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            I fain would go, yet beauty calls me back.

            
            
            To leave her so and not once say farewell

            
            
            Were to transgress against all laws of love,

            
            
            But if I use such ceremonious thanks

            
            
            As parting friends accustom on the shore,

            
            
            Her silver arms will coil me round about

            
            
            And tears of pearl cry, “Stay, Aeneas, stay.”

            
            
            Each word she says will then contain a crown,

            
            
            And every speech be ended with a kiss.

            
            
            I may not ’dure this female drudgery.

            
            
            To sea, Aeneas! Find out Italy!

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            —Christopher Marlowe, Dido, Queen of Carthage
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         It is always a mistake to underestimate the possibilities of a train compartment. Some newly married couples might prefer luxurious, spacious suites at the Continental in Paris or rooms overlooking Lake Lucerne, but I shall never be convinced that one can find bliss more satisfactory than that to be had in a confined space with the company only of each other. Limitations lend themselves to creativity, and my spouse wasted no time in proving himself adept beyond imagination.

         
         
         
         
         After the death of my first husband, a man I’d barely known, I hadn’t expected that I, Lady Emily Ashton, would ever again agree to subject myself to the bonds of matrimony. I’d not believed there was a man alive capable of tempting me to give up even a shred of what I considered my hard-earned independence. More surprising than simply finding such an extraordinary individual was discovering that he was said late husband’s best friend. Philip, the viscount Ashton, a dedicated hunter, had gone on safari immediately following our wedding trip, leaving me behind in London. He never returned. Everyone initially accepted his death as natural—it appeared as if he’d fallen victim to fever—but I soon began to believe otherwise and spearheaded the ensuing investigation, suspecting early on that Colin Hargreaves had murdered the man who’d been like a brother to him.

         
         
         
         
         Such are the follies of a novice detective, and in the end I was pleased to have been wholly incorrect about Colin’s character. Far from a nefarious criminal, he instead turned out to be a gentleman of the highest morals who spent much of his time working for the Crown—investigating situations that, as he liked to say, required more than a modicum of discretion. This description was too modest. In fact, his services were indispensable to the British Empire, and he was one of Her Majesty’s most trusted agents. I do not blame myself entirely for having been so wrong in my suspicions—a man who works in such mysterious ways ought to expect his actions to be, on occasion, misinterpreted.

         
         
         
         
         And so, rather than seeing him off to prison, I fell in love with him, and after refusing his proposals twice, at last was convinced that matrimony was essential to my happiness. This decision came after I’d solved two more crimes in a fashion competent enough to earn Colin’s praise and his suggestion that I begin to assist him in a more official capacity. Assuming, of course, his colleagues would agree to such an arrangement. A female investigator was not something much sought after in the halls of Buckingham Palace.

         
         
         
         
         My decision to pursue such a line of work complemented nicely my other so-called eccentricities, in particular a propensity for academic pursuits that at present focused on the study of ancient Greek. All of this greatly vexed my mother, a staunch traditionalist, and strained our already tenuous relationship. When at last I agreed to be Colin’s wife, she rejoiced (although she would have preferred for me to catch a duke), but her jovial attitude dissolved the instant she learned we had eloped on the Greek island of Santorini. Philip had left me a villa there, and it was the place to which I fled whenever I was overwhelmed or in need of escape. It also proved the perfect spot for an extremely private wedding.

         
         
         
         
         Afterwards, we returned to England, where we passed an excruciating month with my parents at their estate in Kent. We felt it right to tell them our news in person and wanted to extend the proverbial olive branch. But only the most rare sort of mother could find it in her heart to welcome home a child who had deprived her of the pleasure of planning a society wedding, and Lady Catherine Bromley was not such a woman. The only bright spot in the visit was the fact that my dearest childhood friend, Ivy, in that happy condition that comes inevitably after marriage, was also there. My mother, upon learning that Ivy’s parents were in India, had all but carried my friend into Kent, insisting that she needed special care during her confinement.

         
         
         
         
         Much though Colin and I enjoyed seeing Ivy, it had become evident almost at once that escape was necessary. We longed to get away from everyone, to a place where our only pressing business would be to enjoy our honeymoon, and had planned a trip east to visit sites important to me because of my love of classical antiquities and literature. I wanted to see the ruins at Ephesus, and as student of Homer, craved a visit to Troy. Colin, proving himself husband extraordinaire from the first, did not need to be told any of this; he anticipated my every desire. And hence, we soon found ourselves speeding towards Constantinople on the Orient Express.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not sure your mother will ever forgive me all the way,” Colin said as he guided me through narrow, mahogany-paneled corridors to the train’s dining car. “I’d no idea how wild she and the queen had run with their wedding plans.”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, we did give up our opportunity to be wed in the chapel at Windsor Palace.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. With fireworks and our two thousand closest friends.”

         
         
         
         
         I laughed. “I confess I never thought she had it in her to be so fierce with you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Now that we’re married, she considers me a safe mark. No more worries that I’ll take my affections and my fortune elsewhere.”

         
         
         
         
         “Excellent point. But I’d hoped that her desire to charm you into eventually accepting a title from the queen would keep her better in line.”

         
         
         
         
         “She’s quite amusing,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “Spoken like a man who’s never lived with her.” A crisply uniformed steward pulled open a door for us, and we stepped into a dining room that, although small, was worthy of the best restaurants in Europe. Soft candles flickered with the gentle motion of the train, sending light undulating across crystal glasses, gold-rimmed porcelain, and damask tablecloths the color of bright moonlight, while the smell of perfectly roasted beef with a tangy claret sauce filled the air.

         
         
         
         
         “Twenty-eight days was more than enough,” Colin said.

         
         
         
         
         “Was it only twenty-eight?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “And a half. Why do you think I insisted we take the morning train to Paris?”

         
         
         
         
         I slipped into a chair across from him at a table where a silver-haired gentleman was already settled. He’d risen and bowed to me—over me, more like, as his height was extraordinary—and then offered his hand to my husband. “Sir Richard St. Clare,” he said, introducing himself with a stiff nod. Colin shook his hand and introduced us both. “Hargreaves, eh? I know of your work. Your reputation is sterling in diplomatic circles.”

         
         
         
         
         “The compliment is much appreciated,” Colin said, sitting next to me.

         
         
         
         
         “And much deserved. But we shan’t bore your lovely wife with talk of business.” He turned to me. “How far are you traveling?”

         
         
         
         
         “All the way to Constantinople,” I said, then leaned forward, a broad smile stretching across my face. “First real stop on our wedding trip.”

         
         
         
         
         “Excellent.” He rubbed together thick-knuckled hands. “And where else shall you visit?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve been promised Ephesus,” I said, raising an eyebrow at Colin, who was a vision of handsome perfection in his evening kit.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll take you to Philadelphia and Sardis as well,” Colin said. “So long as you have clothing suitable for exploring ruins.”

         
         
         
         
         “You wouldn’t have married me if I didn’t,” I said, wishing I could grab his knee under the table and feeling a hot rush of color flood my cheeks at this reference to a conversation we’d had nearly two years ago on the Pont Neuf in Paris, the night he’d fallen in love with me in spite of his erroneous belief I was not in possession of a wardrobe suitable for adventurous travel. The gown I was wearing now—of the palest pink silk embroidered with silver thread from which hung teardrop-shaped crystals—did not suggest I was a lady ready for the wilderness, but I was not the sort of woman who should be judged by her clothing. An appreciation for high fashion does not preclude possession of common sense.

         
         
         
         
         “A rather wild agenda, isn’t it?” Sir Richard asked. “You might find you’d prefer Rome for ruins. It’s far safer.”

         
         
         
         
         “I was not aware of problems at Ephesus,” Colin said, pointedly not looking at me as I raised an eyebrow.

         
         
         
         
         “My son, Benjamin, is an archaeologist and spent some months with the team excavating there a year or so ago,” Sir Richard said. “There’s no longer the trouble they had there in the past, but I can’t say it’s a place I’d bring a new bride.”

         
         
         
         
         This line of thought did not surprise me in the least. It was precisely what I expected from an ordinary Englishman and precisely the sort of reaction I had grown accustomed to dismissing without reply. “What has induced you to visit the Ottomans, Sir Richard?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Constantinople is my home. I work at the embassy.”

         
         
         
         
         “Then you must tell us all the inside secrets of the city,” Colin said. “The places we shouldn’t miss.”

         
         
         
         
         “You might consider hiring a guide to keep track of you unless you plan on staying in the Westernized parts of the city.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’d much prefer an adventurous approach,” I said. “I want to have no doubt in my mind that I’m far from England.”

         
         
         
         
         “You remind me of my wife. Not that she ever went to England—that she preferred adventure. An explorer like no other, my Assia.”

         
         
         
         
         “Will she be dining with us tonight?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid I lost her many years ago.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m so sorry,” I said, a shard of grief piercing my stomach, bringing with it memories of Philip, whom I’d come to love only after he was gone. I owed my happiness with Colin in no small part to him. We would never have come to know each other were it not first for their friendship and second for Philip’s murder. And this was a realization that carried with it a large dose of complicated and bittersweet emotion.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s a terrible thing to lose someone you love,” Colin said.

         
         
         
         
         “Quite,” Sir Richard said, looking down and tapping a finger against the tines of his fork as an awkward silence enveloped us. I had thought of and rejected no fewer than fourteen ways to change the direction of the conversation before our dinner companion surprised me by continuing. “My son goes sour whenever the subject of his mother comes up—we lost her and his sister the same day. He was only eight years old and in ways has never fully recovered. Neither of us has, I suppose.”

         
         
         
         
         “Condolences are not enough,” Colin said.

         
         
         
         
         “But they are appreciated nonetheless,” Sir Richard said, the words heavy with the sound of forced strength. “Assia was an Algerian Berber, and a more beautiful woman has never walked the earth. She had been educated in Paris—I imagine you, Lady Emily, would approve of the value placed on cultured women in Kabilya, the region in which she grew up. She loved adventure, and we traveled constantly. I took her to India and Egypt. After our children were born, we brought them with us.”

         
         
         
         
         “What a marvelous childhood,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “I thought it would be.” He squared his jaw. “Until bandits attacked our camp near the dig at Ephesus. This was twenty-odd years ago, soon after John Turtle Wood started excavating. He was plagued with problems—warned us not to come—but I would have none of it. I was a young fool.”

         
         
         
         
         “Redundant,” Colin said, drawing a hard laugh from our visitor.

         
         
         
         
         “Quite. We were in two tents. Ceyden, my daughter, had been sick, so Assia was sleeping next to her. I didn’t know what was happening until I heard my wife screaming as they cut her throat. She’d struggled too much.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m so sorry.” I could not help reaching out to take his hand, but he pulled it from the table.

         
         
         
         
         “I had to protect Benjamin. Helped him hide before I grabbed my rifle and went on the offensive, but at the first gunshot, the cowards started to retreat. They took Ceyden with them. She was a beauty, even at three years old. That striking red gold hair, blue eyes. Looked like her mother.”

         
         
         
         
         “You must have been frantic,” I said. I considered the poor girl, terrified, torn from her family, and my heart ached at the thought of her carrying so much pain and such horrific images.

         
         
         
         
         “I spent years and a fortune searching for her, but never uncovered a trace. All my efforts were futile. I’ve always assumed that she must have been sold into slavery. So you see, adventurous travel isn’t all romance. You’d be better off, Hargreaves, keeping your wife safely in sight.” He drained his wine, slammed the glass down with a thump, and laid his hands flat on the table.

         
         
         
         
         “I of course appreciate the advice and shall heed it,” Colin said. I resisted the urge to kick him under the table, restraining myself only out of respect for the tragedies suffered by Sir Richard.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid I’ve—I’ve quite ruined the mood of the evening. Apologies.” His words sounded almost slurred as he reached for the half-empty bottle of wine in front of him, filled his glass, and took a long drink, sweat beading on his forehead. “I’m sure that between Topkap? Palace and . . . ah . . . yes, the Blue Mosque and the Grand Bazaar, you’ll find yourselves quite well diverted. I’ll see what I can do about arranging invitations to any parties in the diplomatic community as well as—”

         
         
         
         
         His eyes rolled back in his head and he slumped over in his chair, still only for an instant before his body convulsed, sending him crashing to the floor.

         
         
         
         
         The speed with which the ensuing chaos was calmed is a testament to the efficiency of the staff of La Compagnie Internationale des Wagons-Lits. Within a quarter of an hour, Colin and I were crowded into the corridor outside the sleeping compartment, where a doctor, who had been traveling in the next car, was examining Sir Richard. The physician ducked out and took a short step towards Colin.

         
         
         
         
         “May I talk to you privately?” He shot a glance at me. “I don’t think it’s appropriate—”

         
         
         
         
         “You may speak freely in front of my wife,” Colin said, his dark eyes serious.

         
         
         
         
         The doctor clenched his jaw and scrunched his eyebrows together. “Sir Richard took an extremely high dose of chloral hydrate. A not uncommon occurrence among those dependent on the medication—it’s given as a sleeping aid. I believe he’d mixed it in with his wine at dinner. He’s lucky to be alive.”

         
         
         
         
         “Will he be all right?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s not much to do but wait, and I’ll sit with him as long as necessary. You need not stay.”

         
         
         
         
         Colin scribbled the number of our compartment on a piece of paper and handed it to the doctor. “Please alert us if the situation changes.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course.” He went back to Sir Richard, leaving us alone.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t feel hungry anymore,” I said as Colin and I started down the corridor.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve not the slightest interest in the dining car.” He stopped walking and pressed me against the wall, kissing me.

         
         
         
         
         “That’s not what I meant. You’re a beast to kiss me at a time like this,” I said, twining my fingers through his. “Perhaps we should be doing more for him.”

         
         
         
         
         “A man who can’t properly dose his own medicine has no right to interrupt our honeymoon.”

         
         
         
         
         “Could we contact his son?” I asked. “I don’t feel right leaving him so alone.”

         
         
         
         
         “When we get to Constantinople. We’re on a train, Emily.”

         
         
         
         
         “I had noticed that,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Perceptive girl.” He kissed my forehead. “I do adore your compassion for Sir Richard. But right now, forgive me, I think you should direct it to me, your husband, who by unfortunate coincidence of seating arrangements has been forced to deal with doctors and train stewards all evening instead of being left to his violently elegant and relentlessly charming wife.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sounds delicious,” I said. “I should have married you ages ago.”

         
         
         
         
         The two remaining days of our trip passed without further incident. We saw Sir Richard the following evening in the dining car. He was in fine health, full of apologies, and all easy charm for the rest of the trip—no more criticism of our itinerary or of my yearning for adventure. More important, no more signs that he was using too heavy a hand when dosing his medicine.

         
         
         
         
         “Perhaps he’s a changed man after his near brush with death,” Colin said, gathering the few remaining books strewn about our compartment as the train pulled into the station at Constantinople.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t believe in sudden transformations,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “That’s because you’re so very cynical. It’s one of your best qualities. You know . . .” He looked around. “I’m almost sorry to leave the train. It’s effortless to lock this door and shut out the world. No house full of servants bothering us.”

         
         
         
         
         “Just overzealous stewards.”

         
         
         
         
         “Who were quick to learn that we wanted our privacy.” He ran a hand through the thick, dark waves of his hair. “I think that’s everything. Ready to have the Ottoman Empire at your feet?”

         
         
         
         
         Excitement surged through me as we stepped onto the platform, and I looked around, eager to take in a culture so very foreign to me. Despite the fact that my guidebook told me it had been designed by a Prussian architect, the Mü[image: 44566011]ir Ahmet Pa[image: 44566211]a Station, with its elaborately decorated façade, looked satisfyingly Oriental to me. Bright reddish pink bricks were arranged in rectangular patterns between wide stone borders along the lower portion of the building, the rest of the walls painted pink. Stained glass curved over the doors and long windows, above which there were more, these large and round, fashioned from leaded glass. The center of the structure was low, its sides anchored by taller sections, one with a flat roof edged with stone decoration, the other domed.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Where shall we go first?” Colin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Meg is perfectly capable of seeing to it that our trunks get to the house. My plan is to get a spectacular view of the city, unless you’ve a mad desire to go to our quarters first.” Meg, my maid, was traveling with us, despite my husband’s protests that he’d prefer we be alone. I, too, liked very much the idea of privacy, but a lady must deal with hard realities, and there was simply no way my hair could be made presentable on a daily basis without skilled assistance. Furthermore, I’d spent a not inconsiderable effort to show her the merits of places beyond England. Her provincial attitude had begun to thaw in Paris more than a year ago, and I had every intention of continuing her enlightenment.

         
         
         
         
         “If we go to the house first, you’re not likely to see much of the city today.” He pulled me close, his arm around my waist.

         
         
         
         
         “I cannot tolerate that,” I said, a delightful flash of heat shooting from toes to fingertips. I straightened my hat—a jaunty little thing, devoid of the ornamentation favored by many of my peers. So far as I was concerned, stuffed birds had no place in the world of fashion. I was too eager in making the adjustment, and the tip of my hat pin jabbed into my scalp, causing me to jump, knocking into a gentleman walking behind me.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, Sir Richard, I’m so sorry,” I said. “I didn’t see you.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid I wasn’t paying attention, either.” A gruff edge cut through his already rough voice.

         
         
         
         
         “Is something wrong?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, actually. It appears I’ve been robbed. Nothing serious, just unsettling.”

         
         
         
         
         “What happened?” Colin stepped closer to me and began a methodical study of the area around us.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve no idea. When I was gathering my belongings to leave the train, I realized a sheaf of papers I was bringing from London to the embassy is gone.”

         
         
         
         
         “What sort of papers?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         Sir Richard narrowed his eyes, seeming to appraise my competence as I asked the question. “Standard diplomatic fare. Nothing of pressing confidentiality. More of a nuisance and embarrassment to lose them than anything else.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you have any idea when they went missing?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Not at all,” Sir Richard said. “I didn’t need to deal with them during the trip and never pulled them out. It could have happened anytime.”

         
         
         
         
         “Who had access to your compartment?” I asked. “We should question the stewards at once and try to locate the physician who treated you. We know he was there.”

         
         
         
         
         “I assure you, there’s no need, Lady Emily—”

         
         
         
         
         I interrupted him. “Every possibility must be considered.”

         
         
         
         
         “Have you reported this to the local police?” Colin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No,” Sir Richard said, shielding his eyes from the sun. “It’s entirely unnecessary. This may be nothing more than a prank.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t see that making any sense.” I shook my head, harder than I ought to have, sending my already maligned hat off-kilter. “And if that were the case, wouldn’t you have some idea who would do such a thing? Did you have any colleagues on the train? Did anyone even know you had the papers?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. I saw none of my colleagues. But I’m a diplomat. It’s reasonable to assume I’d be carrying papers. Someone—a Turk, perhaps—who’s less than pleased with Britain could have done it to make a point.”

         
         
         
         
         “An awfully oblique point,” I said, frowning. “We’d be happy to assist you—”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary,” he said. “As I said on the train, I know well your husband’s reputation, but I assure you this is nothing more than an aggravating inconvenience and quite out of the sphere of his interest. I do, however, hope to be in touch soon with an invitation to something I think you’ll both enjoy.”

         
         
         
         
         I watched, dissatisfied, as he walked away from us. “We are going back to the train, aren’t we?” Sir Richard might refuse to investigate, but I could not do the same. My experience, while limited, had given me a taste for detecting.

         
         
         
         
         Colin gave a short laugh. “This is not in the least what I want from a honeymoon, but I know you must be pacified.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, I must.” I looped my arm through his and led him to the platform. He flashed some sort of identification, and within a short while we had conducted a quick but thorough interrogation of stewards and lingering passengers. Our efforts, however, were in vain: no suspicious characters, no overlooked clues, and certainly no breathless confession.

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t escape the feeling we’ve missed something,” I said when, finished, we crossed back through the station.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s possible.” Colin took my hand. “But there’s no harm done, Emily. He might have mislaid the papers himself. There was no sign of forced entry into his compartment.”

         
         
         
         
         “He could have forgotten to lock the door.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s too competent to have done that.”

         
         
         
         
         “Doesn’t it make you wonder about the chloral hydrate?” I asked. “Perhaps someone dosed his wine, knowing the subsequent commotion would provide an opportunity to snatch the papers.”

         
         
         
         
         “I understand the suspicion, my dear, but why would anyone go to so much trouble to take something that, by all accounts, is of no particular value?”

         
         
         
         
         “Perhaps the papers were not the goal,” I continued. “Perhaps harming Sir Richard was, and the theft was meant to set the investigation on the wrong course. We may be dealing with a matter entirely personal, not professional.”

         
         
         
         
         “We, my dear, are not at present dealing with any matter whatsoever other than enjoying our wedding trip.”

         
         
         
         
         “I just—”

         
         
         
         
         “No, Emily. Let this go. Come. The Golden Horn awaits you.”
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         Constantinople was like an exotic dream full of spice and music and beauty—the scent of cardamom blew through the streets like a fresh wind—but at the same time, it had a distinct and surprising European feel. The cobbled streets, winding at seemingly random angles through the city, teemed with gentlemen, as many wearing top hats as were in dark red fezzes. Stray cats darted in front of us with alarming frequency, slinking confidently in search of their next meal, while brazen shopkeepers called out, inviting us into stores brimming with Eastern treasures. Noise filled every inch of the air: seagulls crying, carts clattering, voices arguing in foreign tongues.

         
         
         
         
         Before us, the choppy silver blue waters of the Golden Horn—the estuary slicing through the European section of the city—stood mere paces from the station. Boats tied too close knocked together down the length of battered docks, only the larger vessels meriting the space to stay safely untouched. One among them waited for us, but I did not pause to identify it, heading instead for the Galata Bridge, making my way through the crush of carriages in the road, Colin’s hand firm on my arm. We paused to pay the toll—a pittance—and walked until we reached the midpoint of the pontoon-supported structure.

         
         
         
         
         “I like being able to see two continents,” I said, watching Colin as his eyes swept the Asian shore far across the Bosphorus from us. “It gives an intrinsic satisfaction I’ve not before experienced.”

         
         
         
         
         “Seraglio Point, on the European side.” Colin nodded towards the shore from which we’d come. “The spires of Topkap? Palace are there”—he pointed—“and farther this way, the Blue Mosque and Aya Sofya.” The minarets of the holy buildings jutted into the crisp sky with mathematical precision, rising from the crowds of smaller stone structures. Gulls circled and dove, careening around the minarets and then pausing to coast on the air, as if catching their breath before darting off again. Trees surrounded the palace, its far-off buildings the only break in a sea of green.

         
         
         
         
         “Topkap? looks marvelous, even from a distance,” I said. “Perhaps I shall be kidnapped and given to the sultan and live out the rest of my years there.” A few paces from me, a fisherman pulled up his line and dropped his flopping catch into an already full bucket. All around us, men were doing the same, and the air fell heavy with the oily, salty scent of their bounty.

         
         
         
         
         “He should be so lucky.” Our eyes met and lingered, and the most pleasant sort of warmth pulsed through me. “But you wouldn’t be—the court is no longer at Topkap?. There’s a new palace.”

         
         
         
         
         “I could stand here all day,” I said. To our north, the neighborhoods of Pera stretched to the hills, and the Galata Tower, the last remnant of a fourteenth-century fort, stood tall above tier after tier of creamy rose-and-white houses.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve other plans for you.” After bestowing upon me a deliciously discreet kiss that in an instant promised untold delights, Colin led me back to the docks, and in short order we had climbed aboard a small caïque rowed by two sturdy men. They moved with a grace I would not have expected from persons so muscular, pulling through water rough enough to make me wish for the stability of a large ship. As the Golden Horn opened to the wide expanse of the Bosphorus, I began to feel queasy bouncing up and down on erratic waves.

         
         
         
         
         Houses packed the Asian shore as tightly as the European, but as we traveled north, they grew larger—yal?s, mansions built as summer homes for the city’s elite. Some were spectacular, others in distressing states of disrepair, but all came right to the edge of the water, which lapped against terraces perfect for watching the light change as the sun set. Colin had rented one for us that was a vision of romantic perfection: bright white with a peaked red roof and elaborately delicate gingerbread trimwork on the myriad windows, pillars, and balconies gracing the eighteenth-century façade. I stepped, unsteady, off the boat, the fatigue of travel exacerbated by the rough crossing. Nonetheless, I was ready to explore the interior.
         

         
         
         
         
         The rooms were leagues more refined and elegant than my villa in Greece and entirely different from the sort of luxury I was used to in England. Overstuffed pillows sheathed in silk covered low sofas, and the carpets were soft and spectacular, Anatolian, with designs of leaves and hyacinths twined together, their colors blending beneath an almost translucent sheen. Even pieces that at home would have been fashioned from simple wood were full of exquisite detail: every table inlaid with mother-of-pearl and ebony. An exotic retreat, full of delicious comforts. We collapsed, exhausted, and slept scandalously late the next morning.

         
         
         
         
         “Mail at breakfast?” I asked, watching Meg hand Colin a stack of ivory envelopes as I dropped into a chair on our balcony. “It’s as if we’re still in England.”

         
         
         
         
         “Far from it,” Colin said. I followed his gaze out to the water, where the sun danced across the Bosphorus. Scores of boats glided with breezy ease, showing no hint of the dangerous currents that had wreaked havoc on my stomach the previous day.

         
         
         
         
         “Hmmm. I suppose you’re right.” As if the view were not enough to convince me, trays of decidedly un-English breakfast foods covered the table: thick yogurt drizzled with honey, pomegranate seeds, sliced fruits I did not recognize, sesame-seed-covered pastries filled with cheese and spinach. I cracked the shell of a hard-cooked egg and sprinkled salt over it. “What shall we do today?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sir Richard has written to invite us to the palace this evening. Apparently the sultan is an opera fan. There’s to be a production of La Traviata at his private theater. A Western score, perhaps, but dare I hope the possibility of being one of only a handful of European ladies to meet His Eminence and seeing the interior of Y?ld?z Palace might be enough to entice you?”
         

         
         
         
         
         Entice me it did, and before the sun had set, we had made our way across the Bosphorus to the theater. Newly built for the sultan, it was gorgeous, though disappointingly European. European, that is, if one ignored the elaborately carved wooden screens that shielded members of the harem from the view of the rest of the audience. But if a person were to focus solely on the rich velvet curtain and ornately gilded boxes, it would be easy to imagine oneself at Covent Garden. Until, that is, the last act, when strains of Verdi succumbed to something wholly out of place.

         
         
         
         
         “What on earth is this?” I leaned forward.

         
         
         
         
         “Is it Gilbert and Sullivan?” Colin asked as the composer’s tender notes were replaced by a melody far too cheerful for La Traviata. In tonight’s production, Violetta did not die in her lover’s arms after a heartbreaking separation and lengthy illness. Instead, her consumption vanished the moment she drank a potion handily supplied by an obliging physician. “Do you think anyone’s told Verdi?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “It’s The Mikado.” I leaned close and kept my voice low, breathing in the faint scent of tobacco lingering on his jacket as I tried to ignore a tremor in my core that was dangerously close to erupting in loud laughter.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Of course. I recognize the song: ‘Here’s a how-de-do!’ Appalling. They’ve usurped Verdi.” Violetta, Alfredo, and this brilliant and mysterious man of science who had made their joy possible joined their voices in an ebullient trio, Mr. Gilbert’s lyrics replaced with ones appropriate to the new and theoretically improved scene.

         
         
         
         
         “Only think what we might accomplish had we access to this sort of miracle cure,” I whispered, flipping my opera glasses closed.

         
         
         
         
         Sir Richard, seated in the row behind us, leaned forward. “The sultan has no patience for unhappy endings. And when one who is the absolute ruler of an empire—a man claiming both secular and spiritual control over people who, technically, are little more than his slaves—has no patience for something, it is forbidden.”

         
         
         
         
         I bit back laughter and glanced across the spectacular theater to the royal box, where Abdül Hamit II sat, nodding, an enormous smile on his face. Next to him was Perestu, the valide sultan—the sultan’s mother—the most powerful woman in the empire. Her petite body still showed signs of the beauty she’d possessed in her youth, and although many of the women in the harem were said to have adopted a Westernized sort of dress, Perestu clung to traditional outfits that were at once elegant and, to European eyes, exotic. Tonight she wore a long, slender dress fashioned from green silk, heavily embroidered with gold thread, wide sleeves hanging over her wrists to her fingertips, a short-sleeved, sheer black robe covering the gown. Her long dark hair hung in two braids down her back, and on her head sat a headdress, reminiscent of a small fez, draped in muslin, an enormous ruby pinned to its front. Rings graced each of the fingers on her henna-painted hands. Her regal bearing surpassed any I’d seen before. Behind the royal pair, four menacing guards stood against the back wall, their thick arms crossed, no hint of amusement on their faces.

         
         
         
         
         “ ‘Here’s a pretty mess! / In a month, or less, / I must die without a wedding! / Let the bitter tears I’m shedding / Witness my distress,’ ” Colin sang under his breath as the applause faded after the curtain fell. “The proper words are much better.”

         
         
         
         
         “Agreed,” I said, slipping my arm through his and dropping my head onto his shoulder as we made our way out of the theater. “I prefer Violetta’s untimely demise to this happy ending.”

         
         
         
         
         “Bloody unromantic of you.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m a beast, you know,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s why I married you.” We’d stepped outside, falling behind the sultan and his entourage. The night was warm for spring, the air heavy with humidity and the sweet scent of flowers. Above us, stars dangled, so dazzling bright that I felt certain they could compete with the moon. “Now, if we can just slip away before—”

         
         
         
         
         A ragged, sharp cry pierced the night, and in an instant silence fell over the gay crowd on the theater steps. The garden around us seemed darker, and the stars lost all their brightness. The screaming continued, but now it was accompanied by the sound of slippers on gravel, and I turned to see a beautiful young woman, dark hair streaming behind her in a tangled mess, running towards us.

         
         
         
         
         “Come! Help! Please!” she cried, pausing only long enough to speak, then running again. Before she had covered more than a few yards, two of the sultan’s muscular guards stopped her. She struggled against them, and words that I could not hear were exchanged. Abdül Hamit stepped forward, and she flung herself onto the ground in front of him, all but grabbing his feet as the valide sultan watched. He muttered something, and the girl stood, shaking, not looking directly at him. His words appeared to soothe her, but before she could respond, a circle of guards surrounded him and the group disappeared into the night.

         
         
         
         
         “Need to keep the sultan safe if there’s trouble,” came Sir Richard’s voice from behind me. “He grows more paranoid with each passing day. There’s no one in the empire he’s not having watched.”

         
         
         
         
         “Should that make me feel safe or threatened?” I asked. Perestu had remained behind, taking the girl firmly by the arm and ordering the remaining guards to give her space as we all started down a path lit by a series of gilded torches. They obeyed at once. Colin dropped my arm and went towards them, catching up with a few long strides. I started to follow him, but Sir Richard stopped me.

         
         
         
         
         “What do you think you’re doing? If there’s danger, we must get you back to your house at once.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t imagine I’m in the slightest danger here,” I said. “There are guards everywhere.” I set off after Colin as quickly as my evening shoes would allow, frowning when a heel caught in the gravel and my ankle twisted fiercely. All the while I was fighting a stitch in my side caused, no doubt, by my tightly laced corset. I’d expected clothing to be an impediment to honeymoon bliss, but not like this.

         
         
         
         
         Sir Richard caught up to me almost at once and gripped my wrist, a handful of sullen-looking men wearing fezzes trailing behind us. “I won’t let you go alone,” he said. “She’s from the harem. One of the concubines.” I strained to get a better look at the woman, ignoring the pain in my ankle, but she was too far ahead.

         
         
         
         
         “How do you know?”

         
         
         
         
         “It was obvious from her exchange with the sultan. She—” He stopped. We’d reached a small garden. Bright red bougainvillea cascaded from tall stone walls, and an elaborate fountain, carved in the shape of a fish, stood in the center of a smooth marble pavement. The pulse of falling water, soft but insistent, bounced off the walls and warded off the silence that descended upon us as we all froze, horrified at the sight before us.

         
         
         
         
         A body was splayed on the ground, facedown, red gold hair shimmering in the torches’ dancing light, a ghastly contrast to the inhuman stillness of the form. My throat burned and my stomach clenched, the sweet smell of the flowers now cloying. The valide sultan, who was standing next to the woman who’d brought us to this scene, took her hand and led her away, back towards the palace. No doubt she imagined the girl had seen enough. Colin bent down and brushed the hair away from the injured woman’s neck, feeling for a pulse.

         
         
         
         
         As he did this, Sir Richard came forward, unsteady on his feet. He knelt next to the body, his breath ragged, and pushed Colin out of the way.

         
         
         
         
         “Sir Richard?” I followed and put a hand on his shoulder; he was trembling.

         
         
         
         
         “No,” he said. “No. It’s not possible. It’s not—” He gathered up her hair, twisting it gently off her neck, revealing alabaster white skin and a striking tattoo: a grid like that used to play noughts and crosses, but set at an angle with three letters beneath it. “Ceyden, my dear girl. No,” he cried out, his voice sharp with pain.

         
         
         
         
         He gingerly turned over the body and studied the girl’s face, her deep blue eyes staring blankly at the night sky, a thin purple bruise spanning her throat. All emotion fell from his face, wrinkles smoothed, his skin blanched, as he cradled her lifeless head in his arms.

         
         
         
         
         His voice broke and shattered. “She is the daughter who was stolen from me twenty years ago.”

         
         
         
         
         Sir Richard’s response to this horrific scene scared me. He raged at those around him, unwilling to let anyone touch his daughter. Despite his thin frame, he pushed off the guards, who stood, awkward, casting uncertain glances at the growing crowd in the courtyard. Colin was speaking to the man in charge, and nearly everyone who’d been in the theater was now pushing into the garden, agitated murmurs and whispers dull replacements for the soothing sound of the fountain. A man in evening dress, his tie askew, hair rumpled, stepped forward and crossed to the largest of the guards.

         
         
         
         
         “May I offer any assistance? I am an old friend.” He faced Sir Richard, taking him by the shoulders and giving a soft shake. “I know your pain all too well. Lashing out will not help right now.”

         
         
         
         
         “How could I have so failed her?” Sir Richard said, shrugging him off and turning back to his daughter. He stood only for a moment before he collapsed, sobbing, over her body. I knelt beside him, knowing there were no words that could offer meaningful comfort. The guards began to clear out the area, demanding that everyone save the grieving father leave. I asked if I could stay with him, as did his friend—who introduced himself to me.

         
         
         
         
         “Theodore Sutcliffe,” he said, keeping his voice low as Sir Richard answered whatever questions the guards were asking. “I’ve known the old boy for years—we’re both at the embassy.”

         
         
         
         
         “How lucky for him to find a friend near at such a moment,” I said. “Are you close?”

         
         
         
         
         “We’ve both lost children.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry. I—” I stumbled over the words, not sure how to deal with yet more tragedy. Colin interrupted before I was able to offer my condolences.

         
         
         
         
         “Take him to the house,” he said. “They’re going to need to examine the body—I don’t want him to witness that. I’ll be along as soon as it’s finished.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course,” I said. “Mr. Sutcliffe, would you come with us? It might comfort him to have you there as well.”

         
         
         
         
         “I shall be with him at every step. He won’t be alone in his sad journey.”

         
         
         
         
         When we arrived at the yal?, I plied Sir Richard with hot orange blossom water—white coffee, a beverage the cook who came with the house insisted was a panacea—while Mr. Sutcliffe sat beside him, a quiet partner in sorrow.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I wish I could offer you port,” I said, pouring another cup of the pale, steaming liquid. Port was my own preferred beverage. I’d first tried it merely to make a point. After dinner, ladies were supposed to be herded out of the dining room, leaving the gentlemen to their liquor, cigars, and, most important, conversation deemed inappropriate for the gentle ears of the fairer sex. Knowing full well this was just the sort of talk I’d love to hear, I’d decided, while in mourning for Philip, to refuse to be exiled to the drawing room at a dinner party of my own. The discourse on that occasion was sadly limited, as my male guests were, on the whole, stunned, but the port seduced me at once. And gradually, the gentlemen of my acquaintance came to accept my eccentricity and welcomed me for the after-dinner ritual.

         
         
         
         
         “I assure you, it makes no difference, Lady Emily,” Sir Richard said. “The choice of beverage at such a moment is wholly irrelevant. Everything is useless now.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t be hard on yourself,” Mr. Sutcliffe said. “It was too late for you to have done anything.”

         
         
         
         
         “Had I only known she was here!”

         
         
         
         
         “You couldn’t have,” his friend said. “The sultan himself wouldn’t have known who she was. After all these years, there probably wasn’t anything English left in her.”

         
         
         
         
         “She was my daughter, Theodore.”

         
         
         
         
         “I did not mean to offend. Only to say that even those close to her most likely had no idea of her heritage.”

         
         
         
         
         “They should have known! I had everyone in the empire on alert to find her.”

         
         
         
         
         “She was kidnapped, Richard,” Mr. Sutcliffe said. “Undoubtedly her assailants waited until the furor had died down to . . . sell her.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s barbaric, all of it,” I said, relieved to see Colin enter the room and save me from saying more on the subject. He nodded to me and shook our guests’ hands.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve been to the embassy and arranged for a message to be sent to your son at once,” he said, sitting across from Sir Richard. “He’s sure to come as quickly as possible.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you.” The older man placed the glass teacup on its bronze saucer. “Has there been an arrest?” Ottoman justice was swift. Even before we’d left the grounds of the palace, one of the eunuch guards from the harem had been fingered as the most likely suspect in the murder.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid so,” Colin said. “He was standing sentry by her room—”

         
         
         
         
         “She wasn’t killed anywhere near her room,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Quite right.” He refused the cup of white coffee I offered him. “But that doesn’t seem to factor into the charges against him. He was responsible for her safety. She’s dead, and everyone seems to agree it’s his fault.”

         
         
         
         
         “But is there any evidence?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “None,” Colin replied.

         
         
         
         
         “He’ll be executed,” Sir Richard said. “And the brute who murdered my daughter will never be brought to justice.”

         
         
         
         
         “Now, now,” Mr. Sutcliffe said. “The guard may well be guilty. Don’t leap to conclusions. She shouldn’t have been able to leave the harem, correct? Who let her out? Possibly the same person who killed her?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sir Richard, are you quite certain it’s Ceyden?” I hated asking the question; my skin felt stinging hot. “You haven’t seen her since she was a child, and it’s possible that—”

         
         
         
         
         “There can be no doubt. All these years I’ve been here, in the same city, and never knew she was so close.” He closed his eyes, rubbed a hand hard over them.

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe it wasn’t her,” I said. “It’s possible that—”

         
         
         
         
         “No. It was Ceyden. When she’d fallen ill during our travels, Assia begged me to have her tattooed. It’s common Berber practice, the medicinal use of tattoos. Half black magic, half ancient doctoring, I suppose. In the end, I decided it wouldn’t hurt. Never was able to deny Assia anything. So I got her ink and needles and she did it herself.”

         
         
         
         
         “And you saw that tattoo tonight?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. There’s no doubt. Because when Assia had finished, I was so taken with the steadiness of her hand that I told her to add her initials, as if she were signing a painting. She didn’t want to, but I convinced her. It was there, on her neck: ASC. There can be no mistake.” He clasped his hands together, pulled them apart, rubbed his palms, then started again. “I need her murderer to be brought to justice, Hargreaves. Can I rely on you to help me?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve already sought permission from our government and don’t doubt that I’ll receive it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Justice in such a case must be achieved at any cost. There is no crime more reprehensible than one that causes a person to lose his child,” Mr. Sutcliffe said. “But will the sultan allow foreign intervention?”

         
         
         
         
         “We should be able to persuade him to allow us at least a brief investigation,” Colin said. “The girl was, after all, half English.”

         
         
         
         
         “I will have to count on you, Hargreaves,” Sir Richard said.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s only one obstacle that I foresee,” Colin said. “There’s no chance I’ll be allowed to interview anyone in the harem. I’ll need the assistance of a lady.”

         
         
         
         
         “What luck you have,” I said, meeting his eyes. “I believe you’re well acquainted with someone quite capable of undertaking the task.”

         
         
         
         
         He smiled. “You’d be working in an official capacity, Emily. No running about doing whatever you wish. And I’ll have to get approval—”

         
         
         
         
         “Your wife is an investigator as well?” Mr. Sutcliffe’s eyebrows shot upward.

         
         
         
         
         “She’s solved three murders,” Colin said. His words were true, but I’d not before acted on behalf of the government. I’d only helped friends—and myself—in dire times when there was no other option. My stomach flipped, excitement competing with nerves for my attention. After the work I’d done in Vienna the previous winter, he’d spoken to his superiors at Buckingham Palace about me, and they’d agreed that my skills might prove useful to the government in the future—but only if I was partnering with my husband, and only if the job could not be done in the absence of feminine assistance. I’m quite certain they were convinced no such circumstance would ever come to pass.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not sure that I approve. Not that I doubt your talents, Lady Emily, but I cannot ask that you endanger yourself.” The creases on Sir Richard’s brow deepened. “But I suppose I have no choice but to graciously accept any assistance you can offer. I’ve now lost my daughter twice. I cannot let this insult go unpunished.”

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         3 April 1892

         
         
         
         
         Darnley House, Kent

         
         
         
         
         My Dearest Emily,

         
         
         
         
         I hope this letter finds you lost in the throes of connubial bliss. It was such a delight to see you and Colin—without question the best diversion I’ve had in months. Would that you’d been able to stay longer! I do, though, completely understand your desire to remove yourself from your parents’ house, and I cannot be stern with you for having abandoned me. In fact, after the service you provided Robert and me in Vienna, I could hardly be stern with you on any subject. I’m not precisely sure what etiquette demands as the proper thanks for rescuing one’s husband from prison and a charge of murder. Have you any suggestions?

         
         
         
         
         I still can hardly believe Robert was ever suspected of such a crime—how anyone could think my dear husband would kill his own mentor is utterly beyond my comprehension. It was terrifying to see how quickly those around him abandoned him. If you hadn’t been willing to pursue the investigation with such vigor, I’m quite certain I’d be swathed in mourning.

         
         
         
         
         I must confess that at present it feels as if I’ll never be able to leave your parents. Robert’s business still keeps him in town, and your mother refuses to let me return alone to our estate. I appreciate her generous concern, but must admit that confinement with her is like being violently tamed by an unstoppable force of nature. I do fear for you, Emily, when your own time comes. There’s not enough paper in England for me to list all she’s doing to ensure I have a boy, but I can tell you that I’m quite tired of having beef broth forced on me six times a day.

         
         
         
         
         Every corridor and nook in this house reminds me of the pleasant days you and I spent together as children. Just this morning I pried open that loose board in the solarium floor—the one we begged the butler not to have fixed—and found the box we’d hidden there long ago. Do you remember? In it there’s a copy of Candide, a badly written statement pertaining to the outrage we felt at not being allowed to pursue employment as pirates, and a splendid collection of small rocks. All things considered, I do believe we’ve done well to abandon our thoughts of pirating.

         
         
         
         
         Give Colin my best, and implore him to take care of you. I don’t want to hear any stories of you being embroiled in intrigue while you’re away.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            I am, your most devoted friend, etc.,

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            Ivy Brandon

            
            
         

         
      

   
      
         
         
         3

         
         
         
         
         “Madam?” Meg opened our bedroom door a few inches after knocking. “An urgent message has come for you from the palace.”

         
         
         
         
         I pulled myself away from the perfect comfort of Colin’s arms and sat up. The room was dark—tightly fit shutters keeping out the sun—and our silk quilted duvet and cotton blankets a perfect pool of soft warmth. The furniture, neither particularly Western nor Eastern, had simple, pleasing lines, and there were niches, lined with flower-painted tiles, cut out from the wall for candles on either side of the low mahogany bed. “The queen? Come in, Meg.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, madam. Not Buckingham Palace. Top—Top—Oh, I don’t know that I could ever figure out how to say it.” She shrugged and handed me an envelope heavy with the scent of lavender.

         
         
         
         
         “Topkap? Saray?.” I leaned back as Colin raised a mountain of bright silk-covered pillows against the headboard. “A place undoubtedly full of exotic treasures, Meg. I’d love to see it, and you would, too.”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, madam, I’m not sure I’d want to go there. There’s a harem, you know. I might never come out.”

         
         
         
         
         “I shan’t let the sultan claim you, Meg,” Colin said. “Without you here, Emily might force me to do her hair.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you, sir.” Meg blushed, not looking at him, still embarrassed at finding him in my room. “Is there anything else you need?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. We’ll be down for breakfast in another hour or so,” Colin said. She dipped a curtsy and left the room, closing the door firmly behind her.

         
         
         
         
         “That long?” I kissed him. “What if I’m hungry before then?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll try to keep you distracted.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’d better.” I opened the envelope. “I can’t imagine the sultan using fragranced paper.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t imagine the sultan writing to a European woman.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s very cultured,” I said. “And more Western than I’d expected. Surely you don’t doubt I could charm him?”

         
         
         
         
         “Quite the contrary. But though he may be cultured, he’s a difficult man. Extremely paranoid—won’t allow electricity in the city because when someone explained to him how it works, he mistook ‘dynamo’ for ‘dynamite.’ ”

         
         
         
         
         “Perhaps he’s overwhelmed. He is, after all, ruling an empire in an advanced state of decay—a situation that’s growing worse faster than expected. People accustomed to being in a position of strength often assume it will last. I often wonder about our own empire.”

         
         
         
         
         “Britain is not in a state of decay at the moment,” he said. “But our way of life is a precarious one that must be protected with vigilance if we don’t want it to slip away. All of Europe will be affected if Turkey becomes more unstable—instability has a way of being contagious.”

         
         
         
         
         “So we’re witnessing the decline and fall of the Ottomans?”

         
         
         
         
         “Due in large part to the excessive and obscene spending of Abdül Hamit’s predecessors. They’ve done more palace building than prudent this century—and that went a long way to bankrupting the empire.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why would anyone with Topkap? Saray? at his disposal want another palace? I’ve never heard such exotic descriptions of a place.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s ordinary to anyone who lives in it, I’d imagine.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not to the concubines when they first arrive and are prepared to meet the sultan. Only think how awestruck they must be to find themselves ensconced in such luxury.”

         
         
         
         
         “Your imagination is running quite wild, Emily. At any rate, the sultan now lives at Y?ld?z, not Topkap?.”

         
         
         
         
         I unfolded the paper I was holding. The letter was written in a confident, elegant hand. “This is from someone called Bezime. She says she’s Abdül Aziz’s mother. Who is Abdül Aziz?”

         
         
         
         
         “He was sultan before Abdül Hamit’s brother, Murat.” Colin sat up, propping his pillows behind him. “And a master of excess, particularly after he visited Europe. I believe he had twenty-five hundred in his harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “Twenty-five hundred?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “The number does include both slaves and eunuchs as well as the concubines, wives, and children. Murat followed him to the throne but ruled for only three months or so. He was mentally unstable, completely unfit to rule an empire, a raging alcoholic. So he was deposed, and Abdül Hamit the Second succeeded him and agreed to a constitutional monarchy. The Year of Three Sultans, they called it.”

         
         
         
         
         “When was this?” I asked, kissing his fingers as he spoke.

         
         
         
         
         “1876. You’re distracting me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Good,” I said. “But a constitution? There’s no parliament here, is there?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not anymore. Abdül Hamit dissolved it years ago.”

         
         
         
         
         “What became of Murat? Nothing pleasant, I imagine.”

         
         
         
         
         “His brother let him live—although he did announce Murat’s death in the papers. He’s imprisoned in a palace somewhere in the city.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is he still ill?”

         
         
         
         
         “Perhaps Bezime can enlighten you on that point. I’ve not the slightest idea.”

         
         
         
         
         “She writes to invite me to visit her at Topkap? Saray?.”

         
         
         
         
         “Which is the old palace. Where discarded harem girls go to do whatever it is they do after they’re discarded.”

         
         
         
         
         “It must be a dreadful life. Tedious.” I sat up straight and turned to the window, my bare feet dangling off the edge of the bed.

         
         
         
         
         “Tell me you’re not thinking of opening the shutters,” Colin said, scowling as I crossed the room. I flung them aside without answering him and pushed the tall windows out, a gush of watery air filling the room.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s a glorious day,” I said. “Don’t be so lazy.”

         
         
         
         
         “Lazy? No, my dear. Never lazy.” He sprang up, swooped me off my feet, and dropped me back on the bed. “Stroke of genius, actually, letting in the light. I much prefer being able to see you.”

         
         
         
         
         I smiled. Breakfast would be more than late.

         
         
         
         
         Within moments of arriving at the palace—the huge outer courtyard of which contained the Imperial Mint, the newly completed Archaeological Museum, and a bakery from whose windows wafted the most delicious yeasty smell of fresh bread—I decided that should I ever be discarded, I would be quite content to find this the site of my banishment, although I did momentarily reconsider this position as a guard led me past the Executioner’s Fountain. I paused in front of it, imagining the men who, over hundreds of years, had washed in it their bloody hands and swords after public beheadings.

         
         
         
         
         We reached the end of the courtyard’s path and Topkap? Saray?’s Gate of Salutations—a tall structure with two pointed towers the likes of which I would have expected to find on a medieval European castle. My guide led me along a diagonal path, lined on both sides by tall, carefully shaped trees, through a second courtyard to the entrance of the harem, where he remanded me to the care of a tall, dark-skinned eunuch, the only sort of man other than the sultan who would ever be admitted to the harem.

         
         
         
         
         “If you would follow me.” He bobbed his head in what might be construed as a bow of sorts but did not meet my eyes. The rich voice with which he spoke was not at all what I’d expected, nothing like the stories I’d heard of the castrati, whose angelic sopranos had charmed all of Italy during the Baroque age. Although he sounded like an ordinary man, there was no trace of whiskers on his perfectly smooth face. “Her Highness has been waiting for you.”

         
         
         
         
         “It took me longer to get here than I expected,” I said, moving more quickly to match his pace, my heels catching in the spaces between the smooth black and white pebbles formed as a mosaic to look like directional arrows down the center of an otherwise cobbled pavement.

         
         
         
         
         “You should never be late when the valide sultan has summoned you.”

         
         
         
         
         I was not quite late, but I thought it best to restrain myself from pointing this out. “Valide sultan? I thought Perestu was valide sultan?”

         
         
         
         
         He turned to look at me. “She is. But here it is Bezime who matters. It is unfortunate she lost her official position.”

         
         
         
         
         “Unfortunate, perhaps, but inevitable,” I said. “Every sultan has his own mother.”

         
         
         
         
         “Abdül Hamit’s mother died when he was young. Both Perestu and Bezime cared for him when he was a boy. This so-called inevitability was in fact a matter of choice.”

         
         
         
         
         “You speak very freely,” I said, shocked to hear a servant give opinions—particularly opinions about the royal household—to a stranger.

         
         
         
         
         “I am a favorite of many in the court, Bezime included, and have nothing to fear, no reason to hold my tongue.” He stopped walking and faced me directly. “You are not used to educated slaves who wield their own power.”

         
         
         
         
         The flash in his black eyes made me suspect he was trying to shock me. Instead of registering the slightest surprise, I squared my shoulders and straightened my back. “No, I’m not. We don’t have slaves of any sort in England. And I admire very much that you are educated.”

         
         
         
         
         “Everyone in the harem is educated.”

         
         
         
         
         “You mean the women?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. Of course. You’ll not find more cultured ladies anywhere. You think the sultan would want to surround himself with ignorant fools?”

         
         
         
         
         “Many men have done worse.” We were walking again, inside now, along a stone corridor that led through doorways above which hung passages painted in Arabic—I presumed from the Koran—gold paint on a green background. After passing through another outdoor courtyard, this one surrounded by buildings painted pink, we entered a small room whose every square inch was covered with tiles painted in blues and greens. “What is your name?” I asked as he paused to pull open a heavy wooden door, rich wood carved in a bold pattern of squares and rectangles.

         
         
         
         
         “Jemal Kaan.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m pleased to meet you.”

         
         
         
         
         He turned down the corners of his mouth and did not look at me. “Bezime is waiting.”

