milling crowd, indifferent to the noise, the movement, the dirt. She’d never thought of men as beautiful before, but this man had a spare, hard, manly beauty that made her want to stare. And stare.

He was like someone out of one of Mama’s tales; beautiful but deadly. Mama always told wonderful, terrible stories, and though some were true, most weren’t. The difficulty was in discovering the difference . . .

But Ayisha was no longer a wide-eyed, gullible child, and she was no man’s easy prey. Six years on the streets had turned her into a different person. She was skilled, clever, cunning as a fox, as a vixen.

The Englishman paused, pushing his hat back on his forehead and turning his head as if seeking a breeze in the still, dusty air. She was close enough to see his face clearly, the sculpted lines of a hard jaw, a straight, bold nose, a broad forehead.

His skin was smooth and lightly tanned, free of pockmarks and blemishes, just one small, straight, silvery scar next to his mouth. It drew her eyes to his mouth . . . and what a mouth. Firm,  chiseled lips, tight and compressed at the moment. She wanted to slide a moistened finger over them . . . see if they softened.

But his eyes drew her most; heavy-lidded eyes, almond-shaped and sleepy-looking.

Sleepy? A cold prickle ran through her. Sleepy as a cobra, his eyes missed nothing. He was looking straight at her.

He could not possibly see her clearly, she reminded herself—not with the sun so bright in his eyes and with Ayisha in the darkest shadows the narrow alleyway afforded. She’d picked this spot with care. The spice souk was the darkest. Sunshine was not good for spices.

Still he did not move, his eyes, no longer sleepy-looking, boring into the shadows, straight at her, as if he could see her, spear her with his gaze. She froze, as still as a mouse facing a python, and as she looked into his eyes, a steely coldness ran down her spine.

They were like no eyes she’d ever seen—a cold, pale blue, like the sky just before dawn, the hour when hope ebbed lowest and souls departed this earth. They held no warmth, no hope, no pity. A man to whom life or death made no difference. No wonder the crowd parted before him.

She pressed herself against the bricks, becoming one with the deepest shadows. He could not possibly see her, but the directness of his gaze was very unnerving.

Nearby, the spice seller began to crush the dukkah mixture with salt.

If he made the slightest movement toward her, she’d run. There were a dozen escape routes; she knew this city, every alleyway and souk and drain. She would not be caught. She waited, breathlessly, every muscle tense.

The stench of crushed and roasted spices thickened in her nostrils, threatening to choke her.

His dark brows tightened, his eyes narrowed, and his nostrils flared slightly, as if he scented game. English lords liked to hunt foxes. Papa had told her all about it, had promised that one day he would take her to England, take her hunting.

Papa had also been a teller of tales. She’d believed every word of them, for who could ever doubt Papa in anything?

But Papa had died, and his tales turned out to be less truthful than Mama’s made-up stories. Ayisha would never see England, the green and pleasant land of her father’s stories.

And even if she did, nothing, no English lord could ever  make her go fox hunting.

She’d been hunted too often to take sport in such a thing.

This was the first time an English lord had come, however. Was he bored with English foxes that he should come all this way to hunt . . . a girl?

A sudden crash and shouts came from the other side of the market—a squabble at the orange seller’s—and the pitiless blue gaze shifted, just for an instant. In a flash Ayisha moved, leaving the dark alley and diving under the covers of a stall.

She watched through a crack between fabrics as he took in the scene at the orange seller’s stall, then returned his gaze to the alley. To the exact spot where she had been.

His brows snapped into a faint frown as he scanned the surroundings. He glanced at the stall and his eyes narrowed, as if he knew she was there, crouched under the table, hiding behind some pink-and-orange striped fabric, and he could not, it was not possible, not unless he was a djinn or a wizard.

Ayisha didn’t believe in such things. The superstitious folk she’d lived among for the last six years might believe in djinns,  afrits, and other evil spirits. Ayisha did not. She was educated—a bit—could read and write in several languages—a bit—and was a Christian, besides. Evil eye, what nonsense.

She crossed herself, just in case.

And then suddenly he moved, continuing on his way, striding through the marketplace, the intense blue eyes under their sleepy lids missing nothing.

Ayisha breathed again.

No, he was not at all like the ones who had come after her before. He was much, much more dangerous.