         
         
         
         
         The room into which we stepped had an enormously tall ceiling, domed at the top, with murals painted on the walls, landscapes that were leagues more Western than the rest of the tiled rooms I’d seen. Standing in the center of the square chamber was a table, inlaid, as were the cabinets built into the walls, with mother-of-pearl. Behind the table sat a woman, silver hair flowing down her back, the lines that etched her face somehow lending elegance to her appearance. She leaned forward on her elbows, then dropped back, puffing all the while on a long pipe.

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve not seen a woman smoke a çubuk?” she asked, expertly blowing rings as she exhaled, fingering the pipe with hands whose long nails were dyed a rose color.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve never seen a çubuk,” I said, sitting across from her, almost envious of the gorgeous gown she wore, a concoction of sky blue silk and tulle cinched at her tiny waist, puffed sleeves bursting from the fitted bodice. Only her hair kept her from looking like a perfect Western fashion plate.
         

         
         
         
         
         “So you are Emily Hargreaves. Lady Emily Hargreaves?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yes.” I smiled. “And you are Bezime?”

         
         
         
         
         She ignored my question. “I am not one to waste time on things lacking significance. You know of the murder that occurred last night?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. I was there when—”

         
         
         
         
         “Ceyden and I were close. I knew her when she first came to the harem. She was difficult then. Wouldn’t speak to anyone.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can well imagine that. She must have been terrified. To have been stolen—”

         
         
         
         
         “Sultans, Emily”—my name sounded exotic on her tongue, “Aimahlee”—“do not steal women. Yes, she was taken from her family and sold into slavery. But the noble Ottoman who bought her did her no harm. She wasn’t well. He had her cared for, and when she was healthy, he gave her to the sultan as a gift. It is a great compliment for a girl.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “To be forced to live as a slave?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Do I look to you like a slave?” She narrowed her eyes and held up her arms, the heavy gold bangles on her wrists clanging together. “I have more freedom than my English counterparts.”

         
         
         
         
         I smiled. “You’ll find I’m no proponent of the restrictions placed on my fellow Englishwomen. I’m well aware of the limitations of my society.”

         
         
         
         
         “I did not come to the harem as a child. I worked in a hamam—a bath—in the city. Mahmut—he was the sultan then, Mahmut the Second—saw me carrying linen from a laundry across the street. My beauty enchanted him.” She drew deeply on her çubuk. “And I was brought to the harem, where I became his favorite, and I gave him a son. And when that son was made sultan, I was valide sultan, the most powerful woman in the empire.” She leaned forward again. “Tell me, Emily Hargreaves, can an English girl, working for a living, aspire to someday marry the Prince of Wales and give birth to a future king?”
         

         
         
         
         
         I pressed my lips together hard. “No. She could not.”

         
         
         
         
         “The lack of enlightenment in your country is unfortunate. I cannot see how women bother to live when they have no hope of advancing their positions.”

         
         
         
         
         “There’s a certain amount of advancement possible, it’s simply that—”

         
         
         
         
         Before I could finish, she dismissed my statement with a wave of her hand. “What they can hope for is insignificant. And the loss of hope . . .” She turned away, then looked back at me, meeting my eyes. “There is nothing worse than the loss of hope.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re right.” My skin prickled discomfort. “Why did you send for me? Because of Ceyden?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. I am told that your husband will investigate the murder. But he will find no solutions outside of the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “And he cannot come into the harem. We’re well aware of that. It’s why he sought—and received—permission for me to—”

         
         
         
         
         She laughed. “Do you think, Emily, that I do not already know everything you do? You are to be set upon us, asking questions. That is not why I have summoned you here.”

         
         
         
         
         “Then why?”

         
         
         
         
         “I have decided to offer you my allegiance. My support. Without which you will flail and accomplish nothing. Did you even know I was here? That this graveyard for the previous sultans’ women existed?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. I confess I did not.”

         
         
         
         
         “And do you know that Murat, the sultan’s cast-aside brother, has a harem of his own at Ç?ra[image: 445151611]an Saray?, the palace that is his prison on the shores of the Bosphorus? And that the dealings of the women in both these locations must be considered if we are to find and punish the person who ended Ceyden’s life?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “You speak as if you have an idea as to the identity of the guilty party,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Ideas, perhaps, but ideas are nothing but ephemeral.”

         
         
         
         
         “I did not expect my purpose to be a welcome one. I accept your assistance most gratefully. I promise I will not fail you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course you won’t,” she said. “I read your chart.”

         
         
         
         
         “My chart?”

         
         
         
         
         “Know you nothing of astrology?”

         
         
         
         
         “. . . so she told me that I’m an Aries. Impulsive, bold, ruled by the planet Mars.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sounds dangerous,” Colin said, raising his eyebrows, skepticism radiating from every inch of his face.

         
         
         
         
         “Competitive—but you know that already.” I took a fig from a bowl on the table and popped it in my mouth.

         
         
         
         
         “All too well.”

         
         
         
         
         “I was thinking,” I began, looking over the Bosphorus shining below us. “Perhaps we should have another bet. Bezime says it’s impossible for you to solve this case. That all the keys lie in the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “That may be. But we’ll be sharing our information. I may put the story together before you. I’ve more experience.”

         
         
         
         
         “What did you learn today?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I spent the bulk of the afternoon at Ç?ra[image: 445156911]an Palace—where the sultan’s brother is imprisoned. Nice digs, that,” he said. “Far from a hotbed of political discontent, but there are several individuals who’ve aroused my suspicions.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Who? What are they doing?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve little to go on yet—primarily instinct. They’re all men who lost power when Murat was deposed.”

         
         
         
         
         “I trust your instincts,” I said. “Bezime suspects trouble is brewing there.”

         
         
         
         
         “I shan’t dismiss her thoughts without further investigation. And you’re quite right to trust my instincts. They will help me reach a solution before you.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t think you will,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “And?” His eyes narrowed.

         
         
         
         
         “And if I’m right, I want you to swim the Bosphorus for me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Swim the Bosphorus? Don’t be ridiculous.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s romantic.” I picked up another fig. “Think of Hero and Leander. He crossed the sea every night to be with her.”

         
         
         
         
         “And drowned. After which Hero, if I remember correctly, flung herself off a tower to her own painful death.”

         
         
         
         
         “So you don’t think you’re a good enough swimmer?” I asked, a wicked smile creeping onto my face.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m an excellent swimmer.”

         
         
         
         
         “Which is why you should swim the Bosphorus for me. I’ll cheer you on from our balcony and receive you with open arms. Leander himself will never have had such a welcome.”

         
         
         
         
         Now he smiled, his dark eyes full of heat. “If you determine the identity of Ceyden’s murderer before I do.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yes.”

         
         
         
         
         “And if you lose?” he asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t ever lose our bets,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “I shan’t dignify that with a reply. What do I get if you lose?”

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t have to swim the Bosphorus.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not enough,” he said. “If I win, you shall come to me dressed in Turkish robes and treat me like a sultan. Feed me peeled grapes. That sort of thing.”

         
         
         
         
         I laughed. “The harem is not at all what you think.”

         
         
         
         
         “Then I shall look forward to the disappointment to be found in victory,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “What sort of robes, exactly?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll have to give the subject proper consideration. Diaphanous would be nice. Perhaps your new friend Bezime can guide you. I’d rather like to see you with a veil, if only so I can remove it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Pity you’re making this a bet,” I said. “I didn’t have any plans for this evening.”
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         “You are going to have to behave yourself. Do you understand?” Colin asked the next morning as he drained a glass of strong Turkish coffee before we started for the yal?’s dock. “No impulsive decisions, no walking into dangerous situations. The prime minister himself has approved your involvement in this case. You must remember at all times that you are working for the government.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve told me a thousand times,” I said. “Am I so weak-minded that you think I’ll require two thousand?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course not. I do wish . . .” He sighed, holding open the French doors that led to the terrace. “Eventually we may have to consider a way for you to protect yourself.”

         
         
         
         
         “Perhaps I need a pistol. A sword would be too heavy to drag about and particularly inconvenient when one is wearing evening dress.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not joking, Emily. You’re very clever, and up to now have done an astonishing job relying on your wits alone. But there may come a time you need something more.”

         
         
         
         
         “A pistol.” I must confess I rather liked the idea. “Maybe a Derringer?”

         
         
         
         
         “How do you know about Derringers?” he asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I read.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not a bad idea.”

         
         
         
         
         “Can we get one here?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Probably, but you’d need to be trained before you could carry it. It would be more of a danger to you than a protection until you’re fully competent using it.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sure I could learn.”

         
         
         
         
         “I shall teach you when we get back home,” he said. “I’m something of an expert marksman.”

         
         
         
         
         “I didn’t know that,” I said, feeling my brow crease. “What other fascinating secrets are you hiding from me?”

         
         
         
         
         “None that I can recall at present. For now, though, you’ll have to be doubly diligent. Take no chances.”

         
         
         
         
         We’d reached the edge of the water, and I gripped his hand hard as I stepped into the vessel rocking violently before us, disappointed that my romantic notions of cruising the Bosphorus were being dashed on a daily basis by rough water that, so far as I was concerned, ought not to have troubled my stomach. Once we’d disembarked, it was into a carriage to take us the rest of the way through Pera, the section of Constantinople that housed not only the majority of foreign embassies and consulates, but also the Europeans who worked in them. Despite the preponderance of Western dress and more than one façade that looked straight out of London’s Mayfair, the neighborhood did not lack flourishes of the exotic, from elaborately carved wooden buildings to veiled ladies ducking in and out of alleys.

         
         
         
         
         Sir Richard’s house, with its tall, Empire edifice, was a neoclassical vision, situated on the corner of a street near the British embassy. We were ushered inside by an English butler and served tea almost before we’d taken our seats in a drawing room furnished to showcase the eclectic mix of objects one would expect to find in the home of an international traveler. Serene-looking Isis, queen of the Egyptian gods, her arms outstretched, supported the cherry table on which a silver tea service was laid, and the heads of sphinxes decorated the chairs surrounding it.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m having difficulty finalizing my daughter’s funeral arrangements,” Sir Richard said, his voice rough and tired. “Part of me wants to bring her to England, where, if I’d kept her in the first place, she’d still be alive. Sadly, though, that’s a mistake it’s far too late to correct. My initial—” He stopped speaking as the door swung open and a young man, his clothes encrusted with dried mud and his hair positively wild, staggered into the room, cringing as he put weight on his right foot. “Benjamin!” Sir Richard crossed the room and took him by the shoulders.

         
         
         
         
         “Forgive me, Father,” Benjamin said, his breath ragged. “I came as quickly as I could when I—I heard about Ceyden.”

         
         
         
         
         “What happened to you? You’re a mess. Didn’t you hire a special train?”

         
         
         
         
         “The site’s not far enough from here to require a train, Father. I rode.”

         
         
         
         
         “You shouldn’t—”

         
         
         
         
         Benjamin interrupted his father. “You’re right, this time. I shouldn’t have ridden alone. Bandits set on me. I managed to break away from them but did not escape entirely unscathed.” He sat—collapsed, really—on a chair and motioned to his leg. “My ankle’s giving me more than a little trouble.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll send for the doctor at once,” Sir Richard said.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s no need. If I rest—”

         
         
         
         
         “No.” Sir Richard pulled a heavily embroidered bell cord and dispatched the servant who appeared in short order to fetch a physician. “You will be treated by someone who knows the science of his profession.”

         
         
         
         
         The darkness that crossed Benjamin’s face suggested he was far from agreement with his father, but he said nothing further on the topic, instead turning his red-rimmed gray eyes to Colin and me. “Who are your guests?” Sir Richard made speedy introductions that included our credentials as investigators while I poured a cup of tea for his son, who accepted it, dropped in three cubes of sugar, and stirred with a tiny silver spoon.

         
         
         
         
         “Do you really think you can find my sister’s murderer?” he asked, his face three shades paler than the porcelain cup in his hand.

         
         
         
         
         “We’ll do everything possible,” Colin said. “And I have great hopes that we’ll succeed. After all, we’re dealing with a limited number of possible suspects. The killer has to be someone with access to the palace.”

         
         
         
         
         “Or someone wily enough to find his way in,” Sir Richard said.

         
         
         
         
         “No one could do that,” Benjamin said, his words spilling on top of one another. “Y?ld?z is a veritable fortress. The walls are higher than those of prisons in England. We should not be careening in wild directions. Surely no one can doubt the murderer”—he seemed to choke on the word—“was someone from the harem. It may be that the right man is already in custody.”

         
         
         
         
         “There’s no need for you to be thinking of any of this,” Sir Richard said. “I want you focused only on recovering from this attack. You’re safe now. I shan’t let you come to any harm.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.” His father did not answer but pulled Colin towards a window, where they stood, heads bent together in earnest discussion.

         
         
         
         
         I, however, could not help but smile at Benjamin’s response. His words were old friends to my own lips, and I felt an immediate kinship with him. “I’ve no doubt of it,” I said with a soft smile. “I’m so sorry about your sister.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you,” he said, scooting his chair closer to mine. “My father takes overprotective to new heights.” He kept his voice low.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s natural for a parent to worry about a child. But I understand how stifling it can be.”

         
         
         
         
         “He was bad before—and his friend Mr. Sutcliffe had been making it worse for as long as I can remember. They’re both obsessed with having lost children.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s easy to sympathize,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “I suppose so, but you cannot prevent every bad thing. Sutcliffe at least had begun to back off—he finally was accepting me as an adult and even went so far as to speak to my father about supporting my decision to work at the dig.” He rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand, wincing as he moved his long legs. He’d inherited his father’s height. “But now that Ceyden’s dead, I’m wondering if I should put my father’s mind at ease—go back to England. If only I could convince him to come with me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Would he leave?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Probably not. Especially when he’s bent on getting justice for Ceyden.” Tears hung heavy in his eyes. “There’s no point in it, really. She’s gone. There’s no consolation to be found. I only wish—so desperately—that we’d known she was here.”

         
         
         
         
         “I know how difficult all this is,” I said. “But I’ve no doubt that seeing your sister’s killer in custody will bring more relief than you can imagine.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. Justice must be served.” Benjamin looked at the ceiling, blinking to stop his tears. “I suppose there is no other way.”

         
         
         
         
         Colin and Sir Richard stepped back towards us and sat down. “Do you think . . .” I paused, studying the older man. “Could this in any way be connected to the theft of your papers on the train?”

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t dream up any relation between the two,” Sir Richard said. “Especially as no one in Constantinople would have known Ceyden’s true identity.”

         
         
         
         
         “Something in it all doesn’t feel right. Your papers are stolen, your daughter murdered, your son attacked. All, coincidentally, in the space of a handful of days?” I was scrunching my forehead with such intensity, a pain had started between my eyebrows. “I’m finding it increasingly hard to believe that you took an incorrect dose of your sleeping draught. What if someone tried to poison you?”

         
         
         
         
         “What is all this?” Benjamin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s nothing for you to worry about,” his father said, then turned to me. “I measured my chloral hydrate incorrectly and embarrassed myself at dinner on the train from Paris. I’d taken the dose before dinner and imagine the wine with the meal—wine that, if I remember correctly, tasted terrible—heightened the effect. That’s all. What should be concerning us all right now is the fact that my son has been attacked.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did you notice anything unusual about the men who jumped you?” Colin asked.

         
         
         
         
         Benjamin shook his head. “No. Not in the least.”

         
         
         
         
         “Was this the first time such a thing has happened?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No.” Benjamin’s voice was measured, even. “The site has suffered its share of raids.”

         
         
         
         
         “I thought those troubles had stopped.” The firm edge in Sir Richard’s voice cut through the room, and his son looked at the floor as if he’d never seen something more fascinating than the soft carpet that covered it. “Benjamin!”

         
         
         
         
         “Sir?”

         
         
         
         
         “You have assured me repeatedly that you are in no danger working there.” He pushed up hard on the arms of his chair and stood, towering over his son.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s as safe as anywhere—”

         
         
         
         
         “That is not acceptable. Not when you’ve been the target so many times.”

         
         
         
         
         Colin stepped between them. “Target?”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s exaggerating,” Benjamin said, standing. “The doctor will undoubtedly be here soon, and if it’s not too much to ask, I’d prefer to speak to him in private. Excuse me.” He hobbled as he walked, pushing away his father’s outstretched arm and slamming the door behind him.

         
         
         
         
         “What’s this all about?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “It was a few months ago,” Sir Richard said. “There were a string of attacks at the excavation. Bandits. Appeared initially to be nothing out of the ordinary. But they never stole anything—never did anything to vandalize the site. Just hid up in the hills with their guns, aiming at no one but my son.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re quite certain?” I shot a pointed look at my husband. “It sounds like we should visit the camp.”

         
         
         
         
         Colin frowned. “It may be too dangerous for you. We shall have to see.”

         
         
         
         
         A surge of hot anger flashed through me, and I bit my tongue hard before responding. “We’ll discuss the details later. I find myself in great sympathy with Benjamin and his sudden desire for privacy.”

         
         
         
         
         _______

         
         
         
         
         
         
         “I won’t have you turning overprotective,” I said to Colin after a sullen and silent trip back to our yal?.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Suggesting that you stay away from a location riddled with bullets is hardly overprotective.” Colin poured himself a glass of whiskey and drained it quickly. “Forgive me if I’m less than my usually enlightened self. I must confess I’m beginning to tire of nefarious distractions from what was supposed to be a honeymoon trip.”

         
         
         
         
         “We’re not wholly distracted,” I said, pushing away my anger and crossing the room to kiss him. He kissed me back, but the effort felt halfhearted.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m trying very hard, Emily, to give you the freedom you need. But you know that when it comes to preserving your safety—”

         
         
         
         
         “I know. No unnecessary risks. I’ve not the slightest problem with that. In this case, however, if it’s safe for you to go—”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know that it is safe for me to go. There are circumstances in this line of work that are inherently dangerous. This time I ask that you let me act on my own.”

         
         
         
         
         “Will you ever let me do the same?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “The time may come when it’s required, and if it is, I shall of course support what you must do.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not so simple for me either, you know,” I said. “I don’t like watching you walk—sprint—to danger.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m well trained by experience to handle this particular situation.”

         
         
         
         
         “Can we compromise?” I asked. “We can both travel to whatever is the nearest town. You can go on to the site alone. If the person firing the shots is fixated on Benjamin, there’s no reason to think anyone else is in danger. I trust you to determine if that’s the case, and if it is, you can send for me.”

         
         
         
         
         “And if it’s not?”

         
         
         
         
         “I shall stay in town and content myself with reading,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “How can I possibly count on you to stay and wait for my message?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m reliability itself. I give you my word.”

         
         
         
         
         He nodded. “All right. I’m willing to agree to that.”

         
         
         
         
         I kissed him. “Thank you. You won’t regret it. Just think how tedious the trip would be without me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do rather like you on trains, although Benjamin said it’s not so far as to require that,” he said. “Regardless, there are several avenues I want to pursue here in town first.”

         
         
         
         
         “Just don’t forget you agreed to take me,” I said, refilling his whiskey. “In the meantime, have you given any thought to taking up a swimming regimen? The Bosphorus is dangerous, and I can’t have you drowning when you lose our bet.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve nothing to fear on that account.” His smile made every nerve in my body tingle. “I’m meeting with Abdül Hamit tomorrow afternoon.”

         
         
         
         
         “You think he knows something?”

         
         
         
         
         “We’re to be joined by the members of his palace spy network. He’s a paranoid man, our sultan—I’ve great hopes that at least one of his minions has seen something that can be of use to us.”

         
         
         
         
         “So you’re trying to leap ahead of me?” I asked. “It won’t work, you know.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you know how to peel grapes, Emily? I’m told it’s hard work.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is that so?” I gave him a quick kiss on each cheek. “Then I’m not sorry in the least I shall never have to learn how to do it.”

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         5 April 1892

         
         
         
         
         Darnley House, Kent

         
         
         
         
         My dear daughter,

         
         
         
         
         I hope that you and your husband are enjoying fine health and learning to adjust to the many challenges of married life. Your father and I are exceedingly happy for you, despite your unorthodox and, frankly, unacceptable wedding.

         
         
         
         
         What’s done is done, so I will say nothing further on the subject. Do not, however, expect the queen to offer the chapel at Windsor again. Your children will have to be baptized elsewhere.

         
         
         
         
         On that subject, your friend Ivy has continued to prove a most agreeable houseguest, and I will confess to finding more pleasure in taking care of her during this time than I would have expected. I’ll be more than ready to do the same for you when the time arrives—and I hope you are not impeding your husband’s efforts to bring this about. A lady must graciously accept her duty.

         
         
         
         
         Be careful of the food in Constantinople. I hear dreadful stories everywhere about it. Not to be trusted, these foreign locations.

         
         
         
         
         I am, your most devoted mother,

         
         
         
         
         C. Bromley

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         5

         
         
         
         
         I woke before the sun, roused by the haunting and spiritually seductive voice coming from the nearest mosque. As the muezzin called the faithful to prayer, I lay, still and silent, absorbing the sound—at once comforting and eerie—as it trembled through my body. When it fell quiet, I stretched and reached for Colin, who was as eager as I to take full advantage of the myriad daily benefits of married life.

         
         
         
         
         The time passed quickly, and too soon we were up and dressed, both of us headed for appointments. I’d applied to Perestu, the valide sultan, asking that I be allowed to come to the harem and begin interviewing Abdül Hamit’s concubines, in particular Roxelana, who had discovered Ceyden’s body. Although I knew well the dangers of assumption—of following baseless instinct—I could not help conjuring up any number of romantic scenarios surrounding the girl, namesake of the most famous—infamous—of harem women. In the sixteenth century, a stunning and intelligent concubine, Roxelana, had seduced, cajoled, and influenced Suleyman the Magnificent, eventually persuading him to take her as his wife. It was the first time a sultan had married; no one before had risen above the rank of favored concubine, and Roxelana wielded no small amount of power over her husband.

         
         
         
         
         My Roxelana was an entirely different beast. She met me, waiting on a bridge made from rough-hewn logs in one of the gardens attached to the harem at Y?ld?z. Her burgundy gown was the latest Western fashion—high collar, fitted waist, skirts flowing gently over her hips—her dark hair upswept and held in place by a comb encrusted with rubies. Enormous pearls bobbed on her ears, and she parted her full lips, licking them to glistening perfection as she started to speak once I’d introduced myself.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t see how I can be of any possible use.” Her voice, thinner than her beauty suggested, shook as she spoke.

         
         
         
         
         “I know well how awful what’s happened has been for you,” I said. “I lost a friend last year in Vienna. He was murdered and I found his body. It affects you in unimaginable ways, and I’m so terribly sorry you’re suffering for it.”

         
         
         
         
         While working the previous winter to clear Robert Brandon in the death of Lord Fortescue, the most odious human I’d ever met, I’d become tenuous friends with a man who was both an asset to me and an adversary. Mutual enemies had brought us together, and he’d ended up aiding my investigation. Finding his brutalized body in Vienna’s beautiful Stephansdom cathedral was worse than any nightmare, and I hoped never again to witness such a violent scene.

         
         
         
         
         “Then you do understand,” she said. “Everyone wants me to push the memory aside, but no matter what I do it comes back in my dreams.”

         
         
         
         
         “There are some things that never leave you entirely.”

         
         
         
         
         “I wish this would,” she said. “I can’t bear seeing it over and over.”

         
         
         
         
         I reached for her hand. “I know. There’s no real comfort to be had, but perhaps helping us find Ceyden’s murderer will bring some small measure of relief.”

         
         
         
         
         She pulled her hand away. “Nothing will make this better.”

         
         
         
         
         “I won’t disagree,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         Her eyes were hard. “What do you want from me?”

         
         
         
         
         “Tell me what you saw that night.”

         
         
         
         
         “The courtyard in which Ceyden was . . . that courtyard is one of my favorites. I like to read there on a comfortable bench near the fountain.”

         
         
         
         
         “Were you reading that night?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. It was already dark. I only meant to say that it wasn’t unusual for me to go there. That’s all.”

         
         
         
         
         “Was Ceyden there when you arrived?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course she was.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did you see the attack?”

         
         
         
         
         “No! Wouldn’t I have told the sultan? Or the guards? Why would you ask such a thing?”

         
         
         
         
         “You might have been afraid, Roxelana,” I said. “It would be understandable.”

         
         
         
         
         She stared at me, her eyes still hard, but curves returning to her lips. “I nearly tripped over her.”

         
         
         
         
         “And she was dead?”

         
         
         
         
         “I suppose so. I was scared and ran off screaming at once.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why?” I asked. “Why didn’t you assume she’d fallen or fainted?”

         
         
         
         
         “Everything about her pose looked wrong. Nothing seemed natural, and I could tell at once something terrible had happened.”

         
         
         
         
         “But you didn’t know she was dead?”

         
         
         
         
         “No.” Her pupils were tiny dots. “Instinct told me it was bad—which is why I went for help.”

         
         
         
         
         “Was there anyone else in the courtyard?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not that I saw,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “But you’re not certain?”

         
         
         
         
         “It was dark. I imagine it’s not impossible that someone was hiding in the shadows. Is that what you’d like me to say?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’d like you to say the truth.” I bit the inside of my cheek, frustration pushing against me. “Do you have a reason not to want to?”

         
         
         
         
         “No one ever wants to tell the truth in the harem,” she said. “But in this case, I’ve nothing to hide. I wish I’d seen something more.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you have things to hide in other cases?”

         
         
         
         
         “You know nothing about the harem, do you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not enough. Enlighten me.”

         
         
         
         
         She looked at me for a measured moment, then threw a short nod before starting to walk back towards the palace. “The sultan moved to Y?ld?z because he fears for his life and believes that Dolmabahçe was not secure.” Dolmabahçe was one of the palaces Colin had cited as being partly responsible for the decline of the Ottoman treasury. Its elegant cut-stone façade with rows of vaulted windows on both floors rose above the Bosphorus, the waters lapping below gleaming white wrought-iron fences. Its interior, designed partially to impress Western diplomats and visitors, was ornate and luxurious, a perfect exercise in excess.

         
         
         
         
         “Why is that?”

         
         
         
         
         “Because he is seized with unfathomable paranoia, and the palace’s location on the Bosphorus made him feel vulnerable. Of course, there is not much that does not make him feel vulnerable.”

         
         
         
         
         “Are you close to him?”

         
         
         
         
         “I have been noticed,” she said, turning away as hot color crept up her cheeks.

         
         
         
         
         “Handkerchief dropped in front of you to alert you that you’ve been chosen for the night?” I had read more than my share of fantastical novels set in the seraglio and found the rituals of harem life fascinating.

         
         
         
         
         “I hate to disappoint your Western romanticism, but that is not how it happens. Reality is much more prosaic. Most of us never have any contact with the sultan. We see him—from a safe distance—on formal occasions. It’s not so easy to catch his attention, though. Some manage, of course, but it takes a not inconsiderable effort.”

         
         
         
         
         “How did you do it?”

         
         
         
         
         “I didn’t. The valide sultan selected me for him.” I felt my face tighten as she spoke. “Barbaric, isn’t it? But there’s no handkerchief dropping. The k?zlar aas?—chief black eunuch—informs you that you’ve been chosen, and you’re off to the hamam to prepare. Generally the sultan sends a small gift.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Had you never spoken to him before you were summoned to him?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’d never even seen him. Had done all I could to keep from drawing attention to myself. If I must be here, I will have a quiet life of contemplation. You do not understand in the slightest how I am tormented.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m so sorry,” I said. I could not imagine the horror of being sent to the bed of a man I knew not at all. Barbaric did not even approach a strong enough word.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Most of the time, no one pays attention to me. My religious beliefs have kept me from becoming close to those around me.”

         
         
         
         
         “You are not a Muslim?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “And now, Lady Emily, you have discovered what it is that I need to hide. I’m a Christian. And every day—every night—that I spend with the sultan puts my soul in mortal danger. Have you any idea what it is to know that you are forced to live in sin?”

         
         
         
         
         “Are you allowed—forgive me—to be Christian?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I do not speak of it to others. No one knows. I kneel in the direction of Mecca during times of prayer but recite my own words.”

         
         
         
         
         “As a fellow Christian, I can assure you that if you are forced to do things—”

         
         
         
         
         “The martyrs had the strength to stand up for their beliefs. I am not so brave, nor so virtuous. Now that I’ve spent the night with the sultan and am a gözde, I have better quarters and more privacy. If I am elevated further and become an ?kbal, or kadin—an official consort—my position would be better still. But I ought not be tempted by privacy and should have refused to go to him in the first place, regardless of the consequences.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “What would the consequences have been?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know, but can well guess. No one rejects the sultan. The punishment would be unspeakable.”

         
         
         
         
         “How did you come to your faith?”

         
         
         
         
         “I have lots of time to myself here and fill most of my hours reading. One day I came upon a volume of Aquinas. . . .” She sighed. “No, I must be honest with you. I asked for it—one in a long list of books I requested. One of our maids is a Christian, and I’ve heard her speak of the comfort it brings her—a comfort for which I have great need.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why Aquinas?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “She suggested his Summa Theologica to me. I devoured it and then moved on to every other of his works,” she said. “ ‘To convert somebody, go and take them by the hand and guide them.’ It was as if he spoke to me and took my hand in his own. And now, lacking the courage to refuse my sin, I have no option but to flee. Perhaps years of penance will compensate for my weakness.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “You’re too hard on yourself,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “I will promise to aid your investigation in any way possible, but, please, please, Lady Emily—I implore that in exchange you help me find a way out of here.” We had reached the harem building, where a eunuch guard pulled open a door to let us in. “We can say nothing further of it now. Everything spoken in these walls runs through channels you can’t even imagine.”

         
         
         
         
         “Shall we return outside?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not with that man watching us,” she said. “Did you not see him in the trees?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, I—”

         
         
         
         
         The voice that interrupted me was not sharp, but startling regardless as it meandered, all soft bounces, through the stone corridor in which we stood.

         
         
         
         
         “You would be in great danger were he not watching you.” The valide sultan, in a golden kaftan over pink-and-silver billowing Turkish trousers held in place with a diamond-encrusted girdle, slipped out from a doorway and took Roxelana’s arm, gripping with white knuckles. “It is time for you to go to the hamam. The sultan expects you tonight.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Roxelana blushed crimson, the sides of her eyes crinkling as tears welled. “Yes, madam.”

         
         
         
         
         “I have laid out clothing in your rooms. The servants will see to you in the hamam. Do not disappoint me.”
         

         
         
         
         
         If Bezime had intimidated me, Perestu terrified. Her face possessed the calm smoothness of marble as she watched Roxelana walk away from us, but something in her eyes—a shot of calculating manipulation—shook me, and a pervasive feeling of dislocation swam through as I considered the reality of what I’d just witnessed. Bezime might have had her share of power, could believe in hope, but nothing in the context of this world was better than a prison. A beautiful setting, servants, and fine clothing could not make up for freedom—real freedom. English society was full of restrictions, particularly for the fairer sex, but women were not forced into such reprehensible situations with no possibility of ever escaping. I recalled Bezime’s claim that here, there was hope. She was right in her way, but that hope extended only to women whose goals fit into the most narrow of passages.

         
         
         
         
         I was well acquainted with the difficulties faced when one’s happiness depended upon living a life that did not fit into the standard view of what was acceptable. Roxelana’s plight distressed me, and while I wished for an elegant and simple solution to her problems, I knew there was no such thing. The only sensible thing would be to dismiss the ideas mucking up my head. I could not assist her in any meaningful way, not so long as I was working for the Crown. But then again, it was not right—not moral—to leave her an unwilling slave. There had to be a way, subtle but radical, to save her.

         
         
         
         
         “I am not certain of the best way to offer my aid to you.” Perestu’s voice sliced through my thoughts. “I will, of course, instruct the concubines to speak openly to you, but can make no promises that they will be forthcoming.”

         
         
         
         
         I did not much believe her. She was the valide sultan; surely the concubines would do whatever she told them. “If you could perhaps start by telling me everything possible about Ceyden,” I said. “Was she a favorite of the sultan’s?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, no.” She led me to a low sofa built along the outside wall of a charming room, stars painted on the ceiling. “Ceyden was not someone I thought fit for the sultan.”

         
         
         
         
         “And what of his opinion?”

         
         
         
         
         “Men’s opinions are oft en not worth considering.”

         
         
         
         
         I could not help but laugh at this. “Does he know you feel this way?”

         
         
         
         
         “I make sure of it,” she said. “For a very long time, the girl was not happy here. As a child, she was skittish and unpredictable. I understand this is to be explained by the violent manner in which she was taken from her parents, but we knew nothing of that until Sir Richard told her story after the murder. I am sorry for what she suffered, of course, but her inability to rise above it confirms I was correct about the flaws deep in her character.”

         
         
         
         
         “She saw her mother murdered and was then kidnapped.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. And was then taken extremely good care of and brought to the most spectacular palace to be found on earth. She was pampered, doted on, educated, given every luxury.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did she have any memory of what she’d been through?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not at all. We think she was around five when she came to us—a gift from a noble family. They’d bought her from traders, I suppose, and had her in their household for at least two years. It is not unheard of to present the sultan with such a girl—it is an honor. She didn’t speak English until Bezime taught her, and if I remember, she had a difficult time of it. It was strange—she seemed to have an affinity for languages, but English always troubled her. She all but refused to speak it.”

         
         
         
         
         I pressed my lips together hard, thinking of the little girl pulled away from her dying mother. “Surely that was because she remembered something of her past?”

         
         
         
         
         “She was a proud girl and knew she hadn’t mastered the language. It came as no surprise that she would avoid showcasing a weakness.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did she come to find a comfortable place here?”

         
         
         
         
         “Eventually. As she got older, she began to enjoy the politics of the harem, and she did everything in her power to catch the notice of my son.”

         
         
         
         
         “Was she successful?”

         
         
         
         
         “She was an accomplished artist, though a terrible musician. She could speak French fluently—something the sultan finds enchanting—and wrote maudlin poetry.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did he favor her at all?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “He might have come to. But I kept her from him. The sultan cannot risk having children like her. It would threaten the very empire.”

         
         
         
         
         I opened my mouth to protest, having read scores of stories about the cages, as they were called, in which the crown princes grew up, not allowed to learn anything that might make them competent rulers—competence would threaten the sultan, compromise his political stability. This was a dynasty in which rulers for centuries had murdered their own brothers upon ascending to the throne in an attempt to secure their own positions. The immature behavior of a traumatized child paled in comparison.

         
         
         
         
         “You are skeptical, I see,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “I admit to feeling that it stretches credulity, but I’ve no reason to doubt your veracity.”

         
         
         
         
         “It is essential the sultan know that he can depend upon my judgment. I have in front of me scores of girls when you include the slaves in the harem as well as the wives and concubines. I choose for him the best. Ceyden was not that. You may not agree with my decision, but your opinion of the matter is irrelevant.”

         
         
         
         
         “Quite right. Please do not think I am questioning your actions.” Alienating her would not benefit me in the least. “Did Ceyden know her situation was hopeless?”

         
         
         
         
         Perestu shrugged. “I did not deliberately hide my feelings from her. But her persistence knew no bounds. The day she died she brought me a scarf embroidered with the most intricate detail I’ve ever seen—flowers and birds all in gold and silver thread against a red background. I collect such things.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did you feel she was insincere in her affection for you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Affection? Her generosity was entirely self-serving, but there was a charm about her, a certain naïveté. She did not understand the art of bribery.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did she try to influence anyone else?”

         
         
         
         
         “She had a friendship with Jemal that grew too close.”

         
         
         
         
         “I met him at Topkap?. Does he work at both palaces?”

         
         
         
         
         “He was sent to Topkap? because of Ceyden. As I said, they’d become too close.”

         
         
         
         
         “Who forced him to move?”

         
         
         
         
         “I am valide sultan,” she said, smiling. “No one in the harem balks at my orders. It is as if they are law.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why did Ceyden’s friendship with Jemal concern you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Because I didn’t trust either of them.” I opened my mouth to ask why, but she did not let me speak. “And for now that is all there is to be said on the topic. It does not, I assure you, have any bearing on the matter at hand.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did Ceyden make any other attempts to circumvent you?”

         
         
         
         
         “There would be no point.”

         
         
         
         
         “The sultan never makes a selection on his own?”

         
         
         
         
         “He could, of course, but petty amusement is far from his top priority. He has an empire to run, Lady Emily. He already has children and their mothers to contend with.”

         
         
         
         
         I tried to squelch the judgment rising through me. Children and their mothers, yet still in need of petty amusement? For a moment, I wished I could return to my romanticized view of the harem. Candor, I decided, was my only option. “Perestu, forgive me. This is all so very foreign. I cannot imagine sharing my husband.”

         
         
         
         
         “How long have you been married?”

         
         
         
         
         “Only a few months.”

         
         
         
         
         “A short time, and you are very young. But this is not relevant.”

         
         
         
         
         “I suppose not. I’m only trying to better understand Ceyden’s situation.”

         
         
         
         
         “The harem is a world of its own. She wanted to climb to the top of it. I would not let her.”

         
         
         
         
         “Are you glad she’s dead?”

         
         
         
         
         “Her existence made no difference to me. It was, occasionally, amusing to watch her unschooled attempts at seduction.”

         
         
         
         
         “I thought you said she wasn’t close to the sultan?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, only to Jemal. She loved him.”

         
         
         
         
         “But the eunuchs . . .” I was now full in territory that repelled, fascinated, and confused me.

         
         
         
         
         “Are not true men,” she finished for me. “Quite right, but some of them are men enough.”

         
         
         
         
         A thousand questions leapt to my lips, but I could not bring myself to ask a single one. “I didn’t—”

         
         
         
         
         “You are unused to this sort of openness. Such subjects are not forbidden to women here, Lady Emily. Ceyden was not entirely incapable of using her charms, limited though they were, to her advantage.”

         
         
         
         
         “Could Jemal wield influence with the sultan?”

         
         
         
         
         “He would like to think he can influence me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is he right?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sometimes,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “Who was watching Roxelana and me in the park? One of the guards?”

         
         
         
         
         “We’ve covered quite enough for today.” She gave me a narrow smile and left the room.

         
         
         
         
         I spent the rest of the afternoon interviewing slaves and concubines, many of them stunning Circassians, the stuff of harem legend in Western tales. These women, brought from the Caucusus Mountains to be sold in Constantinople, were treasured for their beauty—pale, luminous skin, mesmerizing bright eyes, and lustrous hair, blond or dark. Everyone to whom I spoke agreed Ceyden had done whatever she could to gain Abdül Hamit’s notice, but her lack of success in doing so kept her from threatening the positions, or desired positions, of her compatriots. The similarities not only in substance but in verbiage of what they told me made it apparent that someone had coached them, and well. Only a handful of them spoke much English, so Perestu translated for the rest. I had no idea whether she accurately reported to me what they said.

         
         
         
         
         “Jemal must be subjected to extensive questioning,” I said to Colin as we sat on the balcony outside our bedroom that evening. The view stretched nearly to Topkap? in the south, the hills of the city piling on top of one another as they rose from the Bosphorus. Houses and buildings formed a dense tapestry above the waterline, flat and peaked roofs obstructing all but more roofs behind them, as if each were vying for a superior view. Far to the north was the Black Sea, and a steady stream of ships—barges, feluccas, caïques, and yawls—moved towards it, well out of our sight. “As for the women, it’s all too well organized, too orchestrated. I can’t decide whether they’re hiding something or just afraid.”

         
         
         
         
         “Afraid?” Colin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Whoever killed Ceyden could strike again. Perhaps the girls are afraid of drawing attention to themselves.”

         
         
         
         
         “They’d be better served by allowing you to gather as much information as possible. How else will this man ever be stopped?”

         
         
         
         
         “How can you be sure it’s a man?”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s difficult to strangle someone,” Colin said. “More likely that a man would have the strength for it. I don’t know that a woman could do such a thing with her bare hands.”

         
         
         
         
         “Hideous.” Not wanting to dwell on the details, I mentally flipped through the catalog of women to whom I’d spoken and determined that each was far too delicate to pull off the task. “So we need a man in the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’d say they could use several men in the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re dreadful, and I’m going to ignore you.” I let my eyes rest on his just long enough to fill my head with all sorts of visions about which I could do nothing at the moment.

         
         
         
         
         “What of the other women?” Colin asked. “Did Ceyden have any particular friends?”

         
         
         
         
         “None who will admit to it.”

         
         
         
         
         “They undoubtedly want to distance themselves from her, regardless. Avoid any guilt by association.”

         
         
         
         
         “Guilt?” I asked. “Ceyden is the victim in all this.”

         
         
         
         
         “True. But the status of these women depends entirely on their relationship with Perestu, and the sultan, if they’re lucky enough to have won his favor. The reputation of her friends may have been tarnished by Ceyden’s violent death.”

         
         
         
         
         I frowned. “Yes, but why not admit the relationship to me? Surely Perestu already knows. She keeps careful track of everything that happens in the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “A harem that shelters no secrets?” He drew on his cigar. “I’d be thoroughly disappointed if I could bring myself to believe it even for an instant.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did you learn anything of use today?”

         
         
         
         
         “I went back to Ç?ra[image: 445259911]an and spoke to Murat. Excellent prison, the palace.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “And is the former sultan discontented?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “He did not seem so,” Colin said. “Spends much of his time listening to music and watching plays. Enjoys his children. The stress of ruling did not agree with him. That does not, however, mean that those around him would not prefer to take a more active role in the government.”

         
         
         
         
         “Could they be plotting a coup?”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s unlikely. The sultan has a spy in the household—the chief black eunuch in Murat’s harem. He’s as thorough a man as I’ve ever met and isn’t likely to miss something on that scale.”

         
         
         
         
         “What about something smaller?” I asked. “A plan that looks on the surface like nothing more than standard harem politics?”

         
         
         
         
         “The discontent I felt comes from the men around Murat.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve not been in the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, but the chief eunuch was adamant about there being no trouble there, and I believe him. Those women stand no chance at advancement, and there’s surprisingly little intrigue other than petty gossip.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re certain?”

         
         
         
         
         “I shall continue to press him for information, but my own efforts will be focused elsewhere in the palace.” He rolled the cigar between the tips of his fingers. “And what about you? Will you search for concubines who were close to Ceyden?”

         
         
         
         
         “Enemies, my darling man, are even more fascinating than friends, don’t you think? I want to find out who despised her.” I rose from my chair and stood in front of him. “Is there anything else we need to discuss?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not that I can think of,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “The sun’s set. Shall we go inside?”

         
         
         
         
         “The lights of Constantinople aren’t enough to amuse you?”

         
         
         
         
         “I adore the lights,” I said. “But I much prefer you in the dark.”
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         “Her Excellency cannot see you now.” The smile on Jemal’s face as he met me at the arched doorway that stood at the entrance to the harem at Topkap? was undoubtedly meant to irritate. “You’re too early.”

         
         
         
         
         “Which is precisely what I wanted,” I said, pulling down on the bottom of the jacket I wore, smoothing it over my fine wool corselet skirt. “I came now so as to have the opportunity to speak to you.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sure we have very little to say to each other.”

         
         
         
         
         “Tell me about your friendship with Ceyden.”

         
         
         
         
         “We were the most casual sort of acquaintances,” he said. “And that only because our positions forced us to cross paths regularly.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why, Jemal, must you make this difficult? I know that you were sent here to be kept away from her.”

         
         
         
         
         “I was sent here because the sultan felt my talents better suited to Topkap?.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s not what Perestu told me.”

         
         
         
         
         “She does not have quite so much power as she likes to think,” he said. “It’s presumptuous to assume she’d even know what my mission is here.”

         
         
         
         
         “What is it?”

         
         
         
         
         “Confidential.”

         
         
         
         
         “And it has nothing to do with Ceyden?”

         
         
         
         
         “If it did, why would I still be here after her death?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sure I don’t know,” I said. “Perhaps you could enlighten me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do not approve of what you are doing, Lady Emily. There is nothing to be gained. Ceyden is dead and cannot be helped.”

         
         
         
         
         “Should she have no justice?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sometimes justice brings only a worse pain.”

         
         
         
         
         “So we should seek solace in lies and half-truths instead?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I cannot have you drawing attention to my mistress.”

         
         
         
         
         “Does she have something to hide?”

         
         
         
         
         “I suggested no such thing. I know only the risks of one’s actions being misinterpreted. Leave Bezime out of your game.”

         
         
         
         
         “This isn’t a game, Jemal,” I said. “How could solving Ceyden’s murder threaten her?”

         
         
         
         
         “Digging into any court controversy can threaten her. It’s not so long ago that the concubines of former sultans were drowned in the Bosphorus instead of being allowed a comfortable retirement.”

         
         
         
         
         “Abdül Hamit would never do such a thing to a woman he looked on once almost as a mother.”

         
         
         
         
         “But he stopped feeling that way for her, did he not? And why was that?”

         
         
         
         
         “I couldn’t begin to tell you.”

         
         
         
         
         He stood and began to pace in front of the doorway, the movement having a dizzying eff ect on me. “She is cut from all decisions, all events of importance. Is that not a precarious position?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not necessarily,” I said. “A lonely one, but not dangerous.”

         
         
         
         
         “She was closer to Ceyden than anyone else, raised her like a daughter. Groomed her to please the sultan.”

         
         
         
         
         “Only to have her efforts thwarted by Perestu.”

         
         
         
         
         “Precisely.”

         
         
         
         
         “But isn’t that typical court behavior? Are not all the concubines competing for favor? It’s hardly surprising that the valide sultan would refuse to aid the cause of the one woman who might have had the position she occupies. Perestu must know full well that the sultan could have named Bezime valide.”

         
         
         
         
         “I have said too much. It would be best for us all if you would cease your questions.”

         
         
         
         
         “Please—” A door in the corridor swung open, Bezime standing, arms crossed, on the other side.

         
         
         
         
         “Go, Jemal,” she said. “I will handle this.”

         
         
         
         
         The eunuch bowed deeply to her before disappearing. Bezime beckoned for me to come in, closing the door behind me with only the slightest click as the latch caught the edge of the frame.

         
         
         
         
         “Come,” she said. “I will take you to where it is safe to speak.”

         
         
         
         
         We wound our way through narrow corridors and series after series of connected rooms, until we were outside of the harem, in a courtyard. Then through an ornate gate, another courtyard, and into a tiled pavilion. She sat in the center of a low divan covered with buttery smooth crimson silk that ran the length of the wall and motioned for me to join her. Despite the sun streaking through the open windows, candles flickered in the tiled nooks that lined the walls, illuminating nothing but the space immediately around them.

         
         
         
         
         “I must ask you about Jemal. He says—”

         
         
         
         
         “I cannot speak of him right now.” Her voice was a shredded whisper. “I’m being threatened.”

         
         
         
         
         “Th reatened?”

         
         
         
         
         She did not reply, but removed a small package from the folds of her skirt. With gentle hands, she untied the frayed purple bow wrapped around it, letting the well-worn fabric fall away from the object it encased, a dark blue velvet bag. From within that, she took a thin white cord. “Bowstrings like this were for uncountable years used by the bostanji, the sultan’s most trusted guards and executioners. It was with these that anyone who threatened his throne—especially members of his family—was killed.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Who would send you such a thing?”

         
         
         
         
         “It must have come from Y?ld?z,” she said, stretching the string in her hands, then laying it flat on the table in front of us. “No one elsewhere would presume to use such a thing.”

         
         
         
         
         “When did you receive it?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not twenty minutes ago.”

         
         
         
         
         “Who at Y?ld?z would wish you harm?”

         
         
         
         
         “That is no simple question to answer. Perestu, I suppose, is an obvious suspect.”

         
         
         
         
         “How so?”

         
         
         
         
         “I used to be valide sultan. Perhaps that threatens her.”

         
         
         
         
         “Forgive me, but you’re not any longer—surely she feels her role is secure.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m still able to communicate directly with the sultan. She may not like that, particularly as she knows it is not difficult for a woman skilled in the mysterious arts to wield a certain amount of control over a man so full of fear.”

         
         
         
         
         I sat silent, skeptical of her claim of control, particularly as she’d been sent to Topkap? as an elegant banishment.

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t believe me?” she asked.

         
         
         
         
         “What sort of official power did you have before coming here but after Perestu had been named valide sultan?”

         
         
         
         
         “I had no title, if that’s what you mean. But it is unusual for any concubine to be allowed to stay in the harem after her sultan no longer rules. I had the respect of every resident of the palace.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why did you come here?”

         
         
         
         
         “I had no choice. Perestu wanted me to go.”

         
         
         
         
         “Which makes her an unlikely candidate to have sent the bowstring. She’s got you where she wants you.” I touched the silk, my fingers flinching at its cool smoothness. “Have you heard of anyone else receiving such a thing?”

         
         
         
         
         “Never.”

         
         
         
         
         “Could it have to do with your connection to Ceyden?”

         
         
         
         
         “You think the killer wants me next?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know. Would there be a reason for him to?”

         
         
         
         
         “Ceyden and I were close, as you already know. I did all I could when she was young to educate her, to train her to be everything that might please the sultan. She was a smart girl—eager to learn. Took to languages with no effort, except English. Her voice always had a seductive lilt to it—perhaps a hint of her lost British accent.”

         
         
         
         
         “I never thought of a British accent as seductive,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Here.” She passed me her pipe. “You have not thought it so because to you it has nothing of the exotic. The ordinary cannot be inspiring.”

         
         
         
         
         “It is this knowledge, I imagine, that brought you to the center of attention in the harem.” Surprised by its sweet taste, I drew smoke deep into my lungs—too deep—and was overwhelmed with a burst of coughing. Bezime laughed.

         
         
         
         
         “You are unskilled in this art.”

         
         
         
         
         “Smoking? Yes,” I said, still stuttering with continued coughs.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, that too.” She took back the çubuk. “But I refer to the exotic. Seeking it, finding it, capturing it.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “We were talking about Ceyden.”

         
         
         
         
         “If you insist, we can return to that subject.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid we must.”

         
         
         
         
         “Then your lesson in the exotic must wait for another day. Your husband would not be pleased to know your priorities.”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, he’s perfectly pleased.”

         
         
         
         
         “You answer too fast,” she said. “But I will allow you your misguided thoughts.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not sure I should thank you,” I said, and watched her force a thin stream of silver smoke through lips stretched wide in a smile. “Back to Ceyden, though. Perestu made it exceedingly clear that she kept the girl away from the sultan. Am I correct to suspect you helped her gain access to him?”

         
         
         
         
         “I did.”

         
         
         
         
         “And it caused a rift between you and Perestu?”

         
         
         
         
         She shrugged. “There are so many rifts. We all fought for our survival in the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “But what of your stories of freedom?”

         
         
         
         
         “I was free to fight for it. Concubines who are successful must be able to charm both the sultan and the women around them. It is only once you’ve reached a high enough status—given birth to the sultan’s child—that the necessity of alliance begins to fade. I do not think there is a man alive who would not have wanted Ceyden. But the other girls hated her.”

         
         
         
         
         “But you didn’t?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. I saw in her a brightness that appealed to me. And I was already old, had gained everything I wanted, stood to lose nothing by playing.”

         
         
         
         
         “Playing?”

         
         
         
         
         “I wanted to see if I could circumvent Perestu and elevate Ceyden’s status. Sadly, it did not work.”

         
         
         
         
         “When were you sent away from the harem?”

         
         
         
         
         “Shortly after Ceyden spent the night with the sultan. Perestu did not appreciate my endeavor.”

         
         
         
         
         “Perestu seems to think Ceyden has never so much as spoken to Abdül Hamit.”

         
         
         
         
         Bezime laughed. “Well, perhaps they didn’t speak.” The scent of her tobacco filled the room. “But they did spend a night together.”

         
         
         
         
         I picked up the bowstring from the low table before us, fingering the soft cords. “If Perestu knows that, would it spur her to exact revenge on you?”

         
         
         
         
         “If she’s bored enough,” Bezime said. “There’s no better distraction from ennui than eliminating one’s former rivals.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m getting no candor from the concubines at Y?ld?z. What must I do to change this? How can I make them trust me?”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s impossible to force trust. There is, however, something you could try to earn it, but it may scare you too much.”

         
         
         
         
         “I never back down from a challenge.”

         
         
         
         
         She laughed. “Then tell Perestu you want to go to the hamam at Y?ld?z. You will find the women more likely to trust you if you bathe with them.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Bathe with them?”

         
         
         
         
         “It is our tradition. Everyone goes to the baths at least once a week—I told you I worked in one before the sultan found me. There is no better place to find out all the gossip, all the truth. Perestu will allow it because she will believe the experience will do nothing but horrify you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Horrify me?” She couldn’t have been more right, but I had grown almost fond of bluffing people. “It sounds perfectly pleasant. I shall arrange to go as soon as possible.”

         
         
         
         
         The moment I left Topkap?, I directed my boatman to take me up the Bosphorus past Dolmabahçe to the dock closest to Y?ld?z, my stomach turning itself over and into knots. I clutched the side of the boat, the rough wood pressing hard against the bones in my hands, the faint fishy smell coming from the water tormenting me. Looking at the horizon, which Colin had insisted would help ward off seasickness, had the effect only of making me long to stand on the land at which I gazed. A man at the quay steadied me with a strong hand as I stepped off the rocking vessel, and I sat on a nearby bench, too queasy to walk to the palace. An obliging tree shaded me, and I stared across at the houses lining the Asian shore.

         
         
         
         
         I was alarmed in no small way. I’d always considered myself of hearty constitution—seasickness was not something from which I’d previously suffered, although I’d not before been on small boats in such rough waters. More concerning—terrifying, in fact—was the thought that it might not be seasickness at all. Could I have already entered that phase of married life in which a lady’s existence was forever altered in the most dramatic fashion? I bit my lip too hard and tasted salt on my tongue. Not that it would be a bad thing. It was inevitable, after all, and the inconvenience wouldn’t be interminable. Nonetheless, I was filled with ambivalence and something darker, a thing I was not yet willing to face. I pulled myself up from the bench and started up the hill towards Y?ld?z, not wanting to be late for the appointment I’d scheduled to see the sultan.

         
         
         
         
         The palace was not like most traditional royal houses. Instead of one massive building, it was formed by groupings of pavilions and kiosks overlooking a lake, all surrounded by high walls. Green lawns and well-tended gardens shared the grounds with more rugged wooded patches, and the scent of orange blossoms greeted me as I reached the gate.

         
         
         
         
         The guards recognized me from my previous visit, and I was led into a formal reception room in the center of which stood a table big enough to seat twenty in comfort. It drew me in at once, and I reached out to touch the smooth, inlaid surface, feeling the thread-thin grooves between tortoiseshell and oak, mother-of-pearl and ebony. I had traced the entire circumference of the piece and still no one had come to me. I crossed to a window and pulled open the shutter, looking at the woods that stretched below me, dark evergreens blocking all but lacy cutouts of light.

         
         
         
         
         “Lady Emily?” A eunuch poked his head around the open door. “His Imperial Majesty will see you.”

         
         
         
         
         He took me through corridor after corridor until we were outside, standing before a small building in which we found Abdül Hamit II, bent over a bench, rubbing a piece of sandpaper on a chair that lay on its back before him. He was not tall, though not strikingly short, but slim. Piercing dark eyes and a large, aquiline nose stood out from his black hair and neatly trimmed beard. His face was heavy with fatigue.

         
         
         
         
         “It is my greatest pleasure to see you, Lady Emily,” he said, bursting with youthful energy that I’d not expected from a man his age. His voice, however, was quiet in its exuberance, low, almost like a song. “My thanks to you for coming all this way.” He swept his hand in front of his chest, gesturing to the space around him. “What do you think of my work?”

         
         
         
         
         The room swam with the clean smell of fresh wood. Along the walls stood cabinets, tables, chairs, and chests piled one in front of the other, all, I assumed, made by the sultan’s own hands. “It’s exquisite,” I said, forgetting myself and walking away from him to inspect a tall bookcase fashioned from golden-stained cherry.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m pleased you like it. There’s little more satisfying than working with one’s hands, yes?”

         
         
         
         
         “I can imagine.” Careful sanding had given the wood a smoothness that was at once firm and soft.

         
         
         
         
         “Do you read?” he asked. “Anyone with such an appreciation for bookshelves must.”

         
         
         
         
         “Constantly,” I said, not able to stop running my hands over the perfectly finished wood. “Sensational fiction. I’ve a terrible habit of reading the most lowbrow things you can imagine.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you like detective novels?”

         
         
         
         
         “Conan Doyle stuns me every time.”

         
         
         
         
         He nodded. “You are someone I could like very much. I have his novels translated into Turkish as soon as they are published. The chief of my wardrobe reads them to me, and I do not let him stop until the book is done.”

         
         
         
         
         “An admirable devotion to the written word.”

         
         
         
         
         “I would like very much to have the bookcases sent to your house in England. A gift for you.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s generous of you,” I said. “Thank you. They will be adored.”

         
         
         
         
         “I would not give them to you otherwise. What else do you read?”

         
         
         
         
         “I study Greek, so lots of Homer.”

         
         
         
         
         “Will you visit Troy while you are in my country?”

         
         
         
         
         “I want to more than anything, if only to lie on the fields and weep for poor, slain Hector.”

         
         
         
         
         This drew a smile. “I will have the trip arranged for you when this ugly business in the harem is finished.” He turned away from the piece on which he’d been working and walked to a pile of long boards, picking up one after another, running his fingertips along the length of each before selecting one to bring back to his bench.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re very kind,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         He pushed a yardstick against the board and began marking measurements with a chewed-up pencil. “I have a deep sympathy for Ceyden’s father. I lost my first child, a daughter, when she was very young. She was burned after playing with matches. Her mother and I suffered immeasurably at the loss. She would be your age now.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m so sorry.”

         
         
         
         
         “This is not, I think, the way you’d hoped to spend your wedding trip,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “No one would anticipate such a thing, but I would never walk away from the opportunity to seek justice.”

         
         
         
         
         “Justice, Lady Emily, is not always so clear.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did you know Ceyden?”

         
         
         
         
         “To a degree.”

         
         
         
         
         “Will you not tell me more?” I watched his face, searching for evidence that he was withholding something, but his countenance was calm, focused.

         
         
         
         
         “You question the sultan?” He placed his palms flat against the board in front of him, and I expected anger to cloud his eyes. Instead, I saw laughter.

         
         
         
         
         “Bad form?” I smiled at him.

         
         
         
         
         “Terribly.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not that I don’t believe you,” I said. “I’m merely trying to form as accurate a summation of the girl’s life as I can.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ll find all you need to know in the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “Your concubines have been less than forthcoming. It’s almost as if their words are chosen for them.”

         
         
         
         
         “And this surprises you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, because I’d been led to believe you support my investigation. A word from you would surely—”

         
         
         
         
         “It is not I you must convince, but my mother,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “Does she not listen to you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Does your mother listen to you?”

         
         
         
         
         Laughter escaped my lips, and I felt my cheeks flushing hot. “Never.”

         
         
         
         
         “We are of one mind, then, at least in this regard. And if your mother is like mine”—he leaned closer to me—“the less said about it the better. Her spies are everywhere.”

         
         
         
         
         “But surely your own spies hold them at bay?”

         
         
         
         
         “One can only hope.”

         
         
         
         
         He was warming to me. I felt we were on a course to getting along famously, and this brought me no small measure of pride. To have so quickly made an ally of the sultan himself! A slight tug of conscience made me almost wish Colin were standing behind me, reminding me of what, exactly, goes before a fall, but I dismissed the notion and beamed, ready to forward the rest of my agenda.

         
         
         
         
         “There is something else I would like to discuss with you,” I said. “I spoke with the young woman who found Ceyden’s body. She’s terribly upset.”

         
         
         
         
         “Understandable. Roxelana is a sensitive girl.”

         
         
         
         
         “I have heard that, on occasion, concubines are released from the harem and allowed to marry. Would you consider allowing her to do that?” It was not a perfectly satisfactory solution to Roxelana’s plight, but better, I hoped, than nothing. I would much prefer to find a way to fully free her of her bonds, to let her rejoice in independence as I did, but fear of Colin’s disapproval—particularly if my scheme was revealed to the British government—kept me from taking a more creative approach to her predicament. And this was something of which I was not proud in the least.

         
         
         
         
         “There are times when such arrangements are made. Not, however, at the whim of the concubines. These marriages are careful political alliances, gestures of good faith to valued advisers from their sultan. It is a mark of the highest trust to be selected for a role like that.”

         
         
         
         
         “How so?”

         
         
         
         
         “Wives can sometimes be in a position to observe much.”

         
         
         
         
         “They spy for you?”

         
         
         
         
         “They ensure that I have staunch supporters in their husbands.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve no doubt Roxelana would serve you well.” As I said the words, my throat clenched, and a chill of horror rippled through me. I hated negotiating as if the girl were some sort of chattel, hated even more the thought of marrying her off to some random and, undoubtedly, unsympathetic man. But so far as I could tell, there was no other way out of the harem.

         
         
         
         
         He put down the pencil and flashed me a look full of power and disdain, his brow lined, his eyes narrow and strong. “No.”

         
         
         
         
         “No?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. Is there anything else?”

         
         
         
         
         “Could we not—”

         
         
         
         
         “There will be no further discussion on this topic.” He nodded sharply towards a dark corner of the room, and a tall eunuch appeared from the shadows. “He will escort you out. I did, Lady Emily, very much enjoy components of our conversation.”

         
         
         
         
         I opened my mouth to speak, but the eunuch’s firm grip on my arm stopped the words. He all but dragged me, not easing the pressure of his fingers until he’d deposited me outside the palace gates, leaving me standing, dumbfounded, already feeling the beginnings of bruises.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         6 April 1892

         
         
         
         
         Emily, Emily, Emily:

         
         
         
         
         I am writing this letter without giving you a single clue as to where I am. This is due entirely to the fact that I’m a dreadful and unredeemable human being who likes to torment her friends. You’ll forgive me, though, in the end. I’ve embarked on a magnificent trip—one funded by my parents in exchange for letting them plan for me a wedding of the sort you so wisely avoided. Can you imagine what it would take to persuade me to accept such a thing? I need hardly tell you that I insist you and Colin come to New York for the hideous extravaganza.

         
         
         
         
         My poor Mr. Michaels has no idea what he’s in for. He’s agreeable—as a fiancé ought to be—to anything so long as it doesn’t interfere with his responsibilities at Oxford. The nuptials will be between terms, so we’ll have only a brief honeymoon before he has to return to his academic duties. I confess to rather obscene excitement at the thought of watching him lecture and knowing that afterwards we’ll return home together. Every nerve is full of the greatest anticipation. Can you imagine the breadth of our conversation? The perfect joining of mind and body? But of course I need not explain this to you—for at the moment you’ve a greater volume of experience than I and know well the pleasures of an intellectual marriage. How lucky we both are!

         
         
         
         
         Not surprisingly, my dear parents insisted that I travel with a suitable companion, and she has already proven an incredible nuisance. Remember my mother’s friend Mrs. Taylor? She recommended her daughters’ former governess, and my mother snapped her up at once. I call her Medusa, as she’s turned me to stone at least a dozen times since we left England.

         
         
         
         
         Other than that, I’ve little of interest to report. Mr. Michaels has been sending me the most supremely ridiculous love letters every day. I’m sorry to say they’re rather badly written—too scholarly—but the sentiments are heartily appreciated nonetheless.

         
         
         
         
         I am, your most awful and debauched friend,

         
         
         
         
         Margaret Seward

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         7

         
         
         
         
         I’d refused to get out of bed that morning, insisting Meg bring my mail upstairs, where I burst out laughing more than once while reading Margaret’s letter. My American friend, daughter of a fantastically wealthy railroad baron, was a kindred spirit whose love of the study of classics had brought us together while I was in mourning for my first husband. Although she was a Latinist (formally trained at Bryn Mawr) and I preferred Greek, our interests overlapped enough to provide for an intellectually stimulating friendship unlike any I’d known before. She’d become, in the span of a few years, as close to me as Ivy, though the two of them couldn’t be more different. Margaret challenged me while Ivy offered comfort, and I couldn’t imagine doing without either of them.

         
         
         
         
         Margaret’s modern thinking and passionate belief in the rights of women inspired me, and the way she managed to convince her parents to support her studies was impressive. She was an expert at negotiating trade-offs with them. A mere year ago, she’d agreed to a Season in London (with the theoretical goal of catching a titled husband) in exchange for a term at Oxford. In the process, she convinced everyone a duke (my dear friend Jeremy Sheffield) had mercilessly broken her heart and so completely won her parents’ sympathies that they hardly balked when a few months later she’d accepted the proposal of a don at Oxford. She had admitted to being rather astonished at having agreed to marry anyone but said that some charms could not be resisted, and Mr. Michaels had them in abundance. It had all turned out brilliantly.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t like it at all,” Colin said, turning over and rubbing a gentle hand over the now blooming purple marks on my arm when I’d finished reading the letter. “How on earth did this happen?”

         
         
         
         
         “It was entirely inadvertent,” I said, not wanting to confess that I’d angered the sultan. “A guard was leading me out of the palace, and you know how steep the paths are at Y?ld?z. His grip was firm and I bruise easily.”

         
         
         
         
         “No one’s grip is that fierce by accident.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’d never before considered the possibility of deliberately violent eunuchs.” I folded the letter and tossed it aside, then scrunched the ends of my pillow and dropped my elbows in the center of it, resting my chin on my hands. “But perhaps that’s precisely what he is.”

         
         
         
         
         “If only I’d been there to defend you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Rest assured I have no need of rescuing.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m well aware of that.” He pulled the pillow out from under me, rolled onto my back, and kissed my neck, the feeling of his legs against the backs of mine bliss itself. “But I do think, my dear, that you underestimate the value of being saved from dire circumstances. You might find it more than a little titillating.”

         
         
         
         
         “I promised you no unnecessary danger, and you must promise me no rescues.”

         
         
         
         
         “I wish you’d rescue me,” he said, biting my ear.

         
         
         
         
         “Stop. I’m being serious,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m all too aware of it. It’s not so glamorous and invigorating as you think, necessary danger.”

         
         
         
         
         “When have you known me to yearn for glamour?”

         
         
         
         
         “Every morning when you dress.”

         
         
         
         
         “Please, Colin, don’t tease me,” I said. “I need to know that you support what I’m doing.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do. But I can’t say I’m without concern.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m still waiting for my Derringer.”

         
         
         
         
         “It shall be our first order of business upon returning to England.” He laughed, shook his head. “This is a conversation I never would have thought I’d have with my spouse.”

         
         
         
         
         “Would you prefer an ordinary wife?”

         
         
         
         
         “Never,” he said, kissing me until he could have had no doubt that all serious thoughts had taken flight from my brain. I was so carried away that I hardly noticed the door had creaked open, then slammed shut, then creaked again.

         
         
         
         
         “Madam?” Meg’s voice was low. “There’s a Mr. Sutcliffe here to see Mr. Hargreaves. Says it’s urgent.”

         
         
         
         
         “Tell him I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Colin said, heaving a sigh. As soon as she’d closed the door, he kissed me again. “We shall continue this later.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not sure I can wait.”

         
         
         
         
         “Which, first, makes me adore you all the more, and second, will make it that much better when we reconvene.”

         
         
         
         
         He pulled away, leaving me aching while he dressed, and I did not call for Meg to assist me with my own ablutions until after he’d gone downstairs. I submitted to her ministrations with little pleasure, wanting nothing but my husband. It did not help that she was severe with my hair—my scalp screamed in protest—and fought a valiant battle with my corset, pulling harder than usual to force my waist into submission. The end result pleased her but left me feeling a keen discomfort as I joined the gentlemen on the terrace.

         
         
         
         
         “Good morning, Mr. Sutcliffe,” I said. They were sitting at a table next to the water, a chessboard stretched between them. Colin had opened with the Queen’s Gambit, two pawns moving to take control of the center of the board.

         
         
         
         
         “A true pleasure to see you again, Lady Emily.” Mr. Sutcliffe bent a silver gray head over my hand.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry to have interrupted your game.” I studied the board. “I’d suggest you accept his gambit. It’s not without risk. You’ll lose control of the center, but if you play it right, you’ll open yourself up to a greater freedom as the game goes on.”

         
         
         
         
         “Just who are you supporting in this match, my dear?” Colin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “We had only just begun to pass the time until you arrived and would not dream of continuing now that you’ve joined us,” Mr. Sutcliffe said. “I told your husband that, with his permission, I would like to speak to both of you, as it appears you’re equally embroiled in this dreadful business at the palace. I’m concerned in the extreme about Sir Richard.”

         
         
         
         
         “We all are,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “The loss of his daughter is a blow from which he may not recover. I’ve seen it too often—not just from my own experience, but in the charity work I do to support families whose children have succumbed to illness. Often poverty is a mitigating factor—bettering their situations may serve to prevent more loss. At least that’s what I tell myself.”

         
         
         
         
         “An admirable position,” Colin said.

         
         
         
         
         “I cannot stand to see anyone suffer what I have. But when I think of Richard . . . Do you really think it wise to fuel his belief that the Ottomans have arrested the wrong man?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve seen nothing that suggests he’s guilty,” Colin said. “And if he’s not—”

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Sutcliffe shook his head and held up a hand. “I want my friend to have peace, and I’m full of fear that this investigation will give him nothing but the opposite.”

         
         
         
         
         “How can he know peace until he finds out what happened to his daughter?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “You think it’s possible to determine that?”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s impossible to say at the moment,” Colin said. “Best case would be finding some physical evidence that links a suspect to the crime.”

         
         
         
         
         “Wouldn’t that already have been apparent? Surely the guards would have seen it that night?”

         
         
         
         
         “Oversights are made with horrifying frequency,” my husband said.

         
         
         
         
         “So it’s not too late?” Mr. Sutcliffe asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Not necessarily,” Colin replied, his voice all breezy confidence. “We’re taking every possible measure.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t see the old boy hurt further. This is the sort of pain that can ruin a man.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t think he’s verging on that territory,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “No? He’s coming completely unhinged and making more mistakes at his work than the ambassador will be able to tolerate for long. I assure you, Lady Emily, my concerns are well-founded. I’m doing all I can to help, but there are limits.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re a good friend,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m far too familiar with his pain,” Mr. Sutcliffe said, “and hope that prolonging this investigation won’t make it harder for him. He’s been through quite enough.”

         
         
         
         
         “I couldn’t agree more,” I said. “And in an attempt to speed the process along, I’m afraid I must excuse myself. I’m expected at Y?ld?z.”

         
         
         
         
         “I wish you all luck,” Mr. Sutcliffe said. “Physical evidence, Lady Emily. I’ll be crossing fingers that you find some.”

         
         
         
         
         I thanked him, gave Colin a quick kiss, and stepped off the patio onto a waiting boat. Once again, the ride was interminable to my churning stomach, set in motion this time not only by the rough water, but by anxiety. I’d sent a note to Perestu, who had arranged for me to go to the hamam, agreeing that it might persuade the concubines I was someone they could trust. She’d promised to send English-speaking girls who knew Ceyden to talk to me. The prospect of bathing with untold numbers of total strangers was horrific, but I hoped to uncover some information of use.
         

         
         
         
         
         Inside the harem, I followed a guard to the concubines’ hamam, where I was handed off to a bath attendant, an elderly woman who spoke no English but managed to communicate to me that her name was Melek. She ushered me into a tiny dressing room, pantomiming actions that could only suggest I was to remove my clothing. In a matter of moments, she had whisked my dress over my head and turned her attentions to my corset. I was two shades from mortification, a condition not helped in the least when I realized that the towel—tiny and made from the thinnest-possible cotton—she was handing me would provide all the cover I was to get. She slipped wooden-soled clogs onto my feet and motioned for me to follow her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hobbling behind her, I focused on keeping my feet from sliding on the slick marble floor while at the same time gripping my toes lest the slippers fly off. She opened a wooden door and led me into a large, domed room made entirely of gray marble. The temperature was warmer than in the outer chamber, but not so hot as to be uncomfortable. Evenly spaced washbasins lined the perimeter, their faucets fashioned in elaborately patterned bronze. Marble benches ran continuously between the sinks, and on them sat more than a dozen women of the harem, all of them completely unclothed.

         
         
         
         
         So shocked was I by this sight that I did not notice my attendant pulling my less than adequate towel away from me, leaving me in the same vulnerable state. I leapt for the nearest bench, falling onto it in a manner lacking any and all grace. Melek picked up a silver bowl, filled it in the basin, and dumped steaming water over my head. She repeated this several times before handing it to me and motioning for me to continue myself.

         
         
         
         
         With a smile so weak as to be all but nonexistent, I dipped the bowl into the sink, sending water spilling over the sides. There were no drains. The water ran into a trough in the floor and disappeared beneath a wall, the sound of its travels dancing through echoes of the bouncing hum of the faucets. The warm stone felt good against my back, but there was no part of me finding even slim comfort in the situation. Other than the sound of water, the room appeared silent until I began to listen with focused attention. All around me, the women were whispering to one another, leaning forward to circumvent the basins, heads bent together as they spoke, coming apart when they lifted their bowls above them.

         
         
         
         
         I looked at my arms, astonished to find that even my limbs had blushed crimson, and dropped my head back against the wall, ashamed of myself. Much though I wanted to throw myself into the local culture and behave nothing like the typical Englishwoman, I was failing miserably at the hamam. Still holding my now full bowl, I clenched my teeth and poured the water over my head. Bound and determined to enjoy myself, I dunked the bowl back into the sink and sloshed the contents onto my hair, which, thanks to Melek, was hanging loose down my back.
         

         
         
         
         
         Meg would be beyond horrified when she saw me.

         
         
         
         
         A petite blonde sat at the basin next to mine and began dousing herself. “I understand we are to be kind to you,” she said. “An unusual directive.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is it?” I planted my elbows on my knees and rested my chin on them, trying to hide my body.

         
         
         
         
         “You should relax.” She tipped her head back and poured more water. I looked away, focusing on the floor. The marble, a superior grade, better than any I’d seen in England, shimmered in the soft light but was not enough to keep my attention. I tried the ceiling instead, counting the small circular windows cut into it and then analyzing the color of the sky, not quite cerulean. My neighbor’s laughter floated into my false reverie. “Is it so taxing?”

         
         
         
         
         “Taxing?” I asked, forcing myself to meet her clear eyes.

         
         
         
         
         “I have heard stories of the West, of the European courts. Didn’t believe them, but perhaps I should have. Is everyone in England so tense?”

         
         
         
         
         This made me smile. “Yes, actually.”

         
         
         
         
         “Tedious.” She pushed her hands against the bench, straightening her arms and arching her back.

         
         
         
         
         “Different,” I said. “But I don’t know that tedious . . . yes, you’re right. Tedious.” We both laughed, and although I felt somewhat less exposed, my degree of anxiety dropped little more than the weight of a hummingbird.

         
         
         
         
         “I would never go there,” she said. “You know that Perestu sent only those whose English is good to speak to you today.”

         
         
         
         
         “I appreciate it. How long have you lived in the harem?”

         
         
         
         
         “Since I was a girl. I can’t imagine being anywhere else.”

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t feel . . . restricted?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course not. Our options for amusement are endless.”

         
         
         
         
         “But you can’t leave?”

         
         
         
         
         “We take excursions whenever we want. I was shopping in Pera yesterday. Not everyone’s as discontent as Roxelana.”

         
         
         
         
         “You know her?”

         
         
         
         
         “Her room is near mine.”

         
         
         
         
         “Are you friends?”

         
         
         
         
         “I wouldn’t say that,” she said. “Roxelana is very careful about her choice of confidantes. There’s an air of superiority about her—she won’t even pray with any of us. Furthermore, she prefers the friendship of men.”

         
         
         
         
         “In the harem?”

         
         
         
         
         “The guards. Jemal is a favorite of hers.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m surprised to learn that,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Who else are we to flirt with? Each other? Jemal is useful. Bezime may have no power anymore, but she can sometimes help us—and he arranges it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Help you how?” I asked, cataloging away in my head the fact that Roxelana and Jemal were friends.

         
         
         
         
         “She practices the dark arts. Can tell our fortunes, read our charts. And she’s something of a physician as well. There’s no one I’d rather have prescribe a treatment for me when I fall ill.”

         
         
         
         
         “And Jemal tells you what she suggests?”

         
         
         
         
         “He brings us her medicines.”

         
         
         
         
         “I understand he knew Ceyden well.”

         
         
         
         
         “Everyone knew her,” she said. “She was impossible to escape.”

         
         
         
         
         “What can you tell me of their relationship?”

         
         
         
         
         “It wasn’t so unusual. As I said, we’ve no one to flirt with but the guards. Most of us have a favorite.”

         
         
         
         
         “Was she as close to him as Roxelana is?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not at all. But Ceyden was less discreet and drew too much attention to them.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did he do anything to help her get the sultan’s notice?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “He let her believe he did, but I never saw anything that suggested he’d succeeded. Jemal’s a pleasant enough distraction,” she said. “But I wouldn’t consider him reliable.”

         
         
         
         
         Melek had returned and motioned for me to follow her, putting a stop to our conversation with a sharp shake of her head. I stood, unsteady on the ill-fitting wooden clogs, and shuffled behind her to a large, octagonal marble platform in the middle of the room. Following the lead of the women who were already there, I lay down, resting my head on a small pillow, my heart racing.

         
         
         
         
         Melek pulled a mohair mitt onto her hand and began scrubbing my skin with an earnest vigor, so hard that it almost hurt, leaving no inch unpolished, fingertips to toes, until I was tingling. I flipped onto my stomach and she continued with my back, pausing to show me the horrific amount of residue that had collected on the mitt. When she’d finished, she had me stand and soaked me with water before helping me to lie back down. Next came a gentle massage, another rinse, and another scrub. This time, instead of the mitt, she used a long, tail-like brush, which she rubbed with soap. As she moved it over my body, it left behind inches of fine lather. More rinsing followed, and now when I stood up, my self-consciousness had started to fade, but I kept my eyes closed, wanting neither to see the other women nor to notice them watching me.

         
         
         
         
         I had to look, though, when she took my hand to lead me across the room to a small wooden door, through which she ushered me. The room beyond it was small, verging on claustrophobic, and radiated a heat that reminded me of the searing burn that accosted a person standing on the Acropolis in Athens on the hottest of summer days. I sat on the marble bench that lined the circumference of the space and leapt up almost at once, my delicate skin unable to stand the temperature. Laughter bounced off the walls.

         
         
         
         
         “You are unused to the warmth?” Roxelana was stretched out on the other end of the bench.

         
         
         
         
         “Warmth is not a strong enough word,” I said, gingerly sitting back down and cringing at the result.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s marvelous when you’re used to it. If you lie down, your weight will be more evenly distributed and you’ll adjust with greater ease.”

         
         
         
         
         The thought of pressing the entire length of my body onto this instrument of torture did not appeal to me in the least, but Roxelana’s suggestion made a certain amount of academic sense, so, with more than a dash of trepidation, I lowered myself.

         
         
         
         
         She was correct; within minutes, the unbearable temperature had become a pleasant friend, and the marble cradled my limbs, lulling me into a trancelike state from which I had no desire to wake.

         
         
         
         
         “I knew you would like it,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         I struggled to raise my head to look at her as I replied, “It’s like nothing I’ve ever known.”

         
         
         
         
         “And you’ve relaxed enough that you’ve forgot you’re naked.”

         
         
         
         
         At once I shot up, covering myself, and then laughed before dropping back onto the bench. “I suppose it makes no difference.”

         
         
         
         
         “Have the others poisoned you against me?”

         
         
         
         
         “Far from it.”

         
         
         
         
         “They don’t like me because of my religion.”

         
         
         
         
         “Are they aware of your beliefs?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No, but they can see I’m not a devout Muslim. It keeps me separate from the rest.”

         
         
         
         
         “Are they all faithful?”

         
         
         
         
         “To a degree. Faithful enough to make me fear should I be caught with my rosary,” she said. “I do hope you have the sense not to believe the things people here tell you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Including the things you tell me?”

         
         
         
         
         “You can believe some of them. Dare I hope you’ve invented a plan to secure my freedom?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know that it’s even possible for me to do such a thing. I’ve discussed your situation with the sultan. He resisted, but I shall do all I can to convince him to release you,” I said. “I am, in theory, opposed to arranged marriages, but it seems the only way to gain your release.”

         
         
         
         
         “I will not marry a man outside my faith,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve no idea how I sympathize, and I wish there were another way. Marriage would at least serve to release you from this prison.”

         
         
         
         
         “Into another.” Tears flashed in her liquid black eyes. “I thought I might find an ally in you—a woman who understood the need to fight for a life of her own, someone who was not bound by a prison of unfair and unjust rules. I see I was wrong.”

         
         
         
         
         The reappearance of Melek put an end to the conversation, but while I sat in front of her as she shampooed me, I couldn’t stop the sting of Roxelana’s words. She knew not how close they cut me. I’d risked much to pursue my own interests and wondered if I could embody the goals to which I aspired if I did nothing to free her from her cage. I felt sharp tears in my own eyes as Melek rinsed my hair and then left me, thoroughly clean, to relax on the warm marble until I was ready to dress. As the heat seduced me, wild scenarios for freeing Roxelana marched through my head, reminding me of the dangers of reading too much sensational fiction. I was beginning to approach a perilous place and already contemplating ways to avoid the British government being implicated should she escape. Uneasy, I was more than eager to seek out my clothes but thought I should lie down for another moment, long enough only to not appear rude. The inanity of this—relaxing by rule—made me smile, and the girl next to me rolled onto her stomach and propped her chin on a hand.

         
         
         
         
         “It is much easier to talk in here, don’t you think?”

         
         
         
         
         “Is it?”

         
         
         
         
         “No one’s listening,” she said. “Do you know yet about Ceyden and Jemal?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve heard stories. What can you tell me?”

         
         
         
         
         “There’s more to it than a throwaway flirtation—” She stopped speaking, and her eyes left mine. I followed her gaze, turning my head to look behind me, where I saw Perestu, standing above us, fully clothed, not a drop of sweat on her face despite the heat.

         
         
         
         
         “Have you enjoyed the hamam, Lady Emily?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “More than I expected,” I said, feeling once again wholly self-conscious and covering myself with my arms.

         
         
         
         
         “Go dress. When you are ready, you will be brought to me.”

         
         
         
         
         As she left, I turned back to my neighbor, still sprawled on the warm marble. “There’s not much to tell,” she said, coming close to whisper to me. “It’s just that sometimes there are ways to get to the sultan without earning Perestu’s approval.”

         
         
         
         
         When I was dressed—expertly put back together by one of the harem maids—Perestu took me to Ceyden’s room, a chamber with stone walls and almost no decoration that brought to mind a monk’s cell. Her small bed was covered with heaping mounds of clothing—bright silks, embroidered fabrics, everything cut in current Western fashion. An armoire stood in the corner, doors open, nothing hanging inside, another pile of crumpled dresses lying on its floor.

         
         
         
         
         I crossed to the only other piece of furniture in the room, a desk. On top of it were two books—a collection of Persian poetry translated into English and a copy of the Koran. The margins in the volume of poetry were full of scrawled notes, written in Greek. The Koran, though its spine was broken and the pages dog-eared, contained no annotations.

         
         
         
         
         I pulled open each drawer in the desk. All were empty save one that contained a sewing kit wrapped in a beautifully embroidered cloth. “Who has had access to this room since the murder?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Anyone who wants to come in. You can see that her clothes have been pillaged. For all her faults, Ceyden did have a flair for fashion. If, that is, you like Western styles.”

         
         
         
         
         I shuddered at the thought of people digging through the dead girl’s gowns, looking for something to wear. “You prefer another sort of fashion,” I said. I’d never seen Perestu in anything other than traditional dresses and wide Turkish trousers. It set her apart from the other women and complemented her elegant bearing and petite figure.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, I do.”

         
         
         
         
         I began picking up gowns from the bed, shaking out each one before draping it over the desk. Aside from the occasional ripped hem, I noticed nothing out of the ordinary and moved to the armoire, where, beneath scarves and shawls and more dresses, I found something that could have been out of Perestu’s wardrobe—a stunning Turkish-style gown fashioned from a rich blue-and-silver brocade. More fascinating than the beauty of the dress, however, was the fact that it was far too heavy for its yardage, its skirt bulky where it should have been smooth. The beginnings of excitement stirring in me, I spread out the garment on the floor and ran my hand over the cloth.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s something not right here,” I said, flipping the dress inside out to reveal a cotton lining with neat seams stitched in it to form small, quilted squares of varying sizes. Anticipating me as she watched, Perestu took the sewing kit from the desk and handed me a slim, golden scissors. I cut the stitches and realized that it wasn’t quilted—the squares were separate pieces of material. Once I’d removed two sides, I reached into what turned out to be a pocket and pulled out an emerald.

         
         
         
         
         With a gasp, Perestu abandoned her regal bearing and dropped to her knees next to me. I opened another square and found three gold bracelets encrusted with rubies, and then another to reveal a pair of heavy diamond earrings.

         
         
         
         
         “Are these her personal jewels?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No. She did not have the status to own such things.”

         
         
         
         
         I kept at my work, and in short order we had before us a glittering pile of gemstones and a slim gold dagger. I reached behind the last square and touched a stunning sapphire ring set in a diamond-encrusted bezel. I held it up to Perestu, who took it from my hand.

         
         
         
         
         “This is mine,” she said. “And I believe we’ve found quite enough, Lady Emily. I see Ceyden for who she was. My instincts about her were perfectly accurate, and we don’t need to know anything else. I can no longer doubt that the guard was the one who killed her, most likely in an attempt to stop her from stealing anything else.”

         
         
         
         
         “That may not be the case, Your Highness,” I said. “We should—”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s quite enough. The sultan will thank you for your services.”
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         Standing in front of Aya Sofya, the former Byzantine church—now a mosque—I found it difficult to watch for my husband without being blinded by the sun. I adjusted my parasol, murmuring to myself the words of approval my mother would have spoken were she with me, and looked across the wide street, through a park filled with palm trees and green grass, in the direction of the Blue Mosque. Vendors pushed carts up and down the paths, selling cherry juice and sweets, calling with the hope of enticing passersby to sample their wares. It struck me to see the number of women on the street. Veils covered their faces, and the mystery drew me to them, the sparkle of kohl-rimmed dark eyes having a far greater effect than society women’s diamonds and low-cut gowns. Sporadically, I would catch a glimpse of a hennaed hand peeking out from wide, long sleeves, and the sound of their frequent laughter seemed at odds with their restrictive clothing.

         
         
         
         
         I had not expected to see women moving about the city with such freedom but had found almost as soon as we’d arrived that this was just another Western misconception. And as I watched them walk, crossing the street to greet friends or investigate the goods for sale piled on a cart, I contemplated the delicious possibility of going about without anyone recognizing who you were.

         
         
         
         
         “Mrs. Hargreaves?” Mr. Sutcliffe bowed in front of me. “How delightful to see you.”

         
         
         
         
         “And you as well,” I said, smiling. “You look full of purpose today.” His eyes were focused and clear, his head high.

         
         
         
         
         “That I am, although it’s a difficult one.” He shifted a bundle of packages in his arms. “I’m bringing clothes to a family in dire need. Their son, only eight years old, died from a fever last night. They’re terrified it’s contagious and are burning everything they own. I can give them new things, but such a deed pales when compared with their loss.”

         
         
         
         
         “How terrible. Is there anything I can do?”

         
         
         
         
         “I should never turn down a donation, but would take nothing else. You do not need to put yourself in circumstances that might cause you harm. I can’t have you falling ill—your husband would never forgive me. I must beg your leave, but hope to see you soon.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course,” I said. “And you may depend upon Mr. Hargreaves sending you a check.”

         
         
         
         
         “I am indebted to you both.” With a nod, he stepped away. A gust of wind tugged at my parasol, spring reminding summer it was not yet ready to relinquish its crown, and I held the handle more tightly, squinting in the face of the bright sun.

         
         
         
         
         “That’s quite a scowl,” Colin said, swooping in to kiss me. “Something wrong?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, just the sun.” I looped my arm through his and recounted my conversation with Mr. Sutcliffe.

         
         
         
         
         “He’s a dedicated man. Many in his position would be consumed with anger instead of compassion.”

         
         
         
         
         “I admire his ability to turn tragedy into an opportunity to lessen the pain of others,” I said, adjusting my scarf to cover my head suitably for a mosque as we approached Aya Sofya. We walked a few paces before pausing to remove our shoes—a requirement before entering a Muslim holy building.

         
         
         
         
         “Tell me about your morning,” Colin said.

         
         
         
         
         “I went to the hamam and then searched Ceyden’s room. You won’t believe what—”
         

         
         
         
         
         “You went to the hamam? The baths? In the harem?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, it was lovely.” I adored the look in his eyes but was not going to be distracted. I tugged on his arm, pulling him inside, across a wide corridor, and into the domed center. The floors, built from marble in the Byzantine days, were now covered with thick carpets that muffled the sound of murmured prayers whispered by the faithful, their heads pressed to the ground. The old Christian mosaics had been hidden by painted plaster, but the space was beautiful, caught between two religions, a testament to the battles fought between them. Little light made its way through the windows, and the candles of the low-hanging chandeliers served only to cast flickering shadows, eerie in their elegance. “Ceyden was hiding a collection of—”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry,” he said. “The baths?”

         
         
         
         
         I could not help but grin. “This is precisely why I didn’t tell you what I was doing at Y?ld?z before I left this morning. We’ll discuss everything later. At the moment, we can’t be distracted.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, we can. In fact, I’m fairly certain I’m already hopelessly distracted.”

         
         
         
         
         Now it was his turn to lead me, up a steep cobbled path that stood in lieu of a stairway, its stones so uneven and slick that I clung to him to keep from slipping. The dark passage went to an upper gallery, turn after turn at hard right angles leading to the top, but Colin stopped before we reached it, pushed me against the wall, and gave me a kiss that tempted me beyond all reason. As soon as I began to pull away, he lifted his hand to the back of my neck and began tracing circles with a single finger, sending the most delicious darts down my spine.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re terrible,” I said. “You can’t kiss me here.”

         
         
         
         
         “This is supposed to be our honeymoon,” he said, kissing me again. “I’ll kiss you wherever I desire. Now tell me about the baths.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not a chance.” With no inconsiderable effort, I stepped aside and smoothed my skirts. “I don’t think I could have married you if you weren’t so wholly distracting. But I shall resist you right now.”

         
         
         
         
         “Dreadful girl.”

         
         
         
         
         “It will be all the better later.” Our eyes locked on each other. “Isn’t that what you always say?”

         
         
         
         
         “And you’ll tell me about the baths?”

         
         
         
         
         “Perhaps.” I bit my now swollen lips. “If you’re able to persuade me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t wait to win our bet.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t wait for you to lose,” I said. We sat, continuing to stare at each other for at least two minutes longer than any decent person would tolerate. He ran a hand through his hair, shook his head, and continued up the passage.

         
         
         
         
         “Tell me about Ceyden,” he said. I described for him what I’d learned about Ceyden, Jemal, and Roxelana and what I’d found, pulling out the notebook in which I’d cataloged each of the pieces of jewelry.

         
         
         
         
         “Perestu all but chucked me out of the harem after she identified her ring.”

         
         
         
         
         “What will you do next?”

         
         
         
         
         We stood near the stone rail that ran the circumference of the gallery all the way around the building. I looked across the gilded screens shielding the ladies’ area. The painted designs beneath them mimicked the pattern on the window arches and ceiling, bursts of geometric flowers in blue against a burnt gold background. The beauty was breathtaking, but it troubled me to think that the women were all confined to the space, isolated from everything going on around them. Another beautiful cage. As I thought about it, however, I considered my own society. We women might be allowed to sit wherever we wanted in church, but we had no more clout than our Ottoman counterparts. Our segregation was merely less visible.

         
         
         
         
         “There are any number of ways Ceyden could have got those objects. What if she was blackmailing their owners?”

         
         
         
         
         “That would explain Perestu’s actions. Have you any proof?”

         
         
         
         
         I grinned. “Not a shred, my dear boy. If blackmail is the explanation, she must have known something horrifying enough to induce her cohorts to part with their treasures.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t think I like the theory, Emily,” he said, turning away from the rail and leaning his back against it. “What purpose would getting jewelry serve? She had access to whatever she wanted and didn’t need money.”

         
         
         
         
         “Unless she was planning to escape.”

         
         
         
         
         “Escape? When she was doing everything she could to gain the sultan’s favor?”

         
         
         
         
         “I admit freely there are holes in the hypothesis. However . . .” I stepped towards him and rested my hand on the cool marble post that held a tall candelabra above the rail. “What if she knew something about the sultan himself? Suppose she was blackmailing him, and suppose he was tired of it and had someone kill her?”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s the sultan—she’s essentially his slave,” he said. “She’d have nothing on him worthy of blackmail.”

         
         
         
         
         “Had I even an inkling of the deficits in your imagination, I would never have married you. I feel entirely misled.”

         
         
         
         
         “My deepest apologies. How awful for you.”

         
         
         
         
         “I shan’t ever recover,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “I would hope not.” His eyes danced. “I expect you to be despondent for at least six months.”

         
         
         
         
         “If you weren’t such a beast, you’d have the decency to make a vain attempt at consolation,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         He lifted my chin and kissed me, one hand around my waist, the other on my face.

         
         
         
         
         “We are in a church!” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “A mosque. Was my effort not enough? Are you not consoled?”

         
         
         
         
         I studied his face and suppressed a smile. “It was admirable, I suppose.”

         
         
         
         
         “Admirable?”

         
         
         
         
         I shrugged. “I was trying to be generous. Given our surroundings, I can only assume you are operating with great restraint.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re kindness itself.” He stepped back, warmth radiating from his smile. “So, blackmailing the sultan?”

         
         
         
         
         “I convinced Perestu to let me take the book of poetry from Ceyden’s desk and am hoping the marginalia turns out to be more than an analysis of the poems.”

         
         
         
         
         “Blackmail records? Unlikely that she’d leave something so sensitive out in the open.”

         
         
         
         
         “They may have been coded somehow. At any rate, they appeared to be written in Greek.” I watched a group of men, bent over in prayer, kneel on the floor below us.

         
         
         
         
         He smiled at me. “Anything else to report?”

         
         
         
         
         “At the moment, I find myself suddenly more interested in telling you about the hamam.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Perhaps you made me wait too long,” he said. “I might have other plans.”

         
         
         
         
         “Unlikely in the extreme,” I said, meeting his eyes and pulling him towards me. “And at any rate, I’m confident I can convince you there’s nowhere you’d rather be.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can be awfully stubborn.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not as stubborn as I am,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         He tipped his head back and laughter spilled out of him. “Truer words I have never heard.”

         
         
         
         
         I am pleased to report that when we did at last return home, he did not prove stubborn in the least.

         
         
         
         
         The next morning, I headed across the Bosphorus to Stamboul—the old section of the city, a peninsula jutting into the Golden Horn and the Bosphorus—hoping to see Bezime at Topkap?. Meg had sliced a piece of gingerroot for me, expressing veiled concern at having seen me return home ill day after day and telling me that chewing it would prevent seasickness. Lovely though the gesture was, it had little effect on the overwhelming nausea that hit the moment I stepped into the boat and felt the waves churning beneath me. By the time the crossing was over, I was sweating and cold at the same time, my stomach lurching every time I drew breath.

         
         
         
         
         “My dear Lady Emily, please let me assist you!” Mr. Sutcliffe called to me from the far end of the palace dock. He reached the boat in a few short strides and gripped my arm, steadying me as I rose to my feet. “Are you quite all right?”

         
         
         
         
         I doubled over and was sick all over the wooden planks, then sank to my knees, tears stinging my eyes as mortification burned my cheeks.

         
         
         
         
         “Do you need a doctor?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, I’m—it’s just seasickness. I can’t believe it’s affecting me so severely.”

         
         
         
         
         He passed me a handkerchief. “Come. Let’s get you inside.”

         
         
         
         
         “I did not expect to see you here,” I said, accepting his arm to help me up.

         
         
         
         
         “I was calling on an old friend.” We’d reached the gates of the palace, where Mr. Sutcliffe explained to the guard that I was ill and expected by Bezime. The sentry admitted us at once, shouting to a colleague to alert the former valide sultan before taking us to a place I could rest.

         
         
         
         
         We crossed the marble pavement of a terrace surrounding a large rectangular pool, in whose center stood a square fountain, its tiered stone sides cut in a lacy pattern. In front of us was open space with sweeping views of the Golden Horn, broken only by a small pavilion with a golden peaked roof, a single bench under it, perpendicular to the Baghdad Pavilion, which Mr. Sutcliffe informed me had, in the past, served as a library. After passing under a series of tall arches, decorated with blue and burgundy paint that complemented the colored stone, we entered the Revan Kiosk, a small and utterly charming building. Blue floral tiles lined the walls to the ceiling at least twenty feet above, light streaming through stained-glass windows at the halfway point as well as from openings in the domed roof. I dropped onto the usual low red divan tucked under windows, these shuttered with wood panels inlaid with mother-of-pearl and tortoiseshell.

         
         
         
         
         “Shall I send for your husband?” Mr. Sutcliffe asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No, thank you, I’ll be fine. I’m already better just from being on steady ground.” A servant appeared with apple tea, but its sweetness made me cringe and I abandoned it on the table in front of me. I inhaled until my lungs hurt, blew the breath out slowly. “I’d no idea how I would suffer for insisting on taking a house across the Bosphorus. I had such romantic visions of crossing the water every day.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re not the first to have been defeated by its currents.” He sat at the opposite end of the sofa, brushing its bright silk with his hands. “Are you quite sure you don’t want me to send for your husband? I know what a comfort family can be in times of difficulty.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re very kind, thank you, and right as well,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing more important than taking care of those you love. It’s something I’m afraid I was never able to do well enough.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve no doubt you did as much as any man could.”

         
         
         
         
         “I could not live with myself if I did not agree.” His eyes glinted as if he might cry, but instead he smiled. “The color’s come back to your face, so it seems the worst is over. We shan’t need to disturb Hargreaves.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, that won’t be necessary. I wouldn’t want to alarm him.”

         
         
         
         
         “Very good. You look much better now,” he said. “I’m glad to have run into you. I was planning to call on you later today, and this saves me the trip. I have something I’m afraid may prove to be evidence in Ceyden’s murder.”

         
         
         
         
         “Afraid is a strange choice of word.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “It points in a most unwelcome direction, which is why I didn’t bring it up earlier. But I kept thinking of what Hargreaves said about physical evidence, and, well . . .” His voice trailed off, and he looked at the ground. “I don’t like to cause unnecessary trouble.”

         
         
         
         
         “Justice sometimes requires trouble,” I said. “But it’s important to uncover the truth.”

         
         
         
         
         He reached into his pocket and pulled out a glittering object. “I found this that night after the opera in the courtyard where Ceyden was killed.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s beautiful.” I fingered the object he’d handed me, a golden Byzantine cross, three inches long, hanging from a broken gold chain.

         
         
         
         
         “It belongs to Benjamin St. Clare. I was with him the day he bought it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why didn’t you give this to the guards?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I—I suppose I should have, but I was scared.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s surely not the only cross of its kind in Constantinople, and even if it does belong to Benjamin, it’s entirely possible he lost it weeks before the murder. He could have been invited to the opera on a different night and dropped it then. After all, it’s not as if we’ve a witness who saw him at the palace.”

         
         
         
         
         “Quite right. No witness. Still, take it with you and ask your husband his opinion—I don’t like having it in my possession. There’s something else as well. I had gone to visit him at the dig the day before Ceyden’s death—I’ve always been fond of the boy. Reminds me of my own son, I suppose. It was an unplanned trip, he didn’t know I was coming, and it turned out he was not there. His compatriots said he had business in Constantinople and was visiting his father. Which, of course, he was not.”

         
         
         
         
         “He told us he came to Constantinople as soon as he’d heard the news. My husband sent a message to him at the dig.”

         
         
         
         
         “And the messenger reported back to the embassy that he was unable to deliver his epistle in person, as the man to whom it was addressed was not in camp.”

         
         
         
         
         “Does Sir Richard know this?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No. It is fortunate that I was the one who spoke to the messenger, and I’ve kept all of this to myself. I saw no reason to alarm him in case I’m misinterpreting what I’ve seen. He’s shouldering so much at present—I’ve no desire to increase his burden.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course not. But if—”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s always said he would support me, offered me every kindness. I will do anything I can to protect him. This is why I was concerned when I learned there would be a wider investigation. I do hope that if you find—”

         
         
         
         
         He stopped speaking when light spilled into the room as the door opened. “Ah! Emily! You don’t look sick in the least!” Bezime glided into the room and took my hands in hers. “It is quite another thing, I think.”

         
         
         
         
         “Seasickness,” I said. “It breaks my heart that the Bosphorus doesn’t agree with me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, I imagine it would.” She turned to my companion. “I did not expect to see you again so soon, Mr. Sutcliffe.”

         
         
         
         
         He’d leapt to his feet the moment she entered and now bowed to her. “It is a pleasure, m’lady.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course it is. Why have you returned to me?”

         
         
         
         
         “I saw Lady Emily ill on the dock and brought her—”

         
         
         
         
         “I see. Thank you for your kind services. They are much, much appreciated.”

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Sutcliffe turned red at her abrupt dismissal but otherwise maintained his composure. “I shall leave you to your conversation.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do appreciate it,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “And I am indebted to you for your assistance, Mr. Sutcliffe,” I said. Another bow, and he exited the pavilion.

         
         
         
         
         “He is a kind man,” Bezime said. “But troubled. He lost his family to disease years ago and is still plagued by nightmares. I worry for him. He does not sleep well.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s very sad,” I said. “He told me he’d lost a child, but I was unaware of the details.”

         
         
         
         
         “Two children, during some dreadful epidemic. His wife, too, all a very long time ago. This sort of wound, though, does not heal well. I still mourn my own son.”

         
         
         
         
         “The sultan, Abdül Aziz?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes,” she said. “I will never forget when they took the throne from him. The minister of war came to the palace to drag him away. I fought that dreadful man off—scratched his face, pushed him to the ground—but there was no stopping him. He took my son and imprisoned him.”

         
         
         
         
         “I had no idea your son was deposed.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. And he died not long after. Cut his wrists with a scissors I’d given him to trim his beard.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t even know what to say. I’m so terribly sorry.”

         
         
         
         
         “It was my fault. I killed him.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, no. Of course not. You couldn’t have—”

         
         
         
         
         She stopped me and placed a cold hand on mine. “Enough of this. I tell you only so you know I am familiar with the pain shared by both Mr. Sutcliffe and Ceyden’s father. There is no grief worse than that from losing a child.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can only imagine,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, for now. You, Emily, blame your troubles on the Bosphorus?”

         
         
         
         
         “Seasickness is—”

         
         
         
         
         “You are not seasick. You are with child.”

         
         
         
         
         “I . . . well . . . it may be, but I—”

         
         
         
         
         “I am already certain. Your own confirmation will come soon enough. But it is most disturbing to me. Nothing good will come from this situation.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why would you say such a thing?”

         
         
         
         
         “I have read your charts, chanted for you, done all that I can to see your future. You are not on the right path.”

         
         
         
         
         I hardly knew how to react. I was stunned that she would say such a thing, horrified she would address so delicate a subject with someone she knew only slightly, and I was more than a little scared, for she seemed to know definitively the answer to a question I’d been afraid even to pose. “I don’t think you should—”

         
         
         
         
         “No, of course you do not. You are unused to people speaking directly about this topic, and the terror in your eyes would be readable even to a fool. Does your husband know of your condition?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know that I even have a condition,” I said. “There have been some signs, but—”

         
         
         
         
         “There can be no doubt. I have much experience in these matters.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’d prefer not to discuss it. I’m here to talk about Ceyden.”

         
         
         
         
         “I have no interest in that subject today.”

         
         
         
         
         “Then it seems I have wasted a trip.” I rose from the sofa.

         
         
         
         
         “You will go from me now, but when you want to come back, it will be too late,” she said. “Think carefully, Emily, before you cross through those doors. I have looked into the future.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t believe in any of this. You can’t possibly know—”

         
         
         
         
         “I know what the future holds at this moment. The choices you make from now on may change your course, but you must walk with trepidation and make no mistakes if you’re to have any chance at escaping your current fate.”

         
         
         
         
         I stood up, stormed across the room, but could not quite bring myself to leave. I turned back towards her. “Why would you tell me something like this?”