She waited until he’d reached the far side of the marketplace, turned a corner, and disappeared, then she slipped out from under the stall and found Ali heading purposefully toward the far corner of the square. She grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and hauled him backward.

“Ow, what are—”

“You’re not to follow that man,” she told him in a stern voice. “He’s dangerous.”

Ali snorted. “But I can—”

“I mean it, Ali.” She gripped his skinny shoulders tightly. “Don’t follow him, don’t even speak to him—do I make myself clear?”

He squirmed under her gaze. “But, Ash, I want to see that picture, I want to see if it’s as much like you as Gadi says.”

“It’s not.”

“How do you know when you’ve never seen it?”

“I don’t need to see it to know it’s one of Gadi’s stupid tales.”

Ali said sulkily, “If I got some of his gold, we could get that house in Alexandria—”

“And how would you get the gold?”

Ali’s gaze shifted.

“Ali! You are not to think of stealing from that Englishman!”

Ali hung his head and muttered, “Gadi says the Englishman has so much gold he wouldn’t miss it.”

“Then let Gadi try to steal it—and remember what I said when people call him Gadi-one-hand.” She gave a scornful snort. “ That man might look like a sleepy foreigner, but he’s dangerous.”

Ali scowled and hunched his shoulder. “I could do it if you taught me.”

“Well, I won’t. Stealing is wrong. And dangerous.”

“You do it.”

“I don’t.” She marched him through the narrow lanes and walkways, twisting and turning, not even having to think about which way to go. These streets were her territory.

He said sulkily, “You used to. And you were only a bit older than I am now. Gadi says—”

“Gadi talks too much. I stole when I was young only because it was that or starve. But now I work, and work is honorable. And you—” She touched a fist lightly to his thin brown jaw. “You will never starve, not while Laila and I are alive. You have a choice.”

“But—”

“Enough!” She shook him by the arm. “It would kill Laila if anything happened to you. You are the apple of her eye—though I cannot imagine why she cares about a wicked, grubby boy who wants to become a thief.”

“Aw, Ash.” Ali rolled his eyes and tried to look tough instead of pleased.

“Don’t aw-Ash me, now go.” She gave him a little push toward the back entrance of their home. A delicious smell of baking pastry filled the air. “Help Laila with the pies. And don’t eat too many. And stay away from the Englishman.”

“Rameses,” Ali reminded her. “But I want to see that picture. I want to show you—”

“Not another word about that man or his picture!” she said in exasperation. “Now go.”

It didn’t take her long to find the Englishman again; apart from being a foreigner, he was the sort of man people noticed.

She found him at the house of Hassan, her father’s former garden boy. Even if five different people hadn’t already told her that a great foreign pasha had come to speak with Hassan, she would have known he was there. His long, black, shiny boots stood by the front door.

She was half tempted to take them, not to steal but to hide them. Teach the Englishman to come hunting her! Let him try it in bare feet as she was. But there were too many people watching.

She hadn’t spoken to Hassan for six years—she hadn’t spoken to any of her father’s former servants—after what had happened she didn’t dare to—but she knew this area well.

Hassan’s house was small and old. There would be just two rooms for the whole family. The tall Englishman would be cramped, and it was hot, so they might open the back door. From the rear, she might be able to see.

She disappeared down an alley barely as wide as she was and, unobserved, shimmied silently over a wall and up some stairs onto the roof of the house behind. The houses were so close together she had a perfect view into the tiny courtyard at the rear of Hassan’s house, where a woman was cooking something over a small earthenware stove. She made tea and took it in for the guest, leaving the door open.

Ayisha lay on her stomach, cupped her hands over her eyes to shade them from the glare, and tried to see into the house. It was difficult, but eventually her eyes adjusted enough for her to see the Englishman take the picture from inside his coat and show it to Hassan. Hassan looked, nodded, and said something, then shook his head.

She craned to catch a word, anything, but she could hear nothing. It was very frustrating. So many Englishmen talked in loud, booming voices as if everyone in the city would wish to hear them, but this one, curse him, was quietly spoken. His voice and Hassan’s came in a low murmur.

Ayisha lay watching, hot, thirsty, and frustrated. Finally the  Englishman stood up, gave Hassan something—probably gold, she thought bitterly—and left, having to bend his head to get out the door.