         
         
         
         
         “I like you, Emily. You deserve the warning.”
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         Rather than wait for my husband on the steps of the Archaeological Museum, as we’d planned, I paced the perimeter of the first courtyard at Topkap?, looking for him on the path that led to the museum. Bezime’s words had sickened me. My temples throbbed, my stomach would not stop twisting around itself, and my mind was full of fear. I saw Colin as he walked through the gate, arms crossed, tension in every calculated step he took. He called out when he caught sight of me and waved, but as I reached out for his hand when he stood before me, his eyes flashed a combination of concern and anger.

         
         
         
         
         “Did you omit anything when you told me what happened at Y?ld?z yesterday?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, of course not,” I said. “You’re awfully accusatory.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t say I much liked receiving a visit from the British consul telling me that you and I have been banned from there.”

         
         
         
         
         “From Y?ld?z?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes.”

         
         
         
         
         “Heavens,” I said, rolling my eyes and starting for the museum’s steps. The neoclassical building had opened not more than a year earlier, and although it was not so large as the British Museum, I’d looked forward to viewing the collection from the moment I’d read about it on the train. “If I’ve given that much insult, I’d certainly like to have known at the time I was doing it. I might have rather enjoyed it.”

         
         
         
         
         “This isn’t amusing, Emily. Did you promise to help someone escape from the harem?”

         
         
         
         
         “I—how—” I closed my eyes, sighed hard. “I didn’t say I would help her escape.”

         
         
         
         
         “But you spoke to the sultan about it?”

         
         
         
         
         “I asked him in general terms if he would consider arranging a marriage for her.”

         
         
         
         
         “And this is why you were removed with such force? Why you had bruises on your arms?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “And you con ve niently neglected telling me that particular detail,” he said. “How could you think broaching such a topic to the sultan would be appropriate?”

         
         
         
         
         “She’s living like a slave.”

         
         
         
         
         “And a loveless marriage would be an improvement?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know. She’s converted to Christianity, Colin, and is living in a state of mortal sin. She’s embraced the work of St. Thomas Aquinas.”

         
         
         
         
         “Aquinas? The same who said, ‘Drink to the point of hilarity’?”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not a joke. She’s very serious about her faith and is tortured at not being able to walk away from sin.”

         
         
         
         
         “I cannot believe this.” He turned away from me, walked towards the museum entrance, put his hand on the door, then turned back. “This is not some diversion. We’ve been granted access—unprecedented access, I might add—to the sultan and his harem because both the British and Ottoman governments want to avoid an embarrassing diplomatic situation. You don’t have the right to take advantage of that to forward your own interests.”

         
         
         
         
         “How can you speak to me like this?” I asked. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”

         
         
         
         
         “You are acting as an authorized representative of the British Crown and are to operate in a very specific and limited manner.”

         
         
         
         
         “I had no idea the Crown was so little interested in—”

         
         
         
         
         “In what, Emily? In the romantic concerns of persons not British?”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not romantic, it’s theological!” My mouth hung open, and I could not breathe. “I never thought you of all people would recriminate me for—”

         
         
         
         
         “For stepping completely out of bounds? I consider you my equal, and I will always tell you when you’ve gone too far.”

         
         
         
         
         “Gone too far?” I could not keep my voice from trembling.

         
         
         
         
         “Come inside,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         He bought our tickets and ushered me into the museum. We did not speak again until we’d reached the Alexander Sarcophagus, the stunning and enormous object that had inspired the building’s architecture. It had not belonged to the great king, but its white stone showcased his strengths. On one side, he sat, wearing a lion’s head for a helmet, astride his horse, Bucephalas, fighting the Persian army, his enemy near defeat. The opposite panel showed him hunting lions. I leaned close, irritated at finding myself so distracted when before such a significant piece, but wholly unable to concentrate.

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t be outraged,” Colin said. “I would have said the same thing to a man.”

         
         
         
         
         “And I hope that he would . . . would . . .” I was losing my temper, and fast, despite the fact that I knew he was not being wholly unreasonable. I should have discussed Roxelana’s situation with him before I broached the topic with the sultan. I wondered if she had taken it upon herself to speak to Abdül Hamit. I looked at my perfectly handsome husband and felt nothing but anger. My tenuous grip on control was slipping fast; it was taking all my focus to keep from stomping my foot in petulant indignation and storming across the gallery. This, coupled with unwanted tears filling my eyes, was too much to be borne. It was as if I were no longer myself.

         
         
         
         
         “You hope he would call me out.” He smiled. “Pistols at dawn? Or do you prefer swords?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’d never be so dramatic,” I said, pretending to be fascinated with the detail on the face of a lion, Alexander’s prey.

         
         
         
         
         “I imagine not.” He pressed his lips together, pushing them to one side, what he always did when he was trying not to laugh. Much though I hated to admit it at the moment, it was an irresistible maneuver.

         
         
         
         
         “If I must, though, I’d pick swords,” I said. “More elegant.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is that so? Rather messy in the end, don’t you think?” He walked back to me.

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve been very firm about denying me my Derringer until I learn to shoot, so I assumed it would not be a wise move at this juncture to choose pistols.”

         
         
         
         
         Now he did laugh. “I apologize if my frank manner of speech was too much. I should have couched my criticism in softer terms.”

         
         
         
         
         This was not at all what I wanted. “No, no, you shouldn’t have. I don’t want to be coddled. I’m sorry if my actions have made things more difficult.”

         
         
         
         
         He touched my face, his rough hand cool on my cheek. “I shan’t coddle you. Not now, at any rate. But there may come a day—a happy day—on which you require an extended period of coddling. Beyond that, however, I shall be as hard on you as I am on anyone.”

         
         
         
         
         I did not like this talk of extended coddling, particularly as I had a strong suspicion he was referring to the probable cause of my would-be seasickness. Every dreaded emotion swirled through me, but I forced them away. “I want that treatment—that respect from you always. Regardless of whatever happy day we may reach.”

         
         
         
         
         “Some circumstances—”

         
         
         
         
         “Please.” I had to interrupt. “Not now. Let’s discuss the matter at hand.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course.” He paused, just for an instant, flashing my favorite smile. “We’re in a tricky situation. Tell me about your afternoon.”

         
         
         
         
         “There’s so much, I hardly know where to start.” I took Benjamin’s cross out of my reticule and recounted Mr. Sutcliffe’s story.

         
         
         
         
         Colin frowned. “It shall be easy enough to confirm whether it does belong to him. We are, however, going to need to get back into the harem. Do you think you can work your charms on the sultan and regain your access?”

         
         
         
         
         “I shall have to find a way. We got along famously at first. I may have overstepped my bounds speaking to him about Roxelana, but that doesn’t seem enough—particularly as it’s not connected to the murder—to cause our expulsion. Something else had to be a contributing factor, and I’m convinced it has to do with Ceyden’s collection of ill-gotten jewels.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve no doubt you can ferret out the truth. I’ll see where this leads us.” He took the chain from me and stopped in front of a small, glass-fronted case.

         
         
         
         
         “Is this all that remains of Troy?” I frowned at the uninspiring grouping of broken pottery. “There must be more—all that gold. I’ve read about it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Schliemann took it all to Berlin.” Heinrich Schliemann, the German archaeologist who’d found and excavated the site, had published pictures of his wife draped in the gold he called the Treasure of Priam. “Smuggled it.”

         
         
         
         
         “We must go to the site of the excavation before we leave Turkey,” I said. “I will not sleep well again until I’ve seen the ground upon which Hector’s blood spilled.”

         
         
         
         
         He pressed my hand to his lips. “You’re so dramatic.”

         
         
         
         
         I smiled, but my thoughts had already returned to our purpose. “Do you think there’s a chance Benjamin killed his sister?”

         
         
         
         
         “There’s always a chance, Emily.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t even want to imagine what that would do to Sir Richard.”

         
         
         
         
         “Or to Benjamin,” he said. “If he did it, did he know who she was?”

         
         
         
         
         “Could he have killed her to save her from the shame of being in the harem?”

         
         
         
         
         Colin laughed. “You and your fiction. When we’re old and gray and full of sleep, I’d like nothing more than to see you turn your talents to writing the worst sort of sensational novels.”

         
         
         
         
         “ ‘Old and gray and full of sleep.’ What a lovely phrase. Poem?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeats. It’s to be in his next collection. He showed it to me last time I was in Dublin.”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, I’ve no intention of ever being full of sleep. Old and gray, however, is unavoidable.”

         
         
         
         
         Colin had gone in search of Sir Richard, leaving me to wait for his return at a tiny tea shop, where over perfectly crispy baklava I repeated again and again in my mind what Bezime had told me. Her words had sliced through me, ripping bright holes in the shaded hollows of my soul from which I’d been hiding since my marriage. The prospect of having a child terrified me. I’d never been able to shake from my memory the sound of screams echoing through the halls of my parents’ estate when I was eleven years old. The noise had wakened me, and I’d slipped out of the nursery, my bare feet cold on the marble floor as I sought the source of the disturbance, more than a little confident I had at last found a ghost, something my cousin James had tried and failed to do every time his family visited us. But as the cries grew louder, I recognized the voice. It was James’s mother, my aunt Clarabelle. We’d been told there would be a new baby in time for Christmas; instead there was a funeral.

         
         
         
         
         Death was something to which we were all accustomed. My older brothers, twins, had both fallen to the influenza when they were thirteen years old, and James had lost a sister to rheumatic fever. Until that December, however, I’d viewed death as something that, while sad, was peaceful. Those ragged cries changed my opinion forever. My mother, tears streaming from eyes I’d never before seen cry, found me in the hallway, shivering on the floor. She marched me back to my room, told me not to be confused by what I’d heard, that this was commonplace, that it couldn’t always be avoided, that childbirth was a dangerous thing.

         
         
         
         
         I don’t know that I’ve better remembered any of her words. And in the years that followed, I saw their truth borne out, most recently when an acquaintance from my school years died fewer than two years after her marriage, leaving behind a grieving husband and a sickly infant.

         
         
         
         
         I disliked weakness, and my fear of so natural a process could be described as nothing else. This revelation disturbed me. The procreation of children, after all, was intended to be a primary purpose of marriage, and for every woman who died in the process, hundreds succeeded. Could it be a thousand? Or more? I wondered if knowing the true odds would offer me consolation. I placed my palm flat on my abdomen and wondered if Bezime’s words had contained any bits of truth. When we returned to England at the end of the following month, I would see my physician. If he confirmed what I suspected, I would share the news with Colin and let him coddle me, if only for the period of my confinement.

         
         
         
         
         An intense sensation of heat rushed through me, followed by a wave of dizziness and a wash of fear, each of which dissipated as the call to prayer started, drowning out all my thoughts. I closed my eyes, let the sound vibrate through me, and found my head much more clear when it stopped. Relieved, I turned my attention to Ceyden’s book of poems. A quick glance told me they’d be best read at home, not because of nefarious undertones, but because I feared them likely to throw me too much into the honeymoon spirit. I was not at the yal? and so had to contain the emotions coursing through me as I devoured page after page.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Satisfactory reading?” Colin asked, slipping into the chair across from me. I’d no idea how much time had passed since he’d left me. Poetry, it seemed, was an undeniable distraction.

         
         
         
         
         “You have no idea.”

         
         
         
         
         “Ceyden’s book?” he asked. I hardly looked up, nodding in reply. “Are the notes useful?”

         
         
         
         
         “I have not yet read them. They seemed to be written in Greek, but closer examination proved that wrong.”

         
         
         
         
         “A code?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid so,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “I doubt it’s a difficult one. What have you tried to crack it?”

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing. I’m entirely distracted.” I flipped pages and read to him:

         
         
         
         
         You’ve so distracted me,

         
         
         
         
         your absence fans my love.

         
         
         
         
         Don’t ask how.

         
         
         
         
         Then you come near.

         
         
         
         
         “Do not . . . ,” I say, and

         
         
         
         
         “Do not . . . ,” you answer.

         
         
         
         
         Don’t ask why

         
         
         
         
         this delights me.

         
         
         
         
         “Ah, Rumi. How far have you got in the book? It gets even better.”

         
         
         
         
         “Rumi, yes, you’re right,” I said. I had not been, before now, much familiar with the works of the famous thirteenth-century Persian poet. “Is there anything you don’t know?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sadly, yes. All too much, in fact.”

         
         
         
         
         “How does it get better?”

         
         
         
         
         “Let the lover be disgraceful, crazy, absentminded. / Someone sober will worry about things going badly. / Let the lover be.”

         
         
         
         
         “Lovely, but a bit tame,” I said, smiling.

         
         
         
         
         “Keep reading, my dear. Keep reading.”

         
         
         
         
         “Can’t you just recite the good parts to me?”

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe later, if you’re well behaved.” A waiter placed a glass cup of tea nestled on a bronze saucer in front of him. “Don’t you want to know what I learned from Sir Richard?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “The cross is Benjamin’s. He recognized it at once. Furthermore, he had noticed his son hasn’t been wearing it of late and asked him about it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, dear.”

         
         
         
         
         “Quite. Benjamin said he’d lost it when the bandits attacked him en route to Constantinople after he’d learned of Ceyden’s death.”

         
         
         
         
         “This is dreadful,” I said. “Did you tell him about the messenger?”

         
         
         
         
         “I felt it the right thing to do. He was deeply concerned, but convinced that his son could not have been involved in the murder.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s hardly surprising. What do you think?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve no idea yet.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did you talk to Benjamin as well?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I didn’t,” he said. “He passed through as I was speaking to his father, and I thought he might respond better to you. He seems to consider me as someone on Sir Richard’s side.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll go to him as soon as I can.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you. I do adore your competence. I never have to worry that you’ll flail.” He smiled and bent his head to look at the book in front of me. “May I?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course.” I passed him the tattered volume. It was a pleasure to watch him work, his dark eyes exuding confidence, his wavy hair tumbling over a forehead knotted with concentration. He reached for a piece of paper and pulled a pencil from his pocket. “Surely it can’t be this easy.”

         
         
         
         
         I leaned across the narrow table, craning my neck to see what he wrote.

         
         
         
         
         “If all she did was replace each letter . . .” His voice trailed as he scrawled the alphabet across the top of the paper. “Of course, we’ll run into problems if she was writing in Turkish, but given that the book’s in English and Turkish would be too obvious for someone living in the harem . . .” He fell silent again, flipping pages and writing notes, his lips tugging towards a smile. “I can’t believe it.”

         
         
         
         
         “She didn’t change the letters?” I asked, looking at the Greek letters he’d written beneath the Roman alphabet, ? under “a,” ? under “b,” and so on.

         
         
         
         
         “It appears not.”

         
         
         
         
         “She must not have been trying very hard to hide what she was doing.”

         
         
         
         
         “English is not the first language of the harem. She probably thought she was being exceedingly clever.”

         
         
         
         
         “It must have been difficult for her,” I said. “She had such trouble with it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Let’s transcribe. No sense getting excited only to find it’s useless and uninteresting.”

         
         
         
         
         Useless and uninteresting were not, perhaps, the right words. Confusing and intriguing, more like. She’d written a record, documenting time she’d spent following someone she did not name, someone who left the harem at seemingly regular intervals with groups of other concubines and who spent no small number of nights with the sultan.

         
         
         
         
         “Simple jealousy?” I asked. “She wanted his attention, he was giving it to someone else? She might have been studying her rival.”

         
         
         
         
         “But there’s nothing that would be of use in that way—no descriptions of clothing, no notes on what this person reads, what her interests are.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is that what one should take account of when considering a rival?”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, if this other woman captured the sultan’s interest, would it not make sense to imitate her in an attempt to draw his attention away?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not at all,” I said. “Imitation is at best a faded effort. She’d need to find a way to shine in her own right. This feels more nefarious—as if she were stalking this other woman.”

         
         
         
         
         “Stalking her?”

         
         
         
         
         “And perhaps stealing her jewelry. So far, I see nothing that suggests blackmail.”

         
         
         
         
         “We know at least one piece of it belonged to Perestu,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “Who was obviously not spending nights with the sultan.”

         
         
         
         
         “She keeps referring to someone and his special meetings,” I said, handing him my paper. “Could it be Jemal? She might have been jealous if he had a close friendship with another concubine.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Roxelana,” he said. “Transcribe the rest of what’s written in the book, see if there’s any clue in them.”

         
         
         
         
         “We should also take note of the poems by which she wrote. There may be some significance to them.”

         
         
         
         
         “I think you should read them all aloud to me,” Colin said. “I might catch something you miss.”

         
         
         
         
         “Or distract us both from our purpose.”

         
         
         
         
         He reached across the table for my hand and kissed it, his lips too soft and insistent for public decency. “Precisely my intention. Must I remind you again that this is our honeymoon?”

         
         
         
         
         “You might, instead, show me. Is there any reason we can’t go home now?” I asked.
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         The speed with which my husband ushered me to the docks was topped only by the effort expended by our boatman, who’d been inspired by an egregious tip. Colin swung me onto our patio when we’d reached the yal?, then swept me into his arms and carried me into the house. But no sooner had he pushed open the door than we were greeted by the sound of a voice, its American accent unmistakable.
         

         
         
         
         
         “It’s beastly, I know, to have three on a honeymoon, but you’ll simply have to forgive me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Margaret!” I cried as Colin put me down. I rushed over and hugged my friend.

         
         
         
         
         “What a delightful surprise,” he said. His voice was sincere, but I read the disappointment in his eyes. There was no question he adored Margaret, but I knew he’d have been more welcoming had she arrived even two hours later. “I have a suspicion that you wouldn’t object to a glass of whiskey while you explain to us your motives for crashing our honeymoon.”

         
         
         
         
         “Can’t say I would,” Margaret said. “I’ve made a narrow escape from Medusa. She’s napping at the hotel and expects me to be doing the same. Expects.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “She’d be horrified if she knew you were here,” I said. “I remember all too well how much her former employer dislikes me. Remember when you were staying with Mrs. Taylor and she told her butler not to admit me to her house?” Margaret had spent the previous Season staying with friends of her mother’s. During that time, it had been more than difficult for me to gain admittance to most homes in London because of a series of despicable rumors savaging my reputation. And while most of society had forgot the controversy, Mrs. Taylor was still cutting me dead when last I saw her.

         
         
         
         
         “That’s all forgotten now. You’ve been deemed respectable as a result of your most excellent marriage.” Margaret flopped onto a settee. “I know it’s awful of me to show up like this, but I couldn’t resist. I’m going all the way to Persia and couldn’t imagine being so close to you and not stopping. Tell me about Constantinople. Is the moonlight on the Bosphorus everything I hope it to be?” She grinned at Colin as he handed her a glass of whiskey.

         
         
         
         
         “That is all the signal I need to make a speedy departure,” Colin said. “I’ll leave you two to catch up.” He ducked out of the room, pausing only to give me a quick kiss.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s good to see you,” Margaret said the instant the door closed behind him. “I hope I haven’t completely overstepped my bounds by showing up unannounced. I wanted it to be a surprise.”

         
         
         
         
         “No overstepping at all. You know you’re always welcome.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’d so hoped we could take a trip like this together. Can you imagine the fun we’d have? I admit—with great reluctance—that your honeymoon must take precedence. But I couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing Turkey with you. Have you been to Ephesus yet?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. Our plans have been more than a little derailed.” It did not take long to update her on the situation, and she responded exactly as I expected.

         
         
         
         
         “For once I’m around in time for the action,” she said, choosing a cigar from the box Colin had brought with us. “What can I do to help?”

         
         
         
         
         “There is something I’ve been avoiding because I didn’t want to face it alone. Could you stand for a bit of sightseeing? It will require waiting to smoke, but not for long.”

         
         
         
         
         A little more than an hour later, Margaret stood, gasping, as we entered what had been an imperial reception room in the harem at Topkap?. The enormous chamber in the sixteenth-century building was styled in rococo, with gilded scrollwork and Venetian mirrors. Not an inch of space was left undecorated.

         
         
         
         
         “Amazing,” Margaret said, her eyes drawn to the high ceiling and heavy crystal chandelier. The bottom twenty feet or so of the walls were covered with tiles made in Delft—no doubt a gift to some earlier sultan—set in patterns of tall rectangles a yard wide, narrow strips of dark red wall highlighted with delicate gilding between them. A wider strip of this same red and gilt ran above and below the ceramic, and on top of that was another band of tiles, these decidedly Ottoman, covered in Arabic script. The rest of the wall to the domed ceiling was plaster, painted with scrolls and intricate designs reminiscent of those found on the most stunning Turkish carpets, done in pale blue, pink, and two shades of sage green, all with accents of gold. Against one wall a long divan for the sultan sat empty beneath a gilt canopy supported by marble columns. Next to this was a fountain—necessary in any room where one wanted to frustrate eavesdroppers.

         
         
         
         
         Margaret sighed. “It’s the most wonderfully exotic thing I’ve ever seen. Everything you’d want a sultan’s palace to be. I’m awestruck.”

         
         
         
         
         Bezime was seated, smoking, on a couch tucked under the large balcony that ran the length of the wall perpendicular to the canopied sofa for the sultan. She motioned for us to join her, and I introduced my friend. “The space above you was where the women of the harem would stand to watch the sultan. I am sitting in the valide sultan’s spot, where favorite concubines were also allowed.”

         
         
         
         
         Ornate arches supporting the gallery above separated the area from the rest of the room, and it was raised a step higher than everything except the sultan’s settee. Leaded-glass windows lined the wall behind the sofas, and a brazier stood in the center of the stone floor in front of them, bringing the section a surprisingly cozy feel given the enormity of its surroundings.

         
         
         
         
         “Why would anyone abandon such a place?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “The empire needs to earn the appreciation of the West,” Bezime said. “And this place is not the sort of luxury expected by Europeans.”

         
         
         
         
         “Then they’re fools,” my friend said.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve never had much fondness for them.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yet you are kind to us,” Margaret said.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re fortunate. My temper regarding the subject was put in check many years ago when the empress Eugénie was brought to me. I was valide then and greeted her with a slap. I did not want foreigners in the seraglio.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m relieved not to have received such a welcome myself,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “You, Emily, are different. You do not understand our world, but neither do you fit well in your own.”

         
         
         
         
         Margaret shot me a glance, and I knew she could read the flash of anger in my eyes. “Is it true the sultan wears shoes with silver soles?”

         
         
         
         
         Bezime laughed. “Not anymore. In the old days, yes, so the concubines would hear him coming. They were not allowed to face him without permission.”

         
         
         
         
         “And the poor girls up in the gallery?” Margaret motioned above us.

         
         
         
         
         “Most of them would never have got any closer than that to him.” She looked at Margaret, studying her. “You like to smoke.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes,” Margaret said. “How did you know?”

         
         
         
         
         “I know many things.” She passed her pipe to my friend and then looked at me, her face revealing no emotion. “Emily is upset with me because I tell her hard truths.”

         
         
         
         
         “We’re not here to discuss that,” I said. I’d not told Margaret of my earlier conversation with Bezime and had no interest in revisiting it at the moment. “I’m curious about Jemal. Why was he sent back to Y?ld?z?”

         
         
         
         
         “I arranged it,” she said. “It suits my needs.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is he spying for you?”

         
         
         
         
         She laughed. “Perhaps.”

         
         
         
         
         “You have the power to send him on such an errand?”

         
         
         
         
         “I am not so far out of favor with the sultan.”

         
         
         
         
         “Jemal was sent here to get him away from Ceyden. As that’s no longer a concern, why wouldn’t the sultan summon him back?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “If Jemal had caused the sultan concern, he would have removed him from his position altogether. You doubt that I have any remaining power?”

         
         
         
         
         I pushed a hand against my forehead. I wanted to trust Bezime; I’d liked her from the moment I met her. It was unfair of me to change my assessment simply because she’d made wild and certainly inaccurate predictions about my personal situation. Inaccurate. They had to be inaccurate, but the burning sensation overwhelming all my nerves suggested an appalling lack of faith in my silent protests.

         
         
         
         
         “You question me because you do not like other things I’ve told you,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t want to discuss that now. I—”

         
         
         
         
         “You wish to avoid the subject because you have not told your friend. A foolish decision, as she will offer you much comfort in the dark hours. But we both know you are not here to speak about a eunuch guard.”

         
         
         
         
         “What are you talking about?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Please. Another time,” I said. “Right now I want to know about Jemal. Does this reassignment have something to do with the bowstring? Is he trying to figure out who is threatening you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Strange things are happening at Y?ld?z. I need to know if my interests are being protected.”

         
         
         
         
         “Ceyden was one of your interests, was she not?” I asked. Bezime nodded. “And she was killed. What is going on? You know more than you’re telling me.”

         
         
         
         
         “My intentions with Ceyden went no further than attempting to help her catch the sultan’s eye. Not the sort of thing people are murdered over in ordinary times. Something else is going on.”

         
         
         
         
         “A power struggle in the harem?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not precisely. A struggle that goes further than that. Do not forget the sultan’s brother, Murat, is still alive. It is entirely possible that he would like to return to the throne he was forced to abandon.”

         
         
         
         
         “And have only a low-level concubine help him?”

         
         
         
         
         “She would not be noticed by anyone; no one would give her a second look or thought. She might have been spying, she might have been sent to do something far worse.”

         
         
         
         
         “Assassinate the sultan?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         Bezime shrugged. “It is possible.”

         
         
         
         
         “Possible, perhaps,” I said. “But have you any proof she was involved in such a scheme?”

         
         
         
         
         “Suffice it to say, I know there are some at Ç?ra[image: 445495611]an who think the harem is the way to power.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “No, Bezime, that does not suffice. Besides, Murat would have to be crazy not to find someone in a better position.”

         
         
         
         
         “My dear child, Murat is crazy. Why do you think he was forced from the throne?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “So a crazy man sends an incompetent girl to assassinate a sultan? If this is harem intrigue, I’m painfully disappointed,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Make no mistake. She was not incompetent. Remember that I helped raise her. She was skilled in many arts, deception one of them.”

         
         
         
         
         “So what is Jemal doing at Y?ld?z?” I asked again.

         
         
         
         
         “Watching, listening. Deciding whether I am in danger. The bowstring was a strong message. If Ceyden was involved with Murat—and I don’t know that she was—her connection to me could prove problematic. The easiest way to deal with problems is to eliminate them.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re so very confident about my own future. Can you not see yours?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I cannot.” Bezime met my eyes. “And it is why I have befriended you, Emily. I know that you, too, have the gift of prophecy.”
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         “She is absolutely marvelous,” Margaret said, pacing in front of Colin, puffing on a cigar, glee filling every bit of her voice. “I’ve never seen anything so wonderful in my life. Is everyone in the harem like this? I’m nearly ready to sell myself to the sultan.”

         
         
         
         
         “Y?ld?z is a diff erent world from Topkap?,” I said. “If you’re going to be a concubine, you want it to be the height of the empire, when you’ve risen to power over thousands of others and are the politicalally and most trusted confidante of the sultan—”

         
         
         
         
         “Who never wears his silver-soled shoes when he thinks he might see you, because he doesn’t want to scare you off.”

         
         
         
         
         “Stop.” Colin, amusement in his eyes, his cheeks tight with repressed laughter, clipped the end of a cigar. “You’re both diverting in ways I could never have imagined, but we must maintain some sense of focus here. Bezime essentially lives in exile. She’s got no power. The sultan did not give her a position in his harem, remember? She does not get to decide which eunuchs are sent to his palace.”

         
         
         
         
         “She’s very clever,” I said. “I agree she’s without direct power, but she may have orchestrated the situation.”

         
         
         
         
         “How? Abdül Hamit was very clear with me on this point: Bezime has no contact with anyone who, for lack of a better word, matters in his court. She may seem an impressive figure—and I’ve no doubt she once was one. But that day has long since passed.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “So she’s scorned,” I said. “And hell hath no—”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, yes, fury, I know my Shakespeare. But you cannot plan assassinations, train spies, or have them assigned if you’ve no power.”

         
         
         
         
         “You can, however, take advantage of circumstances. Not having been responsible for getting Jemal to Y?ld?z doesn’t preclude her from using him as a spy.”

         
         
         
         
         “True enough,” Colin said.

         
         
         
         
         “What do you make of her claims about Murat?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve spent loads of time combing through everything at Ç?ra[image: 445504111]an,” he said. “There’s an unquestionable mood of discontent in the palace, but it does not come from him or his harem. There are a handful of men who, if Murat were still sultan, would undoubtedly be his aides—his former vizier, for one. They’re not happy.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Would they enlist the aid of one of the sultan’s concubines?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “In theory, they might,” he said, lighting a cigar and handing it to me.

         
         
         
         
         “But do you think Ceyden?” The tobacco tasted rich, all nuts and moss and spice and oak.

         
         
         
         
         “It would surprise me,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         Margaret paced. “Why would he choose Ceyden? How would anyone at Ç?ra[image: 445505911]an know of her existence?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “They wouldn’t,” I said. “Someone with status would have had to refer her.”

         
         
         
         
         “Bezime could have done that,” Colin said. “Still, I’m not sure. I’m afraid she’s trying to manipulate you.”

         
         
         
         
         “I would think that she, more than anyone we’ve spoken to in either palace, would want to know the truth about Ceyden’s death,” I said. “She’s the only person who seems to have felt anything approaching real affection for her.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is there a solution to the crime that would harm her?” Colin asked. “Is she protecting someone?”

         
         
         
         
         I swirled the whiskey in my glass. “I don’t know. But your idea that she’s manipulating us is striking. What if it’s for the most simple of reasons?” I asked. “What if it’s nothing more than her trying to seem once again important?”

         
         
         
         
         “An excellent hypothesis, my dear,” Colin said. “Keep it near you as you continue your work. You’ll find that people are often not complicated in the least.”

         
         
         
         
         Every inch of my body hummed; never had I known such delight. To be sitting with the man I loved, engaged in a lively discussion of our work—work in which he considered me an equal—my dear friend at my side. There are moments when all in life seems right and good.

         
         
         
         
         Meg stepped into the room and announced Sir Richard, who followed close behind her. He looked a mess, fatigue darkening the already deep circles under his eyes. Margaret leapt up and poured him a whiskey after Colin had introduced her and she’d offered him her condolences for Ceyden.

         
         
         
         
         “I have heard so much about you,” she said, handing him the glass. “Your life fascinates me. What stories of adventure you must have.”

         
         
         
         
         “Adventures that didn’t turn out well in the end,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “I understand, and I’m terribly sorry about that,” Margaret said. “But do you ever consider the good parts now that the bad can’t be changed?”

         
         
         
         
         Sir Richard froze, looking at her, and I all but cringed for him, wishing there were something I could do to change the subject, reverse her words, anything. But my angst was unnecessary. He smiled.

         
         
         
         
         “A wise question, young lady,” he said, his words almost slurred. I wondered if he’d been drinking before he came to us. “And I’m afraid my answer is no, although it shouldn’t be. I thank you for pointing out this shortcoming.”

         
         
         
         
         “You can’t stay forever mired in sadness,” Margaret said. “At some point, you have to let yourself live again.”

         
         
         
         
         “It seems I’m not doing a particularly good job of that.”

         
         
         
         
         “Has something happened?” Colin asked. “Forgive me. You don’t look well.”

         
         
         
         
         Sir Richard thanked him, shot a questioning look in Margaret’s direction. She stood up at once.

         
         
         
         
         “Will you excuse me?” she asked. “I’ve been away far too long. Miss Evans will be beside herself with worry, and if I don’t hurry, I won’t have time to dress for dinner. Lovely to meet you, Sir Richard. I do hope that when I see you next, you’ll share a story about your travels.”

         
         
         
         
         And she was off, winking at me on her way out of the room.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s been another incident with papers from the embassy,” Sir Richard said, rubbing his forehead. “More missing. Papers that were in my charge.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sensitive in nature?” Colin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “More so than those taken on the train, but nothing of vital import.”

         
         
         
         
         “From where were they stolen?” I asked. “Your home or the embassy itself?”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s the odd part—I’m convinced beyond all doubt that I had not removed them from my offices in the embassy. But they’re gone, and there’s been no security breach.”

         
         
         
         
         “Who can access your offices?” Colin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “The door’s never locked. What’s awkward now is that this, being the second time it’s happened, is placing me in a bit of jeopardy. I was reprimanded rather severely and fear that I may lose my position.”

         
         
         
         
         “Does the ambassador think you are stealing documents?” Colin asked. “Is he accusing you of espionage?”

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing so iniquitous. He’s afraid I’ve grown old and forgetful and incompetent. I admit that I have not been entirely myself of late—”

         
         
         
         
         “Which is completely understandable in your circumstances. You’re dealing with enormous stresses,” I said. His eyes were clouded, his face gray.

         
         
         
         
         “But Sir William took no disciplinarian action?” Concern crinkled around Colin’s eyes.

         
         
         
         
         “Not officially. But as ambassador he will not tolerate another mishap.”

         
         
         
         
         “Who would be doing this to you?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I very much appreciate, Lady Emily,” he said, “the fact that you do not question my mental stability.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course I don’t.” I didn’t, did I? He’d been through a terrible tragedy; no one could recover from that immediately. “Have you any suspects?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sadly, no.”

         
         
         
         
         “Are you quite certain there were no other problems at the embassy? No one else is missing anything?” Colin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No. I made loud and outraged demands that everything be gone over—I was all but accused of mania for having reacted so severely. A search was conducted, and nothing was out of place.”

         
         
         
         
         “To what did the papers pertain?”

         
         
         
         
         “Employment issues. Notices of staff reassignment, that sort of thing, which often include comments on performance. London had shipped an enormous batch to us some months back, mainly addenda to files, records of things going far back, to be added to what we have. It was a terrible backlog. Should have all been forwarded ages ago. Poor Sutcliffe was swamped organizing it all.”

         
         
         
         
         “Had anyone received bad reviews?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Not bad enough to merit stealing the notes. And doing so wouldn’t accomplish anything regardless—it’s not as if it would change the person’s position. The authors of the reports wouldn’t have altered their opinions.”

         
         
         
         
         “True enough,” Colin said. “Although if they were old, it might be the sort of thing no one would miss if they were to disappear.”

         
         
         
         
         “I go back to my original thought when you were robbed on the train,” I said. “Someone is deliberately targeting you, and I’m convinced that all of these events—the robberies, the attacks on Benjamin, and Ceyden’s murder—are connected.”

         
         
         
         
         “We can’t discount the possibility.” Colin stood up and crossed his arms. “There’s a party tonight, given by the wife of the consul. We’d not planned to attend, but I think it would be beneficial to do so. I’d like to talk to your colleagues away from their offices.”

         
         
         
         
         “I am deeply indebted to you for your assistance,” Sir Richard said, closing his eyes. “I don’t know how I shall ever repay you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Seeing you through all this to a point where you can, as Margaret said, remember the good will be payment enough,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Just promise me, Lady Emily, that you especially will be careful. I couldn’t live with myself if I brought harm, even indirectly, to another person.”

         
         
         
         
         _______

         
         
         
         
         Colin had sent a message to the consul’s wife—she replied at once, saying she was delighted we could join her. Instead of dinner and dancing, she’d decided to stage a séance. And so, after a light supper (during which Colin expertly gathered as much information as possible about the trouble at the embassy), we retired to her sitting room, where a medium called Madame Skorlosky, a Russian, sat at a special table she’d brought for the occasion. She called us to join her, and we each took a seat, mine between Mr. Sutcliffe and Sir William.

         
         
         
         
         The ambassador leaned over to me. “Do you believe in this rot, Lady Emily?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve never given it serious consideration,” I said. “I will confess to being fascinated, however.” Mr. Sutcliffe tugged at his collar, shifting in his chair. “What about you, Mr. Sutcliffe? Have you great hopes for this experience?”

         
         
         
         
         “I do, actually. I’ve not attended a séance before, but have wanted to for years.”

         
         
         
         
         Colin, sitting across the table, was watching me the way he did when I first met him, his eyes never leaving mine. I smiled at him, feeling myself blush, wishing we were home. He did not return the smile, only stared.

         
         
         
         
         Madame Skorlosky rose from her chair. “We will now begin. I ask that you all close your eyes and focus, sending from your thoughts any hints of doubt or confusion. The spirits will be with us tonight. I can sense them already.” I could hear her blowing out the candles on the table. Everyone was still and silent. “Place your hands flat on the table. Concentrate, and you may now open your eyes.”

         
         
         
         
         We all did, finding ourselves in a room now shrouded in darkness. Next to me, Mr. Sutcliffe was breathing hard. I could see nothing save a vague hint of white shirt trembling against black.

         
         
         
         
         “Are you all right?” I whispered, leaning close to him.

         
         
         
         
         “I—I will be fine,” he said. I could hear him move his hands off the table. He wrapped his arms around himself.

         
         
         
         
         “As we begin our journey—” Madame Skorlosky’s rich tones filled the room with a pleasantly eerie chill, but my neighbor was anything but enchanted. All at once, he stood up, knocking over his chair and sending the table rocking.

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t do this,” he said, his voice cracking. “Please, someone strike a lamp.”

         
         
         
         
         There was a general commotion as he grew more and more upset, pleading for light. He was crashing about now, unable to see, slamming into furniture. I cringed at the sound of shattering porcelain, remembering a lovely vase that had graced an end table at the far side of the room. A match flashed, and Colin lit first the candles on the table and then a lamp, which he carried with him as he went for our friend, who had retreated to a corner, where he was crouched, trembling uncontrollably.

         
         
         
         
         The party broke up soon thereafter, an uneasy feeling settling over the room. Colin took Mr. Sutcliffe home, then returned for me, finding those of us left drinking tea and barely talking. The scene had been a disturbing one.

         
         
         
         
         “He’s embarrassed more than you can imagine,” he told me as we set off for our own house. “His son, who died of typhoid when he was four, had always been afraid of the dark. The fever caused some sort of hallucination, and he thought, as he lay dying, that no one would bring even a candle to him. Sutcliffe lit twelve lamps, but the boy couldn’t see any of them. He was hysterical—crying and thrashing about—and remained so until his last breath. Ever since then, Sutcliffe has faced nothing but demons of his own in the dark.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t imagine anything more dreadful. To be unable to soothe his own child at such a moment.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’d come tonight hoping to contact his family and didn’t realize the room would be dark.”

         
         
         
         
         “Such awful pain,” I said. “Poor man. How does one come to terms with such torment?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know that it’s possible. It . . . forgive me, Emily, if I sound harsh. But it suggests a weakness of the mind. A degree of instability.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s suffered an incalculable tragedy.”

         
         
         
         
         “And now must deal with the rest of his life. The dead are gone.” We sat in silence as the carriage rattled towards the docks. Eventually, he took my hand. “I have a confession. I’m glad the séance did not go on.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why?” I asked. “I knew something was bothering you. You were looking at me in a way I haven’t seen you do in years.”

         
         
         
         
         His head was lowered, but his eyes lifted up to mine. “I thought you might want to try to speak to Philip.”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, Colin.” I pulled his head onto my lap, combed through his hair with my fingers. “Whatever would make you—”

         
         
         
         
         “I know you must still think of him.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, but not like that.”

         
         
         
         
         “I know,” he said. “It’s foolish.”

         
         
         
         
         I bent over and kissed his head. “Not at all,” I said. “We’ve reconciled with each other’s pasts, but can’t expect that they won’t occasionally creep up on us. But you must remember, all that matters now is they served to bring us together.”

         
         
         
         
         _______

         
         
         
         
         We slept far later than we had planned the following morning, scrambling to prepare to leave for the archaeological site to which Benjamin was attached, barely having time for breakfast.

         
         
         
         
         “I do think it’s a pity the site’s not farther away,” I said as we rode, side by side, on horses Colin had arranged for us. “I should have liked for us to spend the night in a tent.”

         
         
         
         
         “If you recall, our original plans for this excursion included you waiting in town until I determined whether the site was safe.”

         
         
         
         
         “Which you did last night. I saw the reply to your wire sitting on the breakfast table.”

         
         
         
         
         “Touché,” he said. “According to the director of the excavations, there’s been no trouble for some time.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ll make me positively lackadaisical if you insist on protecting me without my even knowing it,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “But you do know it. You’re clever enough that there’s no need to alert you. You’ll find out on your own.” He pointed to a dot on the horizon. “It’s there. Only about fifteen minutes more. Why don’t you tell me what else you’ve learned from Ceyden’s book of poetry?”

         
         
         
         
         “Reason has no way to say / its love. Only love opens / that secret. / If you want / to be more alive, love / is the truest health.”

         
         
         
         
         He smiled. “I meant her marginalia.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m making my way through it. Forgive me the occasional distraction.”

         
         
         
         
         He stopped, and I did the same so he could lean over and kiss me. The sun hung high above us, but the air was cool and sweet, the wind bending the fields of wildflowers that surrounded us. Red poppies and vibrant hyacinths and a host of others I did not recognize—yellows and whites and bright oranges. “You know I never doubt you,” he said. “I’m sorry for what I said last night.”

         
         
         
         
         “No more of that,” I said, kissing him back, flooded with a desire to never see anything change between us. “But I do fear we’re losing our focus. Come.” I urged my horse forward, quickly pulling away from him until he raced to catch me. At such a pace, we arrived at the site in short order, my excitement palpable. Although I’d seen innumerable ruins during my time in Greece, I’d not had the opportunity to visit an active dig and speak to the excavators. I hoped that once our business was finished, we would have time for an academic discussion.

         
         
         
         
         Dr. Cartwright greeted us the moment we’d entered the camp, ushered us into chairs set up under a large square of canvas held up by tall poles, and offered us tea.

         
         
         
         
         “We do manage to be civilized, even in the wilderness,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you for agreeing to see us,” Colin said. “I’m hoping you can tell us about the troubles Benjamin St. Clare has had here.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sporadically over the last several months he appeared to be the target of snipers—you see the hills around us.” He motioned to the mounds, littered with boulders. “Shots would come from them, seemingly out of nowhere. They were never close enough to put him in harm’s way. More of a threat than anything, I thought.”

         
         
         
         
         “And you’ve no idea why he would be singled out in such a manner?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Not in the least.”

         
         
         
         
         “Has anything been stolen from the site?” Colin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No. Nothing. We haven’t suffered from that sort of misfortune here—largely because Roman baths are not the sort of sites where one is likely to find trinkets of value. Gold, of course, is what people want.”

         
         
         
         
         “So there’s been no disruption of your work aside from the attempted attacks on Benjamin?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “None at all. I can’t begin to imagine how stressed the poor boy must be—and now with the terrible news about his sister. So sad.”

         
         
         
         
         “I understand that he was not here when the messenger came,” I said. “How were you able to get in touch with him? It couldn’t have been easy, but I’m sure he very much appreciated the effort.”

         
         
         
         
         “Much though I wish I could take credit, I’m afraid I can’t,” Dr. Cartwright said. “He’d left us the week before to pursue other interests. This life isn’t for everyone.”

         
         
         
         
         “Left permanently?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh yes. I don’t think the decision was an easy one, but I had the impression there was a lady involved and that he was planning to get married. Given his family history, I couldn’t fault him for wanting to embark on a more traditional path.”

         
         
         
         
         “Have you heard from him since the murder?” Colin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No. We’ve all sent condolences to his father. I’m sure he’ll respond when he’s ready.”

         
         
         
         
         “Have you any idea as to the identity of his fiancée?” I asked. “We had no idea he was engaged.”

         
         
         
         
         “I think it was quite secret. Perhaps her family didn’t approve. One never can tell with these situations. But I’m sorry, I’ve no idea who she was.”

         
         
         
         
         “Was he close to any of his colleagues?” Colin shielded his eyes from the sun that was making its way under the edge of the canvas roof.

         
         
         
         
         “We’re a collegial group, as you might expect given the proximity in which we live and work. You’re certainly welcome to chat with any of the boys—I know they’ll offer any assistance they can. If you’ll come with me, I’ll introduce you.”

         
         
         
         
         While the information we gleaned from Benjamin’s compatriots did not complete our picture of the man, it was not without use. He was, evidently, a meticulous excavator with infinite patience who was never daunted by a task.

         
         
         
         
         “I never saw him frustrated,” a young Englishman fresh out of Oxford told us. “His dedication inspired me. He considered nothing impossible. Which is, I suppose, why it didn’t much surprise me that he fell in love with an unattainable woman.”

         
         
         
         
         “Unattainable how?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “He never elaborated. Held his private life close, didn’t much talk about it, and when he did, never gave details.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you think she was married?”

         
         
         
         
         “I assumed, naturally, that she was attached to someone else.”

         
         
         
         
         “But he thought they were going to be together?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t say that with any conviction, Lady Emily,” he said. “All I know—as did the rest of us—was that he’d decided to take a new direction in his life and returned to Constantinople.”

         
         
         
         
         “He told you he would be living in the city?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, I believe it was only to be a stopover. He didn’t intend to stay in Turkey.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did he speak of returning to England?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No. He never made mention of that. Said something about France once—some small village in the south. But I don’t know that he intended to live there. Surely his father could fill you in on the details? I thought they’d patched things up after their latest falling-out.”

         
         
         
         
         “We weren’t aware there had been a problem,” Colin said.

         
         
         
         
         “From what I’ve seen, there had always been problems. He was tense whenever his father visited, and they inevitably descended into argument.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you know about what?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Benjamin’s choice to work here. Not here specifically. I suppose it would have been the same at any site. Sir Richard would have preferred that his son pursue something more civilized—or simply live the life of a gentleman. He did everything he could to put him off archaeology. I know the attacks worried him, but on some level, I think Sir Richard welcomed them. Benjamin never got hurt, but they went a long way to shattering his nerves. And now he’s moving on.” He shrugged. “So you can well imagine it did not surprise me to see them getting along better after Benjamin had decided to leave.”

         
         
         
         
         “So his father knew of this plan?”

         
         
         
         
         “I thought so. Sir Richard’s last visit ended more cordially than usual. I drew what I thought to be the obvious conclusion.”

         
         
         
         
         After thanking him for his help, I turned to my husband. “What now?”

         
         
         
         
         “You spend the rest of the day perusing the ruins,” he said. “You’ve earned a little amusement. I’m going to the village. There’s no doubt I’ll find our sniper there.”

         
         
         
         
         He returned hours later, his face tanned, eyes flashing. I’d persuaded Dr. Cartwright to put me to work after he’d given me a thorough tour of the site and was bent over a pile of dirt, sifting it through a strainer. I stood to wave to Colin as he rode towards me.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t think archaeology is for me,” I said, placing the strainer on the ground. “I’m afraid I haven’t the patience for it. Did you have any luck?”

         
         
         
         
         “I did. I talked to a man whose son had been hired by an elderly Englishman to shoot at a man at Cartwright’s dig but never hit him. He was emphatic about it, apparently—said if Benjamin was hurt, there’d be no pay.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did he give you any further description?”

         
         
         
         
         “Only that he was tall.”

         
         
         
         
         “Like Sir Richard,” I said with a sigh. “This is not moving in the direction I hoped it would.”
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         The next morning, my husband set off for the embassy and I for the St. Clares’ house in Pera, where I planned to speak with Benjamin. I knew all too well the pressures that could be exerted by parents with strong opinions and hoped that I might be able to get him to open up to me. Colin and I crossed the Bosphorus together, sitting side by side in our small boat, the European shore opening up in front of us.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re turning green,” he said. “I’d no idea you were so prone to seasickness.”

         
         
         
         
         “It comes as a complete surprise to me as well.”

         
         
         
         
         “I wonder—” He stopped.

         
         
         
         
         “What?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, it’s silly.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know that I like you stopping and starting with me,” I said. “We’ve always spoken freely to each other, have we not?”

         
         
         
         
         “Forgive me. Yes, of course we have. But there are some subjects best left alone by . . .” He laughed, shook his head. “I’m a man, after all, and that guarantees there will be certain topics with which I will never be entirely comfortable.”

         
         
         
         
         I knew, of course, with absolute precision to what he was referring, and I cursed my nausea, feeling ambivalent about the entire situation. I stared into his eyes, debating confessing to him my fears, my suspicions. Something dark tugged inside me, reminding me of what I stood to lose by telling him too soon. Not only my independence and his support of my work, but I would also risk disappointing him. Regardless of Bezime’s ridiculous insistence of her certainty on the matter, I did not know if I was with child. Part of me longed to share with him my thoughts, but while he would be excited—that was clear by the way he was looking at me, eyes bright as he shot me a crooked smile—my own reaction would not be so simple. And that was bound to disappoint him.

         
         
         
         
         “Heavens! I shall do all I can to avoid the topic for as long as possible,” I said, removing my gaze from his and focusing on the horizon. “Did you ever think I would so easily fall prey to something as diabolically simple as seasickness?”

         
         
         
         
         “I confess I didn’t.”

         
         
         
         
         “Nor did I. I’ve decided it’s a punishment for past hubris. I’ve been too confident in my abilities, physical and otherwise.”

         
         
         
         
         “So you’re quite sure it’s seasickness?”

         
         
         
         
         I gave him my brightest smile, my heart breaking just a little at the deception. “Unless the cook has been poisoning my food,” I said. “How are you feeling? Dizzy? Hint of queasiness hitting you?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve never been better.” He was watching me with an intensity that all but made me squirm.

         
         
         
         
         “The food must be safe, then. And you are the picture of health, as always,” I said. “Since you’re so smug and superior, why don’t you take a practice swim right now? We’re halfway to the European shore. It would be good training for your inevitable fate.”

         
         
         
         
         He smiled. “You’re glowing beneath the green, do you know that?”

         
         
         
         
         Benjamin greeted me with warmth, and when I’d explained what I wished to discuss with him, he begged to leave the house, not trusting his father’s servants to resist the temptation of eavesdropping on the prodigal son. Delighted at the prospect of seeing another part of the city, I agreed at once, asking only that we go on foot—the day was a glorious one, the air full of the green, floral scent of spring but not having lost entirely the final hint of winter’s crispness. We made our way to the Golden Horn, crossed the Galata Bridge, and proceeded to the Spice Bazaar.

         
         
         
         
         Fashioned from long, tan bricks and with three moderate-size domes on the roof, the bazaar was located across the street from the bridge, next to a mosque. The plaza in front of the holy building was so full of pigeons, I thought for a moment I was back in London at St. Paul’s, at least until I began to listen to the voices around me. I’d been in the city long enough to distinguish Turkish from Arabic and heard two women speaking French as they passed me. What was most amazing, however, was the number of languages I could not recognize, and I wanted them to be all things exotic: Berber dialects, Farsi, or some ancient, nearly dead tongue.

         
         
         
         
         We’d entered the bazaar through the front, central arch and then, ducking between stalls brimming with brightly colored spices—scarlet peppers, purple sumac, golden curry—Benjamin guided me through mazes of covered streets until we’d come out a side exit, climbed a stone staircase, and reached a small restaurant, where the owner stepped forward at once to greet us.

         
         
         
         
         “Mr. St. Clare,” he said, pulling out a seat for me at a tiny table tucked into the corner of his room. “You have been away too long.”

         
         
         
         
         Benjamin murmured something in reply, speaking Turkish and drawing a sigh from the other man, who shook his head and replied in kind before disappearing into the kitchen.

         
         
         
         
         “Ali is an old friend upon whose sympathetic ear I have relied too many times,” Benjamin said. “He did not know about Ceyden.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry. I know well how grief creeps up everywhere when you’ve lost someone you love.”

         
         
         
         
         “My father tells me you were widowed.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, only a few months after my first marriage.”

         
         
         
         
         “I offer all my condolences,” he said. “Though they’re far too belated to be either meaningful or welcome. I must confess that losing Ceyden again has torn me up in ways I wouldn’t have dreamed possible.”

         
         
         
         
         “Were you close as children?”

         
         
         
         
         “All we had was each other. We traveled so much, we never had time to make other friends, but didn’t feel the need for them. We were perfectly suited playmates. Of course, as young as she was, she’d go along with nearly any game I invented.”

         
         
         
         
         “What happened after the attack?”

         
         
         
         
         “I was shipped back to England, where I stayed with a less than congenial aunt. My father had lost his own parents years before, and there wasn’t anyone else to care for me. I understand why he did it—it was crucial that he try to find Ceyden, and he insisted I be packed off to somewhere safe. But even after five years, when it was clear there was no hope, he didn’t come for me. I went to school, and then to Cambridge, and by the time I was done found I had little use for him.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did he ever go to England?”

         
         
         
         
         “He visited me twice. Sent letters once a week and always gave me a generous allowance. We never had any arguments up to that point, but then we didn’t have any real conversation, either.”