She climbed back down and raced around to the front, worried she might lose him again. She raced into Hassan’s street and skidded to a halt in the dust.

The Englishman looked up and looked at her—right at her. He hadn’t finished putting on his long, tight boots, but he stopped tugging on them and stared at her. The cold eyes narrowed and his dark brows came together.

Ayisha cursed and ran in the opposite direction. She would circle around to catch him up later.

He’d noticed her, had stared at her, had frowned.

Stupid, stupid, careless, foolish girl, drawing attention to herself like that. Of course he looked. Anyone would, at some boy who rushed out into the street like a madman, then turned and fled.

Her heart was pounding. He couldn’t possibly know who she was, she told herself firmly. No one of her father’s world had seen her in the last six years, and anyway, she was living as a boy. If her disguise could be seen through in one swift glance, she would never have survived six years on the streets. No lone female would be tolerated, let alone one dressing herself in men’s clothing. It was a sin, a crime. She would have been punished severely according to the law, and then . . . she shuddered at the possibilities.

No, her disguise was good. Nobody knew she was a girl; only Ali, who was like a little brother to her and who slept on a straw mat near her each night. And Laila. She’d discovered the imposture years ago, but she’d kept the secret and helped Ayisha perfect her disguise. Laila understood the need for it.

To everyone else Ayisha was that street boy, Azhar.

And nobody—not even Laila—had any idea who her parents were. That knowledge was more than Ayisha’s life was worth.

Rather, it was exactly what her life was worth.

She trusted no one with that secret. She did her best to forget it herself. It was only when someone came hunting her that she was forced to remember.

Someone like this Englishman.

But he couldn’t possibly have divined her secret, not in one  glance, not in two. She’d just been careless, skidding to a halt like that, showing too much interest in him, that’s all. It wouldn’t normally matter, except those uncanny eyes seemed to see everything.

She would be more careful in the future.

She caught up with him again a short time later. She’d changed her turban, and now instead of a dusty blue cloth, it was white, with a strip of red twisted through it. She always kept an extra tied around her waist. In a crowd, people searching for you looked for your turban; change it and you were a different person.

She shadowed him all day, keeping herself well back, hidden in shadows or doorways, down alleys, behind others. Several times he turned and scanned the surroundings as if he knew somehow she was there. Luckily she was small and shabby and very skilled at being inconspicuous.

He visited most of her father’s former servants that day. He was very thorough, damn him—not like the others who’d come before.

Each time he took the leather folder containing her picture from the inside pocket of his coat and showed it to them. Each time they would peer, nod, then shake their head or shrug.

But at no point was there any chance for her to steal the picture. A dense crowd would be best, like the one she’d first seen him in, but he hadn’t returned to the busiest part of the city.

All afternoon it had been small houses in narrow lanes or dead-end alleys; bad locations for an out-of-practice thief to revive her old skill, even if he wasn’t followed most places by curious onlookers and street beggars, some of whom she knew. And who, therefore, knew her. And would be sure to gossip about Azhar’s interest in the picture.

Now the Englishman was standing at the doorway of a man who’d done odd jobs. He was fatter now, but she remembered him. Gamal. She’d never liked him. It would have been polite to invite the foreigner in. All the others had, but Gamal wanted everyone to see his grand visitor, so kept him outside in the sun.

Ayisha couldn’t approve his rudeness, but she could take advantage of it. Luckily a small group of curious onlookers had gathered. She edged closer.

“Hah! I knew you were lying when you said you weren’t interested,” a voice whispered triumphantly at her elbow.

“Ali, what are you doing here?” She cursed silently and hauled the boy back out of earshot. “I told you to help Laila with the pies.”

“And so I did,” Ali said indignantly. “And now she has sent me to pick greens for tomorrow’s pies.” He held up a cloth bag.

“I see no greens growing here,” she pointed out. “The river is the place, so go. I told you to stay away from this man.”

“Aw, Ash, picking greens is woman’s work and—”

It was an old argument and Ayisha had no patience with it. “And eating and being disobedient is a boy’s? Do you want to grow up like Omar?”

Ali grimaced, not liking the comparison.