         
         
         
         
         “And he continued in diplomatic service?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. I’ve tried to never fault him for any of this. He lost my mother in the most brutal way possible and failed to stop Ceyden’s kidnappers. I can sympathize with his desire to keep me away from harm. But what little boy wouldn’t prefer that his father provide the protection himself?”

         
         
         
         
         “He loves you very much.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, I suppose he does in his way.” He rolled his eyes and stared at the ceiling, pain etched in the clenched muscles of his jaw.

         
         
         
         
         “Do you think he could have stopped the kidnappers?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, I do. If he’d let me run for cover by myself—which I could easily have done—he would have been able to catch up to them.”

         
         
         
         
         “They might have killed him,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Or he might have been able to pull her out of her abductor’s arms.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you blame him?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sometimes. It’s not reasonable, I know. But then, neither is standing over one’s mother’s brutalized body.”

         
         
         
         
         “Useless words, but I’m so very sorry,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you.”

         
         
         
         
         We sat in awkward silence until Ali appeared carrying a great, puffed circle of bread and three dishes, one of hummus, one of something that resembled eggplant, and one brimming with tiny chopped vegetables. “For you to start. I will bring you all the best things,” he said. Two steps behind was a boy with tall glasses filled with red liquid.

         
         
         
         
         “I feel as if we shouldn’t eat given the conversation we’ve been having,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Not at all,” he said. “These things happened so long ago, there’s no freshness to the wounds. I’ve gone over it in my head countless times and blathered on about it to anyone who would listen for far too long. I’ve made my way to the position of accepting all of it.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s no small feat.”

         
         
         
         
         “I thank you.” He poked at the dishes in front of us. “Now eat.”

         
         
         
         
         I spooned some from each platter onto my plate, ripped off a piece from the bread, and dipped it into the vegetable mixture. Sweet tomato and onions burst into my mouth, unable to compete with the surprising combination of mint and hot pepper. I sighed, delighted.

         
         
         
         
         “You like it?” Benjamin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “If you want to understate my undying love for this dish, yes,” I said, taking another bite.

         
         
         
         
         “Try the aubergine. It’s spectacular.”

         
         
         
         
         I scooped a bit of the eggplant concoction from my plate. “Delicious,” I said. “Not a hint of bitter.”

         
         
         
         
         “Ali’s got the best food in Constantinople.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t doubt you. Forgive me, but I must return to our previous topic.”

         
         
         
         
         “I understand.”

         
         
         
         
         “What was your father’s reaction when you took up the pursuit of archaeology?”

         
         
         
         
         “He was angry. In that quiet and infuriating way of his. No storming about or yelling from him. Just silent disapproval, all the while making it clear he would do anything he could to convince me to stop.”

         
         
         
         
         “You must have been horribly frustrated.”

         
         
         
         
         “He could not understand that I was doing something different from embarking on a life like the one he’d abandoned. I’m not dragging a family around with me, not recklessly off in search of adventure.”

         
         
         
         
         “You view him as reckless?”

         
         
         
         
         “In hindsight, yes. And he’d be the first to agree. I understand and respect the choices he made for us all. What I can’t forgive is his inability to accept the consequences of his decisions. He knew he was taking risks, but he wasn’t prepared for them. And I’m the one still suffering for it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Dr. Cartwright tells me you’ve resolved to abandon archaeology.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve spoken to him?”

         
         
         
         
         “My husband and I visited the site yesterday.”

         
         
         
         
         He shifted in his seat, pushing his hands down on his chair and twisting. “It was an agonizing decision, but I’m not walking away from the work, just the location. I’m going to try to find a position on the continent. Italy, perhaps. Working with Cartwright planted in me the urge to pursue things Roman.”

         
         
         
         
         “Italy? Lovely. Will you be in Rome?”

         
         
         
         
         “I—I don’t have any specific plans yet.”

         
         
         
         
         “What inspired this decision?”

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing in particular. A touch of boredom, I suppose. The desire to travel. A wish to put some distance between myself and my father.”

         
         
         
         
         “Was anyone else planning to go with you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Go with me?” His mouth hung open and he stared at me, then tossed his head and bit a piece of bread slathered with hummus. “Who on earth would go with me?” I could feel him tapping his foot beneath the table.

         
         
         
         
         “I wouldn’t have the slightest idea, of course. Don’t fault me, though. I’m a lady and therefore more than a little prone to leaping without thought to romantic conclusions. I’d half hoped you’d tell me a story of forbidden love and a dramatic escape and a fresh start in a new land.”

         
         
         
         
         “What a ridiculous thing to say.” His voice caught in his throat as he began, but in the end was full of nails. “Why would you think that?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m a newlywed, Benjamin, and as such bent on seeing those around me as happily matched as I am myself.” I wanted to give him a chance to come clean on his own.

         
         
         
         
         “An astonishing position.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not really,” I said. “Particularly given your colleagues were all under the impression you were getting married.”

         
         
         
         
         He waited before answering, and I could see him summoning calm—blowing out a slow breath, dropping his shoulders, closing his eyes. “I—” He sighed. “I have not had good fortune in love.”

         
         
         
         
         “Does she live here?”

         
         
         
         
         “More or less.”

         
         
         
         
         “Were you with her the night of the murder?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course not,” he said. “I was at the dig.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, you weren’t.” I stopped for a moment, giving him what I hoped was a piercing look. “I’ve been to the dig, I’ve spoken to your colleagues. You had already left.”

         
         
         
         
         His body was agitated, foot tapping, his hands playing with the tines of his fork. “Yes, I had left. But I hadn’t gone far. I wanted to spend a few days alone in the wilderness.”

         
         
         
         
         “Where did you sleep?”

         
         
         
         
         “I had my tent.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did anyone see you? Can anyone vouch for you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Unfortunately as I did not know my sister was being murdered, I had not arranged for a companion to provide an alibi. I needed some time to myself before setting off on the next part of my life. Particularly as it’s one that seems so impossible.”

         
         
         
         
         “What is the impediment?” I asked. “Does your father not approve?”

         
         
         
         
         “He certainly wouldn’t, given the opportunity to pass judgment. But the lack of his blessing would only have been one in a series of stumbling blocks.”

         
         
         
         
         “Her parents?”

         
         
         
         
         “They’re dead.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is she attached to someone else? Married?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not married, no,” he said. “But there is . . . an understanding.”

         
         
         
         
         “Can she not break it off?” I asked. “Surely there is some way for you to be together, and she’s doing her fiancé no service by staying where she knows she cannot be happy.”

         
         
         
         
         “We both know these situations are never so simple.” He pulled off another piece of bread. “And at any rate, it’s too late now.”

         
         
         
         
         “Too close to the wedding?”

         
         
         
         
         “Too close to everything.”

         
         
         
         
         After finishing with Benjamin, I moved from one bazaar to another, meeting Colin in front of the Grand Bazaar—Kapal?çar[image: 445588011]?—at a stone entrance reminiscent of a crusader’s fortress. This was infinitely larger than the Spice Bazaar, but I couldn’t see that from the outside. It was only after stepping through the pointed archway and into the labyrinthine maze of covered streets that I was overwhelmed. The number of stalls was astonishing, and the paths through them, some wide, some narrow, seemed endless. In every direction were stacks of cloth, shawls, dried fruits, lanterns—nearly anything imaginable.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Sir Richard knew nothing of it?” I asked as we made our way through the dense crowd walking along the expansive main street, jewelry shops on either side of us, gold chains and bracelets all but spilling from their windows.

         
         
         
         
         “He was entirely ignorant of his son’s plans to leave the country,” Colin said. “Will you forgive me for changing the subject, just for a moment? I have a gift for you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course,” I said, smiling.

         
         
         
         
         He pulled his hand out from behind his back to show me a bottle of port. “Not vintage, but all I could find here on short notice.”

         
         
         
         
         “Port! Oh, I do adore you!” The kiss I wanted to give him would have left no question of my burning affection for him, but the public location forced restraint. I squeezed his hand and smiled at him, leaving him in no doubt as to what would come later. “I had the most divine luncheon today with Benjamin. But don’t let me distract you from either your purpose or your own story. Finish telling me about Sir Richard.”

         
         
         
         
         “Turkish delight?” A man holding a platter stepped in front of us as we turned a corner. “You try?” Colin took two pieces, handed one to me, and thanked the man before continuing on.

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t feel guilty not buying any?” I asked, biting into the powdery softness.

         
         
         
         
         “No, it’s not expected,” he said. “The approach seems aggressive to us, but it’s meant to suggest nothing but warm enthusiasm. And there are no hurt feelings if you don’t buy. Here—let’s go this way. I want to look at carpets.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did you learn anything interesting today?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Fished around at the embassy—as I said, it’s clear Sir Richard had no idea his son was planning to go to France.”

         
         
         
         
         “Today he told me Italy.”

         
         
         
         
         “Italy? Which do you think is the lie?” he asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve no idea—he’s clearly hiding something. You didn’t tell Sir Richard his plans, did you?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, though I hope you encouraged Benjamin to,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid I didn’t,” I said. “I’m less than pleased with the entire situation, and don’t see that Benjamin, who has suffered his entire life, should be forced to reveal something he’d prefer to keep private.”

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t think his own father has the right to know where he plans to live?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, I don’t. Benjamin’s a grown man—he deserves the freedom to make his own choices.”

         
         
         
         
         “I am well aware of your passion for freedom. But you must admit, Emily, it has to have its limits.”

         
         
         
         
         “I will give you that. Begrudgingly,” I said. “But I can’t agree in this particular incidence. This is a boy who witnessed terrible things as a child and was, for all practical purposes, abandoned by his father thereafter. If he now, as an adult, chooses to cut himself off from that relationship, I don’t see there’s any cause to interfere.”

         
         
         
         
         “What if the relationship could be healed?”

         
         
         
         
         “For that to happen, both parties would have to desire it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sometimes your lack of sentimentality scares me,” he said. “Where is your maternal instinct?”

         
         
         
         
         His eyes told me he was joking, but the words struck me like a slap. “Perhaps I don’t have any.” I stopped in front of a stall of brass goods—hamam bowls, goblets, candlesticks.
         

         
         
         
         
         “That’s an awful thing to say.”

         
         
         
         
         “What if it’s true?” I picked up a bowl, pretending to examine it.

         
         
         
         
         “My dear girl, it’s not true. It’s a silly thing to even discuss. You couldn’t avoid maternal instinct if you tried. It’s the most natural thing there is.”

         
         
         
         
         I raised an eyebrow. “Have you already forgotten my own dear mother?”

         
         
         
         
         “She’s fiercely devoted to you in her own way.” He leaned forward, put a hand on my cheek, and took the bowl away from me, setting it down. “You’re sensitive today.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, forgive me. I’m tired.”

         
         
         
         
         “I shan’t tax you, then,” he said. “Let’s get to Hasan’s and sit in his shop and find at least ten carpets you can’t resist.” Hasan was the best-known, most respected carpet dealer in the city, and had come highly recommended to us by no fewer than six people at the embassy.

         
         
         
         
         “That sounds lovely,” I said. “Did you learn anything else of use from Sir Richard?”

         
         
         
         
         “He admitted the relationship has been strained for some time, but credits it to Benjamin’s stubborn insistence on deliberately going against every bit of advice he’s received from his father, right down to choosing Cambridge over Oxford.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you have sympathy for this position?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “To a certain degree. A man wants his son to respect him, of course. But only a fool gives advice expecting it to be taken. I know I caused my own father more sleepless nights than he perhaps deserved. But that’s part of hammering out one’s independence.”

         
         
         
         
         “Exactly,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Here—this way.” He steered me through a passage into an older section of the bazaar. Here the ceilings were lower, supported by curved arches and pillars, and the smell of spicy lamb and onions drew crowds to a kebab stand.

         
         
         
         
         “My day was somewhat more productive than yours sounds,” I said. “In addition to having a spectacular meal, I did confirm that Benjamin is in love. He would not admit to planning an elopement, but there is a lady. An unavailable lady.”

         
         
         
         
         “Married?”

         
         
         
         
         “No.”

         
         
         
         
         “Engaged?”

         
         
         
         
         “What other option would there be?” I drew in a quick breath, shocked by the thought that had stolen into my head. “I have a theory.”

         
         
         
         
         “I am all eagerness to hear it,” Colin said.

         
         
         
         
         “He was in love with a concubine.” We passed a shop full of glistening lamps, their shades—some round, some teardrop shaped—formed by mosaics of colored glass, sending candlelight dancing from them.

         
         
         
         
         “When would he have had opportunity to even see one, let alone speak to her and fall in love with her?”

         
         
         
         
         “They take excursions from the palace,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Carefully guarded excursions.” He followed my eyes. “Do you want one of those lamps?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, I’m just looking. It’s possible, you know—he could have met a concubine.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re letting your love of the dramatic color your judgment. I like Abduction from the Seraglio as much as the next chap, but that’s not what’s going on here.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “What if Ceyden was killed because she was trying to escape? Her hoard of jewels could have financed quite an expedition.”

         
         
         
         
         “Are you suggesting that Benjamin had inadvertently fallen in love with his sister?”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s beyond terrible, I know. But consider it: She was a beautiful girl and reminded him not only of his childhood playmate, but also his mother. He saw her out, somewhere in town, and was instantly captivated.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do continue,” Colin said. “You know how I enjoy your forays into fiction.”

         
         
         
         
         “He could have bribed someone—one of the guards—to tell him her name. And then to deliver messages. What more revered way is there to fall in love than by being seduced by beautifully written letters?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve always been a great supporter of intelligent conversation, but far be it from me to question the value of a well-written missive.”

         
         
         
         
         “And then they began to plot their escape.” I breathed in the most delicious scents—bergamot, ginger, vanilla—as we walked in front of a display of olive oil soaps. “An escape that would never happen because it was discovered, and Ceyden, rather than being allowed to stay alive and shame the sultan with her deviant thoughts, was silenced, to be forever forgotten. Benjamin’s Byzantine cross, which he’d given her as a token of his affection, was torn from her neck as she struggled against her executioners.”

         
         
         
         
         “Deviant is a bit strong, don’t you think?” he asked.

         
         
         
         
         “But you agree that, in theory, it’s possible?”

         
         
         
         
         “We’re not in a position to dismiss any reasonable hypothesis,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “So you admit it’s reasonable?”

         
         
         
         
         “I may not be ready to own it as reasonable, but will admit to possible. It would explain the strange reaction we’ve had from both the sultan and the government. On the one hand, they want to cooperate with the British, but on the other, they’d very much prefer that this all go away.”

         
         
         
         
         “So they let us into the harem, assuming we’ll find nothing.”

         
         
         
         
         “But you stumble upon the jewelry—”

         
         
         
         
         I cleared my throat. “I did not stumble, my dear. I analyzed the situation and determined the best course of action.”

         
         
         
         
         “Mais oui,” he said.
         

         
         
         
         
         “En français?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “There are times, Emily, when you so capture my imagination that I can only speak in French.”

         
         
         
         
         I reached for his hand, brought it to my lips, and kissed his thumb. “Once Perestu saw that I was close to discovering too much, she notified the sultan and we were summarily denied all further access to the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “This is the part, my dear, where things begin to fall apart. Perestu’s countenance changed when she realized a piece of her own jewelry was in Ceyden’s cache. If your speculations are correct, shouldn’t that reaction have come the instant you found anything sewn into the gown?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not necessarily,” I said. “There must be something about that particular piece. Perhaps it’s a clue of even more significance than we’d previously thought.”

         
         
         
         
         “How so?”

         
         
         
         
         “It may be the object that links Perestu directly to the murder.”

         
         
         
         
         “Or to Murat’s discontented vizier,” he said. “Perhaps she’s the link between his discontented associates and the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “So you believe there is a link?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I cannot deny it. Where did Benjamin tell you he was the night of the murder?” I recounted for him our conversation, and Colin shook his head. “I’d hoped he’d have a firm alibi.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you think he needs it?”

         
         
         
         
         “Let’s hope not.”

         
         
         
         
         A distinguished-looking man stepped out of the shop in front of us. He bowed.

         
         
         
         
         “Mr. Hargreaves, the ambassador told me to expect you. I am Hasan. Welcome. Please, come in. You will have tea?”

         
         
         
         
         Six hours later, we emerged. Colin was wrong about my finding ten carpets. I was not able to narrow my selections below thirteen.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         11 April 1892

         
         
         
         
         Darnley House, Kent

         
         
         
         
         My darling Emily,

         
         
         
         
         I must confess that your letter left me full of melancholy. I do so wish you and Colin might have had at least a few weeks to yourself without any work. I know how you adore it, but I’ve found myself looking back on my own wedding trip with such fond memories of perfect bliss that I want you to have it as well, my dear. Things change so much as a marriage progresses, and although I’ve more happiness than I deserve, I still can’t help wishing, sometimes, to go back to those early days.

         
         
         
         
         These sentiments are no doubt brought on by my current condition. The doctor has confined me to my bed—I’m told it’s a mere precaution because of some pains I’ve suffered in the past week and that I ought not be alarmed. It is not as if I’d been accustomed to gallivanting about—your mother would never allow that. But even under her strict regimens I was able to sit outside every day, and I find I miss the fresh air keenly.

         
         
         
         
         To be quite honest, I’m terrified. The doctor says almost nothing to me, but I can hear the whispers in the hall. Your mother is more worried than I’ve ever seen her, and I feel as if everyone knows some dreadful secret about my condition but won’t tell me. Darling Robert is on his way here, news that at once delights and distresses me. I can think of nothing better than having him beside me, but he can only be coming because he is aware of how serious things have become. Do you think he will warn me of the horrors I’m to face? If I’m truly ill, I’d rather know than be left in ignorance.

         
         
         
         
         They’re all being so kind and indulgent, it’s as if they hope to make my last days pleasant ones. I’m not supposed to know, but I overheard talk of own dear parents being sent for. Can you fathom the gravity of the situation if they’re being summoned from India?

         
         
         
         
         Do please send me more letters—reassure me, Emily. Because although everyone tells me not to worry, I know you of all my friends can best understand the fear I’m hiding. I miss you very much and wish desperately you weren’t so far away.

         
         
         
         
         I am, your most devoted friend,

         
         
         
         
         Ivy

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         13

         
         
         
         
         “I wish we weren’t so far from her,” I said, pacing in front of Colin, waving Ivy’s letter as I walked the terrace where we’d been having breakfast, having to force myself to breathe, fear creeping through my skin. “She needs me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I will contact Robert,” Colin said. “Find out what he knows. If things are serious enough, we can, of course, return home at once.”

         
         
         
         
         I pressed my hands to my temples. “But what of Ceyden?”

         
         
         
         
         “The dead can wait,” he said, wrapping his arms around me. “We can come back after the child is born.” He rested his cheek against mine. “I’ve never seen you upset like this. You’re trembling. Try to put your mind at ease. The most likely scenario is that Robert’s response shall relieve all your worries.”

         
         
         
         
         “I want more than anything to believe that,” I said, having little faith it would happen. Ivy was the least alarmist person I’d ever known. Writing such a letter—one that so directly addressed both her condition and her fears—would have mortified her. If anything, she would let me believe things were not so dire as they truly were. “I don’t think I could survive if anything happened to her. She’s been beside me my whole life.”

         
         
         
         
         “You would. I’d make you.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not sure I’d thank you for it.”

         
         
         
         
         “You forget how persuasive I can be.” He put his arms around me, but I stiffened instead of relaxing against him. “We must distract you. Worry accomplishes nothing.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t want idle distraction,” I said. “Let’s focus on our work.”

         
         
         
         
         He pulled back from me, searched my face, his lips closed but pulled in a firm smile. “You’re quite certain?”

         
         
         
         
         “Beyond doubt. I don’t know any other way.”

         
         
         
         
         “Come with me to the embassy, then. The ambassador has asked to see me.”

         
         
         
         
         Even before we’d reached the entrance to the British embassy in Pera, it was evident that we’d stumbled onto a scene. The door swung open as we approached, and Sir Richard stalked out, a feverish glint in his eyes.

         
         
         
         
         “This is an outrage!” Sir Richard turned to face Sir William, the ambassador, staggering as if he might keel over. “I’ve done nothing but serve my country and will not tolerate being treated like a common criminal.”

         
         
         
         
         “Richard, you know that shall never happen,” Sir William said. “No one is suggesting such a thing. But you must understand that given the circumstances, I cannot allow you to remain in your position. Now, when you are exonerated—”

         
         
         
         
         “Outrageous,” Sir Richard said, slurring the word and interrupting the ambassador. “And I have nothing further to say.” He continued his unsteady march in the direction of the gates, barely pausing to raise his hat to me.

         
         
         
         
         “What on earth?” I asked, grabbing his arm and stopping him. “More missing papers?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, but it’s gone beyond that,” Sir Richard said.

         
         
         
         
         “What happened?” Colin asked, his firm voice the sort that would always elicit a reply.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sure William would be all too happy to fill you in. My opinion seems to have been rendered irrelevant.”

         
         
         
         
         “I want to hear your side, not his,” Colin said.

         
         
         
         
         Sir Richard sighed and pressed his hands together. “When I arrived for work this morning, he was waiting in my office. Two of my colleagues’ desks were ransacked overnight, and I was the last person to leave. There were six files stolen. One of them was found in my safe.”

         
         
         
         
         “And the other five?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Were sitting on a table in the library at my house,” Sir Richard said.

         
         
         
         
         “How were they discovered?” Colin frowned.

         
         
         
         
         “I had already looked in the safe,” Sir William said. “And asked to be allowed to search Richard’s home.”

         
         
         
         
         “As I knew I’d taken nothing, I of course gave him permission.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not that I don’t believe you, Richard.” Bags hung heavy under the ambassador’s eyes. “But you must understand that I cannot allow you to continue in your position until we’ve sorted all this out. I’ve a responsibility—”

         
         
         
         
         “I have spent nearly all my life in the Consular and Colonial Service. To be forced out now, under such circumstances, is unconscionable.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s only temporary,” the ambassador said. “You’ll be back in no time.”

         
         
         
         
         “If you were confident of that, you wouldn’t be pushing me out at all.” He looked at me. “Will you excuse me, Lady Emily? I’d like very much to go home.” He staggered off the embassy grounds, nearly tripping over his own feet.

         
         
         
         
         “What more is there to this, William?” Colin.

         
         
         
         
         “I spoke to his son, who confirmed there was a stack of files on his desk last night. I don’t suspect Richard’s being intentionally deceitful—but he’s been so careless of late. Not paying attention to the details of his job. I’ve had to rebuke him several times, and I’m afraid this was simply a botched effort to make everyone else around him look incompetent—to prove he’s not the only one misplacing things.”

         
         
         
         
         “So his position is in peril?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Honestly, Lady Emily, I think he’s coming unhinged with grief. He hardly acts like himself anymore. I’m trying to give him time to recover. If he does, and regains his competence, I’d happily have him back. Until then, however, I can’t have on my staff a gentleman in his condition. It appears he’s even begun drinking in excess. Sutcliffe found him asleep at his desk earlier in the week. Too much Scotch.”

         
         
         
         
         I’d been looking through the gate as he spoke and was distracted by the sight of Jemal striding along the street outside, his posture more impossibly erect than usual. Stunned to see him outside of the palace, I turned to Colin and murmured to him what I’d seen. He looked at me with serious eyes.

         
         
         
         
         “Follow him,” he said. “I’ll take care of things here and meet you back at the yal?.”
         

         
         
         
         
         I excused myself at once and set off after him, barely able even to keep him in view. He was moving quickly and had a considerable head start. He passed through the streets of Pera, in front of fashionable shops and beautifully appointed homes, gradually making his way down a steep hill to the waters of the Golden Horn and the Galata Bridge. As I crossed in front of the train station, I remembered arriving with Colin, full of newlywed bliss and a different plan for these weeks than reality was prepared to offer us. Going uphill again, Jemal climbed towards Topkap? but did not enter the palace grounds, instead continuing in the direction of the spires in the distance.

         
         
         
         
         I’d now closed enough ground between us that I could have called for his attention, and considered doing exactly that until I watched as he turned into the park between Aya Sofya and the Blue Mosque, headed directly for a bench on which sat Benjamin St. Clare. I stepped behind a palm tree (a pathetic hiding place, but my options were beyond limited) to observe them. Jemal did not sit, nor did Benjamin stand. I could not hear anything they said, but saw more than enough. The eunuch pulled out from his jacket a velvet bag that looked familiar, all the more so when he removed from it a bowstring.

         
         
         
         
         I took in every detail I could. The velvet was similar to but not an exact match for that containing Bezime’s bowstring. Hers had been a deep blue, this was black. Benjamin blanched as he looked at it and threw up his hands. Jemal bent over, pointing in the Englishman’s face, his arm shaking. Shaking his head, Benjamin pushed away the bowstring and rose from the bench before running in the direction of the Bosphorus.

         
         
         
         
         Jemal remained standing, stationary. I debated only for an instant before walking towards him. “What’s going on?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         He did not look surprised to see me, did not miss a beat. “Nothing, Lady Emily.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why aren’t you at the palace?”

         
         
         
         
         “You think I’m a prisoner? You think I cannot leave?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, of course, but I saw—forgive me, I saw your exchange with Mr. St. Clare. You have a bowstring. Why were you showing it to him?”

         
         
         
         
         “Bezime showed it to you. Why should you care with whom I decide to share it?”

         
         
         
         
         “Surely it’s not the same one,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course it is.” His sharp voice snapped.

         
         
         
         
         “But why has the velvet changed?”

         
         
         
         
         He leaned close to me. “Not everything is pertinent to your inquiries.”

         
         
         
         
         “But—”

         
         
         
         
         “If you’ll excuse me, I’m late for a funeral. A friend of my sister’s died in childbirth. A sad story, as I’m sure you can well imagine. They’d been inseparable since they were girls. A terrible tragedy.”

         
         
         
         
         His eyes danced too much to lend any hint of veracity to his statement, and my stomach turned as I wondered why he would say such a thing to me. He might have overheard us speaking, or Bezime must have told him about my condition—alleged condition—but that he’d managed to hit upon my one real fear stunned me. Could he know something about Ivy? Did Bezime know something? It couldn’t be possible, but the coincidence was too much to bear.
         

         
         
         
         
         I claimed to put no stake in anything magical or psychic, but all at once I was gripped with terror. Jemal took his leave from me before I could speak again, and I found myself standing alone in the park, wrestling with unsettling emotions and trying to forget the hideous sound of my aunt’s dying cries. Tears pooled in my eyes, and I looked to the sky, brilliant azure, hoping they would disappear. Instead, inevitably, they streamed down my face, stinging. Desperate to find some sort of comfort, I looked at the two magnificent buildings within my sight and headed for the Blue Mosque.

         
         
         
         
         Aya Sofya might have proven a more reasonable choice. It had, after all, once been a Christian church. But so out of my element was I that I knew, absent of conscious thought, listening only to instinct, that solace would come only from something removed from all that I’d previously known. When I reached the courtyard of the imposing seventeenth-century building, constructed on the foundations of what had been the city’s Byzantine palace, I pulled a scarf over my hat, draping the soft cloth around my neck, covering the bottom of my face and all of my hair.

         
         
         
         
         Signs pointed me to the visitors’ entrance, and I sat on a bench to slip off my shoes. My breath caught in my throat as I entered the building, my eyes drawn to the high, domed ceiling, a space that seemed to pull you up to heaven. I stood next to a thick column, bracing myself against it with a shaking arm before sinking to my knees and starting to pray.

         
         
         
         
         First I turned to the words I’d known all my life. The prayers I had learned as a child, in whose familiarity I had always found comfort. But I knew it was not enough, so I leaned back on my heels and started again. I pleaded. Pleaded that she would be safe, that her child would bring her years of joy, that it would be the first of many, that she would know the pleasure of grandchildren. And then I began to bargain. I would never step beyond the careful bounds Colin placed on our work. I would better respect my mother. I would reach out to those less fortunate than I and give them whatever they needed. I would welcome eighteen children of my own. This thought stopped me, but only for a moment. My eyes closed, and I held my breath, trying to feel every bit of my body, searching for some sign of another life inside me, but feeling nothing. And that gave me the courage to offer my final bargain. Me instead. If one of us had to be taken, it couldn’t be Ivy.

         
         
         
         
         No sooner had the thought formed than I knew my offer was tainted, as it had been made only after finding no sign that I was with child, and I struggled at once for some way to prove my sincerity, to convince God or Allah or whoever was listening in this tiled sanctuary, watching me in the light filtering through stained glass, that my prayers were worthy of consideration. I was too numb and terrified for tears to form, and my mouth was dry, my lips beginning to chap. But I stayed on my knees, determined to stop what felt like inevitable tragedy.

         
         
         
         
         When at last I rose, I felt no better than when I’d begun. The low-hanging iron chandeliers swam in front of me, their votive candles throwing scattered light over the soft carpet under my stocking feet. I watched the men on the other side of a wooden barrier designed to separate the tourists from the faithful. A few knelt, prostrating themselves, heads touching the ground, pointing in the direction of Mecca, across the Bosphorus, which was visible out tall windows that lined the far wall. Had they found peace here?

         
         
         
         
         I turned away from them and faced a wooden screen blocking off a small area in the back of the mosque. A sign was pinned next to the entrance, identifying it as the section where women might pray. No view of the water here, no spectacular stained glass to inspire them, not even a location as good as that given to visitors. Without even momentary consideration, I went inside.

         
         
         
         
         As it was not a designated prayer time, there were only a handful of women present, and I knelt next to them, not looking at their veiled faces, and began again my supplication. The sound of the murmured voices surrounding me, sweet and soft, isolated in this tiny space, stirred the tears that before would not come, and soon I, too, had my forehead on the carpet, my body shaking with sobs. Almost at once, I felt a hand on my back, and I pulled myself up as the woman, not removing her hand, began to speak to me in Turkish.

         
         
         
         
         “English,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”

         
         
         
         
         She tried a language I did not recognize, and I shook my head. The other women around us had gathered close, whispering to one another, until one voice rose above the rest.

         
         
         
         
         “I speak a very little English. Why you so sad?”

         
         
         
         
         A figure in black pushed her way to the front of the group, motioning for us to be silent, then taking my hands in hers. “We go outside,” she said. I followed her—as did the other five ladies—to the park behind the mosque, where she sat on a bench and patted the seat next to her, gesturing for me to take it.

         
         
         
         
         “You are scared,” she said. “You have a lover or husband who is in danger?”

         
         
         
         
         “No.” My voice was little more than a whisper.

         
         
         
         
         “A sick parent?”

         
         
         
         
         “No.”

         
         
         
         
         She studied me, her eyes lingering on every part of me. “You are with child and you fear for your safety.” It was not a question.

         
         
         
         
         “I—I don’t know,” I said. One of the women around us was speaking quietly in Turkish, the words too rapid for ordinary conversation. She was translating for the others.

         
         
         
         
         “You are. But I do not think you weep for yourself.”

         
         
         
         
         This unnerved me in no small way. My stomach clenched, then felt as if it would fall all the way through me. “I do not. It is my dearest friend.”

         
         
         
         
         “We will pray for her, too.” Again she took my hands in hers, pressing hard on them. “It is a danger that cannot be avoided,” she said. “But we are all sisters in this and must always take care of one another. Even if you are not with her, you will watch over her and keep her safe.”

         
         
         
         
         And for just an instant, I believed her. I smiled—and they all smiled—and we laughed, all tension dissipating. They left me, waving as they went, and I had the peace I’d sought in the mosque. But it did not last. As suddenly as it had come, it flew away, and I knew that I would need more than fleeting moments of comfort to get me through these next weeks.
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         Although my calm did not last long, at least the edge was gone from my fear. Colin had beat me back to the yal? and was toying with chess problems on the terrace when I stepped off the boat. I flung myself onto the chair across from him.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Are you well?” he asked, meeting my eyes. “You don’t look like yourself. Have you been crying?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m tired, that’s all,” I said, not wanting to talk about my time in the mosque. “I followed Jemal all the way to the Blue Mosque.” I briefed him on the situation.

         
         
         
         
         “Another bowstring?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t believe it’s the same one.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why would he show it to Benjamin?” Colin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know. He looked angry, but I couldn’t hear what he said.”

         
         
         
         
         “Bezime believes hers came from Y?ld?z, correct?” I nodded as he continued. “What if it’s from Ç?ra[image: 445654611]an?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “And Bezime and Jemal are connected with Murat’s advisers?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “It didn’t take long to finish up at the embassy—there wasn’t anything else to learn. So while you were following your man, I finished the interviews I needed to conduct at Ç?ra[image: 445655611]an. There was a suicide shortly after Ceyden’s death—a servant who’d worked for Murat’s vizier.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Is there a connection?”

         
         
         
         
         “Tenuous at best. But his wife insists that he’d been making frequent trips to Topkap? before he died. Said he’d been delivering letters and that Bezime gave him some concoction that was supposed to help their baby sleep. Apparently it cries ceaselessly—”

         
         
         
         
         “Colic,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “And you claim to have no maternal instinct.”

         
         
         
         
         “Hardly relevant at the moment,” I said. “I shall ask Bezime about him as soon as possible. At the moment, though, I’m going to finish with Ceyden’s notes.”

         
         
         
         
         I dashed inside to grab the volume of Rumi’s poetry, my heart pounding. It infuriated me that the mere mention of a baby could send me into such a panic, and the state of my emotions being so wholly beyond control made me worry all the more about my condition or lack thereof. Gripping the book, I returned to the patio and forced myself to focus on the task of transcribing Ceyden’s marginalia.

         
         
         
         
         Colin watched me, paying better attention to my facial expressions than his chessboard.

         
         
         
         
         “Emily—”

         
         
         
         
         “Mmmm?” I didn’t look up, afraid to meet his eyes.

         
         
         
         
         “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course not.”

         
         
         
         
         “You seem distracted.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s only worry about Ivy,” I said, reaching for his hand and continuing my transcription. He sat quietly, still not touching his chess pieces, for some time before speaking again.

         
         
         
         
         “Is there anything I can do?”

         
         
         
         
         “Distract me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Finish your work and I promise I’ll drive every bad thought out of your head.”

         
         
         
         
         I returned to Ceyden’s notes and he to his chess, solving no fewer than four problems when at last I found what we needed.

         
         
         
         
         “I think I’ve finally stumbled upon something of use.” I read aloud to him. “ ‘It was he there who saved all of us when the boat turned. Must not forget that, nor what he gave thereafter.’ ” I nearly tipped over my chair hopping out of it and shoved my transcription of the sentences into Colin’s face, taking out half the chess pieces on the board in front of him.

         
         
         
         
         “Your enthusiasm is admirable,” he said. “But I’m at a loss to understand the meaning.”

         
         
         
         
         “Where would she have been in a boat that capsized?” I asked. “The Bosphorus, of course. We have to find out who rescued them.”

         
         
         
         
         “How do you know that she was in the boat? We’ve no idea—”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, you’re quite right, I’m sure.” I smiled. “Keep thinking that way. And so long as you do, you’d best give serious consideration to improving your swimming skills. I’m aeons ahead of you in figuring all this out.” I gave him a firm kiss on the mouth, then spun around to go inside.

         
         
         
         
         “Dare I ask where you are going?”

         
         
         
         
         “Topkap?. It’s time I get some answers from Bezime.”

         
         
         
         
         I collected Margaret on my way—or rather, out of my way—to Topkap?. I’d told her, as we walked across the Galata Bridge from Pera to the palace, all the things Bezime had predicted and confided in her my fears of childbirth. She’d proven once again a sympathetic friend and did all she could to reassure me that the former valide sultan’s words did not merit serious consideration. She’d very nearly convinced me, even if only temporarily, and I much appreciated the vigor with which she argued against their truth. Bezime received us as soon as we’d arrived, meeting us in one of her pretty sitting rooms.

         
         
         
         
         “Do you remember any such event?” I asked, sitting across from her as she passed her pipe to Margaret.

         
         
         
         
         “Who could forget?” She stretched her elegant arms in front of her, golden bangles clinking together. “It led to a pretty scandal.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t make me beg you to tell,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “You are quick to forget your anger at me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I have not forgotten,” I said. “But I’ve chosen to overlook it at the moment. This is too important.”

         
         
         
         
         “Denial and avoidance will not change your fate.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do wish you wouldn’t provoke her,” Margaret said. “I rather like it here and don’t want to feel I can’t come back and visit you.”

         
         
         
         
         “You will return, but not when I am here,” Bezime said.

         
         
         
         
         “You’ll be restored to a position of greatness at Y?ld?z?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No. I will simply be gone.”

         
         
         
         
         Frustration crept up my spine, and it was with great effort that I stopped myself from either making a biting remark or leaving the room. “When did this boat tip, and who was on board?”

         
         
         
         
         “It was more than half a year ago, and I don’t know all the passengers—it was concubines and their guards, on their way to an excursion in Stamboul. They may have been going to the Blue Mosque, I don’t remember.”

         
         
         
         
         “Was Ceyden one of the party?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “She was.”

         
         
         
         
         “Who rescued them?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Most of the eunuchs panicked, and the captain of the boat proved useless. Two men saved everyone: Jemal, your old friend, and a foreigner who’d witnessed the accident from another boat. I do not know his name.”

         
         
         
         
         “I saw Jemal earlier today,” I said. “He was carrying a bowstring. I watched him show it to Benjamin St. Clare.”

         
         
         
         
         “Ceyden’s brother?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes.” I studied her carefully, but her face remained like marble. “Do you know anything about this?”

         
         
         
         
         “Jemal is back at Y?ld?z,” she said. “I wouldn’t have any idea what is being sent to him.”

         
         
         
         
         “But you said he’s spying for you,” I said. “Surely he would report having received such a thing.”

         
         
         
         
         “Perhaps he’s not so loyal as I thought.”

         
         
         
         
         “Could he be the one sending them?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         She jerked to attention. “No. Never.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re certain?”

         
         
         
         
         “There are things I know,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “Could you please elaborate?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Not now.” She looked in my eyes, cocked her head slightly, and touched my hand. “Your friend at home will suffer no harm.”

         
         
         
         
         Much though I hated to admit it—primarily because I felt that believing any one of Bezime’s prophecies required giving credence to all of them—I felt lighter than I had in days when I recounted for Colin, on our way to a reception at the British embassy, my visit to Topkap?. Lights shone from all the windows of the building, and the sounds of a Mozart divertimento filtered through the grounds as we made our way to the entrance.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re confident she’s talking about Ivy?” he asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course she is. Who else would it be?”

         
         
         
         
         “Perhaps I’m in terrible danger and don’t even know it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Somehow I find that most unlikely.”

         
         
         
         
         “No hope that you’ll rescue me?” he asked.

         
         
         
         
         “As if you’d ever need it,” I said. We stepped inside, and it was like being back in England—everyone dressed in the latest fashion, familiar accents, routine gossip everywhere I turned.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know when I’ve seen you look so tired,” Colin said.

         
         
         
         
         “Hardly a comment that will make me flush with confidence for the rest of the evening.”

         
         
         
         
         “Fatigued or not, you’re still the most breathtaking beauty here—or anywhere—tonight.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is that meant to improve my mood?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course. But the motive does not detract from the sincerity of the statement.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re good.” I squeezed his hand.

         
         
         
         
         “And I rather like you tired. Makes it all the easier for us to duck out early and go home.”

         
         
         
         
         “If only we could go now,” I said, the sentiment growing to an emphatic crescendo as he grazed the back of my neck with his hand. It was too late, however. We’d reached the front of the line, made our greetings, and joined the crush in the reception room. Before long, waiters in smart white dinner jackets had pressed into our hands tall flutes of champagne, and we were pleasantly engaged in exchanging stories of Constantinople with fellow travelers.

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve seen so very little!” exclaimed the wife of a career diplomat as I sipped my wine. “But I suppose that’s the sign of a happy honeymoon. You’re spending all your time reading poetry to each other while gazing at the Bosphorus.”

         
         
         
         
         Would that our tourist deficiencies could be explained by such a reason. “The Blue Mosque is spectacular,” I said. “And I have every intention of returning to Aya Sofya before the week’s end. I don’t think my previous visit did it justice.”

         
         
         
         
         “I have heard, Lady Emily, that you’ve been in the harem. Is it true?”

         
         
         
         
         “It is,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Bad business, this murder. It’s deplorable that you should be forced to embroil yourself in the investigation. I suppose there’s no one else, and the poor girl—bless her half English soul—deserves justice. But what a burden for you!”

         
         
         
         
         “I do what I must.” I had no desire to embark on a philosophical discussion of my work.

         
         
         
         
         My companion made no move to stay on the subject. She dropped her voice. “And have you been to the hamam?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I have.”

         
         
         
         
         She nodded. “I am most impressed.”

         
         
         
         
         “Have you visited one in your time here?”

         
         
         
         
         “Never. But I have read Lady Mary Wortley Montagu’s Turkish Embassy Letters. Fascinating!”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I read it on the train. She’s absolutely right about the baths.”

         
         
         
         
         “Hundreds of women?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not nearly so many when I was there, but all, as she said, ‘as exactly proportioned as ever any goddess was drawn.’ ”

         
         
         
         
         “I quite liked the bit when she said the women thought her husband had locked her into her stays.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, that was amusing,” I said. “You should go see for yourself. It’s an extraordinary experience, and I’m told the Ca[image: 445685011]alo[image: 445685211]u Hamam is the finest public bath in the city. It’s not far from the Blue Mosque—I’d be happy to accompany you if you’d like.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “To be honest, Lady Emily, I think I’d be more comfortable were I safely anonymous. Don’t think I could begin to relax if anyone I knew might see me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I understand completely. I must say it astonishes me that Ottoman society, which in so many ways is more oppressive than our own, is dotted with pockets of enlightenment.”

         
         
         
         
         “The Ottoman culture is more liberated than ours in many ways,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “But the women are veiled.”

         
         
         
         
         “That they are. Yet I’ve never seen an instrument of oppression that gives such freedom—it hides their identities and enables them to move about the city visiting whomever they wish—if you understand my meaning.” She glanced to both sides before continuing. “They can meet their lovers wherever they like.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is that so?” My face was hot with embarrassment. I was not yet quite so enlightened as I longed to be.

         
         
         
         
         “I was at least as horrified as you when I first heard the stories. But now I’m rather used to it.” She leaned in, close. “Makes me feel almost French. The Ottoman women keep control of their money after they’re married, you know. And should they find themselves divorced, the husbands must continue to support them.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not at all what I would have expected,” I said. I was about to inquire whether she’d befriended many Ottoman women during her time in the city when we were interrupted by the sound of an ugly altercation at the entrance to the room.

         
         
         
         
         “I will not be accused!” Sir Richard, his hair wild, pushed his way towards the ambassador.

         
         
         
         
         Sir William stepped forward. “No one is making charges. I merely wanted to know—”

         
         
         
         
         “I will not have it!” He lunged as if to shove the other man but lost his footing and tripped. Colin, who had been standing several feet away from me, conversing with a group of gentlemen, reached him in a few swift strides and stopped his fall.

         
         
         
         
         “What’s going on here?” he asked as the partygoers all stood, silence spilling through the room.

         
         
         
         
         “I think it would be best to take this conversation somewhere more private,” Sir William said as Mr. Sutcliffe stepped from the onlookers and made his way to Sir Richard.

         
         
         
         
         “Surely public mortification is unnecessary,” he said. “I will not see my friend humiliated.”

         
         
         
         
         Colin and Sir William stepped aside, speaking quietly before turning back to Sir Richard. “Come with me . . . ,” Sir William began, but Sir Richard shoved him away and stormed through the crowd, his eyes bulging.

         
         
         
         
         “This is unconscionable,” he said. Mr. Sutcliffe, a beat behind, called after him. With a quick look at the ambassador, Colin caught up, took Sir Richard by the arms, and steered him to an antechamber off the hall. I excused myself to my companion and followed at once.

         
         
         
         
         “What is going on?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “We’ve had a rather strange incident,” Mr. Sutcliffe said. “A young man from the hinterlands appeared here this morning asking to see Richard and demanding money.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s outrageous!” Sir Richard looked on the verge of apoplexy, veins pulsing, sweat building, his color darkening. “I’ve never seen that person before in my life.”

         
         
         
         
         “He claimed he was the one causing trouble at the archaeological site where Benjamin was employed,” the ambassador said. “Wanted us to believe Richard had hired him to scare his son off the job.”

         
         
         
         
         I paused a moment too long before I spoke. “But—”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve lost even your confidence,” Sir Richard said, looking at me through glazed eyes. Colin put a hand on the older man’s shoulder, steadying him, and led him to a chair.

         
         
         
         
         “I think we need a doctor,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “No,” Sir Richard said. “My health is of no concern.”

         
         
         
         
         “Your health ought to be of concern. Who will take care of your son if you become infirm?” Mr. Sutcliffe’s face was smooth as marble. “No one can do for him the things his father would.”

         
         
         
         
         “You hear what they accuse me of,” Sir Richard said.

         
         
         
         
         “It might be a good idea to see a doctor—” Sir William was not allowed to finish.

         
         
         
         
         “I said no.” Sir Richard’s voice, full of venom, shook as he spoke. “I’m not ill, I’m upset.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course you are,” I said. “Will someone get him a drink?”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you understand the implications of this?” He leaned forward, speaking low. “That they would suggest, even for a second, that I would threaten the life of my own son?”

         
         
         
         
         “Where is this man now? My husband can speak to him. I’ve no doubt there’s some other explanation.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s disappeared,” Mr. Sutcliffe said, coming close. “Made his accusations, and when it became clear he would get no money, he left. I doubt we’ll see him again.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not that I don’t believe you, Richard,” the ambassador said. “But you see, don’t you, that I had to ask you questions?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t see anything decent in it,” Sir Richard said.

         
         
         
         
         I stepped to my husband’s side and pulled him away from the group. “What do you think of this?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “It proves nothing. If Richard had hired the man, he wouldn’t have been so careless about paying him.”

         
         
         
         
         “You think it’s someone else?”

         
         
         
         
         “If it is, we’re unlikely to find the man again. He’s sure to have been paid off for doing this.” He touched my arm. “I should think you’d be relieved at the possibility that Richard isn’t responsible.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’d like to believe that. But he’s so scattered of late, so upset. What if he did forget to pay the man?”

         
         
         
         
         “Then it’s best we forget it all,” Colin said. “The man has enough troubles, and no one was hurt in this scheme.”

         
         
         
         
         “But what if he tries again?”
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         “Do you think,” Colin asked, “there has ever been a more badly interrupted wedding trip in the history of matrimony than ours?” We were sitting on our terrace after a late breakfast, watching the water turn steel gray as clouds careened across the sky.

         
         
         
         
         “It seems unlikely,” I said, turning my attention to the chessboard in front of my husband. “How many moves to mate?”

         
         
         
         
         “Two,” he said, staring at me instead of his pieces. “I’d wager we’ve the worst luck ever.”

         
         
         
         
         “Try your bishop to b3,” I said. “I’m of the opinion that you should refrain from entering into any more bets at present. You’re already going to be swimming the Bosphorus.”

         
         
         
         
         “Funny you bring that up. I was just speaking to a seamstress yesterday about diaphanous robes for you.”

         
         
         
         
         “What a shame I won’t get to wear them.”

         
         
         
         
         He knocked over black’s king. “At least you’re good at chess.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do appreciate the compliment,” I said. “Anything new on Sir Richard this morning?”

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing good, I’m afraid. He’s being recalled to England.”

         
         
         
         
         “His behavior since we first met him has deteriorated more than I would have thought possible.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s under no insignificant amount of stress,” Colin said, then shook his head. “We’ve gone over this too many times.”

         
         
         
         
         “I know. I keep hoping there’s some other answer. Do you think he will ever recover?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve no idea.”

         
         
         
         
         “And what about Benjamin?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Have you given any thought to the possibility that he was at Y?ld?z the night of the murder?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. He didn’t kill his sister.”

         
         
         
         
         “You believe his alibi?”

         
         
         
         
         “I think there are many times a person would be hard-pressed to prove where he’d been at a given moment,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “What do you think happened to Ceyden?”

         
         
         
         
         “Are you inviting me to speculate?”

         
         
         
         
         “I am.” He smiled and set up the chess pieces again.

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but I don’t want to,” I said. “I’ve no idea where we’re headed at the moment. None of it fits yet.”

         
         
         
         
         “When has that ever stopped you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Never until now.”

         
         
         
         
         “You, my dear, may just turn out to be a first-rate investigator.”

         
         
         
         
         “You mean I’m not one already?” I asked. “I’m crushed.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t be. I’ve got something for you.” He handed me a sheath of papers. “I’ve compiled all I have pertaining to the situation at Ç?ra[image: 445709111]an. It’s not enormously compelling, but if you put it all to the sultan properly, you might convince him to allow you back into Y?ld?z. I’ve got our vizier friend to admit that he was corresponding with Bezime, though he insists it was for nothing more than medical advice.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “If that’s so, why did his messenger commit suicide?” I asked, reading through the papers while listening to him. “I shall confront Bezime at once. I’m not pleased she’s withheld this from me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I still believe Murat is blameless, so do not let the sultan believe otherwise.”

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t want to take this to him yourself? It’s your work.”

         
         
         
         
         “I trust you to handle it.”

         
         
         
         
         I leaned across the table and kissed him, then pulled away. “Thank you. I shall ask for an audience with him immediately,” I said. “I would never have thought it possible to adore someone as much as I do you. Are you real?”

         
         
         
         
         “I certainly hope so,” he said. “If not, I’ll have a terrible time appreciating you in your diaphanous robes.”

         
         
         
         
         Colin and I left the yal? together, later than we’d planned, neither of us willing to pass up what turned out to be an inspired interlude of not working. The mere thought of diaphanous robes has an extraordinary effect on gentlemen, but I think we may be forgiven the distraction. It was, after all, our honeymoon, and we weren’t too dreadfully late. My husband was off to the embassy, and I to Topkap? to confront Bezime about her correspondent from Murat’s camp. I was eager to see her reaction to Colin’s evidence. We parted company when the boat dropped me at the palace dock, and I waved to him as he pulled away towards Pera, across the Golden Horn. When I arrived in Bezime’s quarters, I was caught in a whirlwind of chaos. The sultan was coming to Topkap?, and the former valide was preparing to meet him.
         

         
         
         
         
         “There’s a matter of no small importance that we must discuss,” I said, watching as a maid draped her in a gold satin dress woven with silver thread. A second servant came forward to fasten a heavy necklace of emeralds.

         
         
         
         
         “This is not the time,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “It concerns the sultan.” I told her what Colin had learned at Ç?ra[image: 445713711]an, expecting her to show some measure of concern. Instead, she threw back her head and laughed.
         

         
         
         
         
         “This is insignificant. Yes, this former vizier or whatever he was wanted my assistance, but I never offered him anything beyond a salve to treat an eye infection.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you have his letters?”

         
         
         
         
         “I burned them.”

         
         
         
         
         “Can you prove you never encouraged him?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t need to. He’s accomplished nothing, and regardless, the sultan would never doubt me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you think, perhaps, you’re overconfident?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Never. Come with me. You shall see.”

         
         
         
         
         “You should be careful about this, Bezime. The sultan is paranoid, by all accounts, and if he suspects, even for a moment, that you’ve been in contact with someone connected to Murat who—”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve done nothing wrong and hence have no need for fear.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did you tell him the former vizier is trying to hatch a plot?”

         
         
         
         
         “He does not need to know everything when I know it.”

         
         
         
         
         I was not as sure of this as she appeared to be, and I struggled to follow her through the halls of the palace—she was walking so fast, I could barely keep up—passing through the harem gates and into a broad courtyard in which stood Arz Odas?, the Audience Hall, where Abdül Hamit was to meet with a group of foreign diplomats. The building had been restored after a fire nearly forty years ago, but now its white walls gleamed. More than twenty columns supported the flat roof that stretched over a splendid porch on three sides. We climbed to the entrance, passed a fountain next to the door, and stepped inside.

         
         
         
         
         The walls were simple, white and without ornamentation, but the ceiling was painted in gold and green. Most magnificent, however, was the enormous gold canopy over a throne that did not resemble a chair—it was more like an enormous couch, large enough and deep enough to be a bed. Hundreds of years earlier, those who entered this room hoped their words would please the sultan. If they didn’t, his guards might execute them on the spot. Although this was no longer a concern, nerves twinged through me.

         
         
         
         
         The sultan was standing in a corner of the room, talking to an adviser, his back to us. Bezime hardly paused before gliding over to him and prostrating herself before him.

         
         
         
         
         “Stand up,” he said, a half-smile on his face.

         
         
         
         
         “My son,” she said, standing, stretching her arms to embrace him. “You know I will always consider you that.”

         
         
         
         
         A terse nod sent the adviser scurrying away. “What are you scheming now?”

         
         
         
         
         “When have you known me to scheme?”

         
         
         
         
         “Is there a time when you’re not scheming?”

         
         
         
         
         Her laughter echoed through the chamber. “You are too hard on me. I’ve brought you a friend whom you have been persuaded to treat with disdain.”

         
         
         
         
         His eyes passed over me with no hint of interest. “Lady Emily is treated precisely as she deserves.”

         
         
         
         
         “I understand your feelings, Your Majesty,” I said. “And I did not come here expecting to see you. I’d planned to set an appointment at Y?ld?z.”

         
         
         
         
         “But instead you interrupt my time with Bezime.”

         
         
         
         
         “It is urgent,” Bezime said. “And concerns Murat.”

         
         
         
         
         He winced. “What is it?”

         
         
         
         
         I paused, thinking Bezime would want to tell him, but she did not speak. “My husband is confident the former sultan is perfectly content with his situation. My husband has, however, confirmed that an associate of his is in the process of attempting to stir up trouble.”

         
         
         
         
         “How so?” He crossed his arms and peered at me, his eyes all intensity.

         
         
         
         
         “I can give you this—it details all he’s learned.” I passed the papers to him, thankful I’d brought them to show Bezime. “But Bezime can tell you better than anyone his approach.”

         
         
         
         
         “Bezime?” His muscles tensed, and he spun on a heel, facing her and then taking a step closer. “You know something of this?”

         
         
         
         
         “He’d written to me, prodding to test my loyalties.” She shrugged. “I disregarded him.”

         
         
         
         
         “And you did not tell me?” His voice shook.

         
         
         
         
         “It was irrelevant. I have read your chart. You have nothing to fear from him.”

         
         
         
         
         He slapped his hand against the wall next to her. “That is not a decision for you to make. I should have been informed at once.”

         
         
         
         
         “Forgive me. It is not always easy to reach you.”

         
         
         
         
         “It would be in this sort of situation.”

         
         
         
         
         “I need it to be all the time,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “Please,” I interrupted. “What’s important now is that we ensure that no one else in the harem—here or at Y?ld?z—has received letters from him.”

         
         
         
         
         “It is all irrelevant,” the sultan said. “He will be arrested at once.”

         
         
         
         
         I shuddered at the thought of the man’s fate. “But you need to know if there’s anyone else with whom you should be concerned.”

         
         
         
         
         “I could—” Bezime started, but the sultan stopped her at once.

         
         
         
         
         “I will deal with you later,” he said. “Leave us now.” Without the slightest hint of worry on her face, she bowed and retreated from the room.

         
         
         
         
         “I do apologize for springing all this on you,” I said. “I had wanted to reach you through the proper channels.”

         
         
         
         
         He nodded. “I have, perhaps, acted in haste when banning you from Y?ld?z. I sometimes let others have too much influence on me.”

         
         
         
         
         “It was Perestu, wasn’t it? She was upset at my finding the jewelry.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know what troubled her and don’t suppose it matters now. Do you think I am safe?”

         
         
         
         
         “I do, and my husband agrees. I hope you know that if we felt you were in the slightest danger, we would alert you at once.” I remembered Bezime’s story about them coming for her son and better understood the paranoia of the man standing before me. He was at once supremely powerful and grotesquely vulnerable.

         
         
         
         
         “I expect nothing less.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do think, however, that if you allowed me to return to Y?ld?z, I could determine fairly quickly whether this man had contacted any of the concubines there.”

         
         
         
         
         “He will tell his captors after he’s arrested.”

         
         
         
         
         “How can you believe him?”

         
         
         
         
         “They are persuasive men and settle for nothing short of the truth.”

         
         
         
         
         I hoped I hadn’t visibly cringed. “But Ceyden. What if there is a network of connections in the harem? What if he does resist your men? Is it wise to depend entirely on the confessions of one man?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, Lady Emily, it is not.” He stood, watching me, silent for so long that I started to fidget. “You may return to Y?ld?z, but only so long as it pleases me. And you are not to foster the traitorous wishes of any of the concubines. Roxelana will not leave the harem. Is that understood?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, yes, of course.”

         
         
         
         
         “And if Perestu asks that you walk away from certain questions, you are to respect her.”

         
         
         
         
         I wanted to protest but bit back the words. I was in, and for now that would have to be enough.

         
         
         
         
         “You look happier than I’ve seen you in I don’t know how long,” Margaret said. She was waiting for me on the terrace at the restaurant in Misseri’s, where we planned to have tea with Colin. “Where have you been?”

         
         
         
         
         “I, my dear, have triumphed,” I said, recounting for her my conversation with the sultan.

         
         
         
         
         “Wonderful! That’s fantastic, Emily.”

         
         
         
         
         “I must admit to being rather pleased,” I said, pouring milk into my tea. “I wonder what’s keeping Colin? He should have been here by now.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you think something’s wrong?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, he’s undoubtedly detained questioning someone.”

         
         
         
         
         I didn’t begin to worry until we’d finished our tea and talked the afternoon away. As the sun started to set, I grew anxious and went to the hotel desk to see if he’d sent a message that had somehow not made it up to us on the terrace. There was nothing, of course, but when I returned, Margaret had ordered for me a glass of port.

         
         
         
         
         “Dare we speculate?” she asked.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s no point,” I said. “Any fiction we write would undoubtedly be worse than reality. It will not serve to make us feel better.”

         
         
         
         
         It was not until the last shards of colored light were fading from the sky that my husband appeared. He squeezed my hand and kissed my cheek but did not sit down, his face all tense muscles, his mouth tight. I looked up at him, afraid, as he spoke.

         
         
         
         
         “Bezime is dead.”
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         We went to Topkap? at once. The trip across the Golden Horn was short, and the boat dropped us right at the palace docks. Inside the gates, all was quiet, as if nothing had happened, until we reached the entrance to the harem, where Colin handed Margaret and me off to Jemal. Colin could not accompany us but would interview the palace guards, search the outer courtyards, question servants and anyone who might have seen or heard something unusual.

         
         
         
         
         “I didn’t expect to see you here,” I said to Jemal, numbness temporarily replaced with surprise. “Has your assignment been changed again?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not permanently,” he said. “A brief mission only.”

         
         
         
         
         I thought I might crawl out of my skin. “Did you kill her?”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t be absurd. What century do you think it is?”

         
         
         
         
         “I heard the sultan say he would deal with her later.”

         
         
         
         
         “And now he’ll never have the chance. More’s the pity.”

         
         
         
         
         I wondered about the bowstrings and revisited the possibility that Jemal had not received one but was instead the person responsible for sending them. If that was the case, who was to get the one he’d shown to Benjamin?

         
         
         
         
         The silence was oppressive as we came closer to the valide sultan’s apartments, but Jemal did not take us into the rooms, instead continuing to walk until we’d reached the Courtyard of the Favorites. Bright moonlight bounced off the white plaster walls of the wood-trimmed building that contained apartments occupied by sultans long ago. The rows of wooden shutters were tightly closed, and the only sound apart from our steps on the cold stone floor was that of water pouring into the pool that edged one side of the courtyard.

         
         
         
         
         Sprawled beneath the elegant oval arches of the path running along the sultan’s rooms was Bezime’s body, surrounded by a ring of guards and a handful of silent women. The color drained from Margaret’s face in an instant, and unable to offer much in the way of consolation, I took her shaking hand in mine as we approached the group. Violent death—the thin, reddish purple bruise on her neck identified it as such—offered those looking at the body no reassurance, no hint that a soul had found peaceful rest.

         
         
         
         
         “How was it done?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         One of the guards bent down next to her and lifted a familiar object from the ground: a white, silken bowstring. I closed my eyes, tried to control my breath, knowing there was nothing that would still my heartbeat. “Did anyone witness the attack?”

         
         
         
         
         Of course no one had. Nor had anyone seen or heard anything remotely suspicious. I questioned everyone present—Margaret by my side, unable to speak—but did not expect answers full of enlightenment. Could I doubt, even for a moment, that Bezime’s death had been sanctioned at the highest levels? Part of me wanted to run from the palace, not stopping until I’d found Colin and was safely ensconced in a compartment on the Orient Express. But at the same time, I felt the slight beginnings of a sensation I’d not known in many months: the unmistakable titillation that held firm its place next to the deepest fears.
         

         
         
         
         
         Forcing myself to focus, I struggled to find anything of significance. After combing every inch of the courtyard and finding it devoid of anything that could be construed as evidence, I asked Jemal if I could question the other women in the palace. He did not object. Margaret hovered behind me, her hand pressed hard over her mouth.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry, Emily,” she said as we waited for him to begin sending them in to speak to us. “I’m all but useless. I had no idea this would be so difficult.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s appalling. There’s no other word. But if we are to find justice for Ceyden—and now Bezime as well—we cannot allow ourselves the luxury of mourning right now. Push aside what you’ve seen as best you can and help me. When we get home, we can collapse.”

         
         
         
         
         Jemal stood over us as we questioned the girls. Not surprisingly, no one admitted to seeing or hearing anything out of the ordinary. And none of them met my eyes during the interviews. That futile exercise complete, I turned back to the eunuch.

         
         
         
         
         “Where are the police? Have they already been through?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. This is a simple harem matter. No use troubling the police.”

         
         
         
         
         “So it’s an ordinary day in the harem when someone is murdered?” I asked. “Come, Jemal, I’m not so naïve. This was an execution, was it not?”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve been reading too many books, Lady Emily.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is there no interest in finding out who killed her?” I asked. Margaret, still quiet, was methodically tugging at her gloves.

         
         
         
         
         “The sultan will come here tomorrow, and the killer will confess,” Jemal said.

         
         
         
         
         “What assignment were you sent here to do?”

         
         
         
         
         “It is not for your ears.”

         
         
         
         
         “Where was your loyalty? To Bezime or Perestu?”

         
         
         
         
         He laughed. “You believe those to be the options?”

         
         
         
         
         “Then tell me who has your allegiance,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “The sultan, of course. Do you not understand who he is? That he rules all of us?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course I do, Jemal, but I find I no longer believe anything you say.” Our search had yielded nothing of interest, leaving only one thing to be done. “Has someone searched the body for clues?”

         
         
         
         
         “Was it not obvious how she died?” he asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Not to determine the manner of death, but to see if she had with her anything of interest. May I look for myself?”

         
         
         
         
         We returned to the site of the murder, and with great effort, I forced myself to go through Bezime’s clothing. It sickened me to disturb her ill-used body, but I had no choice in the matter and began my search. She had no pockets, no jewelry with hidden compartments, and had dropped nothing near where she fell, at least nothing that remained. I expected her skin to have lost its warmth but was surprised and horrified by its almost inhuman smoothness. She was like a polished stone, and I fought back tears as I patted her sleeves and bodice until I felt something strange against her abdomen. With trembling fingers, I opened the front of her gown; she’d been dressed for bed. There, stitched to her camisole, was a slim pouch. I pulled an embroidery scissors from my reticule, cut the seam, and removed the superfluous fabric. Inside were five folded sheets of papers—letters.

         
         
         
         
         “What have you found?” Jemal asked. “Hand it over, please.”

         
         
         
         
         “Absolutely not,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “You will give them to me now,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “No. I will read them myself and determine whether they are pertinent to the case. And as there’s nothing more to be done here tonight, I’m going home to mourn Bezime. Will you please keep me abreast of funeral arrangements?”

         
         
         
         
         “Stunned. I’m stunned,” I said, stacking the letters in a neat pile next to Ceyden’s book of poetry. “I expected them to be from Murat’s vizier.”

         
         
         
         
         We had returned to the yal?, and much though I wanted to collapse and weep, I pushed myself to work instead, not wanting to miss a detail that might lead us to capture the man who had killed Bezime and, no doubt, Ceyden.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Who, then?” Colin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “They were all written in English—perfect English—in the handwriting of a gentleman. And Ceyden’s notes refer to events cited in the letters.”

         
         
         
         
         “Benjamin?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I did confirm with him this afternoon that he was involved in the rescue of concubines following a boating accident in the Bosphorus,” Colin said. “I’ve not had the chance to update you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did he admit to falling in love with one of them?” I asked. “Or say anything that gives a clue as to the identity of his lover?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, nor did he admit to noticing that Ceyden was among the girls he helped.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s trying to hide it, of course,” I said. “He’s mortified that he didn’t know it was his sister.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s possible. Margaret?” My friend was sitting, arms wrapped tight around her, her face gray. “Are you all right?”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s cold out here, isn’t it?” she asked.

         
         
         
         
         The night had grown chilly, and the air off the water biting. I rang for a servant, and within moments we had steaming cups of salep, a thick, white drink made from the dried tubers of orchids that reminded me of tapioca.
         

         
         
         
         
         Margaret looked as if she were suffering from shock. Colin draped a soft blanket over her shoulders and asked her if she wanted to go to bed; we had plenty of room for her. She declined, insisting that she wanted to sit with us.

         
         
         
         
         “I will manage to make myself useful,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “What do we have?” Colin asked. “Perestu’s reaction to finding her ring in Ceyden’s room. Notes in Ceyden’s hand and letters possibly—most likely—in Benjamin’s.”

         
         
         
         
         “And what of Sir Richard?” I asked. “Am I really to believe that all the strange happenings around him are coincidental?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid we’re beginning to diverge here, Emily.” Colin warmed his hands around his glass. “It’s becoming increasingly difficult to believe that Sir Richard’s troubles—minus those connected with Ceyden’s death—are due to anything but his own mental decline.”

         
         
         
         
         “How can you say that? He has lost his daughter,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t forget the attacks on Benjamin,” Colin said. “Perhaps he did order them. We may be dealing with a man losing his grip on reality.”

         
         
         
         
         I slept only sporadically that night, dreaming of Bezime, waking up sweat-soaked and gasping for air, clinging to Colin. Sadness I had expected, along with fear and horror. But the anxiety consuming me was unlike anything I’d previously experienced—for it came with a feeling of dread that shouted to me, putting me on notice that Bezime had been right, that I was on a bad path, and that a terrible outcome was inevitable.

         
         
         
         
         Not wanting to wake up my husband, I buried my sobs in my pillow, trying to lie as still as I could. Realizing sleep was not going to come, I slipped out of bed and into the hallway. I would go downstairs and read where the light would not disturb Colin. Before I’d reached the sitting room, however, I heard a rustling noise at the end of the corridor. I froze, listening. The yal? was not laid out like a typical European house, and my dressing room was not connected to the bedroom but attached to the hamam-like marble bath on the ground floor. The noise was coming from there.
         

         
         
         
         
         I debated my options, distracted only by the sound of my heart leaping out of my chest. My knees trembled, my stomach churned, and sweat dripped down the back of my neck. Moonlight filled the hall, and something sparkled on the floor—glass from a shattered window. I heard the swoosh of wood against wood as drawers opened, more rustling, then dull steps. I looked back to the stairs, wondering if I could reach them before whoever was inside found me. There was nowhere to hide, and I was not about to confront a stranger in my house. Holding my breath, I gathered the skirt of my nightgown in my hand and sprinted back upstairs, praying I’d been quiet enough.
         

         
         
         
         
         Colin woke at once and stormed out of the room without hesitating. He called for me to come down only a few moments later. Our intruder was gone, and with him all my jewelry, the lock on its case forced open. We sent for the police at once. They were apologetic and embarrassed and assured us the city was generally safe, but admitted the chances of recovering any of the stolen goods or the culprit were slim at best.

         
         
         
         
         I was unnerved, more so than my husband, who ushered me back to bed and held me until he fell asleep. I’d been the victim of theft before and knew well how vulnerable the experience would leave me. This was another most unwelcome distraction for a honeymoon. I wanted it all to stop; to have a moment of peace. Feelings of fear and violation kept me awake the remainder of the night, leaving me with nothing to do but pray for respite, repeating my silent words over and over until they were met by the sound of the muezzin singing the morning’s first call to prayer.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         14 April 1892

         
         
         
         
         Darnley House, Kent

         
         
         
         
         My dear daughter,

         
         
         
         
         I write not to alarm you, but to keep you informed on the topic regarding which I am certain you are keenly interested. The physician saw Ivy today, and is concerned by her lack of strength—particularly as she seems to be growing weaker with each passing day. I pray that she will manage and come through this as well as possible.

         
         
         
         
         This is something about which we must speak plainly, as it is a part of life that cannot be avoided. At present, there is no need for you to think of coming here—I know from Colin’s wire to Robert that you were considering it. I will, of course, send you word at once if the situation grows more serious.

         
         
         
         
         Do all you can to enjoy your wedding trip. It won’t be long until you’re going through a confinement of your own. And as you are as obstinate and stubborn a person as I have known, there is no question that you will sail through it with an ease that borders on indecent.

         
         
         
         
         I am, your loving and devoted mother,

         
         
         
         
         C. Bromley
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         The terse calm of my mother’s letter did nothing to relieve the anxiety that had poured over me after the robbery. If anything, it brought back every fear I’d known since childhood of the subject at hand, and I felt as if I’d been slammed against the steel door of a vault. Inside, of course, unable to unlock it. Colin and I had taken two days of rest—he’d hoped it would calm my nerves. We’d picnicked on the Asian shore, explored the most beautiful mosques in the city, and hired a boat to take us all the way up the Bosphorus to the Black Sea.

         
         
         
         
         My mental condition may have improved, but physically it was becoming more difficult to ignore that something was changing in my body. Dizziness had become my frequent companion, and I’d begun to notice other symptoms as well. All of my maladies might just as easily be explained as the effects of the stress under which I was operating, and I had no evidence that could give me solid confirmation. It was maddening not to be able to know the cause.

         
         
         
         
         “Are you certain you’re ready to get back to it?” Colin asked. He was to call on Sir Richard—whose state of mind had not improved in the least—after walking me to Y?ld?z. We’d spent the morning wandering the gardens at Topkap?, then gone to the Blue Mosque, and were now making our way across the Hippodrome, where an ancient Egyptian obelisk rose from the site where Romans had raced their chariots. “I don’t want you to push yourself.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s time,” I said. “Though I shall mourn the loss of my jewelry forever. I’m only glad they didn’t take my ring.” I fingered the band he’d given me when I’d accepted his proposal. Formed in the shape of a reef knot, it was an ancient piece, from the Minoans on Crete, gold inlaid with lapis lazuli. I treasured it more than all the diamonds and precious gems in both our families.

         
         
         
         
         “The only benefit was getting two days of you all to myself. In the previous week I’d spent more time with Margaret than you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Should I be jealous?” I sneaked a sideways glance at him, warming at the sight of his smile.

         
         
         
         
         “Exceedingly. She has proposed that we all run away together and live as nomads. Convinced me that I’d look rather well in the robes of a Bedouin. And, if I recall correctly, you’ve something of a propensity for men in such attire.” It was almost a year ago that an exceedingly charming thief dressed in such an outfit had drugged me. The incident left me embarrassed but unharmed, the recipient of a hazy sort of illicit kiss whose occurrence I’d never admitted to my husband.

         
         
         
         
         “That you would,” I said, feeling an automatic lightness as we began to flirt. “It’s something we ought to make use of after you swim the Bosphorus for me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll swim the Bosphorus, scale the house, climb through your bedroom window, throw you over my shoulder, and take you away to my camp.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ll need to stow the robes on the terrace. They wouldn’t achieve the proper effect if they were wet.”

         
         
         
         
         “Excellent point.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m glad you’ve come to terms with the fact that you’re going to lose our bet,” I said. “It speaks highly of your masculine security.”

         
         
         
         
         “Darling girl, I’m humoring you. You’ll be the one in robes—diaphanous, remember?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t see why one ought to exclude the other. Can’t you kidnap me regardless of the outcome of our wager?”

         
         
         
         
         “Look how quickly you back down!” he said. “Just a moment ago you were brimming with certainty at the prospect of victory. Now you’re making contingency plans?”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t be silly. I’ll win. That goes without saying. But now that I’ve got the image of you as a Bedouin in my head, I’ll do whatever I must to ensure the vision becomes reality.”

         
         
         
         
         “I haven’t seen so real a smile on your face in days,” he said. “I’ve missed it.”

         
         
         
         
         “I propose a second wedding trip when we’ve finished here. Three months, at least, somewhere no one will find us and where there’s no possibility of being embroiled in any sort of intrigue beyond that necessary when searching for Bedouin robes in a Western country.”

         
         
         
         
         “Where would you like to go?”

         
         
         
         
         “Surprise me,” I said, meeting his eyes. “I trust you implicitly.”

         
         
         
         
         It had grown later than I’d expected, so we hired a carriage to take us to the docks. My enterprising husband took advantage of the quiet surroundings, and as the door was closed, he distracted me in a most pleasant fashion, thoroughly improving my state of mind, at least superficially. But on occasion, a superficial boost can carry over into something deeper, and in this case, it gave me the confidence to tackle the remaining tasks at hand. We parted company in Pera, heading for our separate appointments.

         
         
         
         
         Roxelana was waiting for me in a courtyard landscaped in the style of an English garden: Rows of neatly trimmed boxwoods lined gravel paths, bright flowers peeking out at intervals. We sat on a stone bench, side by side, in silence. I’d hoped that by waiting for her to speak, she might be persuaded to divulge some pertinent secret. It might have seemed a reasonable strategy, but it accomplished nothing.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m glad to see you,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Have I any hope of being freed from this purgatory?”

         
         
         
         
         “Can we talk candidly?” I asked. I’d hoped to discuss Ceyden before turning to this topic, but there was some merit to be had in addressing her concerns first.

         
         
         
         
         “I hope so. ‘Reason in man is rather like God in the world.’ ”

         
         
         
         
         “Aquinas, I assume?” I asked; she nodded. “You may not like what I have to say. I’ve given this no inconsiderable amount of thought, and your options for leaving are limited. If you’re unwilling to consider marrying someone the sultan deems suitable—”

         
         
         
         
         “I will not consider it,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “I respect your position. But it leaves us only with incredibly risky alternatives.”

         
         
         
         
         “I want to escape.” She was leaning so close to me, I could feel her breath on my cheek.

         
         
         
         
         “If you’re caught—”

         
         
         
         
         “I know perfectly well what will happen if I’m caught. You think I have not considered this? All earthly punishment pales in the face of damnation.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, of course,” I said. “But you must not think of this lightly. And before we can discuss it further, we must address another topic. I understand that someone from the harem was meeting with an Englishman in the palace gardens. Do you know anything about this?”

         
         
         
         
         “An Englishman wouldn’t be allowed to speak to anyone from the harem,” she said, her ivory skin losing its creamy warmth.

         
         
         
         
         “I suspect that Jemal was instrumental in arranging the meetings.”

         
         
         
         
         “He would never allow a man in.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re wrong, Roxelana,” I said. “He did. I’ve the letters to prove it. I can see you know something. Whom are you trying to protect?”

         
         
         
         
         “No one.” She looked at me. “There is no one in the harem I would care to protect.”

         
         
         
         
         “This is serious,” I said. “Two people are dead. What if the murderer acts again?”

         
         
         
         
         “Surely you don’t think the same person killed Bezime and Ceyden?”

         
         
         
         
         “I think it’s extremely likely,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s impossible. No one has access to both harems.”

         
         
         
         
         “Jemal does.”

         
         
         
         
         “Jemal is not a killer,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re certain of that?”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s as corrupt as anyone, but he’d never harm any of us.”

         
         
         
         
         “Corrupt how?”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, nothing serious. He’s always willing to help us if we ask—bring books, sweets, organize entertainments.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is any of that forbidden?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, but he has ways of expediting things. If, that is, you make it worth his while.”

         
         
         
         
         “He takes bribes?”

         
         
         
         
         She shrugged. “Why not? It’s tedious here. Ennui has a funny effect on people. We learn to make our own intrigues so as not to go mad from boredom.”

         
         
         
         
         “What sorts of intrigues?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing pertinent in the ways you’d like. It’s all trivial. Trivial, but diverting. I’m not going to detail it for you—that would be nothing more than idle gossip.”

         
         
         
         
         The way she set her jaw suggested it wasn’t all trivial. I changed the direction of my questions. “Tell me again about the night you found Ceyden’s body. I want to know every detail.”

         
         
         
         
         “You already know. I had gone outside for a walk—it was a beautiful evening. The courtyard in which she was murdered has always been a favorite of mine. I say the rosary there every night I can. I’d gone straight there and nearly tripped over her. It was horrible.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did you hear anything on your approach?”

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing at all.”

         
         
         
         
         “No one talking? No sound of footsteps or someone running?”

         
         
         
         
         “I remember vividly being struck by how quiet it was.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did you touch her body?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course not!”

         
         
         
         
         “Not even to make sure she wasn’t alive?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. Should I have? I was scared out of my mind and ran for help without even thinking.”

         
         
         
         
         I thought back to the scene as it was when Colin and I arrived. Ceyden’s body was facedown, and given the atmosphere in which we found it—alerted by Roxelana’s screams—I admit that I assumed she was dead. But had I come upon her in quiet peace, I would have thought she’d fainted or fallen ill and would have turned her over to see.

         
         
         
         
         Roxelana shifted her jaw. “At any rate, that hideous bruise on her neck was wholly unnatural. I knew something was wrong at once.”

         
         
         
         
         And now I knew she was lying. Misremembering, perhaps, but I did not believe that. No one could have seen the bruises without first turning her over, and Perestu had taken Roxelana away before Sir Richard touched the body. Ceyden’s long hair was covering her neck until her father swept it out of the way, and even then, there were no visible marks there. The bulk of the bruises were on the front and sides.

         
         
         
         
         “Have you heard what Perestu and I found in Ceyden’s room?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “You were in her room?” Now she came alive. Her shoulders pushed back, hands clenched into fists, pupils constricted.

         
         
         
         
         “That surprises you?”

         
         
         
         
         “I hadn’t given it any thought.” She closed her eyes, mashed her lips together. “Was there anything of interest there?”

         
         
         
         
         “As a matter of fact, there was. Do you mean to tell me there’s been no gossip about this in the harem?”

         
         
         
         
         “Everyone had already been through her room—no sense letting her clothes go to waste.”

         
         
         
         
         “There was a lot of clothing still there.” I studied her face. “I think you’d like me to believe you’re callous about her death. But the truth is, it’s frightened you. Why is that?”

         
         
         
         
         “What did you find?”

         
         
         
         
         “Notes. Trinkets.”

         
         
         
         
         “What kinds of notes?” she asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sure you could tell me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why would you say that?”

         
         
         
         
         “Because you look worried,” I said. “Did she know you wanted to leave the harem?”

         
         
         
         
         “No one knows that.”

         
         
         
         
         “Even Jemal?”

         
         
         
         
         This gave her pause. “Of course not.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re certain?”

         
         
         
         
         “Absolutely,” she said. “What else was in Ceyden’s room? You said trinkets?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. Some lovely jewelry that apparently did not belong to her.”

         
         
         
         
         All the color drained from her face; her lips were almost blue. “Whose was it?”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s what I’m trying to determine.”

         
         
         
         
         “I—I—I cannot discuss this any longer.” She stood, walked a few paces, turned back to face me. “Some secrets are too dangerous to play with.”

         
         
         
         
         Following this conversation, I sought out Jemal. Much to my relief, he was back at Y?ld?z, so I would not have to make my way across town yet again. We sat in another courtyard—this one on the opposite side of the grounds to the one in which I’d met Roxelana—full of roses not yet in bloom and lilacs whose scent filled the air with sugar.

         
         
         
         
         “We cannot be overheard here,” Jemal said, standing close to me, directly in front of the tall fountain at the center of the garden.

         
         
         
         
         “Water, yes,” I said. “It reminds me of Topkap?.”

         
         
         
         
         “I am to talk to you. So says the sultan.” He pursed his full lips. “I do not like it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why not?”

         
         
         
         
         “You do not understand our way of life.”

         
         
         
         
         “I understand very well that two women have been murdered on palace grounds and am confident that no one’s way of life views such events as acceptable. I’m most interested in your relationship with Roxelana—”

         
         
         
         
         “Relationship?” I could see a mask fall over his eyes. “An odd choice of word.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t say I agree,” I said. “I think you’re closely connected to her in ways that might cause trouble for you with the sultan.”

         
         
         
         
         He drew in a deep breath, held it, then turned away from me. “I’m afraid there is nothing I can help you with today, Lady Emily. I will inform the sultan that I am, of course, full of regret not to have been of more use.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t do this.”

         
         
         
         
         “You know nothing.”

         
         
         
         
         “What about Bezime? Do you want no justice for her? Isn’t she the one who arranged for you to come back here? Wasn’t she your champion?” I didn’t want him to walk away and hoped that any or all of my hurried questions would cause him to stop. I was not so lucky, however. He stared at me before going, shaking his head.

         
         
         
         
         “No good will come of the path you are on.”

         
         
         
         
         His words stung me, so well mimicking Bezime’s. I walked past the sultan’s workshop as I made my way out of the palace grounds. He was inside—I could hear the sound of his plane through the window—but I did not pause to speak to him, instead continuing on and contemplating his position. When not angry, Abdül Hamit was gracious, exceedingly polite, cultured, Western, and enlightened when it came to education, particularly for women. He loved music, wrote poetry, and had even penned an opera of his own. How did one reconcile all that with his multiple wives and concubines and slaves and mutilated guards?

         
         
         
         
         There was a certain amount of wisdom in what Jemal had said. I did not understand this sort of life. And although I did not doubt my ability to solve the murders, I wondered what my ignorance and naïveté led me to overlook. It was essential that I recognize the limitations I carried with me. With this in mind, once back at the yal? I sat down again with the letters I’d found on Bezime’s body, imagining that I was the concubine who had received them. That I was a woman in love with a man forbidden to me, someone who by loving me put himself in danger—who could neither address nor sign his declarations. Reading them this way made them far less romantic than they’d appeared at first glance. The tenderness was heartbreaking, the yearning hurt my soul.
         

         
         
         
         
         When I’d finished, I carefully folded them and put them in a small compartment in one of my trunks. To leave thoughts so intimate out in the open was wrong, and I already knew all I needed to about them. Someone, most likely Benjamin, had written them to Ceyden. Whoever in the harem discovered their dalliance—too flighty a word for the depth of emotion it was clear they shared—put a stop to it by silencing the disobedient concubine. And at the moment, one person struck me as the most likely candidate: a eunuch with too much information and a grand sense of importance.
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         “I need your absolute candor, Benjamin,” I said, once again sitting across from him in Ali’s restaurant near the Spice Bazaar, this time hearty plates of [image: 445806611]skender kebabs in front of us. I swirled a bite of chicken in thick yogurt sauce as I spoke. “The complications of your situation have become more clear to me, and I want to help you. I understand how dreadful all this is, particularly after learning what I have since Bezime’s death. She had the letters.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “What letters?” Every inch of his body sagged.

         
         
         
         
         “The ones you wrote. The love letters.”

         
         
         
         
         “No. It’s not possible.”

         
         
         
         
         “She raised Ceyden. They were in close contact. Perhaps she gave them to her for safekeeping,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “There is no proof of any of this. None.” He ripped off a piece of bread and slogged it, all false nonchalance, through the sauce on his plate.

         
         
         
         
         “But you don’t deny it?” I asked. “There’s no need to protect her anymore, Benjamin.”

         
         
         
         
         “I never—”

         
         
         
         
         “You did not know who she was. How could you ever have suspected the truth?”

         
         
         
         
         “The truth? What do you know about the truth?”

         
         
         
         
         “No one can fault you,” I said. “But it’s critical now that we press forward and find the person responsible for her death. Jemal delivered the letters for you, did he not?”

         
         
         
         
         He closed his eyes. “Yes.”

         
         
         
         
         “And you met him when the boat capsized?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes.” His rough voice trembled.

         
         
         
         
         “How did you persuade him—”

         
         
         
         
         “I bribed him, Lady Emily. I paid dearly for it—not only in money, let me assure you. My conscience has suff ered no small amount.”

         
         
         
         
         “All that jewelry. Was it to finance your escape?”

         
         
         
         
         “It would have helped.”

         
         
         
         
         “I need you to help me to better understand what was going on. Everyone says—forgive me if this is cruel—that Ceyden was desperate to earn the sultan’s favor. There are rumblings of political unrest, rumors that Murat is planning a coup. Was Ceyden attempting to get close to him to forward some sort of plot? Or was she merely doing whatever she could to cover her true intentions? To ensure that no one would suspect her of plotting to flee the harem?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know anything about politics,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “Do you know how she got the jewelry?”

         
         
         
         
         “Ceyden?” he asked. “She stole it.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry. I know this is painful. The fact that she’s your sister—”

         
         
         
         
         He stared at me, eyes steady but lacking focus. “You have no idea.”

         
         
         
         
         “We will find justice.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t see the point. All I want is to go as far away from here as I can.”

         
         
         
         
         “Are you still planning to leave?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know,” he said. “I can’t abandon my father, can I?”

         
         
         
         
         “He doesn’t seem well.”

         
         
         
         
         “He isn’t, and I don’t see him getting better unless we remove ourselves from Constantinople. There’s nothing left for him here but more misery.”

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t think he’ll be reinstated at the embassy?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Have you spoken to him lately? He’s barely coherent and can hardly keep on his feet. He’s coming completely apart.”

         
         
         
         
         “Where would you go? Italy?”

         
         
         
         
         “Italy?” His eyebrows shot to his hairline. “No. Wouldn’t want to go there. France, maybe. But my father belongs in England.”

         
         
         
         
         “I thought—” I stopped, going over the conversation we’d had on our previous visit to Ali’s, certain he had told me he’d taken a position on a dig in Italy. We’d discussed his interest in all things Roman. “France. Yes. I have a dear friend in Paris—I should put you in touch with her.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you,” he said. “I would appreciate that. But not quite yet. I don’t want to alarm him. It’s not going to be easy to persuade him to leave, especially after he buried my sister here. Better that I have everything arranged and present it as a fait accompli.”

         
         
         
         
         “How long do you think that will take?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         His expression changed, his eyes lightening, the color returning to his face—but there was a hint of effort in it, a strain in his features, as if he were pushing too hard. “No hurry, I suppose. Much though I’d like to go at once, I’d be sure to regret not setting everything up carefully. Are you still hungry? Ali’s baklava is incomparable.”

         
         
         
         
         _______

         
         
         
         
         Benjamin had not exaggerated about the baklava, and I so indulged myself that I was unable to down even a single cup of tea when I met Margaret on the terrace at Misseri’s that afternoon.

         
         
         
         
         “I do wish I could meet the sultan,” Margaret said, slathering butter on a scone. “The master of the seraglio. A figure who has fueled the romantic dreams of untold Western gentlemen for thousands of years.”

         
         
         
         
         “Well. Not Abdül Hamit himself,” I said. “He can’t be more than fifty or so.”

         
         
         
         
         “You know perfectly well what I mean.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do. I just wish he were willing to fuel the romantic—or, rather, religious—dreams of one of his concubines.”

         
         
         
         
         “But Roxelana refuses to marry, correct?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. She wants us to help her escape.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is such a thing possible?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know,” I said. “If it is, it’s full of risk. She can’t walk out of the palace—we’d have to bribe guards who most likely would turn on us.”

         
         
         
         
         “What about helping her slip away when she’s away from the palace? I saw a group of concubines picnicking along the Golden Horn,” Margaret said.

         
         
         
         
         “How many guards were with them?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “More than I could count.”

         
         
         
         
         “Colin would not like any of this,” I said. “And it would be difficult, to say the least. If she were to go on an excursion and in some legitimate way be separated from the group—I don’t know how—if she could get out of the building—”

         
         
         
         
         “She could climb out a window,” Margaret said.

         
         
         
         
         “And change into a common dress and common veil,” I said. “But as soon as the guards realized she was gone, they would tear the city apart looking for her.”

         
         
         
         
         “And she would be caught.”

         
         
         
         
         My mind was zooming. “Which is why,” I said, grinning, “she would walk, slowly, to the nearest tea shop and sit there, unfazed by any commotion, reading a novel. They’d never notice her.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re brilliant, you know,” Margaret said. “We have to find a way to do it.”

         
         
         
         
         “But this sort of thing simply cannot be organized by someone with ties to our government—and my decision to work with Colin has put you firmly in that camp.” I frowned. “I don’t need a diplomatic incident during my first assignment.”

         
         
         
         
         “Which is why we would have to be extremely careful.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re a terrible influence.”

         
         
         
         
         “The worst. But it would be possible to pull it off—and think of the accomplishment, Emily—to free a woman enslaved to satisfy the base needs of a man who treats her with no honor.”

         
         
         
         
         “The risk is enormous. What if they executed her if she was caught? And what would happen to Colin? And us?”

         
         
         
         
         “I do wish there were a simpler way,” Margaret said. “She’s being stubborn. You could satisfy your obligation to both her and the Crown if you were able to arrange a suitable marriage. It would be easy enough for her to leave that situation on her own—even if all she did was demand a divorce, which I’m told is not unheard of here.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’d merely move her from one master to another,” I said. “Would you have me do the same to you?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, but—”

         
         
         
         
         “But what? Should she suffer for having been born in a different society? And what are we, morally, if we don’t intervene? How can I willingly stand aside when I see someone forced to live with injustice and the fear of mortal sin?”

         
         
         
         
         “Her quality of life is far better than that enjoyed by most of the population of England,” Margaret said. “I know that doesn’t make it right, but—”

         
         
         
         
         “So she doesn’t deserve help? Because her circumstances come with certain measures of comfort? How can I ask to be treated as my husband’s equal, to be valued as fully as a gentleman in our own society, if I let my fellow women be used in a most abominable fashion?”

         
         
         
         
         “Truth is, the harem doesn’t sound half-bad,” Margaret said. “But if Roxelana doesn’t want it, she shouldn’t be forced to stay.”

         
         
         
         
         “No. She shouldn’t.” I rubbed my forehead. “We must find a way, Margaret. To leave her there makes us complicit with her captors. We’re worse than them, in fact, if we do nothing in the face of a situation we know to be wrong.”
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         Two days later I went to Y?ld?z, the skeleton of a plot in hand. Roxelana fell to the ground in front of my feet, her head buried in her hands, joyful prayers flowing from her lips, when I told her what Margaret and I were scheming.

         
         
         
         
         “You understand how risky this will be?” I asked, pulling her to an upright position before sitting on the bench in front of a fountain. I silently praised the Ottomans for being so good at placing running water everywhere to avert eavesdroppers. Before this trip, I had never considered how useful this could be and wondered now if perhaps I should adopt the practice in our country estate.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s no fate that could be worse to me than staying here and risking my immortal soul,” she said. “ ‘Three things are necessary for the salvation of man: to know what he ought to believe; to know what he ought to desire; and to know what he ought to do.’ ”

         
         
         
         
         “This isn’t romantic nonsense. We don’t sit back after the curtain falls and have a good cry before going home to a snug bed.”

         
         
         
         
         “I know perfectly well what is at stake. No punishment on earth could compete with what I might suff er for all eternity.” Her religious fervor was certainly focused.

         
         
         
         
         “Assisting you is not a decision I make lightly,” I said. “I don’t trust you entirely, Roxelana. I don’t believe for a second that you’ve been candid with me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I have told you everything I can.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not convinced. But I shall help you regardless because on principle I don’t believe that it’s right to enslave anyone. It’s barbaric.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you,” she said. “I cannot begin to express my gratitude. You’ve no idea what it is like for me in here. I have to hide even my prayers.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m so sorry. Sorry that you’ve been subjected to any of it.” I met her eyes. “I do hope, though, that if there is anything else you can tell me about Ceyden’s death, you will not hesitate. I’m working to get you your freedom. Don’t deny the same to an innocent man.”

         
         
         
         
         “There’s still no evidence against the guard? No one’s come forward as a witness?”

         
         
         
         
         “No.”

         
         
         
         
         “Then he’ll be released. Even if there’s a trial.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not necessarily,” I said. “Please, do the right thing. If there’s something you know, you must tell me.”

         
         
         
         
         “There’s nothing more. I wish there were.”

         
         
         
         
         “As do I.” I didn’t believe her, but knew no way to force the truth from her. She was scared and weak and deserving of my help despite her imperfections. “How difficult is it for you to arrange an outing in town?”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not the slightest trouble.”

         
         
         
         
         “How often do such excursions take place?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Every week or so.”

         
         
         
         
         “When the time comes, don’t plan one yourself. Go at someone else’s suggestion, and alert me to the details as early as possible. I’ll arrange everything from there.”

         
         
         
         
         “You will find suitable clothing for me?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, and as for the timing of all this, I think it’s best if we—”

         
         
         
         
         “Lady Emily Hargreaves?” The voice, full of force, came from the entrance to the courtyard. “The sultan has summoned you. You will come at once.”

         
         
         
         
         Roxelana shot me a look full of panic and gripped my hand so hard, I feared it would be crushed. “It’s the k?zlar aas?,” she said. “The chief black eunuch. Nothing good can be happening. I should have already run.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t panic. He can’t possibly know what we’re discussing.”

         
         
         
         
         “How did he know we were here?”

         
         
         
         
         “There are only so many places to look, dear,” I said. “Hold your head up and try to look bored. I’ll go to him. You’ve no need to be involved.”

         
         
         
         
         “And you, Roxelana. Perestu wants you immediately.”

         
         
         
         
         Stricken, she stood, holding my hand as we followed the k?zlar aas?, as imposing a figure as a eunuch could be—tall, with elegant bearing and proud features—towards the palace, splitting off when we reached the entrance to the harem. The sultan, apparently, was waiting for me in a public section of Y?ld?z. We made our way through long, narrow corridors, made claustrophobic by their ornate decoration: enormous porcelain urns on one side, rows of giant crystal candelabras on the other, stretching from the floor almost to the ceiling, their heavy bases reaching almost to the edge of the runner in the center of the hall. After passing through a pair of inlaid doors, we reached a reception room that might have been found in any aristocratic residence in Western Europe. Heavy curtains hung from tall windows, silk covered the walls, and the furniture was perfectly ordinary. Velvet-covered settees stood along side chairs with gilded arms, and in the center of the chamber was a round sofa, in the center of which was another huge candelabra. It was on this sofa that Abdül Hamit was sitting.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I bear no good news,” he said. “But felt you should be informed at once. Ceyden’s murderer has been identified. I’ve ordered his arrest and expect him to be taken into custody within the hour.”

         
         
         
         
         “Who is it? How—”

         
         
         
         
         “An Englishman. Benjamin St. Clare, the son of a man I have entertained here—a man you know.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, Sir Richard.” I could hardly speak. “I’m more than stunned. What led you to this conclusion?”

         
         
         
         
         “One of the eunuchs came forward. He saw Mr. St. Clare fleeing from the direction of the courtyard and followed, but was not able to catch him. When he heard Roxelana’s screams, he gave up the pursuit, fearing that she had been violated by the intruder.”

         
         
         
         
         “And he’s certain it was Ben—Mr. St. Clare?”

         
         
         
         
         “He recognized him from a previous encounter.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’d been to the harem? How is that possible?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, nothing of the sort. That would not be possible. There was a mishap on a boating excursion. Mr. St. Clare assisted with the rescue and spoke at some length to Jemal after the matter was settled.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why did he wait so long to come forward?”

         
         
         
         
         “He was afraid St. Clare would come after him. I don’t understand how any of this came to pass. I can only imagine that there was some sort of connection formed between this young man and Ceyden—she was one of those he rescued.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s understandable.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s unacceptable. But it does prove him to be of weak character.”

         
         
         
         
         “Jemal did not actually see him in the courtyard,” I said. “You said he saw him running near it. How can any of us be certain Mr. St. Clare killed her?”

         
         
         
         
         “He found this near her body.”

         
         
         
         
         I knew before he handed it to me what I would see: the cross Mr. Sutcliffe had given me. Benjamin’s cross. The sight of it sent my head spinning. Of course. It had been taken when my jewelry was stolen. I’d been so upset, I’d not considered it as more than one more casualty along with the rest. There hadn’t seemed to be any connection between the theft and Ceyden’s death.

         
         
         
         
         As I considered what I believed the couple had intended to do the night of the murder, images of the jewelry sewn into Ceyden’s gown returned to me. If she had planned to flee, she would surely have been wearing it. But if she’d changed her mind, telling Benjamin only when he arrived to spirit her off, she wouldn’t have worn it. His reaction to her news might have been violent. And much though I did not want to believe him capable of murder, I knew all too well that when desperate, people turn to terrible things.

         
         
         
         
         “I—I don’t know what to say,” I said, stalling. “I find it impossible to believe.”

         
         
         
         
         “As do I, Lady Emily. I must find out how this criminal gained access to my harem. I begin to wonder if this palace provides any measure of safety.” He creased his forehead. “And I feel I owe you some sort of apology. Had I not stopped you from pursuing your investigation, albeit temporarily, we might have learned this earlier.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you, Your Highness,” I said. “Do you suspect there is a connection to Bezime’s death?”

         
         
         
         
         “I cannot doubt it,” he said. “I do not think we have two murderers running rampant through my palace. I cannot forgive myself for not doing more to prevent it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do not be so hard on yourself,” I said. “We all can only make the best decisions possible in a given moment. I, too, wish I could have done something.”

         
         
         
         
         “He must have known she had the letters you found on her body,” he said. “And killed her in a vain attempt to recover them lest his sins be discovered. I regret having cut her so thoroughly out of my life. I should have listened to her better.”

         
         
         
         
         “She knew you loved her.”

         
         
         
         
         “I did not pay attention when she told me she was being threatened.”

         
         
         
         
         “Truly, do not be so hard on yourself,” I said. “All you can do now is ensure that her murderer is brought to justice. May I speak to Mr. St. Clare when he’s in custody?”

         
         
         
         
         “It is not necessary.”

         
         
         
         
         “I want to be certain that—”

         
         
         
         
         “There can be no doubt of his guilt.”

         
         
         
         
         “But what of Bezime’s death? There’s no hard evidence to implicate him. We can’t prove he knew she had the letters.”

         
         
         
         
         He nodded, satisfaction streaming from his eyes. “You think you can persuade him to confess?”

         
         
         
         
         This was not at all what I had in mind—at least not in the way he meant. My desire was to learn the truth, regardless of the outcome. If Benjamin was guilty, I would accept that, but if he was not, my task would be to prove his innocence. For now, I could not believe his guilt a foregone conclusion. My body began to ache and my head to throb as dizziness coursed through me.

         
         
         
         
         “It is worth a conversation,” I said, my mouth dry.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, I can allow that.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you.”

         
         
         
         
         “I must know,” he said, crossing his arms and pressing them hard against his chest. “I must know what happened to Bezime.”

         
         
         
         
         Footsteps sounded in the corridor outside, and the k?zlar aas? started for the door. He opened it to find Colin, who stepped forward, bowing to the sultan before crossing to me and kissing my hand.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Benjamin is gone,” he said, his voice low as he looked into my eyes. “He’s taken all his field equipment and disappeared.”
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         “He’s in bad shape,” Margaret said, greeting us at the door of Sir Richard’s house in Pera. “The doctor’s given him a sedative. There was no other option.”

         
         
         
         
         I embraced her. “I don’t know what I’d do without you here.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not have to worry about me being completely undone at the sight of my first body.”

         
         
         
         
         “Your first?” I asked. “So you’ve not sworn off the whole business?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not all the way. But I couldn’t pursue it as you do. I’ve not the strength, and at any rate, Mr. Michaels would be too horrified by it all. I’m rather fond of him, you know, and would hate to drive him to an early death.”

         
         
         
         
         “An excellent policy when considering how to treat one’s spouse,” Colin said, bending to kiss her on both cheeks. “Where’s your chaperone? I must say, she’s not doing much of a decent job keeping an eye on you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Back at the hotel. She had a fit of the vapors as soon as she heard about Benjamin.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not, I’m sure, because she feared he was unjustly accused, but because you’d been socializing with his father,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Precisely.”

         
         
         
         
         “I spoke to the ambassador,” Colin said. “If Benjamin is located and stands trial, he’s agreed to be his diplomatic representative in court.”

         
         
         
         
         “Does he believe he’s innocent?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “That’s unlikely,” Colin said. “But regardless, it’s important that our government provide him the best possible support. In the case of a guilty verdict, there will be less chance of a feeling of unfairness.”

         
         
         
         
         “You think he will be found guilty?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t see how he could not,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “But you don’t believe he murdered his sister?” I didn’t like the look in his eyes—half-hard, half-questioning.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid I do,” he said. “And don’t—Emily, I know you—don’t take that as a gauntlet. There’s no need to set off on a quest to prove his innocence.”

         
         
         
         
         “How can you say that?” I asked. “The sultan has Benjamin’s cross, which had been with my jewelry. Whoever stole it could have planted it as evidence.”

         
         
         
         
         “I admit it doesn’t all fit together, but the fact is a witness has placed him on the palace grounds the night of the murder. He had no legitimate reason to be there.”

         
         
         
         
         “That does not mean he murdered Ceyden. Did you find anything of significance in Benjamin’s room? Any indication of where he may have gone?”

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing,” he said. “But I’m going to try to find him.”

         
         
         
         
         “How?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “The same way I’d track anyone,” he said. “No time to explain it now. When this is all done, I’ll teach you.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’d better.”

         
         
         
         
         “It shall be difficult to contact you while I’m gone—I’ll be passing through undeveloped areas without telegraphs. No need to worry if you don’t hear from me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Be careful,” I said, fear and hesitation in my voice.

         
         
         
         
         “And you,” he said, taking me in his arms. “I do believe there’s little chance someone other than Benjamin is responsible for Ceyden’s death. But I could be wrong, and if I am, I’ve no idea what may be in store for you while I’m gone. Take care to invite no unnecessary danger.”

         
         
         
         
         And with that, he took his leave from us, heading back to the yal? to prepare for his trip. I felt more empty than I ever had before.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Are you all right?” Margaret sank onto the sofa next to me. “Your face is gray.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m worried,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course you are. He is, too. I don’t know when I’ve seen a man so stricken. Have you any idea what it takes for him to allow you to pursue this sort of work? It can turn dangerous without the slightest warning, and that must torment him.”

         
         
         
         
         “You know well my feelings about anyone allowing me to do anything.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, it’s appalling—you know I agree. But the fact is, Emily, he would be perfectly within his rights to stop you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yet he doesn’t.”

         
         
         
         
         Tears pooled in my eyes, and I did nothing to stop their fall. “It means more to me than anything he could ever do. To be treated as an equal, to be given one’s freedom . . . what is a greater sign of love and trust and every good thing?”

         
         
         
         
         “What about when it comes your turn to give something back? What if the thing he needs most is for you to refuse some of your independence?”

         
         
         
         
         “You mean if I am . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “Perhaps then. Perhaps some other time. Do you love him enough to do it?”

         
         
         
         
         “I do,” I said, my voice shaking.

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t sound convinced.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not. Not about loving him, but about ever having to forgo my freedom. I don’t want to believe it will ever be necessary.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s not reasonable,” Margaret said.

         
         
         
         
         “I am not so worthy as he.”

         
         
         
         
         She rolled her eyes. “You had all my sympathy until that statement. Now I know you’re nothing better than the average romantic fool. And here I thought you were being profound.”

         
         
         
         
         I laughed. Nerves again, but it helped dissolve the tension knotting in me. “You’ve succeeded in distracting me enough that I shall be able to focus my efforts. I think we should begin by giving Medusa a useful purpose. Can you bring her here?”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re joking,” Margaret said. I didn’t reply. “You’re not.”

         
         
         
         
         It took her nearly two hours to convince her extremely displeased chaperone to follow her to Sir Richard’s house. I’d nearly given up hope when Medusa—no, Miss Evans—stormed into the room. Within minutes of her seeing how much the poor man needed assistance, she’d begun organizing the household and directing the cook to make soup. That settled, Margaret and I set off for Y?ld?z.

         
         
         
         
         “Who do you think took the cross?” Margaret asked as our carriage sped towards the palace.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know. Do you think Benjamin murdered Ceyden?”