Laila’s brother Omar bestirred himself as little as possible. It was Laila who earned the money that fed them, baking bread and pastries in the clay oven in the tiny courtyard. She scoured the city surrounds for wood and dried animal dung to burn in the oven, she made fillings for her pies with wild greens and herbs and just a smidgeon of cheese, but she was a born cook and her pies sold as fast as she could cook them.

She was also a born mother, her barenness notwithstanding. She ached at the plight of the street children, would have fed them all if she could, but Omar forbade it. He took every coin that Laila earned. It was his right, as the head of the family.

Every coin that he knew about. Laila and Ayisha had hatched a plan . . .

“Omar is not a man; he is a leech,” Ayisha said. “And there is no such thing as women’s work, only work. So if Laila asks you to pick greens, you pick greens—understand?”

Ali sighed and nodded, then glanced wistfully to where the Englishman stood in his long black boots, looking tall and handsome and exotic and in every way so much more exciting than an herb. “Can’t we just ask to see the picture?”

“No.”

“Why not? You want to, I know. Otherwise why are you here?”

“I was passing and stopped out of curiosity,” she told him. “But I have work to do and so, my little greens picker, do you. So go.” She pushed him lightly in the direction of the river.

Ali left, his steps lagging, a vision of martyrdom, but then, boy-like, he suddenly brightened and bounded off. Ayisha grinned. He was unsquashable, that child, and she loved him for it. She  turned back to the Englishman, but he was leaving, his face remote and unreadable.

Gamal remained outside his house and boasted to the small crowd of curious neighbors who came closer now that the Englishman had left. Ayisha sidled up behind them to hear what Gamal had to say.

“He is a great lord from England, my visitor—Rameses, brother to the English king.”

Ayisha tried not to snort. As if a royal English prince would be wandering the backstreets of Cairo with one interpreter and no armed guard. Even if the English king allowed it, Mehmet Ali, the pasha, would not.

Gamal drew himself up to his full girth and said, “Indeed, he traveled all the way from the other side of the world just to talk to me. He asks about the Englishman who used to live in the rose-colored villa near the river.”

“Is that one not dead?” someone asked.

“Yes,” Gamal said, “but property went missing and the Englishman’s family wishes to recover it.”

Property. A cold trickle ran down Ayisha’s spine.

“Did you steal it, Gamal?” someone joked, and everyone laughed, not in a friendly way.

“Why should I, who speaks with English lords, bother with ignorant fellahin?” Gamal gave his neighbors a disdainful look and went inside, closing the door.

The neighbors muttered huffily and began to drift away in small indignant clumps. There was nothing more to be learned and the day was passing, so Ayisha left them to it.

She caught up with the Englishman and his interpreter as they turned off the main road and into a quiet, cobbled alleyway. Ayisha’s steps faltered. She knew that street. The third house from the end was well known in certain circles . . .

Zamil’s.

Sure enough, they stopped at Zamil’s and knocked on a thick, iron-reinforced door.

Anxiety coiled in the pit of her stomach. What business would he have with Zamil?

She loitered in the shadows while the interpreter spoke to someone through a grill. A moment later they were admitted. The heavy door clanked shut behind them.

Every instinct she had shrieked to get as far away from this  place as she could. She started to leave, then turned back. She had to know what she was up against. She had to. She dithered for a moment, uncharacteristically indecisive.

“What do you want at Zamil’s, young bantam?” growled a deep voice behind her.

She whirled and found a huge man looming over her, his hideously scarred face bristling with a large black mustache. Ayisha recognized him at once. He was known to all who lived on the streets as the Greek, Zamil’s Greek, the fastest man with a knife in all of Cairo. And the most vicious.

“Well, speak up! Trying to sneak a look at Zamil’s merchandise, eh?” He bent and thrust his face close to Ayisha’s, grinning through teeth that were broken and blackened. Several had been filed to points. His breath was fetid.

Fatal to show fear in front of such a man. Ayisha jerked her head casually toward the door. “My master, the English lord, is in there.”

“Master!” The Greek sneered. “No customer of Zamil, let alone an English lord, would keep a scrawny, ragged pup like yourself in his service. Get thee gone, whelp—unless—” His eyes ran over her and his smile turned into a leer that made Ayisha sick to her stomach. “Unless you have something to sell.”