         
         
         
         
         “No,” Margaret said, not a shred of hesitation in her voice. “I think it was Jemal. She was trying to escape—he would have caught trouble if she had. So he stopped her.”

         
         
         
         
         “But why, then, did he wait until now to come forward?”

         
         
         
         
         “For that question, I have no answer.”

         
         
         
         
         “I think he’s in love with Roxelana,” I said. “And I think she was afraid and persuaded him to stay quiet lest her own attempts to escape would be thwarted.”

         
         
         
         
         “More security at the palace if the sultan knew what Ceyden had planned?”

         
         
         
         
         “Precisely,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Do you suspect a servant?”

         
         
         
         
         “Let’s not theorize. I’d prefer firm answers.”

         
         
         
         
         Jemal kept us waiting for nearly three-quarters of an hour before joining us in the courtyard where Ceyden had died. I’d wanted to see him in this setting, to note any changes in his behavior, any discomfort at being back at the site of the murder.

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve chosen an inconvenient time to appear,” he said, folding his arms and standing in front of the bench on which we sat. “I’m in the midst of moving into larger rooms. A reward for my service to the sultan.”

         
         
         
         
         “How fortunate for you,” I said. “What particular service merited such a payoff?”

         
         
         
         
         “That is not your concern. Why are you here?” he asked. “There’s nothing left to discuss.”

         
         
         
         
         “We both know that’s not true,” I said. “How did you get the cross?”

         
         
         
         
         “I found it in the courtyard.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, you didn’t.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course I did.”

         
         
         
         
         I sighed. “You did not find it in the courtyard.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can go like this all afternoon, Lady Emily. Have you nothing better to do?”

         
         
         
         
         “You, Jemal, don’t place enough value on your time,” I said. “If you found it in the courtyard, it was only after you’d placed it there yourself. I know this beyond doubt.”

         
         
         
         
         “How so?”

         
         
         
         
         “I know that a mutual acquaintance of ours brought it to you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Then I don’t see why you’re talking to me,” he said. “Perhaps you should take the matter up with him.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why are you trying to make it look as if Mr. St. Clare committed this crime?”

         
         
         
         
         “Trying?” He tossed his head back. “Ridiculous. I saw what I saw. There’s no lie in it.”

         
         
         
         
         “But what about the cross?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sometimes, Lady Emily, justice needs a little help. That doesn’t mean the truth isn’t being served.”

         
         
         
         
         “How can you be so confident you are right?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “It is my job,” he said. “This conversation is finished.”
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         Finished with Jemal—or rather, him finished with us—we made our way to Topkap?. I wanted to search Bezime’s quarters to see if we’d overlooked anything the night of her death. Margaret was quiet as the boat reached the dock below Seraglio Point. “I must admit I’m not filled with joy at returning here,” she said

         
         
         
         
         I linked my arm through hers as we stepped onto the shore. “Understandable. It needs to be done, though. For Bezime. Take what slim comfort you can from the fact that we’ve come in daylight this time.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve not before been tempted to offer to pop back and check on Medusa, but I came close when you told me where we were going.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m glad you didn’t,” I said. “I need you here.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m useful, you know. Just so long as you keep me away from corpses. I don’t know how on earth you survived finding your anarchist dead in Vienna.”

         
         
         
         
         While embroiled in an investigation the previous winter in Vienna, I’d discovered the body of a man who’d been at once my nemesis and my ally and doubted I would ever erase from my mind the image of dark, pooled blood and the jagged slash across his neck. “It was hideous and changed me in ways I do not embrace.”

         
         
         
         
         “I never thought I’d say this, but in the end, I’m going to leave the adventure to you and retire to a quiet, academic life.”

         
         
         
         
         “You and Ivy can live on neighboring estates,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “And have fourteen children apiece. God willing.” She looked at me. “I’m sorry.”

         
         
         
         
         “She’s going to be fine,” I said, knowing my words did as little to convince her as they did me. The further along Ivy went in her confinement, the more danger she would face.

         
         
         
         
         We’d reached the gate and in short order were standing in Bezime’s rooms. Once again, I relished the distraction of work.

         
         
         
         
         “Forty rooms,” I said, stepping into a dining chamber. “Where do we even begin?”

         
         
         
         
         “I wouldn’t even bother, Lady Emily.” Perestu stood in a doorway at the opposite end of the room, leading to what had been Bezime’s bedroom. “You’re on a dangerous path.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why would you choose those words?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Isn’t that what the witch told you? I know all about it, of course. Nothing that goes on here escapes my notice. Y?ld?z is my domain, but I must keep abreast of any threats that might come from here. The eunuchs are a marvelous resource. So knowledgeable about the palace. Know every nook and cranny, every secret passage.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why are you here?” My spine felt like rubber. Something in her eyes—a fierce determination—frightened me.

         
         
         
         
         “I have private business.”

         
         
         
         
         “Regarding Bezime?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “She was my rival,” she said. “And Abdül Hamit could have elevated her at any time. No one’s position in the harem is ever secure. I spied on her, she spied on me.”

         
         
         
         
         “What did you learn?”

         
         
         
         
         Perestu lowered herself elegantly onto a divan, placing her trim arms on the top of the backrest. “Bezime did not like losing her power, her influence. So she opened avenues of communication that should have stayed closed.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you refer to Murat’s vizier?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “The sultan has already taken care of him, so it is no longer relevant. My son is indebted to your husband for discovering the unrest.”

         
         
         
         
         I cringed at the thought of what must have been done to the man, traitorous or not. “That is not what brings you here,” I said. “What is your business?”

         
         
         
         
         “It is none of your concern.”

         
         
         
         
         I went through the catalog of conversations I’d had with her, searching for a time when she’d been less than candid. As I did this, I realized she’d been, in general, direct with me with one exception. “Why were you so upset at finding your ring amongst Ceyden’s stash of jewels?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Because I had given it, years ago, to someone I thought would forever treasure it.”

         
         
         
         
         “But there’s no reason to think that person gave it away to Ceyden. Much though I hate to speak ill of the dead, it’s clear that Ceyden stole it all.”

         
         
         
         
         “Ceyden could not have stolen my ring. It was no longer in the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “Who had it?”

         
         
         
         
         “I thought perhaps Bezime managed to get it, and I can’t think of anything that would pain me more.”

         
         
         
         
         “You gave it to someone you loved?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I have known no love or affection since my husband died,” Perestu said. “But I was fond of a man after that. Someone I saw on rare state occasions. We became friends, in the most appropriate fashion—never acknowledging the weight of our stares. I would never have involved myself with him. We shared much in common; both understood loss all too well. When the friendship became too difficult, too painful, we parted, and I gave him the ring to remember me by.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is this man still in Constantinople?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes.”

         
         
         
         
         “You must tell us who he is,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “No, Lady Emily. There is nothing I must do. Perhaps you do not understand my rank.”

         
         
         
         
         “There must be some connection—”

         
         
         
         
         “It is impossible. The only explanation is that he lost the ring or it was stolen from him and somehow wound up in the hands of that trollop,” she said. “I reacted the way I did when I saw it because it hurt me to know that my friend no longer had it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t you want to speak to him? To find out how he came to lose it?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “If he wanted me to know, he would have sought me out and told me. Sent me a letter. As he did not, I can only conclude the subject is as painful for him as it is for me. And I have no desire to further pursue it.”

         
         
         
         
         “But—”

         
         
         
         
         “Was there something in particular you were hoping to find here, Lady Emily? I’ve been through it all and saw nothing that struck my interest. I burned Bezime’s diaries, of course. It would not do to have the sanctity of her most private thoughts violated.”

         
         
         
         
         “You burned them?” The air rushed out of my lungs.

         
         
         
         
         “It is what we do for one another,” she said. “For all that I feared and disliked her, we both lived in the harem, and were, for a period, friends. We come from the same world, and I will not see her dishonored in death.”

         
         
         
         
         There was nothing left for us at Topkap?. I searched every inch of the valide’s apartments to no avail. Not that this was a surprise. Done, Margaret and I trudged to the embassy, where I’d agreed, in Colin’s absence, to make regular reports as to the status of my investigation. The ambassador ushered me into his walnut-paneled office that looked straight out of a London club. I sat in an overstuffed leather chair that was too hard to be comfortable and accepted a cup of tea.

         
         
         
         
         “First Flush Darjeeling,” he said. “Arrived today. Perk of the job. My colleagues keep me well stocked in foreign delights.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s delicious,” I said, hardly tasting it, the hot liquid burning my throat.

         
         
         
         
         “I am pleased that your husband has gone after young St. Clare. Terrible scandal, this. Don’t know how much of it we’ll be able to bury.”

         
         
         
         
         “I wish I had more to tell you today,” I said. “I spoke with Perestu and searched Bezime’s rooms, but found nothing further of interest.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do appreciate your agreeing to these little meetings. It’s a bit unusual. . . .” He hesitated. “We don’t ordinarily have ladies involved in such things.”

         
         
         
         
         “I understand, Sir William. If there’s nothing further, I think I shall return home.”

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing else here. I shouldn’t worry too much about any of it. Hargreaves will find the boy and this will all be wrapped up soon enough. You might focus on sightseeing. I fear you’ve not seen enough of Constantinople.”

         
         
         
         
         I thanked him and stepped into the hall, where Margaret, who’d been waiting for me, was talking to Mr. Sutcliffe.

         
         
         
         
         “I was just saying to Miss Seward how much I’ve been looking forward to seeing you again,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you,” I said. “You’re well?”

         
         
         
         
         “I am, thank you. A spot of trouble with one of the families I’m working with—the mother turned out very unworthy indeed.”

         
         
         
         
         “Unworthy?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Her daughter fell ill with influenza, and she refused to send her son to the country as I suggested to keep him well.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did he get sick?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “He did and he died, and it’s his mother’s fault. I can afford no tolerance for such people.” He frowned, shook his head. “Is there anything I can do to help Benjamin?”

         
         
         
         
         “I wish I knew what any of us could do.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is there any chance he’s innocent?” His eyes were so full of eager hope—bright and clear.

         
         
         
         
         “I believe so, but I can’t yet prove it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you think you’ll be able to?”

         
         
         
         
         “The truth always comes out in the end.”

         
         
         
         
         “Have you told his father anything encouraging?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not yet,” I said. “I want to wait until I have something of substance to share with him.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is he at home?” Mr. Sutcliffe asked.

         
         
         
         
         “He is,” Margaret said. “We’ve left him in the care of friends.”

         
         
         
         
         “Perhaps I will call on him. He undoubtedly needs the support, and I feel awful I’ve not been around more. Things have been terribly busy here; another belated load of records has come in and overwhelmed me. But that’s no reason to let down a friend in need.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sure he would appreciate a visit,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “No one understands his loss better than I,” he said. “If you’ll excuse me, I must go to him.”
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         My nausea returned almost as soon as we’d left the embassy, and I’d decided to go home, hoping that rest would restore my health. I was exhausted, the trek from one palace to the next and then to the embassy taking every ounce of my energy. I found no respite in sleep, suffering a painful night, plagued with vivid dreams of the most awful sorts of destruction. They came in flashes—no narrative connection. I saw Colin falling, heard terrible screams in a dark room, and could not escape water pressing down on me, heavier than lead, but not reaching my mouth or keeping me from being able to breathe, simply crushing me.

         
         
         
         
         So I was far from restored when I set off for Pera the next morning. Margaret had sent a message saying that Miss Evans, concerned about Sir Richard, had moved their things to his house so that they could stay there and she might keep a closer eye on him. I set off as soon as I’d refused breakfast—not even the thick yogurt that usually settled my stomach looked appealing—and braced myself for what I knew would be an unpleasant trip across the Bosphorus.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid he’s not well at all,” the doctor said moments after I’d arrived at the St. Clare house. “He’s suffering from terrible tremors and has started to hallucinate.”

         
         
         
         
         “Have you any idea what’s causing it?” I asked, my head beginning to hurt again. “It must be more than worry for his son.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid so, Lady Emily. I can’t be certain, but if pressed, I’d guess that he’s become dependent on chloral hydrate—he’s exhibiting symptoms of withdrawal, including severe gastritis. I’m very concerned.”

         
         
         
         
         “What can be done?”

         
         
         
         
         “If my diagnosis is correct, I should be able to treat him. I assume that since he’s been under the care of Miss Evans, he’s not had the opportunity to take the drug.”

         
         
         
         
         “I would imagine not. Did you find a supply of it?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve not looked, but I can’t imagine what else is causing this. It also explains the erratic behavior he’s exhibited over the past weeks.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is there anything more we can do to assist you?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No. I shall continue to check on him daily and will keep you abreast of his condition.”

         
         
         
         
         I thanked him and rang for Sir Richard’s valet. “Where does your master keep his medicines?”

         
         
         
         
         “Everything’s in his dressing room,” the man replied. “Would you like me to show you?”

         
         
         
         
         I spent more than an hour with the valet and Margaret, searching the house. None of us found even a trace of chloral hydrate. I crossed the street to the embassy, asked for and was granted permission to search his office. Again, no chloral hydrate. This absolute lack of physical evidence told me one thing: Sir Richard was not a man addicted to a drug; he was a man being poisoned. I needed evidence, and I needed to determine if what was happening to Sir Richard was separate from the murders in Constantinople.

         
         
         
         
         I rushed to the embassy and straight into the ambassador’s office, hardly waiting for him to answer my knock. “Is there any way to get a message to my husband?” I asked. “I’ve information he needs.”

         
         
         
         
         “I have not had word from him—and I’m certain he’d be in touch with you before me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Unless he had news of Benjamin,” I said. “He would inform you first of that.”

         
         
         
         
         “Have you uncovered something new?” Sir William asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m quite certain now that this case is far more complicated than we’d initially believed. We need to revisit everything that’s happened from the moment Sir Richard collapsed on the Orient Express.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I of course offer you whatever services in the embassy’s power. But I don’t see how his collapsing during dinner on a train relates to two murders in Constantinople.”

         
         
         
         
         “These crimes are not about Benjamin. They’re about his father. Would it be possible for me to look through his service files?”

         
         
         
         
         “What do you hope to find?” he asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not sure. Something that links all these events together.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re unlikely to find that in his employment record.”

         
         
         
         
         “If I’m wrong, I’ve wasted nothing but my own time,” I said. “Please, Sir William?”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s an irregular request, Lady Emily. Those files are confidential. The clearance your husband obtained for you did not extend to this sort of thing. He, on the other hand, would be allowed access. Perhaps when he returns . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “I fear that may be too late.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s the best I can do,” he said. “Unless you’d like me to look through them for you? I could alert you if I noticed anything glaring.”

         
         
         
         
         “No,” I said, the skin on my neck beginning to crawl as I started to question his sincerity. I shook off the feeling; he was being honest. Why would I be given access to sensitive information? Nonetheless, something tugged at me, made me balk at his offer, as if he might remove and destroy something crucial from the file. “That won’t be necessary. I wouldn’t know what to tell you to look for. It’s undoubtedly a foolish idea.”

         
         
         
         
         “If you change your mind—”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you,” I said. “I shan’t bother you again with such a silly request.”

         
         
         
         
         I stepped through the embassy door, greeted by a sublime spring day, the air heavier than in winter but fresh and breezy, not a hint of the oppressive humidity that would come with summer. I went up the hill, in the direction of Y?ld?z, where I planned to meet Roxelana, but before I’d walked more than a few blocks, I turned east towards the Bosphorus. Following the path along it would require scaling the hill again, but I could not resist the beauty I knew awaited me. The wind blew stronger near the strait, gulls riding currents of air, bobbing between the boats crowding the water. The sun burned on my face, and I pulled down the brim of my hat to better shield it, a gesture that caught me entirely off guard.

         
         
         
         
         It made me feel like my mother. My mother, who would have scolded me without mercy at finding me in the sun without a parasol. I ground my teeth and sighed, keeping my eyes open only so that I would not trip as I was walking. Had I unwittingly entered a new stage in my life? Unwitting was perhaps not the correct word, as I’d known marriage would inevitably lead to it. But the reality—if reality it was—struck me hard. I was short of breath by the time I reached the gates of the palace and grateful for the glass of cold, tart cherry juice Roxelana offered me when I met her in a sitting room in the harem.

         
         
         
         
         “I would be more comfortable if we discussed this somewhere private,” she said, glancing in the direction of the other women, gathered in small groups scattered around the large chamber, which, like the rest of Y?ld?z, was furnished in Western European mode. The concubines might have been debutantes chatting at a garden party in London. So much for the exotic.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s important now that no one thinks we’re skulking off to talk alone,” I said. “We can’t aff ord to draw any attention to ourselves.”

         
         
         
         
         “I understand, but it makes me nervous.”

         
         
         
         
         “So you’ve opportunity for an excursion?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Tuesday. A group is going into the city to shop at the Grand Bazaar.”

         
         
         
         
         Visions of opportunity flew through my head. The chaos of the bazaar would make it simpler than I could have hoped for Roxelana to vanish. “This is perfect. The bazaar—”

         
         
         
         
         “I won’t be in the bazaar itself. We go to the sultan’s private section of the Nuruosmaniye Mosque, next to the bazaar. The merchants give their goods to the eunuchs, who in turn show them to us.”

         
         
         
         
         “Will there be opportunity to escape from the building?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “There must be,” she said. “But I’ve never before had occasion to consider it.”

         
         
         
         
         “I shall go look this afternoon and come back to you tomorrow. Do not tell anyone of this—not even Jemal.”

         
         
         
         
         “I promise.” Her eyes were dark, serious. “Is it true they’ve arrested the man who killed Ceyden?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not yet,” I said. “A suspect is being apprehended, but he’d fled before the police came for him.”

         
         
         
         
         “There—there are rumors it is an Englishman.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, I’m afraid so.”

         
         
         
         
         “Will they find him?”

         
         
         
         
         “My husband’s looking for him, and Colin never fails. He’ll be found, don’t worry.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve heard it said they seek the wrong man. Do you think—” She stopped, looked out the window, then back at me with a smile that could have charmed Alexander into handing Greece over to the Persians. “I’m excited about Tuesday,” she said, her voice louder now. “I’m told we shall see fabric more beautiful than any made in history. I want at least four new dresses.”

         
         
         
         
         My reconnaissance at Nuruosmaniye was fruitful. I was able, by pressing the right amount of money into the right hands, to be admitted to the sultan’s lodge, pleading that an enthusiastic tourist not be denied the pleasure of seeing the space. A partition had been set up to shield the ladies of the harem, behind which, Roxelana had told me, they would be measured for their dresses. Wooden grilles covered the windows, and I had to determine whether they could be opened with ease. The caretaker who’d let me in was staying close to me, his eyes darting to the door every time he heard a noise, as if he feared Abdül Hamit would come in unannounced and find me violating his room.

         
         
         
         
         I slipped into the ladies’ section and fell to my knees, hoping that if he thought I were praying, he would leave me in peace. He stood at the opening of the screen, watching me; perhaps my effort was not sincere enough. I closed my eyes, pressed my hands together, and murmured an “Our Father” under my breath. Even without looking, I could feel he was still there. I tried to summon the focused energy I’d felt in the Blue Mosque, not believing it would come, surprised when it did. All of my fears, my worries, were so close to my skin that it took almost nothing to coax them to surface. I remembered the sounds of my dear aunt’s dying cries, then imagined Ivy’s voice replacing hers, then mine. I pictured Colin standing over me, his face fading, and tears streamed down my cheeks.

         
         
         
         
         I looked up, and as I met the caretaker’s eyes, he turned his back, blushing to his fingertips, then walked away from where I knelt and stood sentry in the main doorway to the building, his back to the interior. Fortunate and desired though this outcome was, I found that I could not readily cast away the emotions I’d summoned. Sinking farther down, dropping my head onto my clasped hands, I prayed as I had before, this time not undercutting my bargain: me for Ivy.

         
         
         
         
         Finished—and shaking—I struggled to my feet and went to the windows, inspecting the grilles. They were held in place with latches, like shutters. Checking over my shoulder to ensure I was not being watched, I opened one. A simple task. Even the hinges, smooth-moving and silent, cooperated. Shooting another glance behind me, I tried to open the window. This took more effort, and I nearly lost my balance trying to push the sash, but eventually I managed. The drop to the ground was not terribly far and would set a person in a gallery that led from outside to the mosque.

         
         
         
         
         I closed the window, but not fully, leaving enough room for me to slip my hand in and open it from outside. It was not the best plan, but I saw no other immediate way to escape the building. We would have to consider ways to improve upon it—distractions or something. I wished Colin were not gone. His suggestions would be invaluable, and he would be able to look at this space and see six safe but hidden routes to safety. Then I remembered that he would not approve of any of this in the least, and a sinking, twisting feeling in my stomach told me I would have to do this on my own and apologize after it was done.

         
         
         
         
         After taking a careful study of the rest of the room, I thanked the caretaker, pressed another coin into his hand, and walked the perimeter of the building until I reached the part-open window. Margaret was tall enough that she’d be able to reach it without problem. I planned to give Roxelana a set of simple clothes and a veil that she could hide under her skirts, switching into them when she was supposed to be dressing after her measurements had been taken. She would wear traditional Turkish clothes to the mosque—garments that would not require assistance to put back on—and take them with her when she went, so that as the eunuchs searched for her, they would be looking for someone in the wrong outfit.

         
         
         
         
         Once outside, she would have to make her way down the ramp that led to the building. The main risk she would take was being seen dropping from the window. The area outside was not crowded like the mosque’s main courtyard, but another diversion here would be helpful. If she could reach the Grand Bazaar without being noticed, she would have her freedom.

         
         
         
         
         Cataloging ideas about how we could draw attention away from the building, I walked to meet Margaret, who was waiting for me outside the courtyard—we’d thought we’d make too much of an impression if we both went into the sultan’s lodge—and keeping her away meant she stood no chance of being recognized should I call on her to organize a distraction.

         
         
         
         
         “Do we have a viable strategy?” she asked, leaning against a stone wall.

         
         
         
         
         “The beginnings of one,” I said. “You will be instrumental in pulling it off.”

         
         
         
         
         “I like that kind of plan.” We walked towards the Grand Bazaar, crossing through its entranceway and into the labyrinthine streets of stalls. “How will you get her out of the city?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll hire a coach—closed—to meet us. We’ll figure out the best place. First, though, let’s decide where she should sit and wait for things to calm down.” Within minutes, we’d found a stall that sold baklava and tea. The chairs and tables set up in front were filled with both men and women, so it seemed as appropriate as any other spot. “I’ll wait for her here.”

         
         
         
         
         “Veiled, of course,” Margaret said.

         
         
         
         
         “I shall consider it. There’s nothing wrong with having a bit of fun in all this, is there?”

         
         
         
         
         I went to Y?ld?z after finishing our work at the bazaar. Perestu had sent a note asking to see me. She was waiting in an elegant sitting room and was, for someone who had requested a meeting, surprisingly silent. Her quiet stillness teemed with elegance; even the way she breathed was full of grace, and I could not help staring at her.

         
         
         
         
         “Your careful study of me unnerves me,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “Forgive me,” I said. “You are unlike any woman I’ve met before.”

         
         
         
         
         She let out a long breath. “You are kind not to press me for the reason I wanted you to come today. I appreciate it, and it makes me think that you are trustworthy. I have two problems and wonder if you can assist me with them.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m of course happy to try,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “The first is something that I’ve debated taking to the sultan, but if it’s possible to eliminate the threat without aggravating him, the outcome would be preferable for everyone involved.”

         
         
         
         
         “What is it?”

         
         
         
         
         “There are rumors that someone is trying to flee the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         My breath caught in my throat, and I willed myself to freeze, wishing I could channel Perestu’s grace. “How could such a thing be possible?”

         
         
         
         
         “It isn’t,” she said. “It will be stopped, and the offenders will be punished in the most severe ways.”

         
         
         
         
         “How severe?”

         
         
         
         
         “That is for the sultan to decide. But I can assure you he would show little mercy.”

         
         
         
         
         “Have you any idea who is forming the plot?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not the slightest,” she said. “You’ve spoken with some of the girls and have become closer to a familiar figure here than any foreigner has in the past. I do not ask you to betray a confidence, only that you let it be known that you’ve heard the rumors and have reason to think what’s being planned is a bad idea—that might be enough to stop the ingrate organizing this offense.”

         
         
         
         
         The emotions pummeling me at this moment were as thoroughly unpleasant as any I knew: guilt, embarrassment, anxiety, fear. Not a litany of favorites. I considered what to say, what to do: Should I warn Roxelana and cancel our plans? Force her to continue to live in a circumstance so abhorrent to a woman of her faith?

         
         
         
         
         I realized I’d been quiet too long. “I shall do what I can,” I said, confused and conflicted. “What is the other matter?”

         
         
         
         
         “I want to know how my friend came to lose my ring.” Her voice was soft, quivering.

         
         
         
         
         “Whom did you give it to?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Mr. Theodore Sutcliffe,” she said. “He’s compassionate, full of sympathy. A man whose soul has been so deeply touched with grief that he’s capable of emotions that terrify most of us.”

         
         
         
         
         “I know him,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “I assumed as much. Do you think you could find out what happened to my ring?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course,” I said. “That’s no trouble at all.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you, Lady Emily. You are more capable than I first thought. I admire your strength.”

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         19 April 1892

         
         
         
         
         Darnley House, Kent

         
         
         
         
         My darling Emily,

         
         
         
         
         I’ve been doing nothing of late but reading, and have devoured all the books you’d hidden in your dressing room—I told Robert to look for them, remembering it had been an old habit of yours to spirit the raciest volumes off to safety there. Your mother was, as I need hardly tell you, out of her mind when she saw them. Madame Bovary near drove her to swoon. The only thing that saved the poor book from the fire was my own dear husband insisting it was an especial favorite of his. A statement you know cannot possibly be true, but a testament to his love for me. He saw the comfort the novel brought and could not bear to see it taken away.

         
         
         
         
         Other than that, I’m consumed with weakness and more exhausted than I would have thought possible. The doctor is so kind, but tells me nothing of substance, and Robert, try though he may, cannot hide his fear. I pray all his suffering will be erased by the sight of an heir, and that I shall survive to see him.

         
         
         
         
         Apologies for a bleak letter. I’m so very scared—terrified, Emily. I couldn’t bear to let anyone but you know that. I’ve never felt so bad in my life—physically or emotionally. Forgive me, my friend, for so burdening you with my troubles. I’ve nowhere else to turn, as the only thing that could make my plight worse is knowing that I’ve caused Robert more worry.

         
         
         
         
         I send you all my love and miss you very, very much.

         
         
         
         
         I am, your most devoted friend,

         
         
         
         
         Ivy

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         23

         
         
         
         
         I could not stop the tears as I read Ivy’s letter and was consumed with panic at the thought of what she still had to face. How desperately I needed Colin’s support. I wished there were some way I could contact him, prayed that he would return soon. Loneliness filled every corner of our yal?, and I had no intention of coming out of our room. I curled up on the bed in a ball around his pillow, breathing in the scent of him lingering on its surface.
         

         
         
         
         
         My throat burned from sobbing, and when I’d cried so much that no more tears would come, I forced myself up and rang for Meg. There was nothing more I could do for Ivy from here. The best course of action was to focus on my work, finish it as efficiently as possible, and return to England. I only hoped that Colin would be back soon.

         
         
         
         
         Meg fawned over me, pressed a cool cloth to my swollen eyes, refusing to let me dress until I approached something she considered presentable. She went about her work in a fashion much gentler than her usual manner, insulting my scalp with not a single hairpin.

         
         
         
         
         Once dressed, I set off for Pera. The Bosphorus, as if sensing my dire condition, played sweet as well, its waters as placid as I’d seen them since arriving in Turkey. Upon docking, I took a carriage to the embassy, too tired and heartsick to walk, and shortly was admitted to Mr. Sutcliffe’s office.

         
         
         
         
         “What a surprise to see you, Lady Emily. What can I do for you?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve come on a strange errand,” I said. “Perestu asked me to do it on her behalf.”

         
         
         
         
         “The valide sultan?” He tugged at his shirtsleeves, adjusting his cufflinks.

         
         
         
         
         “I understand that you shared a close friendship. She speaks very highly of you.”

         
         
         
         
         “She is an excellent woman.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do not doubt it,” I said. “She told me that, years ago, she gave to you a ring as a token of her friendship. Strangely enough, that same ring has turned up in the harem—in the possession of Sir Richard’s daughter.”

         
         
         
         
         “Impossible,” he said. “I keep it under lock and key in my house.”

         
         
         
         
         “You can imagine how upset she was to see it—at first she feared that you might have given it away—”

         
         
         
         
         “I would never,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course not. But I’m sure you can imagine she was devastated to see the ring back in the harem.”

         
         
         
         
         “I—I—” He stammered but formed no coherent words. “The ring is in my house,” he said, tugging again at his sleeves, this time so hard that I feared for his cufflinks. “Follow me there now. I will show you.”

         
         
         
         
         It took us fewer than ten minutes to reach his residence, and he marched into his study with me tailing behind, barely able to keep up with him. He pulled down a wooden box from a high shelf on a bookcase and placed it on his desk. “It’s in here,” he said, pulling out a set of keys from his jacket, fumbling until he found the right one. He placed one hand on the side of the box and was about to push the key into the lock when the top sprang open.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t understand,” he said. “I know it was locked. I can’t bear to even look. Please. Will you?”

         
         
         
         
         Inside, resting on a blue velvet lining, were an engraved silver christening mug, a piece of faded ribbon that looked as if it might have once been pink, and an ivory comb. I held out the container to him. “There’s no ring.”

         
         
         
         
         “This cannot be,” he said. “Who would do such a thing?”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you have any ideas? Who knew you had it?”

         
         
         
         
         “I—I—” His voice choked. “I can’t bring myself to even say it.”

         
         
         
         
         “You must, Mr. Sutcliffe.”

         
         
         
         
         “I showed it to Benjamin. We were talking one day—he was remembering his sister. How they used to play. I told him about my children and showed him these souvenirs I keep. The ring was in the box as well.”

         
         
         
         
         “But why would he take it?”

         
         
         
         
         “He must have needed money for his elopement. Why didn’t he ask me?” He pressed the palm of his hand hard against his forehead. “I suppose I wouldn’t have given it to him. And he didn’t know me well enough to ask.”

         
         
         
         
         “We don’t know that Benjamin took it,” I said. “What of your staff?”

         
         
         
         
         “They’ve all been with me for years.”

         
         
         
         
         This, of course, meant very little, but I saw no reason to mention it at the time. He was clearly distraught. Regardless of the identity of our thief, I could at least put to rest Perestu’s fears that her friend had knowingly abandoned her gift.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s no question that Colin will locate Benjamin. And when he does, we’ll be able to ascertain whether he took the ring.”

         
         
         
         
         “He took it.”

         
         
         
         
         “We must remember, Mr. Sutcliffe, that he has not been proven guilty.”

         
         
         
         
         “You suspect someone else?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m only saying we should not leap to conclusions.”

         
         
         
         
         “I will ask that you forgive me, Lady Emily, but I cannot think of him as anything but a thief and worse.”

         
         
         
         
         “What’s obvious is not always right,” I said. “Real life is not as simple as the sultan’s operas. Like the performance of La Traviata we saw at Y?ld?z.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Ended neatly, to be sure, but so much tragedy,” he said. “And I can’t stand more tragedy. Truth is, I much prefer something more lighthearted, with a happy ending. Particularly when I consider what we all faced when we left the theater.”

         
         
         
         
         I stood quiet, stunned, and then took my leave from him, wondering how he could have forgotten the end of the opera. I could picture him in the courtyard with the rest of us, standing over Ceyden’s body. But if he’d been in the theater, he wouldn’t have thought the show had been a tragedy. I began to wonder if I needed to think in another direction entirely.

         
         
         
         
         “What does the doctor say?” I asked when I returned from Mr. Sutcliffe’s, my head spinning. “Is he progressing as expected?”

         
         
         
         
         Sir Richard’s health had been improving, but he was not yet well enough to leave his bed. Miss Evans had given the cook urgent suggestions as to appropriate recipes to help him regain his strength—again reminding me of my mother—and was convinced they would make all the difference in his recovery.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes,” Miss Evans said. “He stopped taking the drug so suddenly, it was a terrible shock to his system.”

         
         
         
         
         “If he was deliberately taking it, I cannot understand why it’s impossible for us to locate the bottle,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “He must have hidden it somewhere,” Miss Evans said.

         
         
         
         
         “But why? It’s a common enough sleeping aid. His servants wouldn’t have thought anything of him keeping a bottle around. It doesn’t make sense.” I stood up, unable to keep still. “I’m going back to the embassy to look through his office again.”

         
         
         
         
         Margaret threw on a hat and started for the door with me. “Any more from Ivy?” she asked. I told her about the latest letter.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, Em, don’t you just want to go home?” she asked. “There’s no shame in it, you know.”

         
         
         
         
         “I think I shall, when Colin returns.” The pain of missing him had moved from dull to sharp, more of a stab than an ache. Wanting only to move forward, I opened the door to let us out of the house. On the step was a young Englishman, out of breath, his face bright red and covered in sweat.

         
         
         
         
         “Lady Emily, the ambassador sends me with urgent news. I’m afraid there’s been another murder at Y?ld?z, and . . . well . . . that Mr. St. Clare was involved yet again.”

         
         
         
         
         I did not wait to hear another word. We hailed the first available carriage, paying triple to motivate the driver to rush. Once through the palace gates, we were admitted to the harem, where there was none of the usual clamor of voices and laughter. Perestu received us in a small salon in her apartments, her face drawn, no spark in her eyes.

         
         
         
         
         “It is good of you to come. We’ve suffered more tragedy today.”

         
         
         
         
         “Who? What happened?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Jemal. The same as the others, with a bowstring.”

         
         
         
         
         “And because the method has not changed, Mr. St. Clare is suspected again?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “We are not so unsophisticated. The guards searched Jemal’s room and discovered a bundle of letters—written to him by Mr. St. Clare.”

         
         
         
         
         “May I see them?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “If you wish, but there’s no need. They prove that Jemal was letting him into the palace to meet with a concubine—Ceyden, obviously. And that he was accepting regular payments for granting the privilege.”

         
         
         
         
         “And there’s no question they were written by Benjamin?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “None. The first is signed—it came shortly after Mr. St. Clare had assisted in rescuing the ladies whose boat capsized in the Bosphorus. The handwriting on the others is a perfect match.”

         
         
         
         
         This was disheartening, and I could feel myself taking it harder than perhaps was reasonable. Too many troubling thoughts tugging at already fraught emotions; never before had I felt so scattered. I hardly knew Benjamin, had no reason to take more than a professional interest in his situation, yet coming to a point where his guilt seemed inevitable stung me, and not only because it would prove my instinct wrong. A wave of nausea hit me, and I clung to the arms of my chair to steel myself against it, unaccountably feeling as if I were about to burst into tears.

         
         
         
         
         “Where was the body found?” I asked, my voice strong despite my spinning head.

         
         
         
         
         “In one of the gardens. I’ll have someone take you.”

         
         
         
         
         There wasn’t much to see. I searched the area—not looking at the body, which had already been covered with a makeshift shroud—and then went to the eunuch’s room. Beyond the letters, there was nothing of interest. The ordinary possessions of a man. As for his correspondence with Benjamin, there could be no question of the relationship between them. Jemal was taking bribes.

         
         
         
         
         “What do you think?” Margaret asked, whispering as we walked through the palace gates, headed to the docks on the Bosphorus.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s still no absolute proof, of course, but . . .” The water’s beauty eluded me entirely. “I’m afraid it doesn’t bode well.”

         
         
         
         
         “Motive?”

         
         
         
         
         “He could have killed Ceyden because she’d decided not to run away with him, and Jemal because he’d decided to stop accepting bribes.”

         
         
         
         
         “Poor Sir Richard.”

         
         
         
         
         “Although . . .” I stopped walking. “Why, if Ceyden was already dead, would he need continued access to the harem?”

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe it wasn’t a question of bribes,” Margaret said. “What if Jemal had threatened to blackmail him?”

         
         
         
         
         “Jemal had already given evidence against him. Killing him would have made little difference at this point. And why, if Benjamin fled after suspecting he’d be arrested, would he have returned to Constantinople?”

         
         
         
         
         “Jemal might have had further proof—something more solid.”

         
         
         
         
         “And tested Benjamin by coming forward with just a bit of it first?” I considered the possibility. “Maybe. But it doesn’t sit right, somehow.”

         
         
         
         
         “What, then?”

         
         
         
         
         “What if Benjamin wasn’t in love with Ceyden?”
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         Fired with new enthusiasm at this revelation—for I considered it nothing short of just that—I turned on my heel and went straight back to Y?ld?z.

         
         
         
         
         “Roxelana?” Margaret said as we walked to the harem. “In love with Benjamin?”

         
         
         
         
         “She found Ceyden’s body and may have even witnessed the murder. Think on it—if she was the one trying to escape, with her lover, and Ceyden happened upon them. Ceyden, who wanted more than anything to gain the sultan’s attention?”

         
         
         
         
         “So do we confront Roxelana?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’d wager she knows where he is,” I said. “That’s why she’s so keen to make her escape right away. She wouldn’t be doing it if she had nowhere to go. What a fool I’ve been!”

         
         
         
         
         “I thought you were going to send her to London?”

         
         
         
         
         “I was. I told her I’d help her in any way I could, assuming that she had no other options.”

         
         
         
         
         “So you think Benjamin is somewhere, skulking about, waiting for her?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “It wouldn’t surprise me.” For an instant, I was horrified by my thoughts, because I realized that more than a small part of me was hoping they could pull it off. Escape. Find happiness together. Had my moral compass gone completely wild? We’d reached the sitting room in the harem. Roxelana came through the door only a few minutes later and sank next to me on a settee.

         
         
         
         
         “I did not expect to see you until—” Her skin had lost its glow, her eyes were dull. “Is something wrong?”

         
         
         
         
         “There are many things wrong,” I said. “I need you to start being honest with me. You were the one meeting an Englishman in the harem. Benjamin.”

         
         
         
         
         “I—I—”

         
         
         
         
         “Spare me denials. I have a great deal of sympathy for you, but I cannot tolerate deception. You have misled me at every turn and in doing so may have destroyed Benjamin’s chance at exoneration.”

         
         
         
         
         “Please, Lady Emily.” She had started to cry. “I will tell you anything—”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, you will,” I said. “Starting with Ceyden and her cache of jewelry. Where did she get it?”

         
         
         
         
         Roxelana was crying too hard to answer.

         
         
         
         
         “You must stop,” Margaret said, passing her a handkerchief. “You’ll draw attention to yourself.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re right.” One last sob spilled out of her as she dried her eyes. “The jewelry was mine. All of it, so far as I can tell. I saved every piece I got—much of it was given to me by the sultan. Ceyden hated that he favored me. She used to follow me, torment me. Thought it was unfair that he would choose me when I didn’t want him.”

         
         
         
         
         “She was jealous,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Terribly,” she said. “When I met Benjamin, the world opened before me. I never lived before the day he pulled me from the waters of the Bosphorus. He paid Jemal to deliver letters to me, and when we could stand that no longer, he paid more for Jemal to sneak him into the palace so we could see each other.”

         
         
         
         
         “And Ceyden discovered this?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. I caught her in my room. She told me a pretty story about coming to me for advice—flattered me. I fell for it until later that night when I realized all the letters Benjamin had written me were gone.”

         
         
         
         
         “She took them?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, and she admitted it when I confronted her. Said she’d given them to a friend who would hold them for her, someone who wasn’t in the palace. That she would use them against me.”

         
         
         
         
         “But the jewelry?” I asked. “You were planning to use it to finance your escape?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes.”

         
         
         
         
         “Where did you get Perestu’s ring?”

         
         
         
         
         “I had nothing of Perestu’s.”

         
         
         
         
         “It was a large sapphire in a round bezel encrusted with diamonds.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do remember it. Jemal gave it to me. He told me it had been a gift to him from a friend.”

         
         
         
         
         This gave me pause, but I could not stop to think. “Why would Ceyden take your jewelry? I’d think she wouldn’t do something to hinder you.”

         
         
         
         
         “She stole it the day I was planning to leave,” Roxelana said. “I’d sewn everything into a gown—that’s what you found—thinking I could wear it and arouse no suspicion. But when I went to get dressed that evening, it was gone. I was in tears when I went to meet Benjamin, unsure if we’d be able to carry out our plan. She followed me that night, stood in the shadows as we spoke. We didn’t know how we could go without the jewels, and that’s what she counted on. She stepped forward and laughed at us. Said that she’d taken them in case I slipped out too easily—she didn’t want to miss her opportunity to catch us in the act. And then she started to call for a guard . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “And Benjamin stopped her,” I said, a terrible weight descending onto me.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes.” Her voice hid her sob. “He was afraid that if we were caught together, I would be executed. He panicked.”

         
         
         
         
         “What happened then?”

         
         
         
         
         “He—he lunged at her throat and strangled her. She fell to the ground, and I told him to run, which he did. Once I thought enough time had passed for him to be well away, I went for the guards. She wasn’t dead then, you know. She spoke to me after he left—” Now her tears could not be stopped.

         
         
         
         
         “What did she say?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “That the sultan would never want me again. She must have died when I was on my way to get help.” She held her head up high. “I suppose you won’t help me now.”

         
         
         
         
         “What of your Aquinas?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “ ‘Love takes up where knowledge leaves off,’ ” she said.

         
         
         
         
         I met her eyes. “I gave you my word. This is all unspeakably awful, but does not change the fact that I don’t agree with the way you are being forced to live. Our plans will not change.” What I did not say was that I could not abandon her because I feared what might happen should she still be in the harem when the full truth of the situation was revealed.

         
         
         
         
         _______

         
         
         
         
         When we’d returned to the yal?, Margaret went straight for the decanter and filled two glasses with port. Before she’d crossed the room to hand me one, Meg came in with a small envelope.
         

         
         
         
         
         “A wire for you, madam.”

         
         
         
         
         My stomach clenched, fearing bad news from England, but the words surprised me less than their author would have expected. I looked up, meeting Margaret’s eyes, reading her concern. “No, it’s not Ivy,” I said. “It’s from Colin. He’s found Benjamin at Ephesus.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s wonderful,” Margaret said. “More or less.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s made a full confession. He admitted to killing his sister. They’ll be in Constantinople within three days, sooner if he can hire a boat.” I felt ill. “We must go to his father. I don’t want someone from the embassy breaking this news.”

         
         
         
         
         Of all the unpleasant trips I’d taken across the Bosphorus in the past weeks, this was by far the worst. I looked at Seraglio Point, far off in the distance, hazy in the sun, and rehearsed what I would say, knowing there was no magic to it, no particular set of words that would lessen the blow. Margaret took my hand in hers.

         
         
         
         
         “I never thought this trip could have turned out so badly,” she said, a forced brightness in her voice. “Do you think, perhaps, it’s a sign that I’m to marry Mr. Michaels as quickly as possible and settle into an ordinary life?”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re beginning to worry me,” I said. “That’s at least the second time you’ve made such a comment.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you ever wonder if we’re too set on being independent and fierce?”

         
         
         
         
         “Are you joking? Is this meant to distract me?”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, yes, it’s meant to distract,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “But not to be a joke?”

         
         
         
         
         “No.” Now her gaze moved in the direction of Seraglio Point. “Forgive me, Emily. Are you happy? I know you adore Colin and don’t doubt for an instant that you have found the man for whom you were designed. But this is your wedding trip . . . It’s bad enough that I invaded your privacy—and I hope you’ll forgive me for that—”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t be absurd,” I said. “Honeymoons go on for months and months. Besides, haven’t you read Can You Forgive Her? Didn’t Glencora keep Alice close to her for most of her wedding trip?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “An entirely different circumstance, my dear.”

         
         
         
         
         “Quite.” I could not help but smile.

         
         
         
         
         “I cannot help but consider things differently now,” Margaret said. “I wouldn’t want my honeymoon interrupted as yours has been—”

         
         
         
         
         “No one wants to contend with murder.”

         
         
         
         
         “Obviously. But you do enjoy it, Em—not the murder part, but the rest. You’ve gotten to cavort about Constantinople with more freedom than anyone since Lady Mary What’s-her-name. Some days I think you thrive on it, but lately it seems to be taking a toll.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m just worried about Ivy. It’s nothing else. This is how I want my life to be, Margaret. I wouldn’t have it any other way. I want to do this work. It’s important to me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid I’m becoming a hopeless romantic,” she said. “It’s rather disgusting.”

         
         
         
         
         “You really do want to hole up at Oxford, don’t you?”

         
         
         
         
         “I think I do,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t think it will become claustrophobic?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. Have you any idea how much Ovid I have left to translate? And then there’s Virgil. That is the work I need. This trip has made me realize that I want Mr. Michaels by my side all the time. Gallivanting about isn’t much fun without him.”

         
         
         
         
         “I would hope not,” I said. “Otherwise what would be the point in marrying him? I miss Colin dreadfully every moment I’m not with him.” As we came closer to the European shore, Topkap? looming above us until we’d passed it after turning into the Golden Horn, my nerves took firm hold of me, my heart pounding in my chest. From the dock, it did not take long to reach Sir Richard’s—we took a carriage, wanting to get to him as quickly as possible.

         
         
         
         
         Miss Evans greeted us at the door. “He’s feeling much better today,” she said. “Has been receiving visitors. Even came downstairs.”

         
         
         
         
         “Did he?”

         
         
         
         
         “For a while,” she said. “But he started to get tired and went back up. Still, an improvement.”

         
         
         
         
         “I fear that we’ll only make it worse.” I left Margaret to explain to her and found my way to Sir Richard, propped up in bed on a mountain of pillows, a copy of Jules Verne’s From the Earth to the Moon beside him.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Lady Emily, it is good to see you, but I’m afraid Miss Evans should not have let you come up. I’m not so well as I was earlier.” His voice slurred and his head bobbed. “Even the coff ee Sutcliffe brought up to me didn’t help. Of course it was as bad as that I get at the embassy. Too bitter. Expect better at home.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m so sorry to disturb you,” I said. “And wouldn’t have were the matter not of the greatest urgency.”

         
         
         
         
         “What has happened?” He sat up straighter. “Is it my son?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid so. Colin has found him—don’t worry, he’s safe.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank heavens. Where was he?”

         
         
         
         
         “Ephesus. They’re on their way back now.”

         
         
         
         
         “This is joyous news,” he said. “I cannot begin—”

         
         
         
         
         “No, please. Wait. He’s admitted to Colin that he was responsible for . . .” I hesitated.

         
         
         
         
         “Not for Ceyden?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. I’m so sorry.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not possible. My son would never. . .” His voice faltered, then failed altogether. His head nodded forward, then dropped back against the pillows. I thought at first he was stricken with grief, but then his jaw went slack and his mouth hung open.

         
         
         
         
         “Sir Richard? . . . Sir Richard?”

         
         
         
         
         He did not respond. He was breathing—I could see that—but he was not conscious. I pulled the bell cord, then ran to the hallway, shouting for Margaret. The ensuing chaos should have woken the dead, as Miss Evans came into the room and gave a shriek, horrifying and inhuman.

         
         
         
         
         “Has he gone? Have we lost him? Oh, it’s too, too dreadful!” she said.

         
         
         
         
         Margaret appeared almost at once and, proving she had not lost her ability to keep her wits about her, did the reasonable thing. She sent for the doctor, who arrived in short order.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s more chloral hydrate,” he said, coming to meet us in the corridor outside Sir Richard’s room after examining his patient.

         
         
         
         
         “He couldn’t possibly have taken anything,” Miss Evans said. “I’ve followed your orders to the letter. He’s had no access to it.”

         
         
         
         
         “While I do not doubt your sincerity, madam, I know of what I speak. The man has taken an overdose. Not enough to kill him—but his breathing is dangerously shallow. I will do what I can.”

         
         
         
         
         “Will he survive?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I cannot say.”

         
         
         
         
         “Whom did he see today?” I asked, turning to Miss Evans.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, all kinds of people. Half the staff of the embassy called on him.”

         
         
         
         
         “The coffee,” I said. “It was the coffee.”

         
         
         
         
         “What—”

         
         
         
         
         I did not linger to hear the rest of her sentence but rushed back into the room, grabbed the cup from the nightstand, and brought it to the doctor.

         
         
         
         
         “You’ll find it in here,” I said. “Mr. Sutcliffe brought it up to him, correct?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes,” Miss Evans said. “I poured it for him myself. But you can’t think—”

         
         
         
         
         The physician sniffed at the contents of the cup, then dipped a finger in it and cautiously touched the tip to his tongue. “That’s chloral hydrate.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do excuse us,” I said, taking Margaret by the arm and dragging her down the steps as fast as I could, nearly tripping on my skirts. I slid across the marble floor as I tried to stop when we’d reached the front door.

         
         
         
         
         “I take it we’re going to the embassy?” Margaret asked, grinning.

         
         
         
         
         “I do love not having to explain things to you,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         We were there in almost no time, breathing hard as the ambassador came to us in the hall—for our arrival was not without commotion.

         
         
         
         
         “Lady Emily, Miss Seward, are you quite well? Do sit down. Let me get you some tea at once,” he said, ushering us into his office.

         
         
         
         
         “I have news,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, I’ve heard from your husband. I’m terribly sorry that—”

         
         
         
         
         “No, Sir William, it’s all wrong,” I said. “All of it. Sir Richard has been poisoned and—”

         
         
         
         
         “What?”

         
         
         
         
         “I need to speak to Mr. Sutcliffe at once.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s not here. He left yesterday on holiday—he’s going to Rome.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, I don’t think he is,” I said. “Could you please let me search his office?” I explained to him what had happened at Sir Richard’s.

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t imagine that this dreadful conjecture of yours is true,” Sir William said. “And even if it were, would he be foolish enough to leave evidence at the embassy?”

         
         
         
         
         “I think Mr. Sutcliffe was dosing him here,” I said. “Please let us look.”

         
         
         
         
         “I suppose there’s no harm, but it seems a useless endeavor,” Sir William said.

         
         
         
         
         He brought us to the records room on the ground floor of the building and opened the door to a small office. A quick search ensued, but to no avail, which disappointed but did not surprise me. “Do you think there’s any way we could get permission—a warrant, whatever the appropriate thing would be—to search his home?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Absolutely not,” Sir William said. “Sir Richard has had difficulties for some time now. And people with troubles like that are, well . . . I’m sorry, Lady Emily. I let you look in Sutcliffe’s office only because you’re so very enthusiastic about your detecting, and I do appreciate what you’ve been doing. But a lady such as yourself couldn’t begin to comprehend the lengths to which those afflicted with this sort of madness will go to satisfy their cravings. It brings to mind opium houses and the like. I understand your desire to find someone other than Sir Richard to blame for these problems. It is admirable that you revolt at the thought of an English gentleman destroying himself, but in this case, it’s precisely what is happening.”

         
         
         
         
         “There’s more,” I said. “I’ve discovered a connection between Benjamin and someone else in the harem—not Ceyden. I think we’re mistaken altogether about what—”

         
         
         
         
         He held up his hand. “Please, Lady Emily. I understand how upsetting all this must be to a person of such delicate sensibilities. But the truth is now known. There’s nothing further to be said.”

         
         
         
         
         “But who killed Jemal?” I asked. “If Benjamin’s in Ephesus, he couldn’t have done it.”

         
         
         
         
         “He could have gone there immediately afterwards.”

         
         
         
         
         “He wouldn’t have had time. Please, Sir William, let me look into this further. Will you at least tell me more about Mr. Sutcliffe?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry, Lady Emily, there’s nothing more to be done. If, as you say, Benjamin was not involved in Jemal’s murder, then the entire matter’s of no concern to the embassy.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of no concern?” I asked. “How can you say that?”

         
         
         
         
         “We became involved in Ceyden’s case because she was the daughter of an Englishman. Jemal’s death will be investigated by the Ottomans, as it should be.”

         
         
         
         
         “I think, though, that Mr. Sutcliffe—”

         
         
         
         
         “No, Lady Emily. You’re wrong. There’s nothing further to be done. I thank you for the services you provided your country—I’ve no doubt you did thorough and excellent work. The sultan himself has spoken highly of you. But now the business is done.”

         
         
         
         
         I opened my mouth to protest, but he had already stood and opened the door. Margaret rose to her feet and waited for me, urgency in her eyes. Feeling defeated, I followed her out of the room and then the building.

         
         
         
         
         “This is a disaster,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “What can we do?” Margaret asked. “Do you believe that Mr. Sutcliffe is on his way to Rome?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not for a second.”

         
         
         
         
         “But, Emily, you know that Benjamin is guilty.”

         
         
         
         
         “Probably,” I said. “But I’m slightly less convinced of that fact than I was an hour ago. I want to get into his house. I suspect we may find the chloral hydrate there.”

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Sutcliffe’s butler, a sullen man with no sense of humor, assured us that his master had left on holiday, with plans to go to Rome.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m so sorry to have missed him,” I said. “Could I leave a note?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course, madam.” He held out his hand.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh,” I said, frowning. “I’ll need paper.”

         
         
         
         
         “Follow me.” With no enthusiasm, he took us into a small, bright sitting room at the front of the house. “You’ll find paper on the table.”

         
         
         
         
         I pulled out the chair in front of a delicate ladies’ desk, picked up a piece of paper, flipped open the inkwell, and dipped the pen, flashing Margaret a look I hoped she would interpret correctly. She sighed heavily and lowered herself onto the nearest chair.

         
         
         
         
         “Would it be possible for us to have something to drink? The walk here completely exhausted me,” she said. And just like that, we had the room to ourselves.

         
         
         
         
         “I want to get into his study,” I said. “It’s the most likely place for him to have hidden something.”

         
         
         
         
         “Where is it?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Two doors farther down the hall. It’s where he showed me the box that was supposed to house the ring.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you want me to go?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, I will. You pretend to be ill. If I’m caught, I’ll say I was looking for help.”

         
         
         
         
         I ducked into the hall after satisfying myself that there was no one in the corridor, walking on the balls of my feet so that my heels would not click on the hard floor. I laid one palm flat on the door and slowly turned the knob with the other, opening it just a crack, then looking behind me, making sure I was still alone. As confident as I could be with trembling legs, I pushed further, until I could see into the room.

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Sutcliffe was sitting at his desk.

         
         
         
         
         “Lady Emily!” He leapt to his feet.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, I’m—I’m so sorry,” I said. “I was leaving a note for you and Margaret fainted. We’ve been walking too much today. I was looking for someone to—”

         
         
         
         
         “How dreadful. Did you ring for help?”

         
         
         
         
         “I—I wasn’t even thinking. Just ran out, hoping to—I’m not even making sense.” I met his eyes and for the first time saw depths of coldness in them. “Will you please help me?”

         
         
         
         
         He stood there, staring for long enough to terrify me. With no time to evaluate options, I did the only thing that sprang to mind: I forced myself to cry. The effort was not entirely successful, but a well-placed handkerchief can hide many things, the absence of tears only one of them.

         
         
         
         
         “She wanted to take a carriage, and I insisted . . . I love to walk, you know—it’s all my fault—”

         
         
         
         
         “There, now, she’ll be fine.”

         
         
         
         
         He put a hand on my back and guided me to the sitting room, where, to her credit, Margaret was sprawled out, half on her chair, half on the floor. To anyone with experience, it was clear her pose was far too elegant to be authentic, but there are moments in which artistry cannot be resisted. Mr. Sutcliffe pulled a bell cord, and the butler appeared almost at once. As soon as he saw Margaret, he stepped out again and returned with a bottle of smelling salts that he handed to his master. She flinched admirably when he placed them beneath her nose—although that would not have required much acting—opened her eyes, and looked at our host.

         
         
         
         
         “Mr. Sutcliffe,” she said. “You are like a vision of an angel.”

         
         
         
         
         “I . . . well, yes. Thank you, Miss Seward.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m so sorry for disturbing you,” I said. “I know you’re off to Rome and in the midst of the last-minute rush. We picked a terrible time to call. For all practical purposes, you’re already gone.” I almost felt sorry for him. It was embarrassing to have been caught claiming not to be home, although everyone does it to avoid unwelcome callers. My sympathy was more than limited, however, as first, I strongly suspected Mr. Sutcliffe of murder, and second, I did not like to include myself in any list of unwanted visitors.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. Apologies. Had I known I would have two charming ladies calling, I should not have said I wasn’t at home,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “Especially if you knew one was about to faint,” Margaret said, picking herself up off the floor.

         
         
         
         
         “The subject we came to discuss is not urgent. It can wait until you return from your trip,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Will you be in Constantinople that long?”

         
         
         
         
         “I wouldn’t dream of leaving without seeing you again,” I said. I had moved close to the door and then realized I was about to make an exit that lacked even a shred of grace. “Will you dine with us your first night back? I’d so love to hear about your trip.”

         
         
         
         
         “It would be my pleasure. And I must insist that you allow me to call my carriage for you. We can’t have Miss Seward walking any further today.”

         
         
         
         
         Margaret, theatrically serious, looked at him with wide eyes. “I cannot thank you enough. You have rescued me today without making me feel even the slightest tinge of embarrassment. How ever will I make it up to you?”

         
         
         
         
         “I would be distressed if you felt even the slightest need to try,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         And with that, we left, both of us silent until we’d exited the carriage at the docks.
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         “That was a debacle,” I said, stretching out across the foot of Margaret’s bed. Instead of returning to the yal?—and intent as I was on getting some much-needed privacy—we had gone to my friend’s suite at Misseri’s after checking in with Miss Evans. Sir Richard had awakened and was doing much better. The doctor had assured us he was in no danger and would make a full recovery.
         

         
         
         
         
         Margaret and I made our exit as quickly as possible. Back at the hotel, we had dinner sent to the room, and following long baths, we both pulled on nightgowns, poured glasses of port, and sat on the balcony outside her bedroom, watching the city’s lights below us.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank heavens you were prescient enough to think of having me faint,” Margaret said. “If you hadn’t suggested I be on guard before you left the room, you would have come in to find me rummaging through the drawers of that desk.”

         
         
         
         
         I sipped the tawny liquid, loving the warmth it sent through me. “That would have been a disaster. But I’m worried. He’s on to us.”

         
         
         
         
         “ ‘On to us’? What does that even mean? We don’t know what we’re doing, do we?” She laughed. “For all that it was a debacle, it was awfully fun. You’ve very nearly convinced me to reconsider the benefits of detecting.”

         
         
         
         
         “Tired of the settled life before you’ve even started?”

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe.”

         
         
         
         
         “Whatever will Mr. Michaels say?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid even to consider it,” she said. “I had such a lovely letter from him today. He’s taken to writing in Latin, which is a great improvement. His words flow much better, and he less frequently relies on academic phrases to persuade me to believe the depth and breadth of his passionate admiration for me.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re terrible.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, I’m not! I love him more than anything, but the man is an awful writer. It’s tragic, really.”

         
         
         
         
         “Doesn’t seem to be keeping him from getting his heart’s desire,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Well, perfection would be boring. And I don’t mind being better at something than he is.”

         
         
         
         
         “So you write good love letters?”

         
         
         
         
         “The best,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “Show me.”

         
         
         
         
         “Never.” Her grin was two shades from evil and made me laugh. “What about Colin?” she asked. “How are his letters?”

         
         
         
         
         “Every delicious thing,” I said. More laughter; the space around us was warm with it. I wondered how many more nights we would have like this. So much changed after marriage. But, no, it was not marriage that concerned me. It was my old fear, taking me back to that December night so long ago, when my aunt had died.

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve grown dull,” Margaret said. “What is it?”

         
         
         
         
         “Ivy. I’m scared for her.”

         
         
         
         
         “I am, too. We all know well what can happen. But we can’t let it paralyze us.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re right, of course. I just never thought it would be so hard.” I swirled the port in my glass and pressed my lips together, feeling the early sting of tears. “Everyone else seems to be able to reconcile herself with the risk. I don’t know why I can’t.”

         
         
         
         
         “Does there have to be a reason?”

         
         
         
         
         “I suppose not. But if there were, I might be able to understand and then overcome it.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re so strong, you’d never have a problem.”

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe.” I smiled. “I would like to give Colin an heir. It would bring him great joy.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course it would. And you as well.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes.” My face was growing hot. “It would.”

         
         
         
         
         She took my hand. “Whatever happens, I shall be there with you. You won’t be alone, and you won’t have to pretend to be anything other than terrified.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you, Margaret. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

         
         
         
         
         We embraced, finished our port, began to strategize, and by morning had a more than reasonable plan as to how we could learn more about Mr. Sutcliffe.

         
         
         
         
         The sun hit our more than reasonable plan with a harsh and unforgiving light, but we were undaunted. Phase one would be simple enough; it was the second half that could prove tricky. We started by making the rounds in Pera, calling at the home of every British ex-pat we could think of. Thankfully, as the daughter of an earl, my rank enabled us to do this without introductions.

         
         
         
         
         “In fact,” I said, ringing the bell at our fifth house, “my mother would say this is my social obligation. A lady of rank, she always tells me, has a responsibility to call on those around her. To not do so is rude.”

         
         
         
         
         “We can’t have that,” Margaret said.

         
         
         
         
         In the space of a few hours—exhausting hours that left us overfull of tea and biscuits—we learned that Mr. Sutcliffe’s career had taken him to Vienna (his first post, where he served with the gentleman who was now one of the top aides to the consul here in Turkey), Canada, Portugal, and the West Indies. But it wasn’t until we met with a Mrs. Hooper-Ferris that we stumbled upon anything of use.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, the West Indies were awful!” We’d spent a pleasant half hour with our hostess, the wife of one of the embassy’s top officials. “We were there at the same time as the Sutcliffes—terrible epidemic of typhoid—people were dropping everywhere. It’s when he lost his entire family, but I’m sure you knew that already,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes,” I said. “I’d heard that. Terrible.”

         
         
         
         
         “Terrible tragedy. His wife—Cate—beautiful girl. And so young. They had two children, a boy and a girl. Must have been six and four years old, if I remember. All gone in the space of twenty-four hours.”

         
         
         
         
         “How dreadful,” Margaret said. “The poor man.”

         
         
         
         
         “It marked him forever, beyond the way you’d expect grief to. To make matters worse, he’d balked at the assignment in the first place—had asked to stay . . . well, I can’t remember where he’d been before. Didn’t want to take his children because he knew all too well the islands were rife with fever. But there’s no arguing these things. You go where you’re told to go.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is it never possible to request a change?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “You can, of course, request anything. But it’s unusual for it to come to fruition. I believe he’d lined up a colleague who had agreed to switch with him, but then there was some change in plans. I don’t recall the details.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s terribly sad,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “That it is. But of course it did spur all his charity work—good, that. Although I have heard said that he’s more than a little obsessed with it all. Thinks he knows better than anyone what it means to be a decent father.”

         
         
         
         
         “Understandable, I suppose,” Margaret said. “How did you find the West Indies? I’ve heard it’s beautiful there.”

         
         
         
         
         “Hideously hot,” she said. “Unbearable mosquitoes. I’d say do all in your power to keep as far away as possible.”

         
         
         
         
         “How disappointing,” I said. “I’ve always had such a dreamy vision of the islands.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t mistake me,” Mrs. Hooper-Ferris said. “From behind a good mosquito net, it’s a lovely, lovely place.”

         
         
         
         
         By four o’clock, I was certain of two things: It would be too soon if I ever saw another biscuit, and the loss of Mr. Sutcliffe’s family was connected to all that was swirling around Sir Richard.

         
         
         
         
         “We need to find out more about his request to get a different assignment,” I said. “But I’m afraid the ambassador won’t be of any help.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you know anyone else in the diplomatic service we could contact?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No.”

         
         
         
         
         “What about Jeremy?” she asked. Jeremy Sheffield, Duke of Bain-bridge, was my childhood friend who had declared his love for me last winter in Vienna. “He can be useful when he wants to be.”

         
         
         
         
         “More than useful,” I said. “But I hate to trouble him, given the circumstances.”

         
         
         
         
         “I think he’d adore rescuing you while you’re on your honeymoon.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s exactly the problem,” I said. “I wonder if my father could help?”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s worth trying,” Margaret said.

         
         
         
         
         “I can send him a wire, but it would be days before he’d be able to learn anything. He’s not in London.” We were winding back through the streets of Pera, stepping carefully over uneven cobbles.

         
         
         
         
         “Could we just confront Mr. Sutcliffe?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course, but I want some proof—something substantial. If he finds out we’re on to him, he may run,” I said. “I have an unorthodox suggestion.”

         
         
         
         
         “My favorite kind,” Margaret said. “I think I’m beginning to get my nerve back.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ll need it if you’re to agree to this scheme. I wouldn’t suggest it if I could think of any other option—preferably a more reasonable one—but I can’t seem to do that. How do you feel about calling on the ambassador?”

         
         
         
         
         “You said he won’t help.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s not going to realize that he is,” I said. “First, though, we have to find a shop. I need to buy candles.”

         
         
         
         
         Two hours later, I was hiding in a broom closet in the British embassy, having slipped away while Margaret and I were ostensibly waiting to speak to Sir William. An earnest clerk led us to a small reception room. We spent a quarter of an hour discussing elephants with a gentleman newly arrived from India, who was hoping this posting would be as exciting as his last, but once he’d been summoned away, we were alone, and I dashed to the first reasonable hiding place I could find.

         
         
         
         
         So far as closets go, this was not an uncomfortable one. It was neither overly crowded nor musty smelling. I had crammed myself into the far back, sunk to the floor, and sat there, wishing I’d had the sense to remove my corset before this endeavor, until all the ambient noise had disappeared from the corridor. Despite my attempts to stretch my legs, both were cramped, and returning to my feet was prickly painful. I managed, then fumbled in the dark to open the door. Once in the hall, I pulled from my reticule one of the candles and matches I’d purchased and soon had enough light to keep me from tripping over any ill-placed furniture.

         
         
         
         
         I made my way to the records room, figuring it as the most likely spot to find employment files. I pulled open drawer after drawer in the cabinets that filled it, eventually reaching the one I sought and flipping through folders until I saw the two names I needed. My heart racing, I took them both, held them to my chest, and started towards a table where I could read them. But before I could spread them on the surface, I heard a terrible crash on the other side of the door.

         
         
         
         
         For a moment I was frozen, forgetting even to breathe. Then sense returned to me, and I blew out my candle, snuffing the glowing ember of wick with my fingers to stop its swirling smoke. Now unable to see, I dropped to the floor and scooted under the table, terrified. Nothing happened. I started counting seconds, to see how much time was passing, but could hardly keep track of the numbers. All I wanted was to get out as quickly as possible. I strained to listen but heard no further sound, and decided to get up. As soon as I had, however, I heard a second noise—not so loud as the first—followed by a hollow thump.

         
         
         
         
         Not being foolish enough to open the door and see what was there, undoubtedly ready to confront me—I was having visions of Mr. Sutcliffe with a sword, not that that would make the slightest bit of sense—I knew it was time to take sudden and decisive action. Not hesitating, I crossed the room as quickly as I could in the dark, unwilling to risk relighting my candle, and pushed open the first window I reached. I had not planned to leave with the files, but at this point, saw no other option. Hiking up my heavy skirts, I sat on the ledge, flung my legs over, and hopped to the ground.
         

         
         
         
         
         Once there, I stayed close to the building, not wanting the guards to see me skulking around. I knew there’d be no avoiding them eventually but had come up with what I considered a better than average strategy for dealing with them.

         
         
         
         
         “Good evening, gentlemen,” I said, hugging the files close to my chest, my arms wrapped tight around me as I walked down the path to the gate. “The grounds are so beautiful, even in the moonlight, I simply couldn’t tear myself away.”

         
         
         
         
         “You—when—” the younger of the soldiers stuttered incomprehensibly.

         
         
         
         
         “I assume Miss Seward left ages ago. Was she with Sir William, did you see?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, madam, I believe he left alone.”

         
         
         
         
         “Very good, then. I’ll catch up with her now. Thank you, and have a lovely evening.” I breezed past them, a brilliant smile on my face, and looked for the carriage I knew Margaret would have waiting for me at the end of the block. She opened the door as soon as she saw me coming.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve been beside myself,” she said. “It’s more awful than you can imagine sitting here and having no idea what’s going on.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can assure you it was nothing but invigorating excitement inside.” I handed her the files as I stepped into the coach and told her what had happened.

         
         
         
         
         “Do you think someone’s in there?” she asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I haven’t the slightest idea,” I said. “And wasn’t about to find out. I wish I hadn’t had to remove anything, but I had no choice.”

         
         
         
         
         We returned to Misseri’s, where we could peruse our purloined letters at our leisure.

         
         
         
         
         “Port,” Margaret said, handing me a glass. “Cigar.”

         
         
         
         
         I lit it, but the smell turned my stomach. “I can’t,” I said, snuffing it out in the crystal ashtray on the table.

         
         
         
         
         “Are you ill?”

         
         
         
         
         “Let’s hope.” I looked at the folders in front of me. “Which would you prefer? Mr. Sutcliffe or Sir Richard?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sutcliffe, please. I want to be the one who finds whatever it is we’re looking for.”

         
         
         
         
         “Go forth and conquer.” I pushed the file to her and opened Sir Richard’s. It was dull reading, but that came as no surprise. Records of his assignments, comments about his performance, letters praising his skills and efficiency and dedication from a series of well-heeled ambassadors filled the folder, but nothing suggested any connection between him and Mr. Sutcliffe.

         
         
         
         
         “Anything of note?” I asked Margaret, filling her glass with more port.

         
         
         
         
         “So far just a letter about this West Indies business,” she said. “Terrible. He was granted an extended leave after the funerals, but served out the rest of his tour there. Other than that, though, a remarkably uninteresting record. No sign of trouble yet, however.”

         
         
         
         
         “All right. Let’s compare their postings. Were they ever together?” A quick assessment showed us they had crossed paths in Vienna—on that first assignment of Mr. Sutcliffe’s. “Mrs. Hooper-Ferris mentioned that he’d tried to arrange something with a colleague, someone who’d agreed to switch with him. I’d bet anything the colleague was Sir Richard.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is there reference to such a thing in his file?”

         
         
         
         
         I flipped through the pages, skimming as I went. “There’s this—when he requested assignment in Constantinople, it was noted that he had never before asked for a specific post.”

         
         
         
         
         “Does that signify?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Only if Mr. Sutcliffe thought he’d asked for the West Indies.” I closed Sir Richard’s file. “May I?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course.” Margaret leaned back in her chair, blowing rings of smoke. “I have to admit I liked feigning swooning better than going through papers. My dedication is suspect at best.”

         
         
         
         
         “I love you regardless,” I said, and kept reading. “Here, here it is. A letter he wrote asking to be allowed to have a colleague, Mr. Richard St. Clare—pre-knighthood—be assigned to the West Indies in his place. ‘Mr. St. Clare has assured me he would happily take this post and has already submitted the appropriate paperwork to arrange the details.’ ”

         
         
         
         
         “But he never did?”

         
         
         
         
         “It seems not.” I took a long breath, rubbed my forehead, and went back to Sir Richard’s file. “Yes . . . Yes. This is enough, Margaret, it’s enough. Look.” She stood beside me, reading over my shoulder. “The page here that says he never made any such requests was stamped as received here only six months ago.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why the delay?”

         
         
         
         
         “Who knows? Perhaps it was misfiled, or never sent from wherever he was posted when he applied to come here. The point is that Mr. Sutcliffe is the one to whom it would have gone to be filed—he’s the one who would have stamped it. And when he did, if he read it, he’d know that Sir Richard never tried to help him avoid the West Indies.”

         
         
         
         
         “And hence, let his family die from typhoid.”

         
         
         
         
         “Which to a man thoroughly devastated by loss—so grieved that he never remarried and became fixated on others suffering a similar loss—might be sufficient to inspire him to seek revenge.”

         
         
         
         
         “So he poisons Sir Richard?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “But doesn’t kill him—makes him look incompetent to the point he loses his job. And he hires thugs to harass his son.”

         
         
         
         
         “But Ceyden?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know yet how or if she fits. Can you doubt he’d find it sweet revenge to kill the daughter of the man he holds responsible for the deaths of his own children?”

         
         
         
         
         “We don’t know that’s what he’s thinking,” Margaret said.

         
         
         
         
         “Agreed,” I said. “But it’s decent conjecture. And suppose he killed Jemal—the man who knew of Benjamin’s dealings at the harem. He might have been bribing Jemal as well and decided it was time to make sure he’d keep quiet about something.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is this enough evidence to take to the ambassador?” Margaret asked.

         
         
         
         
         “It should be sufficient to at least get his attention and persuade him that the matter requires further investigation. It shows Mr. Sutcliffe had a powerful motive. Now we need to find some evidence of him possessing chloral hydrate—and more about his friendship with Bezime. Let’s not forget she liked to play at being a physician.”
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         As it was too late to confront Bezime herself, I had to settle for talking to the only person left who might have the answers I sought. Perestu started pacing almost as soon as I asked my first question. The lines in her forehead deepened, and her brown eyes clouded. “I don’t know how to answer you,” she said. “I have not had contact with your Mr. Sutcliffe in months. I told you that before.”

         
         
         
         
         “What was his relationship with Bezime?”

         
         
         
         
         She closed her eyes. “How could I possibly know that?”

         
         
         
         
         “You read her diaries, didn’t you?” I asked. “You must have. How could you have resisted? Didn’t you want to know what her relationship with him was?”

         
         
         
         
         She did not answer.

         
         
         
         
         “He loved you. I’ve no doubt of that. You should have seen his reaction when he realized your ring was gone.” I hated the knowledge that he’d been putting on an act, but I had no reason to doubt his feelings for Perestu and even less reason to want to see her more hurt.

         
         
         
         
         She turned, tears hanging heavy in her eyes. “You must not speak of love between us. There was none.”

         
         
         
         
         “Friendship, then. Whatever you want to call it. He cared for you. Any woman in your situation would have read those diaries.”

         
         
         
         
         “He came to her frequently, but I do not think they were lovers,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “Did she say anything about discussing Ceyden with him?”

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing at all.”

         
         
         
         
         This was unfortunate, but far from a shock. “What can you tell me about the loss of his family? I know it affected him deeply.”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course it did. You’ve no idea—what it is to lose a child. Two children. And his wife. He loved her.”

         
         
         
         
         “I know.”

         
         
         
         
         “And to then have found out that a man he called his friend lied about the one thing that might have prevented all of it. . . .”

         
         
         
         
         She paused, and I dared not even breathe. But when she didn’t continue, I had to say something. “It might have been a mistake, you know. Sir Richard could have filed the request and all those years later it could have been lost.”

         
         
         
         
         “You know the story?” She smiled, a slim, halfhearted effort. “That makes me feel less like I’m betraying him.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know the details, but I’m not convinced it was anything more than a misunderstanding.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, that’s not possible. When he saw the paper, he confronted Sir Richard, who admitted everything. He apologized, but what good was that? Said that he couldn’t leave at the time because he was following some new lead as to where his daughter might have been. It all amounted to nothing, of course, and poor Theodore lost everything.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sir Richard knows all this?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. There can be no doubt. The last time I saw Theodore was when he came to me immediately following their conversation. I’d never seen him so upset, so . . . ragged.”

         
         
         
         
         “And it was that day that you broke off your friendship?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. The timing was appalling, I admit. But something in him scared me that day—the intensity of his hurt, his anger. And I knew that I was in danger of getting too drawn in to him. I didn’t want that, so I cut it off.”

         
         
         
         
         “That takes no small measure of strength,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Not nearly as much as it should have,” she said. “I’d been pulling away for months without him even knowing. Otherwise I couldn’t have done it.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry,” I said. “It must have been terribly painful. I would never broach such a subject if I didn’t think it of critical importance. What did Bezime write about Mr. Sutcliffe?”

         
         
         
         
         “She knew of his anger, that was clear, and it concerned her. He wasn’t sleeping well—nightmares. He had suffered from them for years. She gave him something to help him, but didn’t think he was taking it, as he never seemed to her more rested.” Tears choked her voice. “I wish I could have given him something solid like that—something that might actually have helped.”

         
         
         
         
         I felt as if I were standing on the edge of a very tall cliff, about to plummet to an unthinkable and inane ending if I did not choose my words with absolute precision. I walked over and stood in front of her, placing my hands on her shoulders. “The sort of friendship you gave him was far more substantial than some sort of medicine it sounds like he never even took.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, but she gave him more every time he called. She must have had reason to think it was important.”

         
         
         
         
         I tried to sound as casual as possible. “Do you remember what it was?”

         
         
         
         
         “Some sleeping aid . . . chlor . . . chloral . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “Chloral hydrate?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes,” she said. “That was it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not the best choice, I’d say. Highly addictive and can have dreadful side effects.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is that so?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. Far better that he have a friend who understands him,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you,” she said. “It brings some measure of comfort.”

         
         
         
         
         “He doesn’t have to be lost to you altogether, does he?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. There’s no other way. I will not let myself fall in love again, especially in such impossible circumstances.”

         
         
         
         
         I could not argue with the wisdom of that.

         
         
         
         
         I rushed from the palace to meet Margaret, who had taken care of arranging the final details for Roxelana’s rescue. The time had come at last to pull off our plan. Excitement and fear surged through me, my nerves thin, and I prayed we were doing the right thing in the right way. I could not let myself think of the fallout that would come should our plans be exposed. We’d been careful, and I was confident her escape would be successful. Hubris is a dangerous companion.

         
         
         
         
         “You’ll find this amusing,” Margaret said as we raced to the Nuruosmaniye Mosque. “A friend called on Medusa yesterday, all full of ex-pat gossip. Apparently, the night of your adventure in the embassy one of the stray cats that lurk about the city got in through an open window and knocked over a vase.”

         
         
         
         
         “That was the crash that terrified me?” I laughed.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. The poor creature was still inside in the morning, and the staff have adopted it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, it does make for a good story. I must tell you what happened at Y?ld?z this morning.” We were walking quickly, and I struggled to breathe evenly as I recounted my conversation with Perestu.

         
         
         
         
         “What a shame that she burned the journals,” said Margaret. “Do you think she would testify?”

         
         
         
         
         “I could not say. When faced with the truth of what he’s done—”

         
         
         
         
         “Are we even sure what that is?” she asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, we are. He poisoned Sir Richard, sabotaged his career, possibly made threats of violence against his son—”

         
         
         
         
         “We can’t prove that last.”

         
         
         
         
         “That will undoubtedly be the most simple part of all this. Colin can go back to the village and pay enough to get the full truth.”

         
         
         
         
         “Fair enough,” Margaret said, walking faster. I could not match her pace—I was feeling more winded than I should, and it was all I could do to keep from letting her gain too much distance ahead of me.

         
         
         
         
         “He must have been following Benjamin—I’m convinced Jemal alerted him to the planned escape.”

         
         
         
         
         “He might have even witnessed the murder.”

         
         
         
         
         “And then taken the evidence to give to the proper person when the proper moment arose,” I said. “He wanted to be sure Benjamin was held accountable.” I stopped, dead in the center of the street. Margaret had to pull me out of the way of a delivery cart.

         
         
         
         
         “Emily! Pay attention.”

         
         
         
         
         “I didn’t see it before,” I said. “But now I do. Remember, she spoke—”

         
         
         
         
         “They’re already inside,” Margaret interrupted, looking at the line of carriages in front of the building. “Hurry.”

         
         
         
         
         She hurried towards her station while I turned into the Grand Bazaar, taking a table at the café we had chosen and ordering tea and baklava. Ideas blazed through my head, but I kept settling on a single one: Benjamin hadn’t killed Ceyden. Sutcliffe had. The scenario played out easily enough. He’d followed Benjamin, watched Roxelana flee screaming. Ceyden may have heard him, called out for help, seen him—and he’d killed her to keep her silent. Not only to ensure no one knew he’d been in the harem, but because he knew he could frame his nemesis’s son for the murder.

         
         
         
         
         I admitted to myself, as I crunched another bite of baklava, that the story was as yet incomplete. But another few days of work and I’d have uncovered the rest. Bezime was a threat because she knew about the chloral hydrate. She could have asked Sutcliffe about it. And Jemal—he’d been both dispensable and dangerous. I thought it very likely he’d witnessed Ceyden’s murder.

         
         
         
         
         A slim glint of satisfaction passed through me, which led me to be filled immediately with concern. This was always the most dangerous stage—the part when you begin to map out the solution but don’t know enough to see the holes that leave you vulnerable. I checked the watch on my lapel—newly purchased to replace the one stolen from the yal?—and tore a piece of paper from the small notebook I carried in my reticule. On it, I wrote everything I knew, suspected, or felt was reasonable conjecture pertaining to the case. Then, moving on to a second sheet, I put down the unreasonable conjectures of which I was fond as well as a full detailing of our plans for Roxelana, cringing at the thought of my husband reading this.
         

         
         
         
         
         I asked my waiter if it was possible to get an envelope and within a few moments had in my hands a set of smooth linen stationery. After sealing my missive, I addressed it to Colin in care of the embassy, and my enterprising server found a boy to deliver it almost before I’d asked. Having taken this precaution, I felt better protected. Not in the classic sense. I had no desire to see Colin swoop in and fix any of this; I wanted to do that myself. But it was as if I’d bought insurance against needing him—he’d know where to find me, what to do if something went wrong. Undoubtedly, I’d require his assistance only if it was impossible for him to offer it.

         
         
         
         
         Satisfied, I finished my tea and looked again at my watch. My stomach churned; too much time had passed. Roxelana should have been here by now. I looked around, growing more nervous with each passing second, wondering if she could somehow have been confused by the maze of the bazaar’s streets. I wanted to search for her but knew better than to leave my post. What would she do if she arrived and I was gone?

         
         
         
         
         But after another half hour, I saw little choice. I paid my bill, deciding to go to the mosque, where I would find Margaret. I hoped more than anything that Roxelana had not been caught—that she hadn’t come because it was too risky, because she wasn’t able to get the privacy required for her escape. As I walked, I began repeating, barely under my breath, a simple prayer.

         
         
         
         
         “Lady Emily Hargreaves?” The small voice came from behind me, and I turned to see a boy, no more than nine years old. “Are you Lady Emily Hargreaves?”

         
         
         
         
         “I am,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “This is for you.” He handed me an envelope made from thick, creamy paper and disappeared into the crowd around me. With shaking hands, I tore it open, almost afraid to read.

         
         
         
         
         My dear Lady Emily, the game is up. You’ve gone too far and I’ve had to take actions I did not wish to. I have Roxelana. She will be alive for thirty more minutes unless you present yourself to me in exchange for her. She is easily frightened, not at all like my own brave girl who complained not once during the final hours of her illness, and I find myself already tired of her crying. How would you like me to silence her?

         
         
         
         
         I am at the Basilica Cistern, the Yerebatan Saray?. You will have to figure out how to get there. Just be sure to come quickly and to come alone. If there’s anyone else with you, it will end badly for us all.

         
         
         
         
         I felt short of breath, and my throat ached as I gulped for air. I was not foolish enough to believe I could pull this off alone—it was worse than any situation I could have imagined. I’d thought any danger Roxelana faced would come from the sultan. There was little time to consider options, so I took the first reasonable one that sprang to mind. I asked my waiter to point me to the police—he located an officer patrolling the bazaar and stopped him at once. Not wanting to waste even a moment, I pressed the note—which was obviously from Mr. Sutcliffe—into the man’s hand and explained as efficiently as possible that he must send help and get word to the British embassy at once.

         
         
         
         
         He looked at me as if I were insane, and I could not pause long enough to convince him otherwise. Instead, I ran to the nearest exit, hired the first carriage I saw, and made my way to the cistern. It was only because I’d read so extensively about the city that I was even aware of it, finding it described in the travel memoirs of an Italian gentleman. Near the Blue Mosque and Aya Sofya, it had been built in Roman times to bring water to the city, and families living above it still used it—taking its water from well-like openings in their basements.

         
         
         
         
         Having no time to collect De Amicis’s book from the yal?, I had to rely on my memory. He’d described coming to the cistern through the garden of a nearby house. I’d reached the neighborhood and knew I was in the right general vicinity, but it was not apparent which house’s garden contained the entrance—so I could do nothing but knock on doors and hope someone could help me. On my third attempt, a veiled woman answered. She did not speak much English, but I kept repeating “Yerebatan Saray?” over and over, and at last she nodded and pointed me to the house across from hers. I raced there, only to find no one home.
         

         
         
         
         
         I made my way around the building, hoping to find a way into the garden, through which I could reach the cistern, and my heart soared when I saw a green door, in dire need of new paint, in the wall. I pushed it open and rushed through it. Across from me was a stone arch, below which were steep stone steps, slick with water and moss, descending deep into darkness. Pleased that I had not bothered to empty out my reticule after last night’s adventure at the embassy, I pulled out the candle and matches I still had with me and lit them before making my way with great care down the stairs.

         
         
         
         
         Every nerve in my body was shaking when I reached the closed door at the bottom. I opened it and stepped into an enormous domed underground chamber, its vaulted ceiling supported by arches above row after row of columns, hundreds of them. Water filled the room below the wooden platform on which I stood—and my candle reflected green in it, the color eerie, almost unholy. There was no sound but that of water dripping from the roof, pinging into the pool below, echoing relentlessly.

         
         
         
         
         No sound, that is, until the door shut behind me, and I heard the unmistakable click of a bar latch snapping into place. I turned around, wanting to test it at once, only to find my fear all too real. The lock had fastened; I could not get out. Panic rose through me as the darkness of the space enveloped me, but there was nothing to do but move on.

         
         
         
         
         I took a step forward, testing the wooden planks over the water before putting my whole weight on them, wondering at what point I’d face Sutcliffe. Was he behind a column? Waiting for me just beyond the light of my candle? I was sweating despite the coolness of the space and had to force my feet forward.

         
         
         
         
         “I did say thirty minutes, did I not, Lady Emily?”

         
         
         
         
         His voiced bounced around me; I could not tell where he stood.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re using up all your time. Might want to hurry.”

         
         
         
         
         And then I heard a muffled sob that fueled me to move forward with greater speed. “Let her go,” I said. “You can well see that I’m here and alone.”

         
         
         
         
         “This is not a time for you to be making demands,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         I bit back the reply on my lips and continued walking, trying to determine where Roxelana was. “What is it you want from me?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “You should have left things alone,” he said. “There was no reason to interfere. All those deaths after Ceyden’s are on your conscience.”

         
         
         
         
         “I have not killed anyone.”

         
         
         
         
         “They would all be alive still if it weren’t for you.”

         
         
         
         
         I wanted to keep him talking, to distract him while I came up with a viable strategy. “I know you killed Ceyden,” I said, wanting to test my suspicion.

         
         
         
         
         “It doesn’t matter what I did so long as St. Clare thinks it was him.”

         
         
         
         
         “You did kill her.”

         
         
         
         
         He laughed. “I never dared hope my revenge would be so complete. The boy made it easy.”

         
         
         
         
         “Roxelana?” I asked. “Where are you? Are you next to him?”

         
         
         
         
         More muffled sobs, with a greater urgency this time. “Quiet!” he said.

         
         
         
         
         I heard footsteps. He was on the walkway, not in the water. I looked over the edge of the path, gauging the depth. Fish darted, startled by the light, and their reaction inspired me. I could see clearly the bottom of the green pool, not more than three feet below the surface. I broke the top third off my candle and then tilted it so that the wax pooled on the wooden rail next to me, until there was enough to hold the luminary upright. Sticking it hard into the middle of the melted mass, I held it in place until the wax had cooled. I backed away, wanting to distance myself from the light. Then, hiking up my skirts to my knees, I ducked beneath the rail and stepped into the water as quietly as possible and stood, perfectly still.

         
         
         
         
         “Are you waiting for me to come to you?” he asked. The light from his torch—much stronger than that thrown by my candle—bounced between walls and water as he spun around, looking for me. Moving in silence, careful not to splash in the water, I walked away from the door across the open expanse of the pool, keeping far from the space illuminated around him.

         
         
         
         
         Every time I reached a column I would pause, resting against it, wishing I could slow my heart, that my legs would stop shaking. And then I would continue on, moving in a wide half circle until I’d come almost close enough to see him from behind.

         
         
         
         
         “I am not amused, Lady Emily,” he said, still watching for me. “I can kill her now. Come to me at once.”

         
         
         
         
         A metallic clicking told me he was readying a gun. My breath was coming too fast now, my eyes stinging from the sweat dripping down my brow. I could not let Roxelana die. A few more steps and I could see her. He’d been holding her by the arm but had to let go to pull the pistol out from his belt, keeping the torch held high, looking all the while in the direction of my candle.

         
         
         
         
         I knew better than to think I could get the gun from him. There had to be another way. As I watched my candle’s flame in the distance, it came to me. Stepping back, I crouched behind a column, the base of which was a hideous head of Medusa, inverted so as to be upside down. I reached under my skirt and pulled off one of my petticoats, holding it under the water to flood every fiber of the cotton. Bundling it up into a loose but heavy ball, I wrapped it in my skirts and again moved towards them.

         
         
         
         
         I somehow needed to will my arms to stop trembling, lest my plan be ruined altogether, but I seemed wholly incapable of controlling them. I held my breath, for it was too ragged and too loud as I continued to move towards them, away from my candle, disturbing the water as little as possible.

         
         
         
         
         And then I waited. The stub of my candle did not take long to burn out, but it seemed like hours before its light was gone.

         
         
         
         
         “What have you done?” he asked. “Blown out your candle? Do you forget I have something better?”

         
         
         
         
         I resumed my journey through the water. Terror struck with full potential once I’d reached the flickering circle lit by his torch. He was holding it in his left hand, his right firm on the pistol pointed not towards Roxelana, but where he thought I was standing. I could see now that the columns were not identical. Some were Corinthian, some Doric, and one not far from me was covered with carvings that looked like tears.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve grown tired of your games,” he said. He raised the gun to the ceiling and fired. Roxelana screamed as the shot ricocheted, but it hit nothing of consequence. Acting out of pure instinct, I knew this was the moment and flung my soaking petticoat onto the flame of the torch. The water doused it at once, and we all stood in absolute darkness.

         
         
         
         
         “Roxelana, run!” I said, silently thanking whoever had decided petticoats should have enough yardage in them to give them a serious heft when wet. “Follow the railing and get to the door.”

         
         
         
         
         I’d figure out some way to unlock the door when I reached it. I heard scrambling feet—it sounded as if she tripped but managed to right herself and set off. Mr. Sutcliffe, however, was still. Not wanting to go near him, I tried as best I could to retrace the way I’d come, no easy feat in an underground room devoid of all light.

         
         
         
         
         “What have you done?” His breathing was hard, irregular, too fast, his voice quivering as he spoke. “Light your candle again. At once.”

         
         
         
         
         I kept moving, hoping I was headed for the door, hoping that the police in the bazaar had taken my direction seriously and that soon we’d have reinforcements. And then, despite myself and despite the hideous circumstances, I almost laughed, realizing that if Colin were there, he’d be bent on rescuing me, and this made me all the more determined to escape on my own.

         
         
         
         
         Roxelana was moving, her steps steady but not fast, but Sutcliffe had still not summoned whatever it would take to make himself move. A whimper escaped from his lips, his fear and panic palpable. I prayed he would not be able to conquer it.

         
         
         
         
         “You must light the candle. Please!” He was shouting now, desperate. “I can’t stand it—you must help me.”

         
         
         
         
         And then I heard a terrible sound. A match. I turned to see the quick flash of brightness. He tried to light the torch, but it was too wet, and he struck a second match and started walking.

         
         
         
         
         “I will kill you,” he said. “You should not have done this to me.”

         
         
         
         
         I had somehow wound my way back to the boardwalk, my hand, which I’d held out in front of me, rubbed against a post of the rail, a splinter sliced into my palm. Undaunted, I continued on, using the rail as a guide. The second match burned out, and he lit a third.

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t open it!” Roxelana had reached the door and was banging on it, her voice full of tears. “Help me, Emily!”

         
         
         
         
         We were so close now. If I could get to the door, I could figure out some way to open the latch. I moved more quickly, then slowed my pace, not wanting to give him audible clues as to where I was. I wished Roxelana would stop pounding on the door but could do nothing about it. I was nearly to her.

         
         
         
         
         The dim match light died, and I braced for him to strike another, but he didn’t. “Light your candle! You do not understand what you are doing to me. Light it!”

         
         
         
         
         He was crying now—heaving sobs—and I let myself move more quickly. No sooner had I started than he began shooting. He was aiming at the ceiling again, trying to frighten us. Great chunks of plaster or rock or something crashed into the water, setting Roxelana screaming again. I pulled myself out of the water, held both sides of the railing in my hands, and ran as fast as I could.

         
         
         
         
         “Emily! Please! Help me!”

         
         
         
         
         I did not mean to reply, but the words came out almost before I realized it. “I’m coming!”

         
         
         
         
         My voice bounced through the chamber, but the echo didn’t confuse him enough. The direction of his bullets was more pointed now, and I dropped to my knees, determined to crawl the rest of the way, a dull pain in my side as I pulled myself along on my elbows. It was only when my corset, already damp, started to grow warm that I realized he’d hit me. The wound itself did not hurt much, but I felt woozy at once, scared and sick. Rescue no longer seemed a dreadful proposition.

         
         
         
         
         I had no choice but to keep moving, and now it seemed that he had regained some nerve. I could hear his heavy footsteps, far behind me on the turn-filled walkway. He was screaming, knocking against the rails, even fell into the water once with a great splash. This spurred me on as a flash of heat coursed through me, and I began to wonder how badly I was hurt. I put my hand to my abdomen, feeling blood, tears streaming from my eyes as I realized that whatever my condition, as Bezime called it, had been, it certainly wouldn’t be any longer. And just then, I knew with certainty that I did welcome it, that I could manage to conquer my fears. But the chance was gone. All I wanted was to stop, to lie down, to sleep, to ignore Roxelana’s voice, which sounded farther and farther away.

         
         
         
         
         I kept crawling.

         
         
         
         
         When I reached the door, I could hardly stand, not only because I was weak, but because I was shaking so violently. Roxelana pulled me to my feet, and together we began wiggling the latch of the door. I could tell by touch that the mechanism was the same as that on the barn door of my father’s estate in Kent. It was a type that, in theory, could be opened from the inside but in fact stuck easily and was almost impossible to manage. As a girl, I’d become an expert at undoing it from both inside and out—spending more time than my mother liked in the barn with my horses. The memory overwhelmed me, dizziness with it, and I nearly lost my entire train of thought until Roxelana shook me. I remembered where I was and tried again and again but was unable to generate the right force at the right angle on the lock.

         
         
         
         
         And then Mr. Sutcliffe’s steps grew heavier, his cries more savage. He could not have been more than thirty feet from us. Summoning every bit of strength I had, I jammed the latch as hard as I could and felt the door give. Roxelana and I tumbled out of it, slamming it hard behind us, cramming the latch hard into the locked position but knowing that if we could force it, he would be able to as well.

         
         
         
         
         “Find something heavy,” I said, doubled over in pain, trying to drag myself up the slippery steps. “Block the door with it.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t see anything. I don’t know what to do. I can’t—” Roxelana’s face was ashen, her eyes sunken.

         
         
         
         
         “One of the stones from the edge around the stairs,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t want to hit you.”

         
         
         
         
         “You won’t,” I said. “I’ll keep moving.”

         
         
         
         
         “Let me help you first,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “No, it will take too long. Push it over.”

         
         
         
         
         She stood behind one of the rectangular blocks stacked in haphazard fashion on either side of the top of the stairwell, serving as a sort of barrier to keep people from dropping down the steps from the side. She strained against it, and it moved, only slightly.

         
         
         
         
         I could hear Mr. Sutcliffe fiddling with the latch, clawing at the door. “Let me out! Please! Please!” His voice broke into sobs.

         
         
         
         
         “He’s here. You must hurry.”

         
         
         
         
         She pushed again, harder, I think. I could no longer see her. My vision had become hazy. But I heard her groaning and then heard the scraping sound of rock, followed by a crash, followed by sobs.

         
         
         
         
         “Is it in front of the door?” I asked, the words almost impossible to form.

         
         
         
         
         It sounded as if her answer were yes, but the only thing I heard with clarity was fingernails digging into wood.
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         Forgetting flowers is the easiest thing in the world. They’re there, in the background, and you almost don’t notice at all until you start paying attention, cataloging the colors, gauging the sweetness of their fragrances. I loved irises, their grape scent filling the garden in spring, and roses, of course, climbing over walls and trellises. It had been such a pleasant night’s sleep, full of blooming fields and sparkling sunshine. Warmth radiating from me, I reached for Colin, wanting to pull him to me.

         
         
         
         
         My arm, however, felt only cool sheets, rumpled blankets. I started to turn on my side, to see if he’d already awakened, but was stopped by a shooting pain that sent a cry from my lips, which I realized, as I woke further, were cracked and dry.

         
         
         
         
         “Colin?” My eyes were so heavy that it was hard to open them, but as soon as I spoke, I heard sounds all around me. Footsteps, sharp breaths, rustling skirts.

         
         
         
         
         “My dear girl.” His voice was like liquid heaven, and I felt his weight next to me now. I turned my head and forced open my eyes.

         
         
         
         
         “You look dreadful,” I said as he sat on the edge of the bed. “When’s the last time you shaved? I won’t have you with a beard. I simply won’t.”

         
         
         
         
         He laughed—relief and nerves—and kissed me on the forehead. “My dear girl.” It was all he could say, apparently, and he kept repeating it.

         
         
         
         
         We weren’t alone. Margaret was on my other side. “Good heavens,” I said. “Is it a party? What have I missed?”

         
         
         
         
         And then I started to remember. I felt the heavy bandage on my abdomen under my nightgown and started to cry. “Did they catch him?”

         
         
         
         
         “They did.” Colin wiped my tears with his hands. “You set everything up without a flaw. The police arrived within ten minutes of your losing consciousness. Roxelana was tending to your wound.”

         
         
         
         
         “How did Sutcliffe get her?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I never even saw her,” Margaret said. “He must have been waiting outside the window. He followed us because he was suspicious that you were on to him, and as soon as he saw us stationed near the mosque and then saw the caravan with the concubines, he knew what we were planning. You were right that he’d been tailing Benjamin. He’d arranged for the shootings at the dig to make Sir Richard worry—he wanted to drive him crazy. And from following Benjamin, he knew all about Roxelana.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is she—” I could hardly bear to think what must have happened to her.

         
         
         
         
         “The sultan has forgiven her, but will not allow her to leave the harem,” Colin said.

         
         
         
         
         “And Benjamin? He didn’t kill—”

         
         
         
         
         “I know,” he said. “He did try to strangle her, but she wasn’t dead when he fled from the palace. He twisted his ankle making his escape and invented the bandit attack to explain it. He’s not having an easy time with any of this.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s all so awful. He must be heartbroken to lose Roxelana as well.”

         
         
         
         
         “He is, but I think he considers it a fitting punishment.” He brushed the hair off my forehead. “You did it, darling. Sutcliffe confessed to everything. Ceyden, Bezime, Jemal—your speculation about him finishing Ceyden was dead on. Being able to frame Benjamin for the murder brought an extra measure of revenge, though at a price—Jemal demanded additional payment for implicating him to the sultan. Sutcliffe was willing to part with the money, but decided Jemal had proven too demanding to be trusted any further.”

         
         
         
         
         “And so he killed him,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. He spared no detail when he spoke to the police. You so terrified him by locking him in the dark, he was like a wounded child when they removed him.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sir Richard?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Will be reinstated at the embassy as soon as he regains his health. And, yes, Sutcliffe was slipping the chloral hydrate into his coffee every day at the embassy.”

         
         
         
         
         “What about the train?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sutcliffe was two cars away from us.”

         
         
         
         
         “And Murat?”

         
         
         
         
         “The former vizier has been charged with treason, and I got him to admit his messenger’s death was not suicide.”

         
         
         
         
         I wanted to sit up, but the pain stabbed again as I tried. I fell back on my pillows, then opened my eyes and looked to the far side of the room. “How long have I been unconscious?”

         
         
         
         
         “The doctor’s kept you sedated for more than a week,” Colin said.

         
         
         
         
         “And what of Ivy?” I asked. “Has she had her baby?” I couldn’t breathe as I looked at them. They’d both gone gray and were staring at the floor, their silence thick like tar.

         
         
         
         
         “Would you excuse us?” Colin said, and I wanted to tear at his arms and beg Margaret to stay, if only to stop him from telling me—to give me even another hour of ignorance. When the door had closed, he took my face in his hands and leaned in to kiss my lips. “So much has happened.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t even want to know,” I said, sobs choking me, tears stinging my ragged lips, as pain cut through my abdomen. “Don’t tell me. I won’t let you. I don’t want to know.”

         
         
         
         
         “Darling.” He kissed the tears, wiped my face. “You’ve been through so much. It’s not what you think. Ivy is fine. She has a daughter who is healthy as anything. The birth was extremely difficult, and we all feared for her. But she came through all right.”

         
         
         
         
         I wanted to slap him. “Why, then, would you set me up like this? Have I not been through enough? I thought she was dead. I—”

         
         
         
         
         He took my hand. “Things have not turned out quite so well for us.”

         
         
         
         
         The sinking feeling returned to my stomach, and I knew what he was going to say. “I wasn’t sure,” I said, more tears coming. “I would have told you if I were. But it was too early—”

         
         
         
         
         “I know, darling. The doctor said as much.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m so sorry. I would never have—”

         
         
         
         
         “Stop,” he said. “You had no choice. He was going to kill her. It was necessary danger.” His eyes were heavy with sadness, red-rimmed.

         
         
         
         
         “I just wish—”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t.” He kissed my eyelids. “You must rest now.”

         
         
         
         
         “When I’m well, I’m sure we can—”

         
         
         
         
         Now he squeezed my hand, hard. “Maybe. Your injuries have made it so that it’s not clear . . .” His voice faltered, and I felt my heart shredding into pieces. “My dear girl, I’m just so glad you’re all right. You’ve no idea what I’ve been through. I can’t lose you. Ever.”

         
         
         
         
         I laid my palms against his rough cheeks. “You won’t.”

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t know that,” he said. “What we do is dangerous.”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you want me to stop?”

         
         
         
         
         “You wouldn’t be you if you stopped,” he said. “And I wouldn’t adore you the way I do if you were anything less.”

         
         
         
         
         I closed my eyes—it was so hard to keep them open—thinking how fortunate I was to have him, a man who saw me for who I was and loved me without questioning any of it. And then I remembered his words and considered that I might never be able to give him an heir. Panic and fear flooded me at an intensity at least a hundred times greater than that I’d felt when I was trapped with Mr. Sutcliffe.

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t,” he said. “I see exactly what you’re doing to yourself and won’t stand for it. We’ll face it when the time comes—if the time comes. It’s not the worst adversity there could be. We have each other, Emily. Isn’t it greedy to want more?”

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe I’m greedy.” My voice was raw.

         
         
         
         
         “Forgive yourself for that,” he said. “When you’re well enough to travel, I’m going to take you away to somewhere safe and prove to you beyond doubt that you, my dear girl, are everything to me. But in the meantime . . .” His voice trailed off and he kissed me, his tongue coaxing my lips apart.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes?” I asked when he pulled back.

         
         
         
         
         He stood and picked me up, cradling me in his arms, and stepped to the balcony, where he gently set me in a chair. Ducking back into the bedroom, he grabbed a blanket and tucked it around my shoulder, then my knees, then under my feet.

         
         
         
         
         “There is a boat downstairs waiting to take me to the European shore. It’s been there from the moment I knew I’d lost our bet. Prepare yourself, darling wife. I am about to swim the Bosphorus for you.”
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         Author’s Note

         
         
         
         
         While I’ve tried to stay true to the history of the twilight days of the Ottoman Empire, I have chosen to take a few liberties. My character Bezime is based on an actual person, the valide sultan who eventually came to be called Pertevniyal. Deciding it might be confusing to have two valides whose names started with “P,” I kept her as Bezime. I have further played with history by letting her stay alive some years longer than she actually did. How could I resist having such an extraordinary character avoid death long enough that Emily might meet her? The real Bezime slapped the empress Eugénie, was extremely interested in astrology, smoked a pipe, and attacked the minister of war when he came for her son, the sultan. She was not, however, unceremoniously murdered by an unruly Englishman.
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