Her skin crawled, but she pretended not to notice his interest. “Nay, I sell only information, effendi. Who do you think guided the foreign lord to this house? Do you think his tame servant would have knowledge of Zamil’s?”

She snorted, then gave the big man a cheeky look. “Perhaps the great Zamil—or his most excellent right-hand man—will reward me for it, eh?”

The Greek stared a moment, then threw back his head in a roar of laughter. “I like thee, bantam,” he said and thumped Ayisha on the back.

He bashed a meaty fist on the door and the grill opened. The Greek said, “This cheeky monkey thinks he is old enough to gaze upon Zamil’s merchandise. Let him in to join his master.” As the door swung open, he said to Ayisha, “Take care of those big eyes, bantam.”

“My eyes?” She frowned.

“That they do not pop out of their sockets when they see Zamil’s women,” he said, and both men roared at the joke.

Ayisha managed a halfhearted grin and sauntered jauntily  through the entrance as if her heart were not thudding like a drum. The door shut with heavy finality behind her, and she stood in another world, a world far removed from the dusty, crumbling city.

She stood in a courtyard, paved with honey-colored stone, framed by carved arches and fluted columns. A fountain tinkled into a pond on which water lilies floated. Jasmine coiled up an elegant wrought-iron screen.

A dozen richly dressed men waited in the courtyard, each with servants in attendance. They talked among themselves, the sort of talking strangers did while waiting for something to happen. In a shadowed doorway a tall Turk stood, giving orders to unseen people within.

She knew what they were waiting for. Her stomach clenched. She wanted to flee, to be on the other side of that big ironbound door. The safe side.

Servants brought refreshments to the waiting men: tea, sherbet, small exquisite dishes of food. She could smell the food, fragrant and delicious. She was hungry; she hadn’t eaten all day, but even if they offered her anything—which they would not—she couldn’t swallow a morsel. Not in this place.

She spotted the Englishman on the far side of the courtyard. His foreign clothing drew curious and faintly hostile glances, but he stood, apparently unconcerned, looking about him with a cool, unreadable expression.

Keeping her head down, she wandered over, taking care to remain inconspicuous, and took up position behind him, squatting humbly against the wall as the lowliest servant would, waiting for his master.

The Englishman said something to his interpreter who moved toward a man sitting on a raised stand in the other corner of the courtyard, a plump man in flowing silken robes. Zamil.

He was intercepted after three paces by Zamil’s men, but after a short conversation, was escorted to Zamil by his minions. A few moments later Zamil waved the Englishman forward.

Ayisha slipped through the crowd to get closer.

He pulled out the folder and showed Zamil the picture. Zamil looked at it and shrugged. The Englishman said something else—Ayisha could not catch it.

She edged nearer, in time to hear Zamil say, “No, a young white virgin fetches a fine price and six years ago . . .” He  shrugged. “Who knows where this one is now? One thing is certain, she will be a virgin no more.”

He looked at the Englishman’s impassive face and chuckled. “But fresh fish is tastier than old fish, no?” He jerked his chin toward the auction stand. “The auctions will start soon if you want to buy.”

But the Englishman didn’t even glance that way. With a curt farewell he turned and left, striding through the crowd of buyers as if they weren’t there. Like the folk in the marketplace, they drew back to let him pass. It was those blazing silver-blue eyes, she thought as she made to follow him out. They were enough to freeze your marrow.

She followed him, but she was slow; nobody made way for a scruffy young boy. The Englishman had already stepped out into the streets when Ayisha heard the crowd behind her stir.

She pressed toward the gate, not wanting to look.

But she could hear.

It was a female slave. Ayisha heard the stir of anticipation, heard the announcement, “A young Circassian woman, a certified virgin . . . , ” heard the ripple of appreciation.

Ayisha’s stomach jerked in reaction. She stumbled to the exit, wishing she’d got out when the Englishman had.

The man at the door laughed at her ashen face. “So much naked female beauty is too much for a boy, I see. The Greek did warn you. Still, that little Circassian beauty will sweeten our dreams, eh, boy?” He chuckled as he unbolted the door. “And now, every time you look at a woman in a yashmak, you will know exactly what that yashmak is hiding, yes?”

Ayisha pushed past him and ran. She ran and ran until her ribs were aching and her breath came in great sobbing gasps.
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